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CHAPTER 1
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When my partner, Anne, announced that her mother planned to marry her boyfriend, I plastered a lukewarm smile onto my face. The best I could do.  “Really? When's the big day?”

“Six weeks from now.”

“Why so soon?”

“They say they're too old to waste time.”

That was true. Freda and Ron were both in their late sixties. “They should live in sin, like most people. Why do they have to get married?”

A beady stare. “Some people like being married. I know you don’t, but others do.”

I walked into that punch. “Where’s it going to be held?”

“At Bunyip Bay.” 

That was the town in Queensland when Ron lived. Shit. This wedding would cause me great inconvenience. “Does it have to be there?”

“Yes. They want to hold the ceremony and reception at the Bunyip Bay RSL Club, where they first met. They think that’ll be romantic.”

Jesus, I would have to travel a thousand kilometres to attend the wedding of two people I didn’t like in a crummy Returned Servicemen’s League Club that served food a dog would not lick. I could not help myself. “There's nothing romantic about an RSL Club.”

“Stop being a snob.”

“Someone has to set standards.”

“It shouldn’t be you.”

I sighed. Unfortunately, I could not say I was too busy to attend. I was an unemployed journalist with no hope of employment. I had burnt all my bridges to the finest of ash and now ghost-wrote celebrity memoirs for a pittance. I always thought journalism was a good profession for an outsider like me. Now, I was outside even journalism. “I suppose you want me to go to the wedding?”

“Yes, I do. But look at the bright side: you won't miss any work and I'll have to pay for your flight and accommodation.” 

She looked like a gunfighter who has just sent another varmint to Boot Hill.
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Until recently, any southerner who crossed the Tweed River into Queensland was like an ancient Roman citizen crossing the Rhine River into the dark woods of Germania. The southerner soon encountered barbarians living in rustic villages who were barely literate and enjoyed a hypermasculine, rough-hewed lifestyle. Queensland was not called ‘the Deep North’ for nothing. 

Recently, though, the State had dragged itself into the modern world. Trendy ideas like democracy and the rule of law gained a toehold. The capital city, Brisbane, changed from a shantytown into a brick-and-steel metropolis sprinkled with yuppies, greenies and baristas. Immigrants arrived from across the globe. However, the spread of civilisation became patchier the further north a traveller went and, at times, disappeared altogether.

Fortunately, Bunyip Bay, where Ron and Freda were getting married, was only a third of the way up the coastline and well short of the wild frontier. I flew north with Anne and our five-year-old, Tommy. The plane descended through churning tropical clouds and landed at the Sunshine Coast Airport. As we passed through a spanking new terminal, I saw that the traditional costume of most Queensland males - short pants and thongs - was still in vogue.

Anne rented a car which I drove north towards Bunyip Bay. I spent three hours skirting the ocean and darted through rainforests. Nature smiled the whole time.

Neither of us had visited Bunyip Bay before. It was a sleepy coastal town until an important travel writer labelled it an “untapped gem”. Tourists, rich retirees and middle-class drop-outs flocked to the town and its splendid beaches. Property developers soon arrived to give it a make-over.

Five-storey hotels and apartment blocks were now spread along the beachfront. Behind them, brick or weatherboard bungalows lined a grid-pattern of streets. The outskirts had a new shopping centre, an amusement park and enough open space for several new suburbs. Wrapped around the town was a national park dotted with dope-growing hamlets and cultish communes with deranged leaders. Bunyip Bay was a town where a lot of people had stopped running for a while. Then they realised that nothing was chasing them and they ended up in the wrong place.

The town would become overdeveloped in a few years when huge tower blocks, slowly migrating up the coast from Brisbane, finally arrived and devoured the scenery.

Anne had booked us into the Seabreeze Hotel which overlooked the beach. It was the tourist low-season and she got a good price for our room on the fifth floor. I parked my suitcase and immediately stepped onto the balcony. Five hours ago, I was in Canberra, rugged up against the cold. Now, the air was thick and warm. It wrapped its arms around me and told me to never go back.

Shadows crept from beachfront buildings and crossed the crushed-ivory sand. Swimmers bobbed in the surf; surfers inscribed their deeds on waves. The ocean beyond was beaten gold and the horizon razor-sharp. A couple of whale-watching boats were returning to shore. 

I had no time to enjoy the view. The wedding ceremony would not be held until tomorrow evening. However, Freda and Ron had invited attendees to visit Ron’s home that evening for a drinks party.

Just after 6 p.m., we descended to the underground carpark and climbed into the rental vehicle. I drove it along the beachfront towards the address Ron gave me. Palm trees lined both sides of the road. Numerous gawky construction cranes stooped over building sites. Posters promoting the candidates in a local government election were plastered everywhere. Every election, no matter how small, grabs my attention. The most heavily promoted candidate was Mayor Thomas Walsh from the Citizens’ Action Party. He clearly had the most money to spend.

I turned left and drove along a wide estuary dotted with sandbanks. Thick rainforest cloaked the far shore. I soon reached the address I was given. Freda had mentioned that Ron owned a “nice” home. That was an understatement. It was a brash mansion with topiary trees scattered around a putting-quality front lawn, and a monster camper-van in the driveway.

The grandeur of the home surprised me. According to Ron, he was a Queensland copper for 35 years and only reached the rank of Detective Sergeant. He also claimed that, when his first wife divorced him, she performed a “legal stick-up.” Yet, he now owned a massive home in a trendy seaside town. Nothing added up. Until recently, corruption was almost the official policy of the Queensland Police Force. Was Ron dirty? Did he buy the property with ill-gotten gains? He once told me he was not a dirty cop. But a dirty cop would say that, wouldn’t he?

I parked the car and we approached the front door. Tommy thumped the buzzer and Freda opened the door. She usually looked like she kept dragons as pets. Tonight, a bright smile hid scowl lines.

According to Anne, Freda had been dieting and working out to ensure she looked her best on the Big Day. When she answered the door, I saw no sign of that. Her cheongsam dress revealed plenty of jiggling flesh.

We had always had a poor relationship. She thought Anne was far too good for me, with some justification. For years, she tried to run me off and I refused to go. Recently, though, she accepted that Tommy needed a father and resigned herself to my presence. However, I did not drop my guard. Our enmity felt like it was carried over from previous lives. Hostilities could resume at any stage.

She hugged Anne, who stepped back. “Hello, Mum. You look fantastic. You’re not allowed to look younger than me, you know?” Anne turned to me. “She looks fantastic, doesn’t she?” 

Anne had force me to lie. “Of course. You both look fantastic.”

Though Freda smiled with surprising warmth, she still sounded like a cat up a tree. “Hello, Paul, thank you for coming.” 

Her friendliness scrambled my emotions. “Glad to be here. I’m sure you'll both be very happy.” 

Ron appeared wearing a white suit and a green cummerbund that pulsed with energy. His fissured red face had a broad smile. I had mixed feelings about him. On the plus side, he once saved my life. That was incontestable. The finger of a deranged American killer was tightening on the trigger when Ron clubbed him with an iron bar. For that act alone, he deserved my eternal gratitude. I should have showered him with love. But I could not. He was rude and uncouth, and had Palaeolithic political views. Ironically, I also disliked him for saving my life. I hated being obliged to anyone. Yet, I owed him the biggest debt possible. And, to make matters worse, he often gave me a proprietorial smirk to underline that fact.

After smiling at Anne and Tommy, Ron flashed me that smirk. “Hello guys, welcome to my humble abode.”

I said: “What's humble about it?”

A chuckle. “Not much, I guess.”

Anne said. “Are you excited about tomorrow?”

Ron threw an arm around Freda. “Can’t wait. I'm a lucky man.” 

He and Freda led us into a huge living area, which windowed onto a wide back lawn that ran down to the estuary. A sinister black speedboat was tied to a small jetty. How the hell did Ron pay for that? Was he picking up drugs thrown off passing ships?

About 30 people stood in groups, drinking and chatting. As was traditional in Queensland, the women were overdressed and the men underdressed. Freda’s other daughter, Julie, and her husband, Mick, were among the guests. Freda guided Anne and Tommy towards them.

Ron Fowler tugged my elbow. “Come with me. There’s someone I want you to meet.”

He led me through the throng to a big man in his 70s wearing a safari suit, nursing a beer. The guy had craggy features and haunted eyes. 

Ron said: “Paul, this is Geoff Russell. I've known him for most of my life. We served together in the Queensland Police Force. He’ll be my best man tomorrow.”

His name sounded familiar. Where had I heard it before? A memory got stuck in my brain, like food between my teeth.

I said: “Pleased to meet you. I’m Paul Ryder. Freda’s daughter, Anne, is my partner.”

A hair-trigger sneer. “Oh, you're that guy.”

“What guy?”

“Ron saved your life in Canberra, right?”

Ron smirked hard.

I said: “Ah, yes.”

“You're a reporter, huh? Frankly, I don’t know why Ron bothered to save the life of a reporter; I wouldn’t bother. He’s obviously a lot nicer than me.”

He looked strangely tired. Only anger seemed to keep him awake. He would only respect me if I pushed back. “Yes, he’s obviously a lot nicer. Did you have a bad experience with a reporter?”

“I had plenty of bad experiences.” 

“When?”

“You don’t need to know. Who do you write shit for these days?”

“Nobody.” 

“Why not?”

“Nobody will employ me.”

“How come?”

“I don’t follow orders.”

A barking laugh. “That's a plus. How do you earn a crust?”

“I work as a ghost-writer.”

A puzzled stare. “You mean, you write books for other people?”

“Yes.” 

“And they pretend they wrote them?”

“Correct.”

“That sounds unfair on you.”

“I’m happy with the arrangement.”

“Why?”

“If you read one, you’d understand.”

Another barking laugh. “Who do you write them for?”

“Mostly sports stars. The biggest seller was the autobiography of Wally O'Keefe.”

“Who's he?”

“An Aussie Rules legend.”

True Queenslanders regarded Australian Rules as an effete game that southern buttercups played. They preferred watching Rugby League, a game in which sturdy young men crashed into each other like dodgem cars. League players usually suffered at least a major concussion, smashed jaw and broken nose during their careers. “Rubbish game. Absolute rubbish. They should wear tutus.”

“Maybe. But Wally was a big star and the book sold over 100,000 copies.”

“No shit?”

“None at all. You live around here?”

“No, at Yakandai, about 30 minutes along the coast.”

I grabbed a glass of wine off a passing tray. “I understand you and Ron served together in the police force, back in the day?”

“Yeah, off and on. In fact, he also saved my life.” 

I sipped wine that could unblock a drain. “How?”

“Happened when we were sharing a patrol car. We got dispatched to a domestic dispute in a shitty suburb. We parked outside the house and approached the front door. The door swung open. A huge Tongan guy burst out and charged at me with a huge meat cleaver. I tried to shoot him and my revolver jammed.”

Ron chuckled. “’Cos you never cleaned it properly.”

An eyeroll. “Yeah, that’s true. So, Ron put a couple in the guy.”

I looked at Ron. “Did you kill him?”

“Nah, a couple of bullets won’t kill a Tongan. He was sitting up in hospital the next day drinking a milkshake. You have no idea how much paper-work I had to do after that incident. Incredible. I should have let him kill Geoff. Would have been a lot easier.”

A couple of other guests hijacked Ron and his friend, and I wandered off. I soon found myself chatting with my sister-in-law, Julie, and her husband, Mick. Julie, like Freda, always thought she was better than me. I worried that was true until I realized she didn’t know Paris was in France. After that, it was game over.

While we conversed, Julie glanced around, looking for someone more important to talk to. She soon moved off and left me with Mick, a whiney Scot who was the head greenkeeper at a golf club. He launched a long diatribe against a species of non-native grass that had invaded his golf course and was making his life hell. “It’s killing the course - killing it.” He made me angry about the grass; then, he made me bored; then, I said I had to go to the toilet and slunk away.

I mingled with some other guests. Many were retirees who had abandoned their communities down south, and stripped all meaning from their lives, to travel north in the quixotic hope that warm weather and a tan would make them happy. It did not. You can’t chase happiness. It’s gotta chase you.

Most of the guests were rednecks. When I suggested global warming and the destruction of the Great Barrier Reef were clear and present dangers to mankind, they looked perplexed. I didn’t argue. Only an extinction event would wake them up.

My prejudices against Queenslanders were hardening like concrete until a wizened guy introduced himself as Dave Smythe, a neighbour of Ron Fowler. 

He said: “You’re a political journo, right?”

I was tired of explaining my twilight status in the profession. “Yes.”

“You know, I once stood for State Parliament?”

“Really? For which party?”

A grin. “The Socialist Alliance.”

“Wow. That’s a hard-core unit.”

A laugh. “We were very serious about the issues.” He said he became radicalised while studying mathematics at Queensland University during the 1970s. In those days, Premier Joh Bjelke Petersen and his government operated like a criminal gang. Dave joined numerous protest marches and was arrested three times. That inspired him to stand for parliament under the banner of the Socialist Alliance. After garnering only a few thousand votes, he gave up politics and became a high school teacher. He retired a few years ago. Now, he worked as a volunteer at archaeological digs in the Middle East and was the timpanist in the Bunyip Bay Symphony Orchestra.

“You’ve got an orchestra up here?”

“Yep. We’re not the Berlin Phil, but we start together and finish together, and sometimes sound like we’re playing Mozart or Beethoven. Next season, we’re going to tackle Bruckner’s Eighth.”

“Big job. You think you’re up to it?”

He giggled. “Nope, though we’ll try.”

I was always amazed at how many incredibly accomplished and interesting people led apparently mundane lives. It was easy to overlook them. They were the buried treasure of humanity. Dave was an excellent example. Unfortunately, he also smashed my stereotype of crude Queenslanders.

We chatted for half-an-hour about his work at archaeological digs. Then, Anne approached and said we had to get Tommy to bed. I sincerely informed Dave that I hoped to meet him again.
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Early the next morning, Anne went to help her mother get ready for the wedding that evening. I was tasked with looking after Tommy. After breakfast, I put on some bathers and took him down to the beach. Numerous sunbathers were already dicing with melanoma. Plenty of G-strings had disappeared up fathomless arse-cracks. Everyone on the beach had tanned bodies and white teeth except me. I had the reverse.

I asked Tommy if he wanted to swim. He stared out at the tame surf and claimed to see “big sharks.” When I asked him to point them out, he accused me of being “silly.”

He demanded that I dig a big hole, instead. When I demurred, the sawn-off slave-driver danced around and screamed: “Dig, Daddy; dig, Daddy ...” I eventually picked up a plastic shovel and started heaving sand. I soon enjoyed the mindless task. Perhaps I should get a manual labour job instead of trying to use my brain. I’d get into a lot less trouble.

After an hour, I was waist-deep in a hole and doused in sweat. At that point, I remembered I had a son. Christ, had he run off? Drowned in the surf? I looked around anxiously. He sat three metres away, carefully scrutinising a madman standing in a hole.

“What do you think?” I said proudly.

He crawled forward and stared deep into the hole. “Daddy ...”

“Yes?”

“... make it deeper.”

“You’re kidding. I’ve almost reached China.”

“China?”

“Forget it.”

“I wanna ice-cream.”

I led him across the beach to a kiosk where I bought a couple of ice-creams. We sat on a seat wall and ate them while looking out at the ocean. Tommy gave me a serious look. “Dad?”

“Yes, Tommy.”

“You know, Superman, right?”

“Yes.”

Ice-cream dribbled down his chin. “He’s inwincible, right?”

“Yes,” I said warily.

“That means nobody can beat him?”

“Correct.”

And Captain Marvel’s inwincible too, right?”

“I think so.”

“So, what happens when Superman and Captain Marvel have a fight? Who wins?”

Jesus, was this a trap? “I guess they fight forever and ever, and nobody wins.”

He looked disappointed. “I bet they get really tired.”

“I bet they do.”

It was time to buy us lunch. We finished our ice creams and headed along the beach towards the main street. A tall, fat guy with a broiled face strode towards us, a Scottish terrier trotting behind him. I soon recognised him. Dennis Varchon was a prominent Queensland property developer who made a fortune selling shoddy apartments and project homes to gullible buyers. However, when the manure hit the fan, there were always a couple of corporations standing between him and them. His presence in Bunyip Bay was bad news for the town. He smeared a greasy film over everything he touched.

He once established an internet news magazine called Billabong to give himself a political voice and a veneer of respectability. He employed me to gather some dirt on a rising Federal Opposition Leader. Of course, he did not want to publish that dirt. He wanted to use it as leverage. However, I triple-crossed him and published it, anyway. The last time I talked to him, he threatened to destroy me, and my kith and kin. Then, he disappeared from my life.

When Varchon was about fifty metres away, his dog squatted and pooped on the sand. He glanced around and, after seeing nobody close, strode away from the scene of the crime with the dog at his heels.

He did not recognise me until I was quite close, then scowled. “Ryder, what the fuck’re you doing here?”

He was not entitled to the truth. “I’m investigating shitty property developers in the area.”

He thought I was serious and sneered. “You say anything nasty about me and I’ll sue.”

I sneered back. “Why would I mention you? You’re not a shitty developer. Your buildings have a world-wide reputation.”

“Fuck off.”

As he passed, I said: “What sort of tool lets his dog shit on a beach?”

“Clean it up yourself,” he said and kept walking.

“Prick.”

Tommy gave me a surprised look. “Who’s that, Dad?” 

“Someone I don’t like.”

“You said a lot of bad words.”

“I apologise. Don’t tell your mother.”

“His dog was naughty.”

“It wasn’t the dog’s fault.”

I led Tommy across the beach esplanade to the main street, lined with shops and cafes. It was jam-packed at the height of the tourist season. Today, it was merely busy. Sun-seeking tourists and back-packers from all over the world flopped around in shorts and sandals. Phalanxes of Chinese visitors barrelled past. This was a place where the biggest moral issue was whether G-strings could be worn off-beach.

We ate in a café. I had fish and chips, and Tommy a hamburger. Anne did not usually let him eat junk food. If she smelt it on his breath, it would be the last one he tasted for a long while.

After lunch, we went back to the hotel room and got dolled up for the wedding. Anne had bought Tommy a tiny white suit and pink bow-tie. After I washed and dressed him, he strutted in front of a mirror, admiring his look. 

I opened my suitcase and pulled out a blue suit which was so tired it needed a nap. But it was the best I could afford. No point trying to remove the travel creases. I slipped it on and looked in a bathroom mirror. I saw a poorly dressed guy who looked a little sad and confused. I had a lot of sympathy for him. Hopefully, the wedding venue would be poorly lit.

I returned to the bedroom and found Tommy still sitting on the bed. “Dad, Freda and Ron are getting married later, right?”

“Yes.”

“Why do people get married?”

“It’s how they show they love each other.”

“Is it fun?”

He was too young to hear the truth. “Most of the time.”

“Are you and Mum gonna get married?”

Why disappoint him? “Yes, one day.”

“Good - I want to see you and Mum get married.”

“Why?”

“Then I can wear my suit again.”
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Freda and Ron first met each other in the buffet restaurant of the Bunyip Bay Returned Servicemen's Club. According to the myth they carefully curated, they each went to the club with a separate group of friends and found themselves eyeing the last piece of chicken parmigiana on the buffet. Like a parfait gentle knight, Ron insisted that Freda put it on her plate. After coquettishly declining his offer, she then submitted to his iron will.

She later told Anne and me, in a breathless tone: “Few men would have given up the last chicken parmy like that. I knew straight away that I had to marry him.” 

To recapture that glorious moment when their fates intertwined, they booked out the same restaurant at the Club for their wedding ceremony and reception.

Anne had agreed to accompany her mother to the Club for the wedding ceremony. Tommy and I were going to meet her there. Just after 5 p.m., we left the hotel and headed for the Club.

The Club building sat on a barren headland at the end of the main beach. It was a three-storey redbrick structure smeared with rusting pipes and air conditioning ducts. A smoking ruin would look better. The location gave guests wonderful views of the ocean, but gave the plug-ugly building nowhere to hide.

Tommy and I ambled along the beachfront esplanade and up a winding path to the top of the headland. We crossed a windswept car park and entered the Club through
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