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          Glossary

        

      

    

    
      A few Australian terms:

      AFP abbreviation for the Australian Federal Police

      ASIC abbreviation for the Australian Securities and Investments Commission, which is Australia’s corporate, markets and financial services regulator.

      Bloke is an informal term for man, similar to the American guy.

      Boot is an enclosed space at the back of a car for carrying luggage or other goods. Equivalent to the American trunk.

      Mobile and mobile phone are equivalent to the American cell and cell phone.
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      Stan Watson, a harvesting supervisor for ForestrySA, stopped his vehicle on the fire access track he’d taken deep into the pine plantations east of Nangwarry and climbed out next to the marker that identified this section of the forest as being Lot 1256. It had been ten years since Lot 1256 had last been thinned and Stan was there to determine if its twenty-five-year-old trees were ready for their third and final thinning prior to the clear-felling operation that would sweep through the forest in ten to fifteen years time.

      He stood in the shade of the forest, which engulfed the fire access track, and looked at the trees in awe. The sight of tall pine trees towering above him on all sides always inspired a sense of wonder within him whenever he stepped out of his vehicle, even after thirty years. He looked at his watch. It was just after ten. He picked up his iPad and headed into the forest to inspect the trees in Lot 1256.

      Stan had only walked a hundred metres or so into the forest, assessing trees as he went, when he spotted something he wasn’t expecting to see: a white sedan parked among the trees about fifty metres off to his right. He made his way over to the vehicle, a recent model BMW 5 series covered in brown pine needles. It looked as if someone had driven the car into the forest and parked it under a tree and forgotten to come back, quite some time ago, thought Stan, looking at the depth of the layer of pine needles on the upper surfaces of the vehicle.

      He walked around the car and took several photographs with his iPad before he noticed it didn’t have any number plates. Probably stolen, thought Stan, as he peered into the interior of the vehicle. He couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. It didn’t even look damaged, apart from not having number plates.

      He reached into his back pocket and pulled out the leather gloves he wore whenever he was handling timber. He slipped them on and tried the driver’s side front door. It opened, releasing a stream of trapped air tainted by the unmistakeable odour of death. Stan shut the door and reached for his mobile phone.
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      ‘I’d like you to look into this, Bruno,’ said DI Williams, handing DS Stella Bruno the report he’d been reading as soon as she entered his office. ‘Wanda Downs. Went missing a couple of years ago. Did a runner, by all accounts.’

      ‘Do you want me to review the case, sir, or do we have something new?’

      ‘There’s been an update from Mt Gambier. Her car’s been found in a pine forest outside Nangwarry, with a mummified body in the boot.’

      This could be interesting, thought Stella. ‘Is it Downs?’

      ‘That’s yet to be determined, but it’s definitely the body of a woman.’

      ‘Do we know how she died?’

      ‘Not by natural causes would be my guess, Bruno, unless she wrapped herself in a blanket and then locked herself in the boot of her own car.’

      Typical Frank Williams, thought Stella. There was no way the prick would give you a straight answer when he could find a way to make you look stupid. ‘Okay, sir, I’ll follow that up with the pathologist.’

      ‘Get on to the husband before you do that, Bruno. I don’t want him finding out from someone else before we speak to him.’

      ‘Understood, sir.’
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      A tall man, with the first signs of grey showing in his otherwise dark hair, strode into the reception area of Downs Construction from the yard behind the office building and extended his hand. ‘Neil Downs.’

      ‘Detective Sergeant Bruno,’ said Stella, declining his offered hand. ‘This is Detective Constable Rhodes.’

      ‘Oh, sorry,’ said Neil, retracting his hand. ‘Still can’t get used to this social distancing stuff. Is this about my wife?’

      ‘Is there somewhere we can talk in private?’ said Stella.

      ‘Come through to the boardroom,’ said Neil, opening a door. ‘My office is a bit of a mess at the moment, I’m afraid. We’re in the middle of pulling a project together.’ He waited for them to enter the boardroom and closed the door behind him. ‘Take a seat.’

      They arranged themselves around one end of the table, with Neil sitting between them.

      ‘Is this about Wanda?’

      ‘We’ve located her car,’ said Stella.

      ‘Where?’

      He seemed genuinely surprised as far as Stella could tell. ‘In a pine forest about five kilometres east of Nangwarry.’

      ‘Where’s that?’ said Neil.

      ‘Down in the South East,’ said Stella, ‘between Penola and Mt Gambier.’

      ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been there,’ said Neil. ‘I spend a bit of time in the South East, though. I have a holiday house in Robe.’

      ‘You’d go down the coast road, I suppose,’ said Brian. ‘Nangwarry’s inland, in the middle of the pine plantations between Mt Gambier and Penola.’

      ‘I see. Is that all?’ said Neil, leaning back in his chair.

      Stella thought he looked more apprehensive than disappointed. ‘I’m afraid not, Mr Downs. The body of a woman was found in the boot of the car.’

      Neil jerked up in his seat. ‘Wanda?’

      ‘We don’t know yet,’ said Stella, ‘but I wanted to alert you to the possibility of it being your wife.’

      Neil sank back into his chair. ‘That’s not what I wanted to hear.’

      ‘What did you want to hear?’ said Stella.

      ‘That she’s been found safe and well, even if she doesn’t want to be found or come home.’

      Stella made a mental note to hold onto that comment. ‘When was the last time you saw your wife, Mr Downs?’

      ‘You must have that on file somewhere,’ said Neil. ‘I made a statement.’

      ‘I’m sure you did but this changes the circumstances somewhat, I’m afraid, Mr Downs.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘When you made your statement, Mr Downs, it was part of a missing person report,’ said Stella. ‘This is shaping up as a murder investigation.’

      ‘Well, I haven’t killed anybody,’ said Neil.

      Stella smiled. ‘Tell me about the last time you saw your wife.’

      Neil crossed his arms and leant on the table. ‘It was just over two years ago. Sunday the 16th of September, 2018, to be precise. We’d spent the weekend at Robe. Drove down in her car to give it a decent run. We’d had an argument over dinner and Wanda was giving me the silent treatment in the car on the way back.’ Neil shrugged. ‘I stopped at the Shell in Tailem Bend to top up the tank and use the restroom. She drove off and left me there while I was paying for the petrol.’

      ‘What time was that?’ said Stella, noting he was still telling the same story as the one he’d told them when he’d reported his wife missing.

      ‘Around nine thirty at night,’ said Neil.

      ‘How did you get home?’

      ‘Called my brother. He lives in Murray Bridge, so I didn’t have to wait half the night.’

      Fortunate coincidence, thought Stella. ‘Was that the first time she’d left you?’

      Neil shook his head. ‘She could be pretty impulsive when she was angry or when she didn’t get her own way.’

      ‘What was the argument about?’

      ‘Wanda wanted to sell the house in Robe and buy a place on the Gold Coast. I told her I wasn’t selling it. I hate the Gold Coast.’

      Stella wondered what sort of person Wanda was if she’d left her husband after a dispute over the sale of a holiday house.

      ‘How many times had she left you before?’

      ‘Three,’ said Neil, ‘but she’d always come crawling back, until this time.’

      Interesting choice of words, thought Stella, wondering what sort of relationship they’d had. ‘Is that why you didn’t report her disappearance straight away?’

      ‘To be honest, I thought I’d find her at home when I got there. When she wasn’t, I decided to give her a week, but then the federal police showed up looking for her and asking all sorts
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