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			Prologue

			She was being pushed now, her body folded in on itself, crammed into a shopping trolley with a wonky wheel, her face crosshatched by the hard wire frame. Shreds of her skirt hung beneath the trolley, together with hanks of her sandy-blonde hair. Sweaty and matted, they left a light trail of droplets that quickly evaporated on the warm bitumen.

			With each passing metre, her body sank lower, limp, taking the shape of the metal frame. A pair of white headlights appeared at the end of the next street. In response, the trolley was stopped in the middle of the road. Then it sped up, going twice as fast, until it reached the gutter, its wheels sticking, unable to climb the high concrete. The ute revved its eight cylinders, a deep mechanical growl echoing across the night. It closed in, swerving only at the last minute before thundering away.

			Once up the nearest footpath ramp, the trolley was returned to normal speed, passing Saint Matthew’s and the adjoining cemetery with its faded headstones and waist-high grass. The tinderbox trees drooped along Glenmore Road, heavy with excess oil. Their glassy green leaves hung like safety matches in the hot night air, scratching precariously against each other. A pale-blue mist of eucalyptus obscured the stars above, a new moon cloaking the land in darkness.

			The trolley was pushed further. Its home was normally at the northern end of town, at the Cobb Friendly Grocer. Not that it had been there in months; these were free-range trolleys, available to transport beer or trash or people. Its hard plastic wheels clunked along each corrugated square in the footpath, jolting and sending a light shockwave through her body at regular intervals.

			The trolley was paused again before accelerating, rattling, shaking, picking up even more speed as its swivel wheels flicked erratically, left and right, left and right. They were soon passing the ex-services club, the cenotaph and the war memorial, inscribed with the names of those who fought and died, the unassuming digger with his slouch hat and gun.

			The final destination was downhill, a gentle roll to the eastern end of King Street. The oval was there, peaceful and quiet. Footy in the winter, cricket in summer. The dilapidated wooden grandstand was where teenagers conceived children and spread diseases.

			The trolley was eased up on the final approach before being released, left to its own momentum as the earth fell away. It floated forwards and rotated sideways before it ran aground and tipped over at the end of the concrete footpath leading to the oval. She fell hard, landing on her face, twisting her neck, a mess of arms and legs and yellow hair. Her thin cotton skirt lifted around her waist, exposing pale thighs.

			The crash startled a mob of kangaroos feeding on the grass. They had loped into town at dusk, thick tails skipping across the hot asphalt. The roos sought relief from the dry, yellow plains that surrounded the town, going in search of the slightly less yellow grass of the sportsground. Both were home to nests of brown snakes by day, drawn to the heat of a constant sun. The local base hospital never had enough antivenom.

			Grabbed by her hair, tensed tight like twine, she was dragged across the grass, her skirt tearing, briefs around her knees. As if sensing something unusual was happening, the roos scattered, hopping this way and that. They were hungry, thirsty and, as a consequence, aggressive. They had overcome their fear of humans but remained feral; they lashed out at passers-by, dogs and dog walkers and drunks, boxing claws and firing kicks. But not tonight.

			The sound of a second car approaching interrupted proceedings. The lack of a fast-revving engine indicated either a lost out-of-towner or a local police vehicle on routine patrol. Flashing blue lights confirmed the latter, but the knee-high grass obscured the oval and its occupants saw nothing more than a discarded shopping trolley on its side, wheels static. The car kept going, the neon blue disappearing, and the night again falling dark and silent.

			Heavy footsteps were soon around her ears, hands on her hair pulling backwards, dragging her limp body further east. They were leaving the oval, heading for the copse of gum trees behind the scoreboard. Dry sheets of sharp bark clawed at her skin, leaving dark-red whiplashes across her milky white back. The next sound was of her spine crunching against one of the thick trunks as she was moved into position and fixed with a thick roll of gaffer tape around her shoulders, breasts, wrists, torso, thighs, ankles.

			She was left there for some time – several minutes. Ample opportunity for her to be found had it not been such a late hour or desolate part of town. She hung there, strung like a puppet. Something began to crawl up her leg.

			The wind picked up. It blew the crusty hair from her eyes and rippled the long green curtains of leaves on the hunched willows beside the creek bed. Running parallel to the oval, the creek hadn’t held moisture in years.

			A darkened hand touched her face, caressed it gently. Then the blade of a long machete knife, shiny and cold, pressed against her cheek, its diamond-sharp point trailing down to her neck.

			Stepping away, the silhouette disappeared into the darkness. When it reappeared it came at speed, its arm cocked back before extending and releasing.

			The first stone flew through the air, caved in her forehead and smashed the frontal bone.

		

	
		
			1

			Old Ida Jones was on her way to steal her morning paper from the bundle left outside the newsagent. She carried her own penknife that she wielded with precision to cut the plastic packing strip and claim her daily prize. A sharpened cricket stump doubled as a walking stick and protection from local wildlife, human or otherwise.

			She used the stump to poke the body at first, in case someone was playing an elaborate prank. The cloud of blowflies around the head suggested differently, but Ida’s eyesight was failing and experience had taught her to be suspicious of everything in Cobb, always to second guess. Inert bodies lying on park benches or under trees at first light were not an uncommon sight. But those bodies moaned or snored, their brains addled with booze and drugs, and they weren’t taped to a tree and caked in black blood.

			Of course, Ida recognised the face, even with all those wounds, and knew the woman’s identity immediately. In such a tiny flyspeck of a town, it was impossible for her not to.

			Ida walked home as fast as her arthritic legs and cricket stump would allow her. She dialled Sergeant Bill Fyfe’s direct number on her landline, blurted her horror, hung up, consulted her address book and kept dialling. 

			*  *  *

			“Christ,” was all Fyfe said as he rolled out of bed, sleep deprivation whittled under his eyes. His wife grunted and went back to sleep.

			Fyfe worked fast. When old Ida knew something, the whole town knew it, word spreading like an infection.

			He dressed and rang the station as he exited by the rear flyscreen door, rusted, half off its hinges. He wasn’t sure if anyone would answer. His team often wasn’t there.

			The cop shop phone rang out. Fyfe swore and tried a second time. Turning left into Eyre Street, he was just about to hang up and try the two-way. Mobiles had variable reception in Cobb. But then Sparrow answered.

			“The hell’s going on there?”

			The constable coughed. “Sorry, boss. Ol’ Geoff was here again.”

			“Not more bloody stolen chickens . . .”

			“Yair. You know how he goes on.”

			“Well, enough faffing about, son. Is anyone else there?”

			“Nah. The old coot’s gone now.”

			“I meant us. Police.”

			“Nah, just me.”

			“Lock up, then. Meet me in five at the Crapp. Bring the gear.”

			“What gear? Me boots? We kickin’ the footy around?”

			There was a pause.

			“We got a body.”

			The sports oval came into view. Fyfe parked at a drunken angle and as close to the log fencing as possible. Stepping out of the car, he moved his sunglasses onto his bald head and surveyed the scene. Aside from a laughing kookaburra high in the branches, the Alfred Crapp Reserve appeared empty. Fyfe saw the overturned shopping trolley and shallow trench in the long grass leading to the oval. Careful to avoid the fresh trail, he followed it to the large gum. He had to shoo away a big mob of roos that had gathered around the tree, sniffing at the ground. They were reluctant to leave, as if protective of the body. A long Bowie knife was stabbed into the trunk about a metre off the ground, a twisted roll of tape by its base. Bloodied stones were scattered everywhere, ranging in size from tangerines to cantaloupes. A foul smell hung in the air like a presence.

			Fyfe wiped his dry mouth. He approached with trepidation, fear rising in his throat like nausea. Steeling himself, he warily lifted her chin.

			“Oh, Molly. Fuck.”

			The scene was just as Ida had described. Those were the details she was now circulating through Cobb, one gruesome phone call at a time. Fyfe stepped back from the body, from the gobbets of flesh littering the ground. Sighing, he withdrew the tobacco tin from his breast pocket and began to chew.

			Sparrow arrived, hands on hips, unlit smoke in mouth. He saw Fyfe’s face, now heart-attack red. “Jesus,” the young constable said, “what’s with all the rocks everywhere? Was she—?”

			“Hey! Didn’t you hear me earlier, son? You got rocks in your head, son? I said no faffing about. Get on with it. We ain’t got all day here.”

			“Alright, alright, keep yer pants on. Did you ID the body?”

			“I already know who it is.”

			Sparrow unzipped his black duffel bag and began removing equipment.

			Fyfe took notes. “Ambulance?” he asked.

			“An hour or so.”

			“An hour . . . ? Christ. Photos, fast.”

			Sparrow snapped like a paparazzo while Fyfe continued to chew, spit and scribble. He regularly looked over his shoulder to scan the perimeter of the oval. His ears pricked whenever he heard a noise, but it was invariably the same cackling kookaburra, mocking his efforts from up high.

			Without warning, Sparrow gagged.

			Fyfe looked up from his sketch to see the young constable bent over, coughing. “You OK?”

			Sparrow spat, nodded, spat again. “It’s the sight, not the smell. Medieval shit.”

			“Biblical, actually.”

			“Boss, you don’t reckon . . . ?”

			“Look, probably. But not now. Reckon later. You finished?”

			“Yair.” Sparrow closed the camera and walked away, spitting.

			“Good, get the baggies.”

			The constable retrieved two garbage bags and handed one to his sergeant. After snapping on bright-purple rubber gloves, they picked up all the rocks and tape. Fyfe had to wrestle the tree for the knife.

			“Right, got it all?” he breathed. “Let’s get the f—”

			The sound of voices cut Fyfe off. They were approaching from the north and getting louder, closer. He gestured at Sparrow to go deal with them.

			Sparrow trotted off, weaving his way through the gums like his ancestors had, moving silently across the fallen bark to the space where the creek refused to run. Fyfe looked around for a place to sit; finding none, he eased himself, aching, onto the dry ground. Sucking thoughtfully on a long blade of grass, he watched a flock of mynas roam the oval, introduced pests looking for trouble, flexing their feathered muscle. Above, sulphur-crested cockatoos spiralled high on the morning’s thermals with barely a flick of their wings. The sun was impossibly white now, its early yellow glow intensified until it lost all colour, the mercury rising a degree a minute.

			Sparrow reappeared. “Just a coupla teenagers.”

			“Wait here.” Fyfe stood, knees cracking. “I’ll grab the tarp from my car. Cancel the ambo.”

			He retrieved the big blue sheet. He’d only just rinsed it clean the previous day, using it to transport drunks found by the roadside.

			Fyfe and Sparrow cut her down carefully and slid the plastic tarp under her body. They lifted it with zero effort, her slim frame about the same weight as the tarp. When she was in place in the back of Fyfe’s four-wheel drive, Sparrow returned for the shopping trolley.

			“See you at the station,” Fyfe said, turning his steering wheel in the direction of the hospital. “Lock the doors. Don’t do anythin’ yet, ya hear? Nuthin’. Wait till I get there.”

			Sparrow nodded. “I’ll inform her next of kin, though.”

			“Yeah, do that. But only that.”

			“OK.” Sparrow waited a beat, then added, “There’s gonna be trouble, eh . . .”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			Fyfe drove to Cobb Base Hospital and parked in the discreet spot reserved for drop-offs. After he rang the buzzer it was some time before the heavy double doors swung open. An orderly, an Aboriginal elder, stepped forward, tugging on his matted grey beard, pushing a gurney. He coughed into his hand and flicked a cigarette butt over Fyfe’s shoulder.

			Words weren’t needed. Both men knew the drill. Fyfe led the orderly to his car, and together they loaded the tarp onto the gurney. The elder handed Fyfe a clipboard and pen and lit another smoke to wait for the paperwork. The sergeant’s handwriting was illegible, but the orderly cared little. He tossed the clipboard onto the tarp with no regard and wheeled the gurney back inside.

			Fyfe went home to shower. The water around his feet turned a murky brown. He shaved and changed into a fresh shirt. He drank strong black instant, the bitter brew burning his mouth. Persistent grinding had worn down his teeth to nubs. His wife was still snoring.

			The streets were deserted as he drove to the station just after lunch. It was a calm that felt distinctly uneasy, knife edged. Sparrow was right. With word spreading and the temperature rising, trouble lay ahead.

			Fyfe took to his office with the blinds drawn and air conditioner on full bore. He received a brief call on his direct line, barked into the mouthpiece and hung up. He passed the afternoon playing solitaire and drinking whisky anaesthetic. Out front, an answering machine with a dry bureaucratic voice screened all other calls. In the tearoom, Sparrow detailed the morning’s grisly find to Constable Kerr, and they began comparing theories.

			The afternoon slipped by without incident. Fyfe fell asleep in his weathered office chair, as per schedule. Sparrow informed the next of kin, filed a report, stored the evidence in the dedicated room and rejoined Kerr in the tearoom. They chewed long black strips of emu jerky and discussed the relative merits of stun guns versus pepper spray. Both items were on the station’s wish list alongside a new dartboard, riot gear, danger money and access to mental health services.

			It was a second direct call to Fyfe’s office at dusk that woke both the sergeant from his slumber and the station from its hibernation. He emerged from his office caked in sweat, shirt hanging loose, fly undone, and with a steely look in his eyes.

			“That was the brown house,” he told his crew. “They’re reporting two security vehicles and a dumpster on fire.”

			*  *  *

			The area outside the immigration detention centre was cordoned off. The police arrived in minutes, sirens blaring, but could only watch the metal twist and burn as they stood comparing notes with the security guards. Fyfe rested his heavy frame against the bullbar of his car while the facility manager, Frank Onions, leaned against the fender.

			“I reckon the bastards from town tried to light the building,” Onions said. “They reckon someone inside is guilty.”

			Fyfe wiped his mouth with a big hand. “Yeah? How’d you reckon?”

			“C’mon, Bill. Don’t play dumb. Look. The bin’s parked right near the wall. There’s all sorts of flammable material on the other side. And those are the two nearest cars. All someone needed to do was run up and toss in a match.”

			“Well, it’s certainly one theory,” Fyfe exhaled.

			“Bugger off. It’s obvious.”

			“We’re cops, Frank. We don’t deal in obvious.”

			“Well you should. That’s your problem.”

			The dumpster crackled and woofed in the flames, the inside glowing like a smelter. The stench of burning plastic and rubber intensified as separate objects melted and congealed into one. The fumes hit the back of Fyfe’s throat, coating and clinging and popping acid hot against his tongue.

			“Thank Christ there’s a northerly blowing,” Onions said.

			“Religious intervention, eh,” Fyfe said. “Good ol’ God.”

			Onions looked at him with cement-grey eyes. “The fire meant we had to evacuate the entire block. They’re crammed in like sardines now because someone decided it must have been a detainee.”

			“Lucky for you the hopper was only half-full.”

			“Lucky for you, you mean,” said Onions, voice thick. “It’s bushfire season.”

			“It’s always bushfire season ’round here.”

			“You want the whole town to go up?”

			Fyfe whacked the bonnet with a callused palm. “Jesus Christ, Frank. How many times have we come out here in recent memory cos one of your detainees decided to burn down this hellhole in protest?”

			“Those were different.”

			“My arse they were. It’s usually bins and mattresses. Then it’s makeshift weapons with whatever they can get their hands on, rocks and sticks and branches. The last time we came out here, Kerr copped a bottle in the head. She had concussion, was seeing double. You forget that?”

			Onions let out a laugh. “Get your hand off it, Bill. This here tonight is clearly different and clearly an outside job. It’s the townsfolk getting revenge for what they think happened today.”

			Fyfe gave his poker face. “What happened today? Dunno what you’re talkin’ about.”

			“Please. Everyone knows.” A pause. “You hear that?”

			They listened.

			“Hear what?” Fyfe asked.

			“Listen. From inside.”

			Another pause. “I hear nothin’,” Fyfe said.

			“Exactly. Silence. We’ve been out here an hour now, and there hasn’t been a peep from inside the centre. That’s cos the detainees are all scared to death after what happened last night.”

			“Why, what happened last night?” Fyfe asked. “Nightmares, sleepwalking? More rapes by your goon guards in the women’s dunnies? Or was there just more bedwetting to avoid running the gauntlet to the loos?”

			Onions waved a hand in dismissal. “Pah. That’s kindergarten compared to being effectively decapitated with rocks.”

			“Mate, if this ’ere fire was an outside job done by someone in the town, then what happened last night to that poor woman was a bloody inside job done by someone from the centre.”

			The low rumble of a diesel engine announced the arrival of the Rural Fire Service: a single truck with two overworked volunteers from the nearest town. The firies were father and son, shared their first and last names. On this particular night their role was limited to dousing a smouldering black wreck with a low-pressure hose. Brilliant sparks and orange-yellow embers floated gently overhead, coating the crowd in a glowing red dust.

			Onions looked across at Fyfe, met his gaze.

			“I’ve had enough. Expect a call from the city.”
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			The phone call woke George Manolis at dawn, on a Sunday no less. He lay with his head buried in the pillow, hearing Detective Inspector Porter describe a small town with a big problem. Manolis yawned, scratched the sleep out of his eyes and numbly said “uh-huh” a few times, before ending the conversation with a noncommittal grunt. Reluctantly, he got out of bed.

			Manolis showered, long and hot. He’d been craving a day off. That Sunday was supposed to be his first in three weeks after working a ­junkie-on-junkie homicide. So much for the break that Paul Bloody Porter had promised him.

			Manolis shaved four days’ worth of silver stubble, ran hands through his hair, now more salt than pepper. Examining his forty-year-old face in the bathroom mirror, he inspected his angular jaw, most recent wrinkles and deep-brown eyes, slightly bloodshot. His best years were behind him, but he remained ruggedly handsome. Selecting a charcoal-grey suit and crisp white shirt from his wardrobe, he stood before the wall mirror.

			“There,” he said. “Ready.”

			In the kitchen, he boiled a shot of strong Greek coffee, dark and viscous like mapping ink. He sipped it thoughtfully. Smoking a cigarette, he opened his phone, examined a map of his upcoming route, viewed photos of his destination, checked the region’s weather forecast. He was frustrated he couldn’t access more, but Porter had made it clear that some information was classified.

			Manolis checked his messages, hoping for something from his wife. There was nothing. He was not at peace with their recent separation and suffering as a result. He still loved Emily deeply and missed her terribly.

			“You’ll be fine,” he told himself in Greek. “Ola kala . . .”

			Manolis spoke to himself often, a carryover from childhood, from having no siblings and keeping his own company. Speaking in Greek was another remnant; it calmed him to hear his first language. But it embarrassed him when he was caught talking to himself, to have people think he was crazy.

			He avoided the news, radio and TV and otherwise. It was all bad anyway, doom and gloom. Instead, sipping his coffee, smoking his smoke, he stood before the fridge door and the glossy images of his toddler son. These were the latest photos Emily had sent, and he gazed upon them as if taking in nourishment, gathering strength. He spoke to them, said all the things he could no longer say in person each day. There were no photos of his wife; it hurt too much to look at her image. Next to his son were photos of his elderly parents. He avoided conversation with them altogether; Con had recently died, which had left Manolis feeling bereft and his mother despairing.

			Manolis turned away. Packing a bag with precision and efficiency, he pocketed his badge and closed his apartment door behind him with a muted click.

			*  *  *

			The roads were quiet as he left the sleeping city, the sky cloudy and overcast. Manolis drove slowly, waiting until the engine oil warmed through. Buying the restored Chrysler Valiant had been a decision of the heart, not the head: it was the same make and model that Con had once driven. The car was a connection to his past, to when Manolis was young and innocent, and petrol was leaded and affordable. The colour was almost identical too, gold-tan exterior, brown interior. It had real bumper bars, not crumple zones. It had locally sourced metal parts, not foreign-made plastic. No airbags. Emily hadn’t approved of the purchase, thought it was impractical and unsuitable for a new parent. But Manolis figured that was fair since he didn’t approve of her new partner, a tradesman with questionable ethics, who now put his son to bed every night.

			The city limits fell behind, and the road and sky opened up ahead. Manolis felt the torque in his fingertips, humming, tiny sparks of electricity that trickled up his arms and neck to elicit the slightest smile. He planted his foot, was pressed back into his seat. This was his first opportunity to take the car for a good run beyond the central metropolis. Subjecting the Val to the tight streets, traffic and constant stopping was a cruelty, like running a thoroughbred racehorse through an equestrian event.

			He stopped midmorning to refuel: eighty litres of premium unleaded for a hundred and twenty dollars, and a six-dollar cheese salad sandwich paid for with street-blackened coins. He choked on every tasteless morsel.

			Back behind the wheel, he concentrated on the long empty road. The Val’s eight cylinders pulled him along the outback road effortlessly, accelerating with ease. A hazard soon tested its brakes, the object appearing as a large round lump on the road, sitting across the white lines. Manolis thought it was a rock or misshapen cardboard box, but as he drew closer he saw it moving, and far too leisurely for its own good. He swerved with some urgency to avoid it before pulling up with a short screech.

			The hairy-nosed wombat was about a metre in length and smelled oily, a strong combination of musk and digested grass. It was also predictably heavy but stayed calm as Manolis carried it to the roadside and checked its fur for blood or injuries.

			“There you go, mate,” he said. “Safely across.”

			The stout creature let out a hearty grunt, which he took as appreciation. Manolis watched it claw the dirt with its dozer-like paws, then disappear into the scrub. He continued on his way.

			As he drove further inland, he watched the signal bars on his phone disappear one by one. The trees, once lush, became empty hatstands, the earth drier and yellower before a sudden change to cattle-dog brown.

			Finally, the outskirts of Cobb appeared. It was a town of several dozen streets spread over an area of six kilometres and accessible by only two roads at opposite ends of the compass. Manolis approached along the southern route with the noonday sun in his eyes. Crosses and floral wreaths littered the roadside, slowing his final approach. A big yellow sign said: No gambling, No grog, No humbug. Next to it, a fire-danger sign had the needle on red, in the “extreme” region; only black remained, for “catastrophic”.

			Cobb’s main street was deserted. Discarded newspapers, plastic bags, hollowed-out cartons of booze. Manolis decelerated, scanning the street and shopfronts. He muttered to himself, voicing his disappointment. He drove past a church, then another. Most of the houses were flying Australian flags in their front yards, all at half-mast. In such a small community, Manolis imagined this was out of respect for the murder victim. He lingered outside a takeaway, the motor idling, eyeballing the grimy glass window with faded photos of enlarged hamburgers, pizzas and hot chips. He couldn’t work out if the business had ceased to trade or was simply closed. He was about to engage the handbrake and investigate when a red light appeared on his dashboard. The petrol tank was nearing empty. He passed two more churches and even more mournful flags before pulling into the first servo he found.

			Heat billowed from the thirsty Val’s bonnet, the air shimmering before Manolis’s eyes. A group of kids mosquitoed around the petrol station toilets. They were instantly curious about the stranger and his shiny machine and gave both their undivided attention. They wore sleeveless footy jumpers and basketball singlets or no shirt at all. One had a bike. They smoked cigarettes, ignoring signs that said not to.

			“Nice car, mister!” Wolf-whistles added their approval.

			Manolis smiled and got out of his vehicle. The heat hit him like a blast of dragon’s breath. There was only one working bowser, and the cost per litre was outrageous, more expensive than he’d ever seen in the city. He filled up listening to the tick-tock of cooling metal beneath the stove-hot bonnet. Entering the shop, he eyed the empty shelves as he waited for the proprietor to appear. He called out, looked down the aisles, but after five minutes just left cash on the counter and walked out.

			In his absence, Manolis’s car had been modified. The Val’s antenna was bent at a painful angle, the circular hood ornament absent, sou­venired. He looked up to see the kids laughing and slapping each other on the back.

			“Shit car, mister!”

			“We made it better for you!”

			“Get an Aussie car, a Commodore or Falcon, a real donk with some chrome spillin’ out the front!”

			Manolis wanted to hurl a stream of abuse at the disrespectful youths, tell them those cars were tin cans beside his Val. He thought to collar the punks, drag their skinny arses in for vandalism. But taking charge of the case himself would mean filling in paperwork, preparing a brief, and so on. And he hadn’t been sent here to do that.

			Filling his lungs, Manolis strode over to the kids. Identifying himself as a policeman did little to garner their attention. It was only when he mentioned he was a “detective from the city” that he ended their fun. 

			“Now, gentlemen, I want your names and addresses,” he said calmly. He pulled a notepad from his pocket and began scratching away with a supermarket biro. 

			The boys answered one after the other, stony-faced, no tone.

			“Thank you, gentlemen,” Manolis finally said. “Have a nice day.”

			Reefing the steering wheel clockwise, he drove on.

			The wooden cop shop came into view. As Manolis pulled up, a strange rattling sound came from beneath the bonnet. That wasn’t there before, he thought. Surely it wasn’t the kids at the servo as well? He reminded himself to get it looked at on his return to the city.

			Manolis sat, watched, waited. The station was as lifeless as the town. Porter had never said anything about this. Manolis checked his phone – no reception. Approaching the station door, he bashed twice, called out. He peered through the window, obscured by metallic mesh security grilles. Seeing nothing, he crunched back to the street and gathered his thoughts under a brutal sky of boundless blue.

			“What in God’s name am I doing here . . . ?” he asked himself. Cobb had certainly laid out the welcome mat.

			Behind him, the sound of a deadbolt lock being opened. He swung around to see a hard face scowling at him.

			“You Manolis?”

			“Yes. Hi.”

			The face softened, a thin arm extended. “Constable Andrew Smith, but everyone calls me Sparrow. Come in.”

			Sparrow was a callow stripling who spoke with an easy, laid-back drawl. He had skin the colour of dark ale, which made a striking contrast against his powder-blue shirt. He wore pressed navy shorts, long white socks and sensible black shoes.

			Manolis was surprised to find more blowflies inside the cop shop than out on the street.

			“Welcome to Cobb,” Sparrow said. “Boss told me to expect you.”

			“Is that Fyfe? Where’s he?”

			“Up at the brown house, trying to sort out the—”

			“Wait, he’s where . . . ?”

			“The brown house,” said Sparrow. “You’ll hear people call it that around Cobb. It’s the new immigration detention centre at the northern end of town. You’re here about the homicide on Friday night, yair?”
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			Sparrow showed Manolis the tearoom with its plastic garden furniture and curling linoleum floor. A faded green sofa was against the window. Using the ratty remains of a sponge, Sparrow mopped at the base of an incontinent urn. He offered weak black coffee in a chipped mug and an assortment of dried meats made from Australian native animals. Manolis declined both. Along with flavoursome olive oil, decent coffee was an eternal struggle for him whenever he left his house or office. There, he had his own equipment and blend, thick lumps of chocolatey Greek coffee brewed black and strong in a briki pot. It was heady stuff, left unfiltered with a delicate foam on top and an undrinkable sludge at the bottom. He knew that rural Australia would be a battle, one he would surely lose.

			The cops looked at each other across a collapsible table. Manolis sensed a hint of alcohol in the air. Sparrow’s left eyelid drooped slightly.

			“Here,” said Manolis, “take this first.” He tore a page from his notepad.

			Sparrow studied it. “I know these kids. They’re good kids.”

			“I don’t think good kids go around vandalising cars,” Manolis said.

			Sparrow regarded him with suspicion.

			“It was my car. It’s outside if you want to see what they did.”

			“That’s OK,” Sparrow said, pocketing the note, “I believe you. Leave it with me, I’ll take care of it.”

			“Thanks. I’ve always found that independence is best in police cases.”

			Sparrow shot him a salty smile. He leaned forward to speak.

			“To be honest with you, mate, we really appreciate you comin’ out, but we got the other situation under complete control. I dunno why they sent you.”

			Manolis had expected resistance. He came prepared.

			“They sent me because this town is out of control,” he said firmly. “They sent me because you’ve got members of the public assaulting detainees in parks and trying to burn down a government facility and vandalising cars. That’s why they sent me.”

			Sparrow glared at him with vacant eyes. It was some time before he spoke again. “Yair, well, fair enough,” was all he said.

			Manolis let his face soften. “Our superiors want this case solved yesterday. It’s a critical time for the public perception of refugees, and they want to avoid negative press.”

			“Ah, so your appointment is political. It was the same when the brown house first opened. All politics.”

			The lines returned to Manolis’s face. “Forget politics. That’s got nothing to do with me. I’m just here to do my job, to solve a crime.” He eyed the station, looked around. “So where’s your boss, where’s Sergeant Fyfe?”

			Sparrow checked his wristwatch. “Actually, Sarge would’ve probably left the brown house by now.”

			Manolis smelled his fingers, metallic from coins. “Is anyone else here?”

			“Nah. Bastards left me on me own.”

			“Where’s the investigation up to? Take me to the crime scene. Did you know the victim? Has the coroner seen the body? Can I read their report?”

			Sparrow stared straight through his city colleague, his eyes glassy and unfocused. A fly buzzed lazily against the window.

			“Where’s your evidence locker?” Manolis continued. “What did you recover from the scene? Any witnesses? What about suspects? Leads? Have you spoken with the media . . . ?”

			The country cop kept staring. Finally, he leaned forward in his stackable chair and helped himself to a strip of crocodile. Tore a piece. Chewed.

			“Well,” he said, mouth full, “you’ve asked a fair bit there, mate. And we’ve only just met. Tell you what, let’s go to the pub.”

			It wasn’t a request. It was an initiation. Manolis was loath to go; there was a murderer at large. Reluctantly, he agreed.

			They walked past the empty drunk tank on the way out. Manolis gestured at it, surprised.

			“There’s never enough divvy vans and drunk tanks,” Sparrow said. “Most days, it’d be easier to just lock up the sober people.”

			He secured the station using three different locks and strode to his patrol car, a white Ford sedan with a red bonnet, no hubcaps and the biggest roo bar Manolis had ever seen.

			“We’ll take my car,” Manolis said.

			Sparrow’s sunglasses caught the glare like popping flashbulbs. “Suit yerself. North please, driver. We’re going to the top pub.”

			Situated at the top end of town, the so-called top pub was appropriately named and easily distinguishable from the bottom pub, at the southern end of town, near the Aboriginal community.

			“Top pub whitefellas, bottom pub blackfellas,” was how Sparrow explained it. “Put simply.”

			He also admitted he was technically in the wrong place, but that most of his people considered him “a sell-out anyway”.

			They made small talk on the way. Sparrow explained the town’s two stale pubs were the epicentres of trouble most nights of the week, which kept the cops sufficiently occupied.

			“Good distraction for a murder,” he added.

			He asked if Manolis had seen the Aboriginal settlement on Cobb’s southern outskirts. He had. Sparrow said he grew up there. Manolis recalled a shantytown, all aluminium sheeting and milk crates, old tyres and mattresses for walls, clumps of clothes. Bodies were strewn across the land, the soles of dusty feet, people and dogs sleeping under whatever had shade. Seeing the Valiant, a group of Aboriginal kids had stopped kicking around a battered Australian Rules football between two groups, and stood eyeing it roll by.

			“Yair,” Sparrow said. “That’s me mob.”

			“How’s your mob with the police in this town, they get along?”

			“Not really,” Sparrow sighed. “Far from it, in fact. Pigs will always be pigs, but hopefully a black cop in town changes that. That’s what I’m tryin’ to do.”

			“You always wanted to be a policeman?”

			Sparrow shrugged. “Tried to be a tradie once, a chippie. Couldn’t get past the hazing. What about you, why’d you choose to become one of the bad guys?”

			Manolis rubbed his jaw in thought. “Dunno,” he finally said. “I just never imagined doing anything else. You remember when you were a kid and the adults asked what you wanted to be when you grew up and all the boys said policemen or firemen or astronauts? I guess I never grew out of that phase.”

			Sparrow smiled warmly, perhaps remembering his own childhood.

			“I like that story,” he said with a chuckle. “Much better than saying you were trying to avoid being shot with a nail gun.”
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			It was a short ride to the pub, past the post office, memorial hall, two overgrown tennis courts without nets, and a dozen more limp Australian flags. Parking outside the pub, Manolis saw a long queue of people standing under the shade of the street’s only tree.

			“What are they doing?” he asked.

			“Watch,” said Sparrow.

			Manolis saw a clapped-out hatchback appear at the end of the street and drive towards them at low speed. It picked up the first man in the queue and drove him fifty metres up the road to the drive-thru bottle shop. It waited until he made his purchase, then returned him to the starting point and picked up the second in line, repeating the process. The first man staggered off into the scrub, slab of beer under his arm, song in his heart.

			“That’s the rules, the drive-thru only serves cars,” Sparrow said, smiling. “We coppers can’t do anything about it. And not that we’d want to, it’d only cause more trouble. Whitefella who owns the hatchback charges a fee. Smart, eh? Name’s Trev, he’s run off his feet every second Thursday when the dole payments come in, one client after another, nonstop all bloody day. Trev’s a bloody millionaire. C’mon, it’s your shout.”

			“Aren’t you on duty?”

			Sparrow snorted a laugh of disbelief. Still chuckling, he entered the top pub.

			Inside, the air conditioner was doing battle with the smell of sweaty men, cigarette smoke and free-flowing beer. Sergeant Fyfe was propping up the bar. He had a fresh pint in his hand and was holding court with two fellow barflies and the publican, all dressed in footy shorts and singlets, bare feet. Manolis felt decidedly overdressed.

			“Well fuck me without a kiss,” Fyfe said. “You must be the city mouse.” His voice was wet and sluggish with booze.

			“Hello,” Manolis said, offering his hand. “Detective Sergeant George Manolis.”

			Fyfe crushed Manolis’s fingers and palm in a show of cop strength. Fyfe’s red scabrous face and spider veins made him look like he’d been marinated in beer and left in the sun to dry. The dead glare in his dark grey eyes said this was a man who’d seen many horrors.

			“Nice clobber, mate.”

			“You look like you’ve come straight from a catwalk.”

			The ’flies laughed, full and hearty, guts quivering, mouths agape, rotten teeth, shrivelled heads. Beneath their amusement, Manolis sensed a hostility. Indeed, it was almost tactile.

			He acknowledged the barflies with a polite nod. Eyes were looking at him for an unnervingly long time, much longer than they would anywhere in the city.

			“So you’re the white knight,” said the publican.

			His hair was albino, his skin paler than snow. Manolis wondered how that was even possible in country Australia.

			“Come to save us from ourselves, eh?” the publican continued. “Bless ya, son. Reckon that deserves a drink. What’s yer poison?”

			Manolis was about to mention “duty” but then reconsidered. When in Rome. He eyed the bar. It had a selection of nearly full liquor bottles, all weighed down with a thick coating of outback dust. The bar itself had four taps, all the same beer, full strength, lager, domestic. The walls and ceiling were covered with a selection of second-hand bras, jocks, footy jumpers, X-rays, business cards, photos and yet more Australian flags.

			“Whisky,” Manolis said. “A double.”

			His order seemed to silence the room. The publican looked at him crookedly. He wiped his nose, his odour yeasty. “Sure you don’t want a beer, mate?”

			“No thanks.”

			“Sure? It’s good ’n’ cold.”

			“Don’t drink beer. It bloats me. But I’ll have one for young Sparrow here . . . ?”

			Sparrow nodded blankly, as if he’d just seen something horrific, an abomination. He took his schooner and astonishment and went to sit in the corner while Manolis corralled Fyfe at the bar and pressed him for details about the investigation. Fyfe was elusive. Manolis pressed harder.

			“Look, mate, honestly, right now, we’re in mourning,” Fyfe said. “Cobb’s a small place.”

			“I know it’s small,” Manolis said. “Small and insular. It’s why I got seconded here from Major Crimes.”

			“I think that had more to do with what went down last night at the brown house than anything else.”

			“It does. But it doesn’t sound like it was an isolated event.”

			Fyfe sucked on his beer like a vacuum cleaner. “It wasn’t,” he said through a frothy moustache. “That place was supposed to turn this town around. Jobs, they said. Economy, they said. Arse, I say. The jobs they brought in pay minimum wage – part-time cleaners and untrained security thugs.”

			Manolis took a very deliberate sip of his room-temperature whisky. It tasted stale and sour, an oily texture, and lingered on his tongue like an old coat. Perhaps he should’ve listened to the publican and bought a cold beer. He regretted ordering a double. Twice the pain.

			“Molly was a good woman, you know,” Fyfe continued. “Real good.”

			“Good lay, ya mean . . .” said a ’fly with a wry smile.

			“Town bike,” muttered another. Laughter ensued.

			“Oi!” Fyfe said. “Shaddup, you lot.”

			Manolis waited for the chortling to stop before he spoke again. “Molly?”

			“Salt of the earth,” said Fyfe. “She taught our kids.”

			“She was a schoolteacher?”

			“Yep. She didn’t deserve to go out like that.”

			“No-one ever does.”

			“I’m pissed off deluxe. Those animals.”

			“Who?”

			Fyfe’s glare seemed to bore right through Manolis. “The scum who did this,” he said flatly. “Who else did ya think I meant?”

			Manolis didn’t reply, drank his whisky fitfully. “I need to see the body and crime scene.”

			“Sure, mate. But not today. Tomorrow.”

			“Who found the victim? Can you take me to them? Why not today?”

			Fyfe drained his pint halfway with a rapid, throaty glug. “Son, it’s Sunday. You can’t hassle people on a Sunday. That’s the Lord’s Day.”

			“Sergeant,” said Manolis, pulling on his earlobe, “are you saying the day of the week takes precedence over the course of a murder investigation?”

			“Thass right, city mouse,” Fyfe said combatively, puffing out his chest. “This ain’t the city round ’ere. Round ’ere, Sunday still means something. It’s a day of worship. It’s a day of rest. Rest and rehydration.” He drained the other half of his beer and caught the publican’s eye.

			“Well, I didn’t drive all this way to sit and watch you drink,” Manolis said.

			“Frankly,” Fyfe said, “I couldn’t think of anything more compelling.” He proceeded to wrap his fingers around a freshly poured glass and sauntered back to the ’flies, who slapped his back hard and clinked pints, beer sloshing.

			Manolis watched them laugh and drink and smoke and sway. He leaned against the bar and downed the rest of his whisky in a single gulp. It avoided the taste.

			The publican reappeared. “Let ’em be. Like Bill said, we’re all hurtin’. Molly was dear to us all. Him especially.”

			Manolis spun around. “What’s that supposed to mean? Was he close to the woman?”

			“We’re all close. It’s a small town. Bill just sees himself as a shepherd. A wolf took one of his flock.”

			“He’s got to be professional, though.”

			“He will be, when he’s sober. Today, don’t consider him a cop. He’s only human. Poor bastard nearly died last year himself.”

			“Oh?”

			The publican rested his weight against the bar. “This one mad fella slashed Bill’s wrist with a broken bottle, severed an artery. Bill needed three pints of blood and a pint of whisky to keep from passing out.”

			Manolis slid his empty glass across the bar. “Thanks,” he lied.

			“No worries. Around here, the pub’s where you go when you’re doing it tough and need a pat on the back. I’m Turps, by the way.”

			Manolis shook hands, introduced himself. “Nice place,” he said.

			“It’s a shithole,” Turps said. “But at least it’s an honest business. Not like that bloody brown house.”

			Sparrow walked over with his empty schooner, lace stuck to the inside like spider webs. “C’mon,” he told Manolis. “I’ll take you to where you’re stayin’, let you settle in. Thanks, Turps.”

			“See you boys later.”

			Sparrow instructed Manolis to drive west, the afternoon sun in their eyes.

			“Why’d you take me there?” Manolis asked. “Fyfe didn’t want a bar of me.”

			“It was only meant to be a friendly g’day, an intro. We’ll talk more tomorrow.” Sparrow scanned the empty streets through the dirty windscreen. “Hopefully it’s quiet out there tonight. No trouble.”

			“Why? What’ve you heard?”

			“Just chatter.” He paused. “Talk of reprisal attacks, people vowing revenge for what the brown house did to Molly.”

			“That implies knowledge of the perpetrator.”

			“Assumptions are enough. Makes life simpler.”

			Manolis kept driving. After some time, he asked, “Her name was Molly?”

			“Yair, Molly Abbott. Taught at the primary school. Well liked, popular. Early forties, widowed.”

			Manolis’s heart sank a few inches. Being separated from a loved one was unfortunate, heartbreaking. But at least they were alive. To be widowed so young was tragic.

			His detective brain swiftly clicked into gear. There would be no ex-husband to chase up. An obvious lead was gone.

			“Did she have a boyfriend?” Manolis asked tentatively.

			“Don’t think so,” Sparrow said. “But I know there’s this one bloke in town, he’s been lusting after her for a while.”

			“Lusting? Who’s this?”

			Sparrow took a moment to respond, then seemed to choose his words delicately.

			“Name’s Joe. Relatively harmless bloke. Ever since Molly’s husband died, he’s been courting her without success. Even made a scene at the top pub one night.”

			“What kind of scene?”

			“Nothin’ major. He’d had a few, made a pass at her. She slapped him, humiliated him in front of his mates. Bruised his ego. Not the first woman who’s slapped Joe at the pub neither . . .”

			Manolis smiled to himself. “That’s all good to know.”

			“I doubt he could do this, though. He’s a pest, but no predator.”

			“Track him down.”

			“Mm, OK.”

			“And have you any idea who might’ve seen her last?”

			“Not yet.”

			They left the town behind. Vast brown plains soon stretched in every direction. Manolis gunned the accelerator, the pistons singing. The road heading west wasn’t on any map he had seen. He thought it strange not to be staying in Cobb itself, close to the action. He would’ve been happy enough to flop in someone’s granny flat or spare room, or even on a bunk at the station. His eyes squinted, darted, tried to work out where the hell they were going. Sparrow said nothing; he stared straight ahead from behind impenetrable black sunglasses while his fingers drummed a high-powered rhythm on his thigh. Manolis wondered whether they were heading to a farm or a property with a long rambling homestead overlooking bushland. Or maybe a slab hut made of timber and bark where early settlers once lived, drovers and woodcutters and shearers. He was so distracted that he nearly missed the crooked wooden archway announcing their arrival in Olde Cobbe Towne.

			“Holy shit,” Manolis said.

			“Yair,” said Sparrow. “Ever since the brown house opened, there’s not many cots available in town. This was Sarge’s idea. It’s away from the worst trouble.”

			They parked outside a demountable office building with an Australian flag in the window. As they entered, Manolis got tangled in the multicoloured plastic strip curtains hung across the doorway; he hadn’t seen curtains like that since he was a kid.

			Sparrow called out. A groan came from a back room, followed by cursing. A chair was shunted, another groan, heavy, slow footsteps.

			The proprietor shambled out under a cloud of broken sleep. At first he had his head down, patting his comb-over to ensure it remained in place. When he finally looked up and stood erect, he appeared imposing, tall and broad, matching Manolis’s six feet. The proprietor wore a navy-blue shearer’s singlet and a pair of old tennis shorts. An overgrown moustache obscured his mouth, a hairless patch of skin on his arm appearing white. Rubbing his cheeks, he passed a pair of deep-set eyes over Sparrow and then Manolis.

			“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s . . .”

			After this half-sentence, the proprietor’s voice turned to dust in his throat. Stepping out from behind the counter, he approached Manolis with wide eyes and wide arms. His moustache was quivering. Manolis backed away a step but was powerless to stop the embrace that clamped around his chest and squeezed his heart till it hurt.

			“Ma! Ma, quick, come see!” the man called over his shoulder. He turned back to Manolis. “I thought I might’ve died in my sleep, or that I saw a ghost,” he whispered. “You look just like your father.”

			Manolis glared straight at Sparrow, whose confused expression showed he’d heard what the proprietor said.

			“I grew up here,” Manolis said. “Here in Cobb, I mean. It’s the reason they sent me. And I think I knew Molly.”
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