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ABSTRACT 

 

Ring of Fire: Crime Fiction as a Means of Examining Projections of Australian 

National Identity into the Asia-Pacific Region 

This thesis consists of two distinct but related parts: a creative component – the novel 

Crocodile Tears, and a theoretical essay. Both will attempt to answer the question: 

How has Australian crime fiction worked to reinforce or undermine projections of 

Australian national identity into the Asia-Pacific region? 

Crocodile Tears is a detective story reuniting Indigenous “spook” Rory 

Driscoll with Detective Philip “Cato” Kwong of the Western Australian police; they 

last met in my third novel Bad Seed (2015). Rory Driscoll is Canberra’s “go to” guy 

when things get sticky in the Asia-Pacific. Resourceful, multi-lingual, and hard as 

nails, he’s just the man for the job – whether thwarting people smugglers or jerking 

the leash of a fledgling island nation. But, haunted by the ghosts of his past, he wants 

out. No such luck. He’s needed to chaperone a motley group of whistle-blowers with 

a price on their heads. And on his, too. Detective Cato Kwong, now working for the 

WA Police Major Crime Squad, is investigating the death of a retiree found hacked to 

death in his suburban Perth home. The trail leads to Timor Leste and its recent blood-

soaked history. But at every turn Cato’s quest is blocked by unseen and hostile forces. 

As Cato digs deeper the threats close in, and a familiar figure emerges from his past: 

Rory Driscoll.  

Various narrative strategies of characterisation are employed in the creation 

and representation of the key characters and several glimpses of their attitudes to race 

and national identity are inscribed in those characterisations.  

My exegesis will consider how representations in works of Australian crime 

fiction have both contributed to and complicated the development of Australia’s sense 

of belonging to the Asia-Pacific region. The exegetical component provides 

background to the crime fiction genre (in particular Australian crime fiction), 

ideology within the genre, and the merits of post-colonialism as a theoretical 

framework. It also looks at narrative strategies of characterisation, and the ethics of 
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representation. It then discusses the hybrid form of “Islands” crime fiction – those 

novels set in the archipelago immediately to Australia’s north and east. The 

background informs a reading of several novels in this hybrid genre examining 

characters for attitudes towards race and identity (in particular Australian national 

identity), illustrated by displays of cynicism or disillusionment, racism, patriotism and 

nationalism.  

By the use of a fictional creative work and an exegetical component this 

project provides both an analysis of the longstanding but relatively unexamined 

“Islands” hybrid genre, and a useful methodology for the examination of other aspects 

of hybridity in fiction, particularly crime/detective fiction, in the future.  
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CROCODILE TEARS 

 

A NOVEL 
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PROLOGUE 

 

6
th

 September, 1999. 11.52 a.m. 

 

There had been little sleep in the night: babies crying, people coughing and snoring, 

everybody sweltering. There must have been two thousand of them, all suffocating. 

Everybody terrified and waiting to die. Around dawn they had heard the motorbikes 

and the trucks draw up outside. The shouted threats, the goading, the cruel jokes and 

laughter. Surely they wouldn’t violate a church? The House of God? Surely nothing. 

She knew now – nowhere was safe. 

 Wasn’t this how it had always been? How it always would be? You lift your 

head for a brief defiant moment to sniff freedom and somebody is waiting with a 

machete to chop it off. Freedom? She had never known such a thing, nor had her 

parents, or grandparents. She glanced down at her daughter. Nor would she. The 

shouts and threats growing from outside and the heat building inside. She became 

aware that people were staring at her. 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘You,’ said an old man, a neighbour from down the lane. ‘They’re shouting for 

you. They want you.’ 

 She listened. Yes. No mistake. Hand her over and you will all be safe. 

 ‘Don’t worry.’ It was the Father. ‘We will not do it.’ 

 ‘Why not?’ A voice from the crowd. ‘They only make trouble for us. Why 

should we die for them?’ 

 ‘Fool.’ 

 She lifted her chin proudly. ‘I will go. Who will look after my child?’ 

 ‘Mama! No.’ 

 ‘Nobody,’ said the Father. ‘No need. You will stay here with us. Together we 

are strong.’ 

 ‘Who is the fool now?’ the voice from the crowd retorted. 

 ‘Those men outside, they are hoodlums, gangsters.’ The priest tried to calm 

their fears. ‘The army will not let them do anything to us.’ 
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 ‘They belong to the army, stupid man.’ 

 Again her name was called. A man reading from a list, the megaphone 

distorted with feedback. Four people. Hand them over. Save yourselves. 

 Seconds ticked by. Minutes. The shouts and threats died down. Footsteps 

receding. Engines rumbling. Vehicles moving. Maybe they were going? They dared 

not violate this House of God after all. The Father was right – miracles do happen. 

Have faith. 

 Windows smashing, gunshots, explosions. Gas. Choking, burning, stinging. 

They were being teargassed. Panic. The children screaming and crying. People 

trampling each other to get to the door. She grabbed her daughter and hugged her 

close, eyes streaming from the gas and from her own real tears. She knew what 

awaited them outside but there was no choice. You have to head for the light and 

fresh air. For freedom, whatever the cost. 

 

Angeles City, Luzon, Philippines - September, 2013 

 

‘What mob are you?’ 

It was a large gun. Like something from a cartoon, or a Clint Eastwood movie. 

A Magnum, the Harley Davidson of pistols. The barrel was digging into the corner of 

his left eye. Driscoll had suspected when he walked over the club threshold ten 

minutes ago that this wasn’t going to end well. The dance floor was filled with bored, 

writhing, scrawny girls barely out of high school. Their sparkly G-strings looked sad 

and cheap and some of them still hadn’t learned how to apply their make-up properly. 

The place reeked of cigarettes, watered down beer, and stale perspiration. The sweat 

oozed from the sunburned middle-aged Gubbas, mainly Australian if their T-shirts 

and Southern Cross tatts were anything to go by, lining the cubicles around the walls. 

Their greedy predatory faces and overhanging guts multiplied in all the mirrors. Girls 

sat on laps, feeling hands go where they shouldn’t, maybe wondering how, or when, 

or if ever this might end.  

A few pesos in the paw and some reassuring Tagalog in the ear of the bouncer 

and Driscoll had muscled his way up the stairs and along the corridor to the back 
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where the thumping crap music no longer bounced off your ribs. There he’d found 

Dean stretching a polo shirt to breaking point across wide gym shoulders; hunched 

over a laptop that seemed way too small for him. Driscoll knew Dean was Noongar 

and the only Noongars he’d met were real tough bastards but funny as hell. Growing 

up in a schizoid town like Perth would do that to you. Dean was probably well-suited 

to running a girly club in the fleshpots of Angeles – one big sprawling Sodom 

clinging to the fence line of the old US air base at Clark. He was Perth through and 

through – focused on dollars, on winning. Nothing else mattered. 

 ‘Gunditjmara. Warrnambool,’ Driscoll said. 

 ‘Fierce?’ 

 ‘When pushed.’ 

 Dean grinned at the man holding the gun. ‘Be careful, Mikey. This man 

Driscoll is “Fighting Gunditjmara”. Fierce mob. Complete fucking cannibal. Eats 

Lebs for breakfast. Got that?’ 

 ‘No problem, boss.’ Mikey was feeling cocky. He would be; he was holding 

the cannon.  Driscoll had pulled his file too before he flew in: Michael Aboud from 

Punchbowl, NSW – running from a gang feud that had killed four of his erstwhile 

comrades back in June over a period of less than a fortnight. They were fighting 

among themselves. The Brothers-in-Arms were a mixture of third generation 

Lebanese and second generation Afghan Tajiks. A wrong word, a tiff over a shared 

girlfriend, a spilled drink: whatever it was it had split the gang down ethnic lines and 

they’d been doing drive-bys on each other ever since. Mikey had been next on the list 

so he’d taken the first plane out – an Air Asia flight to KL and on to Clark. Now he 

was Dean’s property.  

 ‘Coconut though, eh?’ Dean, back on the subject of Driscoll. ‘Errand boy for 

the wadjela. Tracker...’ he glanced at the fake ID card in Driscoll’s confiscated wallet. 

‘Tracker John? That you?’ 

 ‘This is the deal,’ said Driscoll. The gun in his eye was beginning to give him 

a headache and he was sick of holding his hands in the air. It was hot and sticky in 

that office and he was craving one of Dean’s watered-down San Miguels. ‘You 
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withdraw your blackmail demands on Charlton’s wife and employers, give me any 

dodgy pics and other materials you have, and erase him from your system.’ 

 ‘And?’ said Dean, faintly amused. 

 ‘You get to stay in business.’ 

 ‘You reckon you’ve more clout than the local police chief and district army 

commander?  I pay them good money to leave me alone.’ 

 ‘It won’t be enough this time. Play the game, mate. Hand over the stuff on 

Charlton and we go our separate ways.’   

Patrick Charlton was the embassy’s IT specialist. He was known to pop down 

from Manila to Angeles every other weekend to satisfy his nasty carnal urges on girls 

his daughter’s age. The embassy had opted to turn the other cheek; geeks of his 

calibre were hard to come by; most had been snapped up by the miners or internet 

monoliths with much deeper pockets. Seventy-two hours ago Charlton had been found 

in the club’s VIP room crouched over a thirteen year old who’d been unable to 

extricate herself from beneath his bulk. His face was blue and his heart had exploded 

from a dodgy batch of street Viagra, recently imported from North Korea.  Pictures 

and extortion demands had turned up on his wife and line manager’s emails the next 

day. It wasn’t hard to trace them back to Dean. The pictures were bad enough but 

what galvanised the embassy was the bigger threat of Charlton’s missing thumb drive 

and the classified documents and codes therein.   

Enter Rory Driscoll. ‘The cops and army are back in our pockets, Dean. Don’t 

get greedy or stupid.’ He realised, as soon as he said it, that he probably shouldn’t 

have. Greedy, okay. Stupid, not. 

Dean was on him with fists the size of Christmas hams and a mean look in his 

eye.  Mikey stood back to enjoy the show, the Magnum hanging loosely at his side; he 

obviously had a great deal of confidence in his employer. He probably wasn’t 

expecting the wrench and snap that broke his boss’s neck a few seconds later. And 

Mikey definitely wasn’t ready for the top of Driscoll’s head driving into his nose. But 

he did seem to want to hold on to his big gun and, with a strength that surprised, was 

gradually twisting it around towards Driscoll’s armpit. 
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  ‘Michael, you need to stop this, right now. Really, mate.’ The barrel scraped 

Rory’s shirt, their fingers fought for the trigger. ‘Khalas!’ 

 Mikey’s eyes registered surprise at the Arabic command to desist. Driscoll 

swung Mikey’s arm away and the gun went off with a deafening roar. A framed 

photograph of John Worsfold and Ben Cousins hugging in a sea of blue and yellow 

exploded into a large hole in the wall. Driscoll was a Hawthorn man himself. He 

managed to bury his elbow in Mikey’s eye and got a grip on the poor bloke’s nose 

with his teeth. It must have hurt because Mikey finally dropped the gun. Driscoll 

punched him a few times to encourage him to stay down.   

 He found the thumb drive in Dean’s pocket and took the laptop with him; 

Dean wouldn’t be needing it anymore.   

Mikey was in a foetal position under the desk, blood all over his face. ‘What 

the fuck are you?’ 

 ‘Gunditjmara.’ Driscoll bent down and dabbed Mikey’s face with a tissue, 

offered him some bottled water. ‘Best to keep your head down for a while, mate. 

Maybe find another country? Keep your nose clean and we won’t tell the Tajiks 

where to find you.’ 

 Driscoll’s phone went. It was his boss, Aunty, sole proprietor of Hope Springs 

Strategic Consultants and old school chum of everybody in government. ‘Rory, my 

boy. Job done?’ A symphony was playing in the background. She liked Mahler. 

Pretentious old fairy. 

 ‘Yep, sorted.’  

 ‘Casualties?’ 

 He looked over at Michael, snivelling and bleeding under the desk. He’d 

recover. At Dean, the floppy doll. ‘Just the one.’ 

 ‘Do I detect a lighter touch these days?’ 

 He wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or a reprimand. He could hear sirens 

approaching and raised voices down the hall. They’d probably reported the gunshot. 

‘Anything urgent, Aunty? Only I need to be making tracks.’ 

 ‘We’ve had a request from Canberra. What’s your thoughts on Operation 

Sovereign Borders?’ He’d been expecting this, had even done some preliminary 
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training for it. The new government was filled with men with a cold gleam in their 

eyes and scores to settle. They’d been mandated to ‘Stop the Boats’ and no doubt had 

all sorts of crazy schemes bouncing around their bitter little brains. Driscoll was right 

up their street. ‘Well?’ said Aunty. 

 He thought about Patrick Charlton and his craving for very young girls, about 

the sweaty predatory Gubbas lining the booths downstairs, about Michael Aboud and 

his taste for big guns.  About poor Dean and his ideas above his station. ‘Operation 

Sovereign Borders, Aunty? It’s about two hundred and thirty years too late.’ 
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PART ONE 
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1 

 

Fremantle, Western Australia 

Wednesday 18
th

 April 

 

 

Cato Kwong would have killed for a sandwich. He’d been going all day and somehow 

never managed to grab a bite. It had finally caught up with him, that growly, low 

blood sugar feeling when civilisation goes out the window and we are returned to our 

primal state of foraging mammal.  

 ‘Anything in the fridge?’ 

 Deb Hassan opened the door and peeked inside, rummaging with rubber-

gloved hands. ‘Milk,’ she sniffed the carton, ‘still fresh. Cheese, bacon, some 

tomatoes going soft, carrots, marge – heart tick, two stubbies of wifebeater, half-a-

dozen eggs, marmalade. Oh,’ a pause. ‘And this.’ She stepped back with a see-

through plastic tub, the kind they give you your olives in at the supermarket. 

 Cato looked closer. ‘The missing ear.’ 

 ‘Still hungry?’ 

 In spite of the bloody specimen in the tub and the abattoir in the next room the 

answer was still yes. His phone went: caller ID Pavlou, his boss. ‘Howdy.’ 

 ‘What’s the latest from the crime scene?’ 

 ‘The victim is a sixty-three year old white male, Douglas Peters, lives alone 

according to the neighbours. Stabbed multiple times and body mutilated.’ 

 ‘Mutilated?’ 

 ‘They chopped an ear off, the left one. And put it in a plastic tub in the fridge.’ 

 ‘Nice. Any thoughts?’ 

 Cato limped over to the doorway; his leg was playing up big time today. An 

old bullet wound will do that. Once again he surveyed the lounge room and the spray 

of blood around the walls and on the rug; the body still in situ, being photographed 

and videoed. Family snaps on a shelf: weddings, graduations, birthdays. All splashed 

with crimson. ‘Bit early, but I’d say at this stage we’re dealing with a nutcase.’ 



10  
 

 ‘Forced entry? Burglary? Meth-head?’ 

 ‘Doesn’t appear to be forced entry. Still looking at what might be missing. The 

body was found by a Jim’s Mowing contractor who’d called round to do his regular 

clean up. Wondered why the back door was open when the bloke is usually out on 

lawnmower day to escape the noise. Saw the blood trail.’ 

 ‘What time was this?’ 

 ‘Around one.’ 

 ‘Hmmm.’ The sound of a door opening and traffic noise. She must be stepping 

outside for a ciggie break. ‘Media?’ 

 ‘Gathering beyond the cordon. Usual suspects.’ He looked out the window: a 

no-longer ordinary sunny Wednesday afternoon in suburban Hilton. ‘Couple of 

choppers up there too, and drones.’ 

 A sigh and some rustling at the other end. ‘When do you expect to be out of 

there?’ 

 ‘Half an hour, an hour maybe. Leave everything to the techs. Doors are being 

knocked, everything more or less in hand for now.’ 

 ‘Fair enough. Had any more of those funny turns of yours, Philip?’ 

 ‘No,’ he lied. ‘All good.’ 

 

The room was full and DI Pavlou held the stage, a Piaf with swimmer’s shoulders. 

Late afternoon sun slanted through the windows. Cato had grabbed a drive-through 

burger on the way back and it sat heavily in his gut. Sharon had pinched his hips 

playfully last night, said something about middle-aged spread. She’d been up at 

sparrow-fart on a morning run while he sleepily attended to Typhoon Ella who’d 

recently discovered the word No. 

 ‘What do we know about him so far? Chris?’ 

 Chris Thornton was made for this job. He’d finally been prised away from 

Fremantle into Major Crime; he should have come over earlier but he was recently 

married and had been loath to do the commute from the southern suburbs into the city. 

Cato knew the feeling. Thornton adjusted his new specs, swiped his iPad, and stood 

up. Compact, boyish, uncomfortable in a grown up Major Crimes suit. 
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 ‘Douglas Peters, sixty-three. Widower. One adult offspring, daughter – she 

lives in Melbourne. Peters was in the Job.’ 

 ‘Tell me more.’ 

 ‘Retired seven, nearly eight, years ago. Last position was as a sergeant up in 

Derby.’ 

 ‘Anything jump out on his service record? Notable enemies he might have 

made?’ 

 ‘Not so far. Watch this space.’ 

 ‘Anything else?’ 

 ‘We’ve got the boffins going through his computer, telecom, and financials. 

According to the phone records he’d spoken to somebody late last night so, assuming 

it was him, he was still alive at around ten p.m. We’re following up on those people 

he was in touch with. Nothing stands out on the finances yet although there are 

statements for an offshore family trust account that might be interesting. We’re also 

looking at his career before and after being a cop.’ 

 A quizzical lifting of the chin from Pavlou but there was nothing more from 

Thornton. She twisted her head. ‘Duncan?’ 

 The forensics honcho uncoiled his lanky frame from behind a desk. ‘Blood all 

over the place. Peters was pretty much hacked to death. Machete most likely. It might 

have been personal or maybe just somebody who was really enjoying themselves. No 

sign of the murder weapon. There’ll have been blood all over whoever did it. And 

there’s a trail going out the backyard over a fence into Milky Way, the laneway 

running along the back. Looks like there was a car waiting, but too hard and dry to get 

any useful tyre impressions.’ 

 Thornton butted in. ‘We’ve got somebody chasing down CCTV and traffic 

cameras.’ 

 Pavlou nodded. Back to Duncan Goldflam. ‘Any other traces?’ 

 ‘Bloody sock prints around the house. Size tens. Some fibres on the colorbond 

fence. No fingerprints. Some other stuff: plant life, seeds, all going under the 

microscope.’ 

 ‘When do you think you’ll have a full report?’ 
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 ‘Hopefully a useful prelim by end of tomorrow. Full-ish Monty by the end of 

the week.’ 

 Cato was feeling hot and light-headed. Looking around the room he 

recognised very few faces: Duncan Goldflam folding back into his seat, Chris 

Thornton absorbed in his iPad, and Deb Hassan scribbling a note to herself. She had 

come over to Major Crime shortly after him, putting in the long hours to assuage 

Pavlou’s doubts and repay Cato’s support. DI Hutchens’ retirement had sparked an 

exodus from Fremantle. Nothing personal against his successor, it was just that 

Hutchens, in his own abrasive twisted way, had commanded and earned loyalty. 

Things just weren’t the same without him. Meanwhile Pavlou had been clearing out 

Major Crime dead wood under encouragement from the new Commissioner. Good 

timing all round. Hassan caught Cato’s eye, nodding towards the front of the room.    

‘Philip?’ DI Pavlou leaned forward. ‘You with us?’ 

He’d done it again. Zoned out. She’d obviously been trying to get his attention 

for a while. ‘Boss?’ 

‘Post-mortem. Tomorrow morning. You okay for that?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

The meeting broke up and Pavlou brushed past him. ‘My office, please.’ 

 

‘What’s going on, Philip?’ 

 They were sitting in Pavlou’s glass-enclosed lair. Door closed. Cato had his 

back to the world and he couldn’t see the curious glances over the partitions. Just 

Pavlou, her geranium, and a photo of the family somewhere near the Parthenon. He 

knew he couldn’t keep saying ‘nothing’ and ‘I’m fine’. But the truth was he didn’t 

know himself, nor did the doctor. ‘Just over-tired, I think. Ella’s a handful at the 

moment. Not sleeping.’ 

 ‘Commiserations mate, but half the people on the squad have little kids. Been 

there myself, once or twice.’ She softened. ‘Had a health check recently? You seem 

… a bit peaky.’ 

 ‘Yep, last week.’ 
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 ‘And?’ Pavlou almost visibly restrained herself. She had no right to ask for 

specifics. ‘Everything okay?’ 

 ‘Far as we know.’ Cato fingered the foil of pills in his pocket. 

 ‘How’s Sharon. She well?’ 

 All these questions, dancing around the subject. ‘Great.’ 

 ‘Back in the job I see. Saw her on the news at that airport meth bust last 

week.’ 

 ‘Yeah, loving it.’ 

 ‘You two good now after that … time?’ 

 ‘Good as gold.’ 

 She was running out of solicitousness. ‘This is a nasty one, Philip. And the 

victim was in the Job. One of ours. We need all hands on deck. Full focus.’ 

 ‘Absolutely.’ 

 ‘You need to buck up and sort out whatever it is that’s going on. If you won’t 

tell me what it is, I can’t help you. The ball’s in your court.’ 

 ‘No worries.’ 

 ‘My door’s always open.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ 

 Cato went straight to the toilets and doused his face with cold water. He 

popped two pills from the foil and necked them. He’d be right as rain in fifteen. 

 

Thornton was hovering when Cato returned. 

 ‘Everything okay, sarge?’ 

 ‘Bonzer. What have you got for me?’ The clock on the wall nudged six. He 

needed to be home, the nanny had to go by six-thirty and Sharon was on evenings at 

the airport. He wondered if he could summon the reserves of energy he would need 

for a fractious Ella. This was no life for any of them. So why had he accepted 

Pavlou’s offer to join her squad? Why hadn’t he walked away like he said he would? 

He still didn’t know – or maybe he did but wasn’t prepared to admit it. 

 ‘Sarge?’ 

 ‘Sorry, lot on my mind. You were saying?’ 
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 ‘Peters. A first-run potted biography. He’s certainly been around.’ 

 ‘Highlights?’ 

 ‘Joined nineteen eighty-one, first posting Kalgoorlie. No distinctions, no 

scandals. Three years on, he moves to Newman. Ditto. Every three to four years he 

moves to another regional posting: Busselton, Southern Cross, Geraldton, 

Meekatharra, Derby, et cetera. All points north, south, east and west.’ 

 ‘Except the city?’ 

 ‘Yep, country boy through and through.’ 

 ‘And nothing remarkable in his career? No big busts or scandals which might 

make him some enemies?’ 

 A shake of the head. ‘A plodder, on paper anyway. Looks like any promotions 

that came his way were by virtue of length of service rather than dashing leadership 

acumen.’ 

 A pause. Cato sensed a ‘but’. He voiced it. 

 Thornton slid the iPad on to the desk. Cato had started wearing glasses. He’d 

been getting these headaches, cryptic crossie clues turning blurry. Tragic. Thornton 

used his fingers to helpfully enlarge the font. ‘Meekatharra, two thousand five. An 

Aboriginal woman died in custody, not on his watch, he’d gone off duty that 

afternoon. There weren’t any specifically suspicious circumstances. She had an 

undiagnosed pre-existing medical condition. Neglectful maybe but no malice 

intended. Nobody officially sanctioned.’ 

 It was remarkable how many of those tragic statistics from country lock-ups 

would be interpreted as neglectful but not malicious. Nothing personal. Add them all 

up and they do begin to seem malicious after a while. ‘So if he wasn’t directly 

involved, what’s the ‘but’ about?’ 

  ‘He transferred shortly after. Earlier than his usual pattern. He’d only been in 

that job about eighteen months.’ 

 ‘Maybe an opportunity arose, an offer he couldn’t refuse? Plum posting?’ 

 Thornton nodded. ‘Derby? The plum is in the eye of the beholder I suppose. 

But he certainly liked it there. Good fishing I hear. He stayed until he retired late in 

two thousand eleven.’ 
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 ‘Six years. Longest stint anywhere. And he would have been …’ 

 ‘Fifty-six when he retired.’ 

 ‘Went longer than most. Anything after that?’ 

 ‘Two years with private security – a company called CPS. We’re trying to get 

the details. They’re a cagey, bureaucratic mob.’ 

 ‘And then he finally decided to come and live in the big smoke after all these 

years.’ 

 ‘Hilton.’ Thornton retrieved his iPad. ‘Smoky as.’ 

 Cato was ready to go home. ‘Thanks Chris. Let me know how you go with 

CPS.’ 

   

Cato woke about two a.m. just as Sharon slipped into the bedroom.  

 ‘How was work?’ he murmured sleepily as she spooned into him. 

 ‘Slow. There’s a couple of mugs due in from KL tomorrow night who’ll be 

getting the cough and squat treatment. Vietnamese. Poor bastards are payback for an 

arrest in Sydney last week – tit-for-tat turf war. They’re dobbing each other in every 

second day. I’m losing track.’ She yawned. ‘You still awake?’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘Your day?’ 

 ‘Somebody got chopped up in Hilton. Old bloke, used to be in the Job.’ 

 ‘Lovely. Did Ella go down okay tonight?’ 

 ‘Fine. Julie had her fed and bedded before I got home. Apparently she ran out 

of steam at the playground down South Beach and was nodding off before she even 

got to the yoghurt and mashed banana.’ 

 ‘Hasn’t stirred since?’ 

 ‘Bit of a murmur around ten but she went off again quickly.’ 

 Her hand crept across his stomach; lightly brushed the old knife scar there. 

‘How about you? Are you sleepy?’ 

 ‘Not anymore.’ 

 He turned to face her. Enjoying the smell and the touch, the pressing intensity. 

Her breath warm and greedy. She straddled him.  
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His phone went. On silent, but throbbing and dancing on the bedside table. 

 ‘Leave it.’ Sharon drew him in. Held him tight. He focused on the moment.  

 Light flashing on a left message. 

 After a while a soft sob escaped her. Cato too was spent. 

 The phone again. The double beep of a text this time. Sharon rolled away. ‘Do 

you want to get that?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘They’re determined.’ Sharon fluffed her pillow and pulled the covers up. ‘Put 

them out of their misery or turn it off.’ 

 He checked: unknown number on the missed call, a hiss and background 

pacing noises on the voicemail. Accidental butt call? Twice? The text. 

 I know who did Peters 

 Nothing to lose. He texted back. Who? 

 And waited.  

No reply. 

 After five minutes he snuggled in to Sharon and fell asleep. 
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2 

 

Thursday 19
th

 April 

 

 

The next day there was a breakthrough. A neighbour over the back from Peters had 

reported that on the morning of the murder, around eight, she had been putting out her 

wheelie bin for collection when a car nearly cleaned her up. A Toyota ute: white, no 

trade markings but dried mud splashes on the wheel arches.  

 ‘Rego?’ 

 ‘She didn’t catch it,’ said Thornton, scanning the entry. ‘Too fast to get a 

glimpse of the driver, beyond generic male with dark clothing.’ 

 ‘Ethnicity?’ asked Cato. ‘Big, small, skinny, fat, old, young?’ 

 ‘No mention.’ 

 ‘Get it followed up, jog her memory. And chase the vehicle, CCTV, traffic 

cameras, neighbours, witnesses, bus drivers, regular delivery people on or near that 

route at that time.’ 

 ‘Boss.’ His expression conjured images of grandmothers and eggs. 

 ‘The mud splashes should help.’ He showed Thornton his phone and the 

overnight text. ‘Can you run a trace on that number?’ 

 ‘Sure.’ Thornton noted the details. ‘If they know who did Peters why don’t 

they just get to the point?’ 

 ‘A tease. Just what we need.’ 

 Thornton nodded. ‘Had some thoughts about Peters too.’ 

 ‘Yep?’ 

 ‘Stuff that might not be on the official record. Former colleagues, that kind of 

thing.’ 

 ‘Got somebody in mind?’ 

 This time Thornton showed him a text on his phone. I might be a useless old 

duffer but I’m not dead yet. Get him to call me. 

 Cato recognised the number. ‘Hutchens?’ 
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 A grin. ‘He wants you to buy him lunch. OBH at North Cott. Today. One-

ish?’ 

 ‘Since when did you become his appointments secretary?’ 

 ‘Not his, boss, yours. Always and forever.’ 

 ‘Tell him I’ll see him there, maybe he can wear a carnation so I recognise 

him.’ 

 ‘I’ve reserved a table by the window. Nice day. Should be a perfect view over 

to Rotto. Very romantic.’ 

 

Ex-DI Mick Hutchens was looking well. Tanned, fit even. Shorts, T-shirt, canvas boat 

shoes. A bicycle helmet? 

 ‘Rode here.’ He nodded towards a mountain bike chained to a rail outside. 

‘Had a swim over at the beach before you came. Lovely.’ 

 ‘You ordered yet?’ said Cato, sliding out a chair. Thornton had been right, it 

was a perfect day: Indian Ocean as flat as a pancake and blue as a sad song. Rottnest 

Island shimmering on the horizon. 

 ‘Just a drink, so far.’ Hutchens lifted the middy to his lips. ‘Sook strength.’ 

 They scanned the lunchtime menu and Cato went to the bar to order their food 

and get a lime and soda for himself. ‘Driving and on duty,’ he said on his return. 

 ‘Never said a word, mate.’ Hutchens leaned in. ‘Still limping, I see. How is 

it?’ 

 It was over a year since he’d taken a bullet in the leg and he’d felt it every day 

since. ‘Some days are diamonds, some are stones.’ 

 ‘Sharon and the bub?’ 

 ‘Sharon’s back in the Job and loving it. We’re ships in the night these days. 

Ella’s two, big time. How’s Marjorie?’ 

 ‘She’s taken up French and says everything with an accent and a pout. Keeps 

things spicy, I suppose. She wants us to go there in July so she can immerse.’ He 

enclosed the last word in finger quotes and over-pronounced the second syllable. 

Their food arrived, burger and chips for Hutchens and pasta for Cato. ‘Enough about 

me, I hear you’ve got Dougie Peters on a slab?’ 
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 ‘Yep. Know him?’ 

 ‘Worked with him in Kal in the early days, then again in Meeka.’ 

 ‘Meekatharra? That would have been around two thousand five, six?’ 

 ‘Guess so.’ 

 ‘Weren’t you in Albany by then?’ 

 ‘Transitioning. I investigated the death in custody.’ 

 ‘And?’ 

 ‘Jacobs, I think her name was. Sandra Jacobs?’ A confirmation nod from Cato. 

‘Pre-existing cardiac condition; something to do with how the electrical currents 

move through to keep the thing pumping. Hers had packed up. Apparently she should 

have had a pacemaker but the waiting list was too long. One of those things, eh?’ 

 ‘What had she been arrested for?’ 

 ‘Non-payment of fines and an altercation at the pub, the Commercial.’ 

 ‘Where did Peters fit in?’ 

 ‘He was custody sergeant at the time of her arrest but went off duty within a 

couple of hours. She died on somebody else’s watch.’ 

 ‘End of story?’ 

 ‘Pretty much.’ 

 ‘Except he took an early ticket of leave and transferred up to Derby where he 

stayed until his retirement, disrupting a pattern he’d set for the previous thirty years or 

so.’ 

 Hutchens grinned through a mouthful of chips. ‘Still not slow on the uptake.’ 

 ‘The official record suggests the career opportunity arose and there was 

nothing suspicious about the timing. I’m guessing you think different?’ 

 ‘We had a farewell meal in the Commercial, Dougie and me. They do a good 

parmie. I’d written my preliminary report and assured him he had nothing to worry 

about.’ 

 Cato wound some fettucine around his fork. ‘Why did he need reassuring?’ 

 ‘Exactly.’ 

 ‘Guilty conscience, or just your average middle-aged worry wart? He’d 

followed all the correct procedures and protocols I take it?’ 
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 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘But?’ 

 ‘But he seemed to think people in town would hold him responsible anyway. 

There was no official sanction, just an air of disapproval, disappointment. It stung him 

I guess.’ 

 ‘Duty of care?’ 

 ‘That kind of thing. She’d been well-regarded in the community. Very active.’ 

 ‘Which people? Anyone in particular he feared?’ 

 Hutchens shrugged. ‘Family, I suppose. Payback, maybe?’ 

 ‘But it wasn’t his fault, was it? And you usually need to belong to the tribe to 

come under tribal payback law.’ 

 ‘S’pose so.’ 

 ‘The altercation in the pub, the arrest.’ Cato dabbed some sauce off his lips 

with a napkin. ‘What was that about?’ 

 ‘There’d been some argument with a whitefella. She’d slapped him. He’d 

pushed her over. The hotel manager called the cops and they decided she was the one 

who should be arrested.’ 

 Funny that. ‘Who was the whitefella? What was the argument about?’ 

 ‘A mining contractor or something. Bit of racial abuse. She took offence.’ 

 ‘As you would,’ said Cato. 

 ‘Barman reckoned they’d both had a skinful.’ 

 ‘The whitefella she argued with, remember his name?’ 

 ‘You’ll have to check your files. My memory’s not that good.’ Hutchens 

pushed his plate away. ‘You keeping okay?’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ Cato finished off his pasta. Saw Hutchens still sizing him up. ‘Why?’ 

 A sniff. Whatever he was thinking he decided to keep it to himself. ‘I forgot to 

ask. How’s Jake?’ 

 ‘Coming along. He didn’t make it through to the end of year twelve. He’s 

doing a uni bridging course through TAFE, living full-time with his mum these days.’ 

 ‘Fully recovered?’ 

 ‘On the outside, yeah. He gets these anxiety attacks.’ 
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 Hutchens shook his head. ‘Must be tough.’ 

 ‘At times,’ Cato admitted. ‘We’re focusing on the positives.’ 

 ‘Give him my best when you see him.’ 

 ‘Will do.’ Cato told him about the mystery text in the middle of the night. 

‘Any thoughts?’ 

 ‘Wasn’t me.’  

 ‘Joe Public doesn’t know it’s me on the case. I haven’t been in the news or 

anything.’ 

 ‘Somebody else in the Job wants to tip you off?’ 

 ‘Possibly. Why the cloak and dagger?’ 

 ‘It’s what we thrive on. Keeps the juices flowing.’ Hutchens drained his 

middy. ‘Speaking of which, enjoying the cut and thrust of Northbridge? The big city?’ 

‘An office is an office. Sometimes I get to take the train, enjoy the view, read 

a book.’ 

‘Books. That reminds me, I’ve got a deadline.’ Hutchens had signed up for a 

Masters in Criminology at Edith Cowan. A great source of merriment to some. 

‘Thesis on track?’ 

Hutchens nodded. ‘The Post-Colonial Detective – Memoirs of a Renaissance 

Man.’ He unhooked his bike helmet from the back of his chair. ‘Dougie Peters was a 

thirty year man. You don’t go that long without making a few enemies. I should 

know.’  

 ‘Watch this space.’ Cato jangled his car keys. ‘Good to see you. You’re 

looking well.’ 

 ‘Cheers. And you know what? I don’t miss the game as much as I thought I 

would.’ A wave. ‘Look after yourself, okay?’ 

 

‘We’ve had a sighting of the muddy ute.’ 

 ‘Where?’ The daydream dissolved. Nudged by Hutchens’ enquiry, Cato had 

been thinking about his son, Jake – guilt and sadness the main ingredients. Both were 

the last things Jake needed from his father these days. Or ever. 
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 ‘Heading south on Carrington, a few minutes after the bin lady sighting.’ 

Thornton checked an incoming on his mobile. Ignored it. ‘Swung a left on Winterfold. 

Witness described it as “reckless driving”, nothing out of the ordinary for that area, he 

reckoned.’ 

 ‘Witness?’ 

 ‘An old bloke coming out of Red Rooster with his chook.’ 

 ‘Red Rooster? Early morning?’ 

‘That’s when he does his walk. Puts it in the microwave when he’s ready. 

Adaptable, these oldies, eh?’ 

‘How’d you find him?’ 

‘He found us. Follows us on Twitter and Facebook. Saw the appeal.’ 

Praise-be for tech-savvy pensioners with time on their hands and bees in their 

bonnets. ‘And?’ 

 ‘He said he got a look at the driver. Described him as Aboriginal, only he put 

it less politely.’ 

‘Any detail?’ 

‘Driver looked about fortyish, not a young bloke anyway. Dark T-shirt with 

some words and pictures. Floored it down Winterfold and disappeared into the far 

eastern distance. We’re following the trail. How’d the chat go with Mr Hutchens?’ 

 ‘Good. That Meeka incident, the death in custody. Can you track down the 

close family, see if any of them have moved to Perth, got any records for violence. 

And find out the name of the guy she slapped in the pub before she got arrested.’ 

 ‘Do my best. Why?’ 

 ‘Diligence. The barman and hotel manager too, please.’ 

 Thornton looked sceptical. ‘Sure, boss.’ 

 ‘Anything on that private security mob yet?’ 

 ‘CPS? Their public affairs people said they’d get back to us as soon as 

possible.’ 

 ‘Tell them we want some answers before close of business today or I’ll get a 

warrant to go and search their files myself.’ 

 Thornton grinned. ‘Nice one.’ 
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CPS was Cormann Protective Services, a division of the Cormann Logistics group 

CLG, and they had offices on the twenty-third floor of a St George’s Terrace 

skyscraper in the Perth CBD looking out over the Swan River. Cormann himself was 

long dead and the company was now fronted by his son-in-law, Graham Winter, but 

effectively owned and run by faceless venture capitalists in Sydney even if their 

public façade appeared to be Perth. They’d squeezed a half-hour late afternoon for 

Cato and Deb Hassan to meet with their Public Affairs guru. Winter made the 

introductions himself before handing them over.  

‘This is Jacinta. She’s from New Zealand but we won’t hold that against her.’ 

Jacinta smiled and nudged him pantomime style. ‘He’s a card isn’t he? And a 

top-class underarm bowler.’ 

They jousted like comic medieval knights a moment or two more before 

Winter made his excuses. ‘You’ll be in fine hands with Jacinta.’ When he receded 

Cato had the impression of him never really being there in the first place – the 

consummate grey man. He could have been the Prime Minister. 

 They had adjourned to a comfy room with armchairs, a low table, flowers, 

coffee and biscuits. The river sparkled in the late afternoon sun, as did Jacinta. ‘I’ll 

never get tired of looking at that view. Ever.’ She turned back and pressed the plunger 

into place. ‘I’m from Invercargill, bottom of South Island. Sun shines about three days 

a year. How do you like your coffee?’ 

 ‘White and none,’ said Cato, all friendly. 

 ‘Straight, no extras,’ said Hassan. 

 ‘Help yourself to biscuits.’ Jacinta pushed the plate Deb’s way. ‘Afternoon 

slump, eh?’ She curled a rogue lock of blonde hair behind her ear and turned back to 

Cato. ‘Have I seen you in the news, on TV or something? You seem familiar.’ 

 ‘Perth’s like that.’ He lifted his chin at the folder on the table in front of her. 

‘Douglas Peters?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ She picked the file up and riffled it. ‘Bit flimsy I’m afraid. He wasn’t 

with us for that long. Between you and me, and not wishing to speak ill of the dead, 

he didn’t make that much of an impact.’ 
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 ‘What did he do?’ said Hassan. 

 ‘Sorry?’ 

 ‘His job. What did he do?’ 

 ‘Client Interface Specialist – Senior Grade Three, North West Point 

Processing Centre.’ 

 ‘Meaning?’ 

 ‘Guard. Christmas Island.’ She gave a wry smile. ‘Bulldust isn’t it? We don’t 

use that kind of poncey language anymore.’  

 Cato failed to hide his double-take. ‘Sorry, I didn’t expect such … candour.’ 

 ‘No point beating around the bush is there?’  

 Cato was beginning to warm to Jacinta. ‘What did the job involve?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘Keep a record of comings and goings. Supervise the guard 

rosters, log staff and inmates, sorry “clients”, in and out. The younger guys took care 

of any difficult stuff.’ 

 Like a custody sergeant at a small town lock-up, guessed Cato. ‘Was there any 

“difficult stuff” during his tenure?’ 

 Jacinta snorted. ‘You kidding? There’s difficult stuff every day. Somebody 

self-harming, acting up, sewing their lips shut. Who wouldn’t, stuck in a place like 

that?’ 

 ‘Forgive me but you don’t seem like your usual spin doctor,’ said Cato. ‘This 

level of frankness, openness. It’s …’ 

  ‘Counter-intuitive, I know.’ She nodded. ‘That’s why they hired me. Little 

blonde Kiwi from World’s End, looks and sounds like a kid, doesn’t know when to 

shut up. Brilliant, eh?’ A sip of coffee. ‘Blind them with so much truth they don’t 

know what to expect next.’ Cup back in the saucer. ‘Oops, there I go again.’ 

 Hassan leant over, stretching her hand out for the file. ‘Can I …’ 

 ‘Yeah, nah, sorry.’ Jacinta clutched it to her breast. 

 ‘But I thought?’ 

 ‘Rules. I can say whatever I like, particularly if it relates to stuff already on the 

public record. But I can’t give you any paperwork.’ She shrugged. ‘Crazy isn’t it, but 

there you go.’ 
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 The warmth was wearing off. ‘You realise this is a murder investigation?’ said 

Cato. 

 ‘Sure. It’s a very serious business.’ 

 ‘And I can seek a warrant for those records.’ 

 ‘Have you read the relevant border control laws lately?’ said Jacinta, smiling 

again. ‘Good luck with that, eh?’ 

 

DI Pavlou left Cato to run the end-of-day Peters team briefing. She was juggling four 

other killings on top of this one: a domestic stabbing up in the hills – empty nesters 

who could no longer hold it together now the youngest was off on her gap year, a 

king-hit in the Northbridge nightclub district, a toddler shaken to death in the 

Wheatbelt, and some bloke down in Bunbury bludgeoned to a pulp. She needed to go 

over to HQ and talk resources with the brass and the bean-counters. 

 ‘Any word on that mud-spattered ute?’ she’d said as she fired off a message 

on her phone. 

 ‘Nothing conclusive yet but Chris Thornton tells me he’s making progress.’ 

 ‘I hear you had lunch with Mick Hutchens today.’ 

 Thornton telling tales? Did Cato need to look over his shoulder now? 

‘Hutchens knew Peters. He investigated a death in custody he was linked with.’ 

 ‘Any merit?’ 

 ‘Might be.’ 

 ‘How’s the old bugger doing?’ 

 ‘Well. Enjoying retirement it seems. Not missing the job.’ 

 ‘Yeah? So why’s he getting in your ear?’ 

 Cato had shrugged. ‘Helping out a mate.’ 

 ‘Nice.’ And off she’d gone. 

 Cato cleared his throat. ‘So tell me about this progress on the muddy white 

ute, Chris.’ Heads turned in the meeting room, except those that were studying their 

phones, or spots on the ceiling, or colleagues’ anatomies.  

 ‘We’ve picked him up again, combination of traffic cameras and eyewitnesses, 

total five sightings taking him to the Thornlie area. Got a fix on the plates now too 
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and turns out they’re stolen, don’t match the vehicle in question. After Thornlie 

there’s no more sightings.’ 

 ‘But?’ said Cato, knowing Thornton hadn’t finished. 

 ‘You also asked me to check on rellies and associates of the Meeka death in 

custody.’ 

 ‘Sandra Jacobs.’ 

 ‘Yep, her brother Albert lives in Thornlie as of six months ago. His mobile 

number is on the list of calls received by Doug Peters the previous night plus he owns 

a ute of the same make and colour.’ 

 ‘But not the same rego, I’m guessing. Or you’d be saying so.’ 

 ‘Could have swapped the plates. And he has convictions for violence.’ 

 ‘What kind?’ 

 ‘Fights mainly. In pubs. But it shows he has a temper.’ 

 ‘Is somebody bringing him in?’ 

 ‘He’s not been to work since the day of the murder. Nobody has seen or heard 

from him.’ 

 ‘Make him a priority. Family, associates, haunts, the lot.’ Cato tried to tamp 

down his excitement. ‘Anything else? Anybody?’ 

 Cato broke the meeting up with a direction that Jacobs be found. The hubbub 

mounted as people reacquainted. Thornton sidled up. ‘That other mobile number you 

asked me to follow up?’ Cato nodded. ‘Pre-paid. Lost or stolen a month ago.’ 

 No surprises. Cato wiped a foggy spot on his specs. He was tired and wired, 

finding it hard to concentrate. 

 ‘Meekatharra.’ 

 ‘What?’ He realised Thornton was still speaking. Had he zoned out again? 

 ‘The phone was lost or stolen in Meekatharra. An amateur gold prospector. 

Thought he’d lost it out bush somewhere when we asked him. He’d never bothered 

reporting it, just replaced it.’ 

 The mystery text – I know who did Peters 

 ‘Is that where the message was sent from? Meeka?’ 
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 A shake of the head. ‘According to the techies it was sent from a location in 

the CBD. Probably within about a two hundred metre radius of where we are now.’ 

 Hutchens’ speculation: an insider who knew Cato was running the case and 

probably had access to his mobile number. An insider who seemed to know what 

happened to Douglas Peters and why. Somebody in this building? In this room?  

 But why so coy? 

 And another link back to Meekatharra. ‘The staff at the Commercial Hotel, the 

mining subcontractor Sandra Jacobs argued with. Any word on them?’ 

 ‘Nothing. The contractor in the police report was from South Africa. He went 

back there about four years ago. The hotel staff? High turnover, lots of casuals. Shoot-

throughs.’ 

 Cato chewed his lower lip. ‘Okay, they’ll wait. Let’s find Albert Jacobs.’ He 

observed his colleagues filing out of the room. Wondered who among them might be 

playing strange games with him. 
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th
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Rory Driscoll throttled back when he saw them, allowed the boat to drift a while in 

the stiffening breeze. A bank of black-grey storm clouds boiled on the horizon; the 

rain would be here by the afternoon. At the jetty a silver 4WD and four people lined 

up side by side, hunched against the wind. One lifted her arm, giving him a wave. No, 

not a wave; an impatient get-a-move-on. Aunty. It had to be. 

 As he drew closer he was able to take the measure of Aunty’s companions: a 

bloke in his fifties – glasses and miserable, a suburban lawyer used to getting his arse 

kicked. Next to him a woman in her late twenties or early thirties, sharp features, no 

nonsense allowed. The last seemed vaguely familiar, maybe ten years older and ten 

centimetres shorter than Driscoll but holding his shape well. Wary, alert. Last, of 

course, Aunty; twin set and pearls under her Driza-bone jacket. 

 Theirs was a strange relationship. He sometimes wondered if he should be 

seeing a counsellor about it. An old school purveyor of the dark arts of spookery, 

Aunty had been a talent-spotter catching his eye at a guest lecture at ANU one 

Autumn afternoon maybe twenty years ago. She’d noted his proficiency with 

languages, his isolation from the flint-eyed youths around him, his physique, and his 

black eye. Been fighting, she’d observed. None of your business, he’d told her. You 

need taking in hand, she’d concluded. And he’d let her. Maybe she was the Mum he’d 

always wanted his mum to be. Decisive and encouraging. 

 ‘Rory, my love.’ She blew out a wreath of blue smoke. ‘Keeping well?’ 

 Driscoll chucked the rope to Fit and Fifty who caught it and started tying up. 

‘Good, Aunty. What brings you all the way out to the wild west of Victoria?’ 

 ‘Dire straits, as always.’ She waved a hand in front of her face and grimaced. 

‘Fish?’ 
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 ‘Boxes of the stuff. Help yourself.’ He killed the engine, checked all was well, 

and stepped on to the jetty. Paid attention to Fit and Fifty first, holding out a hand. 

‘We met?’ 

 ‘Don’t recall.’ A firm grip. ‘Mason. Willie Mason.’ 

 Sharp features and no-nonsense next. ‘Nivea Soares.’  

 ‘Hi,’ said Driscoll. 

 Aunty took charge of the last one. ‘This is Brian.’ 

 ‘Hi, Brian.’ The handshake was brief and damp, like he’d never touched an 

Aborigine before. ‘Why the long face?’ 

 ‘D’you have to be so direct, Rory?’ Aunty turned on her chunky boot heels 

and lifted one of her chins at the cluster of buildings up the road. ‘Anywhere up there 

we can get a coffee?’ 

 Rory checked his watch. Just gone ten. ‘The bakery should be open if Janelle 

didn’t have a skinful last night.’ 

 They all looked tired, Aunty included. Over coffee it emerged why. 

 ‘You drove all the way from Canberra?’ Driscoll took a bite from his egg and 

bacon toastie. ‘That’s like …’ 

 ‘We did it over two days,’ said Mason. ‘A few detours here and there. Nice, if 

you don’t have too many stops and share the driving.’ 

 ‘Another day and you could shoot through to Adelaide.’ Driscoll finished 

chewing. ‘Or beyond. Just keep going.’ 

 Aunty could read him. Of course she could. ‘I know you’ve moved on, Rory 

but this is big. I wouldn’t be asking if it wasn’t.’ 

 Nivea Soares was absorbed by the fern pattern on her coffee froth. Brian No-

name met Driscoll’s gaze for the first time. Pleading. Only Willie Mason seemed cool 

about all this. Professional detachment, years of experience. Whatever it was they 

needed of him, Rory wondered why they couldn’t just give the job to Mason instead, 

he seemed capable enough. 

 ‘Tell me.’ 

 The bakery was empty, them aside. Out of holiday season, kids at school, 

farmers farming, fisherfolk fishing, bogans sleeping off whatever they did last night. 
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Nobody listening in, not even Janelle who was out back grabbing a ciggie. Aunty 

looked like she wanted to do the same. ‘Two weeks from now there’s going to be a 

committee from the Hague …’ 

 ‘The Hague?’ interrupted Driscoll. 

 ‘It’s in Holland. But this committee is having its meeting in Darwin.’ 

 ‘Darwin?’ 

 ‘Northern Territory. Fuck Rory, your geography’s gone downhill since you 

went into hibernation. They’re having a meeting about East Timor.’ 

 ‘Timor Leste,’ said Nivea Soares. ‘That is the name now.’ 

 ‘Right,’ said Aunty. ‘This committee is going to be hearing from Nivea, Brian, 

and from Willie here.’ 

 ‘What about?’ 

 ‘No need for detail right now. But somebody doesn’t want them to talk to the 

committee.’ 

 ‘Who?’ 

 ‘Good question. Whoever they are they’re not messing about.’ Aunty 

explained herself: the existence of a hit list, threats already made, houses torched, pets 

butchered, trollings on social media, midnight phone calls, the usual. 

 ‘You’re taking it seriously?’ 

 ‘Wouldn’t be here otherwise, Rory.’ 

 ‘What’s it got to do with me?’ 

 Aunty grabbed her ciggie packet and lighter, nodded for him to join her 

outside. ‘You’re on the list too, dear.’ 

 

‘Where do they all fit in?’ Rory stood upwind from Aunty so her smoke wouldn’t 

bother him. The storm clouds had crept closer. Rain by lunchtime now, he predicted. 

 ‘Brian’s a solicitor. Not a high-powered one. He tends to do wills and 

conveyancing. Bit of divorce work, family court matters.’ 

 ‘How’d he find himself on a death list?’ 

 ‘A client of his lodged some secrets with him. Left a time bomb ticking away 

in the poor bastard’s life.’ A slow suck on the ciggie. ‘Ms Soares is a journalist, 
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blogger, podcaster – you name it, she does it. Came here as a kid just after the 

independence referendum in ninety-nine. Freelances for an investigative news website 

and dug herself into some trouble.’ 

 ‘Willie Mason?’ 

 ‘Worked at the embassy in Jakarta then, after Timorese statehood, the one in 

Dili.’ 

 ‘Must be why he seems so familiar.’ 

 ‘Know him?’ 

 ‘Either I’ve met him or I just know the type.’ Driscoll’s gaze passed over 

Aunty’s head through the café window. Mason chatting amiably with Nivea Soares, at 

ease. Soares less so but, if the body language was anything to go by, responding to his 

flirtatious manner. And poor Brian staring into space, lost in his fears. 

 Aunty pulled her Driza-bone closer and folded her arms against the wind. 

‘You were there in the mid-noughties, wee slip of a lad. I was still working out what 

to do with you.’ 

 She’d found a place for him within the shadowlands of DFAT, testing his 

abilities, seeing what his potential was. ‘I don’t recall doing anything warranting a 

death sentence.’ 

 ‘Maybe you know or saw something but you don’t realise it?’ 

 ‘Maybe.’ Driscoll studied her. She should be retired by now, collecting her 

pension, drawing on her super. Doing a Rhine cruise. ‘What’s all this to you?’ 

 ‘Do you see me being put out to pasture? Seriously?’ She handed him a 

business card. ‘Hope Springs Crisis Management Consultant.’ 

 ‘You used to be Hope Springs Strategic Consultant. Why the change?’ 

 ‘Everything’s reactive these days, isn’t it? Nobody seems to want to think 

ahead and consider consequences. I blame the internet.’ 

 ‘Same logo anyway,’ said Driscoll, slipping the card into his pocket. 

 ‘I mostly deal with footballers caught sending dick pics to teenage girls. Old 

actors and comedians whose pasts have caught up with them. What was it about 

supposed funny men and the nineteen seventies?’ 

 ‘Bit sordid if you don’t mind my saying so, Aunty.’ 
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 She pouted. ‘Pays well, though.’ 

 Driscoll nodded through the window. ‘They don’t seem to fit that picture.’ 

 ‘I keep my hand in. The old school chuck me the odd morsel. Mason came 

looking for me. And you.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘He wants you to keep them alive until the committee meets.’ 

 ‘Why me?’ 

 ‘He reckons you’re the key. If you survive, they all will.’ 

 

While doors were being knocked and leads followed in the hunt for Albert Jacobs, 

Cato sat in on the autopsy for Doug Peters. It had been postponed from yesterday 

because of staff shortages and a backlog; a colleague had called in sick, the 

pathologist explained. 

 ‘I might well be Wonder Woman but I can’t be two places at the same time.’ 

Professor MacKenzie finished off the ‘Y’ incision on Peters’ torso and glanced Cato’s 

way. ‘Poor bugger took a fair hiding, eh?’ She lifted her chin towards the specimen on 

a nearby counter. ‘And what’s with the ear?’ 

 Cato shrugged. ‘Don’t know yet whether it’s meaningful or just somebody’s 

idea of a joke.’ 

 ‘Ha, bloody, ha.’ She put her scalpel down and reached for something else 

sharp. ‘How are you finding the new job?’ 

 ‘Pretty much same as the old one, although now I don’t have to fight so hard 

for the interesting cases.’ 

 ‘Interesting? Interesting is an interesting concept isn’t it?’ She peeled back a 

sheet of skin. ‘I heard you were ready to walk away from all this interesting stuff. 

What changed your mind?’ 

 Cato winced at the squelching and tearing noises. ‘Sucker for punishment?’ 

 ‘Join the club. I don’t know why I do it either. Used to think I was a force for 

good, a truth-seeker, letting the dead speak, that kind of thing. Sometimes still think 

it. Other times? Pushing shit up a hill might best describe it.’ 
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 MacKenzie was far more loquacious today and Cato wasn’t sure he liked it. 

He preferred the dour terse Scot with the occasional wisecrack dropped in, like a 

boiled lolly tossed to some street urchins. He said as much. 

 She nodded. ‘Did a job late yesterday on an eighteen month old brought in 

from Narrogin. She’d been shaken to death by her dad. Snapped neck, bruises all 

over, sores. She’s not the first I’ve done and won’t be the last.’ Her breath sucked at 

the mask. ‘Some days you look into their eyes, see those last moments through them, 

and wonder what the fuck it’s all about.’ 

 MacKenzie returned to the task, observing aloud Peters’ injuries and general 

state of internal and external health while Cato made notes along the way. No real 

surprises. The victim had been hacked, with a machete most likely, and most parts of 

his body had sustained terrible injuries. The severing of the ear seemed almost 

superfluous. 

 ‘Coup de grâce?’ wondered Cato aloud. 

 ‘God knows. That’s your department.’  

 ‘Timeframe?’ 

 ‘I’d say he died somewhere between the middle of the night and early that 

morning. Might be able to tighten that up after a few more tests.’ MacKenzie stepped 

away from the gurney. ‘He was in the Job wasn’t he?’ Cato affirmed so. She nodded, 

‘I remember him.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘I did the autopsy on the death in custody from Meekatharra. He sat in on it. 

Devastated he was.’ 

 ‘You remember him from, what, thirteen years ago?’ 

 A lifting of the shoulders. ‘Like I said earlier, some stay with you, others 

don’t. This one I remembered more because of him than her. She was routine. Dodgy 

ticker. End of story.’ 

 ‘So what was special about him?’ 

 ‘He was shattered, took it all personally. I told him at the end, he couldn’t 

have known, it wasn’t his fault. But he just kept insisting it was. “I’ll pay for this one 
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day,” he said.’ She moved over to the taps and started stripping off the scrubs. ‘Not 

wrong there, was he?’ 

 

It took them until the end of the afternoon to locate Albert Jacobs. He’d looked up 

drowsily from his middy in the Thornlie Tavern to find he was surrounded by TRG 

ninjas. For all his stocky, pugilistic demeanour he came quietly and now sat opposite 

Cato and Deb Hassan with a lawyer from the Aboriginal Legal Service at his side. 

Questions had been raised about the heavy-handed approach. 

 ‘No heavy hand was lifted against him,’ Cato had pointed out. ‘But he was 

hard to find and there was some urgency. We’re investigating a murder here. Time is 

of the essence and we’d appreciate your client’s cooperation.’ 

 ‘So he’s not under arrest?’ The ALS lawyer, Bob, was a tall, skinny man with 

the air of a resting academic. He just wanted to clarify. ‘And free to leave at any 

time?’ 

 ‘Sure,’ said Cato.  

 ‘What’s this all about?’ Jacobs said, for what must have been the tenth time. 

‘Who’s this dead bloke you’re on about and what’s that got to do with me?’ 

 Really? They’d get to the phone call later. 

 They’d asked him to account for his whereabouts on the day of the murder of 

Doug Peters and in the time since. ‘How about you just answer the question,’ said 

Cato. ‘Please.’ 

 A shrug. ‘Been crook.’ 

 ‘Map it out for us,’ said Hassan. ‘Start at the beginning. Day one.’ 

 Jacobs worked as a contract delivery driver in the burgeoning gig economy. 

He even had his own ABN which was a source of some pride. ‘First in the family to 

have a self-employed business number,’ he said. ‘Just need to get my first million in 

the bank now.’ On the day of the murder he’d collected and delivered parcels hither 

and thither in the southern suburbs weaving back and forth along Leach Highway and 

South Street.  

 ‘We should be able to confirm that through Uber-Rush records.’ Bob turned to 

his client. ‘Shouldn’t we?’ 
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 ‘Yeah, that’s right.’ 

 Hassan took down some details and zapped them through to Chris Thornton 

for follow up. ‘And you don’t mind if we cross-check with your satnav?’ 

 ‘Nah, but it’s busted anyway.’ 

 ‘Since when?’ asked Cato. 

 Since the day before the murder, apparently. A different tack – did Jacobs 

know Douglas Peters? 

 ‘The dead bloke? No, why would I?’ 

 ‘He was the officer in charge of the station in Meekatharra when your sister 

died.’ 

 ‘Sandra? No shit. Really?’ 

 ‘But back in the day you knew him well enough, didn’t you?’ Hassan prodded 

the papers in her file. ‘Barely a month went by without you spending a night in the 

cells: drunk, fighting, domestics. You name it.’ 

 ‘Turned over a new leaf since then. Sorted myself out.’ 

 ‘Good to hear,’ said Cato. And it seemed true enough. No convictions or 

arrests for over four years. ‘But you’d have got to know Mr Peters, Sergeant Peters as 

he was then, well enough during that time. Even arrested you himself once or twice.’ 

 ‘This was at least thirteen years ago, right?’ said Bob the lawyer. ‘And my 

client was often drunk or otherwise indisposed at the time. It’s drawing rather a long 

bow to say he knew Mr Peters well, isn’t it?’ 

 Jacobs interrupted. ‘Yeah, I remember him now you mention it. Good bloke. 

Stopped those other cunts in the station from giving me a flogging.’ A shake of the 

head. ‘So he’s the one that’s dead? Fuck. Shame.’ 

 ‘You gave him a hard time after your sister’s death,’ said Hassan, studying the 

file again. ‘Fronting a couple of demos outside the lock-up. Broke his windows at 

home. Weren’t so sure he was a good bloke then, were you?’ 

 ‘I was upset. My sister had just died. In his custody.’ 

 ‘But you’re saying now that you think he was a good bloke. You want us to 

believe you don’t still hold that grudge?’ 

 ‘Time’s a great healer.’ 
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 ‘Why did you phone Doug Peters the night before he died?’ 

 ‘Did I?’ 

 ‘According to the records, yeah.’ Cato slid a printout over to the lawyer, 

pointed out the highlighted number. 

 ‘Must have been a butt call. I had him on my contacts from all those years ago. 

Forgot to delete him I expect.’ 

 Implausible but not impossible. ‘How come you haven’t been to work, been 

seen by anyone the last couple of days?’ Hassan looked up from her file. ‘Been lying 

low?’ 

 ‘Like I said, crook. Bit of gastro.’ 

 ‘But not at home all that time according to the neighbours. Where were you?’ 

 ‘Friends.’ 

 ‘Names?’ 

 ‘Can’t remember. Only just met them. Nice people though.’ 

 A few more questions and they had enough for a first account interview. 

Enough to begin tripping him up and unravelling his story. ‘Do you mind if we take 

DNA samples?’ said Cato. ‘To help exclude you from our enquiries?’ 

 ‘What if I refuse?’ 

 ‘We’ll arrest you and take some anyway,’ said Hassan. 

 Jacobs leaned back in his chair, cupped his hands behind his head. ‘Same old 

story, eh?’ 

 

The Uber-Rush records showed that Jacobs’ deliveries were all carried out promptly 

on the day of the murder. Many of the pick-up and delivery addresses provided 

eyewitnesses who recognised Jacobs as being the delivery driver – some knew him 

from previous jobs. In particular a witnessed pick-up in Myaree and a drop-off out 

near the airport had him elsewhere when the neighbouring bin-bag lady said she was 

nearly bowled over by a muddy white ute. So Jacobs was free to go until and unless 

they could find more on him or match his prints or DNA sample to the crime scene. 

But he would be tailed by a surveillance team in the meantime.  

 ‘Think he’s our man?’ asked Hassan as they logged off for the day. 
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 ‘Think so. Hope so,’ said Cato. ‘It would be a nice quick result.’ 

 ‘But he has alibis.’ 

 ‘For the timing of the speeding ute. Not necessarily for the murder.’ 

 ‘So who’s in the ute?’ 

 ‘Don’t know, not him apparently. Maybe it’s coincidental, somebody in a 

hurry for their own good reasons and nothing to do with the murder.’ 

 She frowned her doubts. 

 ‘It happens,’ said Cato. ‘You know it does.’ 

 Thornton would continue building the background picture on Jacobs. 

Forensics would comb Jacobs’ ute and Thornlie unit as secondary crime scenes, and 

the labs would take a look at his DNA. He’d have to couch surf until his home was 

freed up again.  

 A shrug. ‘Used to it, cuz. Make sure you tidy up when you’ve finished.’ 

Hassan was tasked with her outside enquiries team to fill in the gaps on where 

Jacobs was in the days before the murder, before and between deliveries on the day in 

question, and on his sickie days off since with the mysterious un-named friends. 

 ‘He’s shitting us on that, but why?’ Hassan squinted into the glare of the 

sunset. ‘Still, he doesn’t seem like the mad machete-man type to me.’ 

 ‘I’d like a dollar for every time I’ve heard that,’ said Cato. 

 

Sharon was on a split shift so they got to spend the evening together. Ella had taken a 

while to go down; snotty and irritable, harbouring a virus from day-care and possibly 

a new tooth coming through. Cato could already taste the greasy acidic germs of yet 

another bug in his throat. Sharon, braced for a restless night, had fortified herself with 

half a block of chocolate and a peppermint tea.  

 ‘Tired?’ enquired Cato, lifting her legs to his lap and massaging her feet. 

 ‘Been tireder.’ 

 ‘So you don’t fancy making a little brother or sister for Ella?’ 

 ‘You offering?’ 

 ‘Always and forever.’ 
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 She yawned. ‘Not tonight, maybe tomorrow. I think the Drug Mule Wars 

might be dying down. Might even be able to take a long weekend soon.’ 

 ‘The job’s going well?’ 

 ‘It’s good to be back in the fray.’ She laid a hand on his. ‘How about you?’ 

 ‘Yep, all good.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘You don’t think so?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘Sometimes you seem like the old you. Other times, I don’t 

know. You seem flattened out. No edges, no highs, no lows. Not present.’ 

 That’ll be the drugs, thought Cato. ‘Probably just tired.’ 

 ‘Yeah, probably.’ She tapped his hand. ‘That part’s good now.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘The arch of my foot. You’ve been rubbing it for a while.’ She smiled. ‘You 

can move on if you like.’ 

 ‘Sorry. Right.’ 

 ‘Are we okay, Phil? Anything going on?’ 

 ‘Everything’s good. Really good.’ Why couldn’t he tell her about the anti-

depressants? Why, over a year after the avenging angel Jai Stevenson had ripped into 

his life, couldn’t he put those pills aside and get back to normal? Sharon had stuck by 

him. Jake was recovering. He too was recovering. Everything was back on track. 

Wasn’t it? 

 ‘I’d better get ready for work.’ Sharon lifted her feet from his lap, grabbed 

their cups to take to the kitchen. ‘The twelve-thirty from Kuala Lumpur awaits.’ 
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‘Jacobs’ prints and DNA are in the murder house.’ 

 Goldflam’s lanky frame filled the doorway. Cato closed his laptop. ‘Magic. 

Whereabouts? How?’ 

 ‘Partial palm and some fingers on a wall and doorway and around a coffee 

mug. DNA on the rim of the mug.’ 

 ‘He had a cuppa while he was chopping up Peters?’ 

 ‘Either before, during, or after, yep. Thirsty work I suppose.’ Goldflam 

checked his notes. ‘And we’ve got some matching fibres from the crime scene with 

clothes we’ve found at his home. Recently washed.’ 

 ‘Bingo.’  

A surveillance team had Jacobs under watch at a house a couple of streets 

away from his unit. Cato told them to bring him in. Over the weekend more had been 

added to Thornton’s backgrounder on Jacobs. A fellow inmate at Hakea when Jacobs 

had been on remand for yet another assault charge recalled him saying, quote: ‘He 

was going to do that cunt Peters.’ 

 As recently as sixteen months ago. 

 ‘I thought he’d finished with all that four years ago?’ Cato had wondered 

aloud. ‘Changed his ways.’ 

 ‘Moderated maybe,’ said Thornton. ‘He was acquitted of the charge, mainly 

based on confused and conflicting accounts. A melee on Australia Day in Meeka. 

Cops reckoned he was in the thick of it. He reckoned the cops just rounded up the 

usual suspects. He won in court.’ 

 ‘How reliable is the prison snitch?’ 

 Thornton had grinned. ‘Blue chip, boss. Aren’t they all?’ 

 ‘How’d you find him?’ 
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 ‘He found us. Heard we had his old cellmate in the frame. Offered his 

services.’ 

 ‘That’s some grapevine. I don’t like the sound of this.’ 

 Thornton had shrugged. ‘Keep it in reserve?’ 

 ‘Bottom of the pile. Anything else?’ 

 ‘Mobile records. Jacobs attempted to phone Peters’ landline twice the evening 

before the murder. Two short calls, the length of an answering machine message. But, 

as we know, he didn’t bother talking after the beep.’ 

 ‘He reckoned it was an accidental buttcall.’ 

 ‘Twice?’ 

 ‘Not impossible.’ Cato shrugged. ‘So he paid him a visit in person the next 

morning instead?’ 

 ‘That’s one scenario.’ 

 ‘Phone records, forensics placing him at the scene, past history and motive, 

eye witness on the ute.’ Cato scratched his chin. ‘It’s becoming a pretty compelling 

scenario.’ 

 ‘People have been locked up on less. Especially here in the State of 

Excitement.’ 

 ‘That’s good enough for me.’ 

  

Things moved swiftly from there. After a further interview during which Jacobs still 

denied any wrongdoing but failed to provide anything new to strengthen his case, 

Pavlou saw enough in what they had to charge him at least with manslaughter. By the 

end of the day a magistrate remanded him into custody and the investigation shifted 

gears. They no longer had a killer at large but now they needed to make sure they had 

sufficient evidence for a strong prosecution brief and hopefully an upgrade to a 

murder charge.  

Pavlou was beaming. ‘Good work, Philip.’ 

 ‘Thanks, boss. Team effort, as always.’ 

 ‘Fancy a trip to Bunbury?’ 
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 One of the other recent murders: a bludgeoning if he remembered rightly. 

‘There’s still a case to build here with Jacobs.’ 

 ‘That’ll trundle along in the safe hands of Hassan and Thornton with oversight 

from me.’ 

 ‘Short notice on the home front; Sharon’s on nights and Ella’s coming down 

with a bug.’ 

 A thin smile. ‘Fair enough. See what you can arrange and let me know when 

suits.’ 

 Code, he knew, for Not. Good. Enough. ‘Is Bunbury urgent?’ 

 ‘Murders tend to be.’ Pavlou checked an incoming on her mobile and frowned. 

‘A few people off sick, shortage of experienced hands.’ 

 Julie the nanny was sometimes prepared to sleepover. ‘Bunbury Ds not able to 

run with it?’ 

 ‘If I thought that, I wouldn’t be asking you, would I?’ 

 ‘Complicated?’ 

 ‘There’s a certain flamboyance that bears further scrutiny.’ 

 ‘Flamboyance?’ 

 ‘Post-mortem. After caving the skull in with a claw hammer, the eyes were 

gouged out with a dessert spoon. More than your average Bunbury drug feud gone too 

far.’ 

 ‘Definitely a dessert spoon?’ 

 ‘Left on display, in a bowl, with the eyes.’ 

 ‘Ah, right.’ Cato scrolled through his phone for the nanny’s number. ‘I’ll see 

what I can do.’ 

  

Driscoll was driving with Willie Mason riding shotgun – tasked to keep him awake. 

Nivea was asleep in the back. Brian slumped beside her, nodding fitfully against a 

rain-spattered window. 

 ‘You must have been shipping in as I was shipping out.’ 

 ‘Hmmm?’ Driscoll’s attention was on the headlit road out front, the steady 

rain, and any suicidal roos lurking in the gloom. 
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 ‘Timor.’ 

 ‘Must’ve.’ It was around three a.m. They’d been going for about four hours 

along the Great Ocean Road after spending the weekend in his Warrnambool shack 

catching up on sleep and showers. Sometimes they veered inland for a while to keep 

people guessing. Aunty had donated the 4WD, taken a Cessna out of the Portland 

airstrip, paid in cash with no ID and no questions asked – a mate of Driscoll’s who 

owed a favour. The satnav had been disconnected and disabled way back in Canberra. 

Likewise all phones confiscated, batteries and SIMS out.  

 ‘Miss it?’ 

 ‘What?’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘Playing away from home. The discarded life. The Great Game.’ 

‘Nah,’ said Driscoll. The ‘Great Game’, a Kipling fiction like le Carré’s 

‘moles’. The game didn’t seem so great once you saw it from the point of view of its 

innocent victims: suicidal ten year olds, blips dissolving off the radar. Rain pounded 

them off the Southern Ocean. The plan was to make Port Melbourne in time for the 

early-morning sailing to Tasmania. Cash again. Aunty had supplied a bag full of the 

stuff. She hadn’t fully made her mind up about Willie Mason. Wasn’t sure why she’d 

chosen to trust him. Left it to Driscoll to form his own judgement. ‘How’d you learn 

about this death list?’ 

 ‘Tipped off by an old mate in BIN.’ Mason paused. ‘Indonesian intelligence?’ 

 ‘Yeah, I know.’ A scrape and rustle in the back. Nivea waking up. ‘And?’ 

 ‘Somebody was offering him the contract. He didn’t need the money. Warned 

me instead. We go back a bit.’ 

 ‘Who was the somebody?’ 

 ‘He didn’t know. A tough guy, ex-Kopassus, now a Jakarta bagman. 

Whatever.’ 

 ‘All sounds a bit vague.’ Driscoll slowed for a bounding roo. ‘You believed 

your BIN mate?’ 

 ‘I do now. He sent me the list plus whatever else he’d picked up. Then he was 

found chopped up in a restaurant skip in Sunda Kelapa a few days ago.’ 
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 Sunda Kelapa. The old port of Jakarta. Sailing ships and bustling stevedores 

with tonnes on their shoulders, skipping down narrow bending planks from ship to 

shore. Sweat. Spice. Kreteks. Half-close your eyes, allow yourself to daydream, and 

you could be in port after weeks on the high seas with Joseph Conrad. 

 ‘I don’t understand why you need me. You seem resourceful and capable 

enough.’ 

 ‘You come highly recommended. And you’re on the list too.’ Mason thumbed 

over his shoulder to the back seat. ‘Safety in numbers. We all look after each other, 

we all might get through this. Otherwise they’ll pick us off, one by one.’ He turned in 

his seat, chuckling. ‘That right, Brian?’ 

 Brian shuddered. ‘I’m getting sick of you and your jokes, Mason.’ 

Driscoll checked out the angry eyes in the rear view. No love lost between the 

two. ‘You could have just placed yourself in police or spook custody for the duration.’ 

 Mason barked out a laugh. ‘I heard you went soft when you left the job. I 

thought they meant soft and flabby in the gut. Not the head.’ 

 A staying hand on the shoulder. ‘Willie. We need him on our side. Stay nice.’ 

 Driscoll checked the rear-view again. Found Nivea staring at him. 

 

Cato was up at dawn and on the road to Bunbury. Over a coffee at Settlers’ roadhouse 

he browsed the case notes on his iPad as the sun rose and the crows and galahs did 

vocal battle among the gums. Another pensioner, a man in his seventies, bludgeoned 

to death, eyes scooped out with a spoon and left on display. In the age of internet-

inspired thrill killers there seemed little left to shock or disturb any more. Was he 

becoming desensitised? He believed not; it wasn’t so long ago he was on the verge of 

quitting because he felt hyper-sensitised to the suffering around him. Especially when 

it came close to home. So why was he still in the game? Was this all he knew? How 

flimsy his sense of self must be. No, he was good at this. Top Gun. DI Pavlou’s go-to 

guy. Cato popped a couple of happy pills, screwed the lid back on his keep cup, and 

headed for the car. Coming your way you murdering motherfuckers. 

 The house was out near the beach at Hungry Hollow, south of the port area. A 

squat brick place with blue Colorbond roof and fence and a dog yapping next door. 
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Over the road the Indian Ocean foamed under a brisk south-westerly and sand blew 

into the front yard. The crime scene had been examined and cleared but the cordon 

tape was still in place and a uniform on duty. Cato showed his ID and was waved 

through once he’d suited up. Stepping plates led along the hall into a spacious and 

blood-spattered kitchen with a view onto a recently-mown back lawn and two raised 

veggie beds permanently netted against the birds. There was a large black-brown 

smudge on the jarrah floorboards where the body had lain. Dark red streaks and 

whiplash traces on the walls. The number tags remained in place. Cato could smell the 

forensic chemicals, imagine the shufflings and camera flashes as if the team was still 

in place working around a newly-discovered corpse. There were photos of adult 

offspring and grandkids on the fridge door and some plastic magnetised letters – 

happy birthday granda. A framed photo on the wall: granda and his long deceased 

wife on their fortieth wedding anniversary. 

 On the dining table, a plastic marker where the cereal bowl had been left with 

Bevan Drummond’s eyes sitting in it. Some murmurings and a shadow moving down 

the hall. A woman appeared in the doorway – about Cato’s height, dark hair cut short, 

detective’s lanyard. 

 ‘Don’t think we’ve met?’ She held out a hand for shaking. ‘Nikki Eades.’ 

 Cato introduced himself. ‘You’ve been running things?’ 

 ‘Until now, yeah.’ 

 She didn’t seem defensive or put out. Major Crime stepping in was a given, 

particularly on a gruesome case like this, no point making a fuss. ‘Where’re you at?’ 

 ‘Post-mortem and crime scene reports are on file. Door to doors and other 

enquiries progressing. Same with family, friends, financials, phone, computer.’ 

 ‘All in hand, then. Anything of interest so far?’ 

 She thumbed over her shoulder. ‘You’ll have seen the burnout marks on the 

road?’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘Neighbour down the street. Got history for cutting whippies. Drummond had 

dobbed him in, took photos on his phone to prove it.’ 
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 ‘And you reckon this neighbour beat him to death and spooned his eyes out 

for that?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘One theory, anyway.’ 

 ‘You’ve talked to him?’ 

 ‘Not yet. We can’t find him.’ 

 ‘Let me know when you do.’ Cato waved his hand at the scene. ‘Want to walk 

me through it?’ 

 ‘It’s all on the database.’ 

 ‘Humour me.’ 

 She smiled. ‘Sure.’  

 No forced entry. Body discovered by a daughter who usually called around 

every other day to check on him. No signs of struggle anywhere except here in the 

kitchen. Bloody footprints of one other person, size ten Target own-brand trainers, 

leading out to a side patio and away up to the front gate. Believed to have all 

happened around ten or eleven at night. The night before Doug Peters was found 

chopped up. 

 ‘Nothing seen or heard?’ 

 ‘Neighbour heard a car start up and drive away around then – she was calling 

her dog in from the backyard for the night. Thought nothing of it at the time.’ 

 ‘Why did it register with her later?’ 

 ‘Crunched gears, some swearing. She doesn’t like that kind of thing.’ 

 ‘No sounds of struggle, cries, nothing? Nobody saw the car?’ 

 ‘Nah.’ They’d done a circuit of the kitchen, then out to the side patio, back in 

around the house, peeked in some other rooms. ‘Seen enough for now?’ 

 ‘S’pose so.’ 

They adjourned to the Hollow Beach Café down the road and Eades brought 

Cato up to speed on every aspect of the investigation. So far she was doing exactly 

what he and a thousand others would have done. Out on the water a handful of hardy 

souls tried to surf whatever was going but the conditions weren’t right and it all 

looked pretty messy.  
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 ‘Apart from a psychopathic hoon neighbour, do you have any other theories?’ 

Cato sipped some flat white. Like the ocean today, too much froth. 

 Eades appraised him over the rim of her long mac. ‘Ask me again when we’ve 

found the neighbour.’ 

 ‘You don’t seem convinced.’ 

 ‘I haven’t worked as many murders as you. Couple of domestics, nothing 

complicated. Usually wrapped up in a few days. This kid we’re after has a bad 

temper, we know that from his record.’ 

 ‘But?’ 

 ‘The eyes thing is pretty weird. This boy doesn’t do weird, he does stupid.’ 

 ‘Maybe he saw something in a film? Thought it might be cool?’ 

 ‘Maybe.’ Her phone burbled. A few monosyllables later she put it down. 

Eades necked her coffee and nodded at Cato. ‘Let’s ask him, he’s in the lock-up.’ 

 

Ryan Hodgson was in a cocky and combative mood: clear complexion, blond frullet 

and well-fitting clothes. He could probably make something of himself if he could 

ever be arsed. He’d brought a lawyer when he voluntarily presented for questioning at 

Bunbury cop shop. The lawyer’s name was Frances Cleary and she looked too 

expensive for Legal Aid. Maybe Ryan’s mum and dad were paying. Cato watched on 

the video link, insufficiently prepared to be in that room himself. Eades and an older 

male colleague were running the show. 

 She announced herself for the recording – Detective Senior Constable Eades. 

‘Thank you for coming in to see us, Mr Hodgson.’ She gave him a welcoming smile. 

‘Or is it okay to call you Ryan?’ 

 ‘No worries.’ Hodgson focused on the male detective. ‘Which one of you’s in 

charge?’ 

 ‘Both of us, mate. We’re a team.’ He handed a business card over. ‘Call me 

José if you like.’ 

 ‘José Carrascalao,’ he read. ‘Where’d you get a name like that?’ 

 ‘Brazil. I was born there. Never know it from my accent would you?’ A glance 

at his watch. ‘My colleague has some questions for you.’ 
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 Cleary checked the business card and underlined José’s name on her yellow 

legal pad. ‘You acknowledge that my client has presented himself voluntarily, is not 

under arrest, can refuse to answer any questions, and may leave at any time?’ 

 ‘We appreciate the cooperation,’ said Eades. ‘Where’ve you been the last few 

days, Ryan?’ 

 ‘Mates. Dunsborough.’ A holiday spot fifty k’s or so south and west. 

A couple of names, addresses and contact numbers are noted. He went there 

the morning after the old man’s murder and just got back today. Hadn’t heard what 

had happened, hadn’t been checking his phone, came in as soon as he realised he was 

a person of interest. Shocking, he said. How can I help? 

‘Maybe you could account for your movements that previous evening. Let’s 

say from about seven through to when you left for Dunsborough the following 

morning.’ 

 Thinking face. ‘Had me dinner. Watched some TV but it was shit. Went on 

me phone for a while. Listened to some music. Went to sleep. Woke up, had a coffee, 

went to Dunsborough.’ 

‘Quiet night in, then?’ said José. 

‘Pretty much.’ 

More noting of details. Mum made him dinner, some vegetarian curry crap, 

then went off to her book club. Dad around? Nah, fucked off years ago. Brothers or 

sisters? Just me, only child. Sad, eh? What was on the box? I’m a boring third-rate 

celebrity fuckwit get me out of here. On the phone? Tinder. Snapchat. Instagram. 

Facebook. The music? Can’t remember, usual stuff. In the morning? Mum went to 

work before he woke up.  

‘So nobody to vouch for you,’ noted Eades. 

‘The phone use and location can be verified.’ Cleary clicked her biro. ‘Is that 

it?’ 

No, it wasn’t. ‘We need access to your car, Ryan.’ 

‘You’ve got it already. Impounded last week.’  

Eades exchanged a glance with José – why didn’t they know that? ‘And your 

phone.’ 
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He slid it across the desk. ‘Help yourself. I’ll need a receipt though.’ 

‘Computer?’ 

‘Don’t have one. Just use me phone.’ 

Eades tilted her head. ‘Ryan, did you kill Bevan Drummond?’ 

‘Me?’ A snort. ‘Nah, why would I?’ 

‘He dobbed you in. You lost your car because of him.’ 

‘Nah, mate. I lost my car because of my own irresponsible behaviour. I’m 

prepared to take the consequences. Man up, like, you know?’ 

Cleary started packing stuff away. ‘I think my client has given you the 

information you require. If you have any further questions down the track he’ll be 

happy to help. Right, Ryan?’ 

A big grin. ‘Sure.’ 

Eades nodded. ‘Are you happy to submit to a DNA sample?’ 

The grin subsided. He glanced at the lawyer. Her face said get it over with, 

it’ll happen sooner or later. ‘Okay.’ 

 José took Hodgson off to do the business under the watchful eye of the 

lawyer. Eades signalled Cato through the video link to join her in the interview room. 

‘Any thoughts?’ 

‘He seemed to be enjoying himself until the end there.’ 

‘Reckon he’s the eyeball-spooning type?’ 

‘No.’  

‘What about the DNA pout?’ 

‘Maybe he’s done something else that’ll be used against him. Murder? I don’t 

see it.’ 

‘I’ll let you know how the tests go. You heading home now?’ 

Cato nodded. ‘Not even sure why I came here in the first place. When you’ve 

got more on Drummond’s background, or anything else of interest, can you zap it 

through? Unless my boss wants a full-scale takeover I’m not going to hang around 

looking over your shoulder.’ 

‘Why so shy?’ 
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He might have talked about how he was paying out unnecessary childcare 

costs to be here for no good reason. About how there was already enough pressure on 

his family life without being sent to Bunbury to micromanage a perfectly competent 

fellow officer. About all sorts of things. ‘I’ve been where you are now. We’ve all had 

the same training. Some of us apply it more than others. Some of us are smarter and 

less lazy than others. The floor is yours unless and until you hear otherwise.’ 

‘What if I’d prefer somebody else took this over?’ 

‘Shout out if that’s the case.’ 

Eades paused. ‘Okay.’ She shook his hand. ‘Safe drive home.’ 
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5 

 

Tuesday 24
th

 April 

 

 

It was a rough crossing. Brian had spent most of the time in the toilets as the ferry 

rolled and his stomach rolled with it. Mason and Nivea sat, heads close, at a table near 

the café. She, intense and nervous. He, watchful and faintly amused. Driscoll was 

wondering whether he should leave them and go and check on Brian. If anything 

happened Mason was probably capable of handling it at least until he got back. A tap 

on the shoulder. Driscoll jerked, unaware of just how tightly strung he was. 

 ‘Do you play?’ 

 A little old man in a brown cardigan. He was seated along the bench from 

Driscoll, setting out pieces on a chess board. They must have been magnetic, 

unaffected by the big broadside waves rolling through the Bass Strait. 

 ‘No, sorry,’ Driscoll lied. This wasn’t the time to allow himself to be 

distracted. Where was Brian? He’d been in the dunny over ten minutes now. 

 ‘You were watching my last game. You seemed to know what you were 

watching.’ 

 Driscoll had been an idiot. How many times had Brian disappeared into the 

bogs? He’d given up counting, given up caring and watching. But who wants to hang 

out in a stinking vomity toilet cubicle? They’d have known that. Waited. Picked their 

moment. Was this guy with the chess board part of the operation? ‘Sorry, mate. I need 

to check on a friend.’ 

 ‘There he is. He looks a bit better, you think?’ 

 True enough. Brian was back and some colour other than green had returned 

to his face. He took a seat at the table with Mason and Nivea who broke off whatever 

it was they were talking about. 

 ‘So. A game?’ The old bloke was persistent. Is this what retirement is like? 

Grim, clinging determination. His accent, eastern European maybe? Eyes dancing 
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with intelligence, and need. Driscoll nodded acquiescence and the old man’s face lit 

up. ‘Black or white?’ 

 ‘I’m easy.’ 

 ‘I’m Yakov.’ The man extended his hand and Driscoll shook it. ‘You can be 

white as I’m the one inviting you to play.’ 

 ‘Rory.’ Driscoll finished lining up the pieces and made the first move. ‘That 

accent. Polish?’ 

 ‘You mean I don’t sound dinky-di, after all these years?’ The man chuckled. 

‘Yes, I suppose you could say I’m Polish although I insist I came from nowhere. I 

was stateless for the first few years of my life. We came to Australia when I was five. 

My parents never let me out of their sight until I was ten. They home-schooled me. 

All we spoke around the house when I was a child was Polish, Polish, Polish.’ 

 Already Driscoll had lost a pawn and a bishop and was vulnerable on the left. 

How did that happen? ‘Your parents taught you chess?’ 

 ‘My father. He was a Grand Master. It helped keep him alive when he should 

have died many times.’ 

 Driscoll nodded. Waited for more but it didn’t come. ‘Where were you born, 

Warsaw?’ 

 ‘Our family were from Danzig, what is now Gdansk, in Poland but claimed 

then by Germany for their Lebensraum. My mother was pregnant when she was 

arrested. I was born in Ravensbruck, in northern Germany.’ 

 Ravensbruck. One of the Nazi concentration camps. Driscoll didn’t know the 

details. It was just one of many names of such places that evoked an unknowable 

nightmare. Imagine being born into that kind of horror. Spending your first years 

behind the wire. ‘It’s a miracle you survived.’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Yakov. ‘It is. In his camp, my father would teach the Commander 

to play better chess. In Ravensbruck my mother gave herself first to the officers and 

then to the scientists who wanted her body for different reasons. I suppose you could 

call it a miracle.’ 

 The guy didn’t hold back. Maybe he’d told the story so many times he’d lost 

sense of its impact. ‘Sorry,’ said Driscoll. 
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 Yakov took one of Driscoll’s knights. ‘Don’t be. I hardly remember it. It’s all 

over now and it wasn’t your fault.’ 

 Driscoll changed the subject. ‘You live in Tasmania or just visiting?’ 

 ‘Blackman’s Bay, just south of Hobart. You know it?’ No, Driscoll didn’t. 

The old man smiled. ‘Lots of retirees. Plenty of restful activities. A place to go and 

die in peace.’  

 Driscoll could see now he was two moves off checkmate and couldn’t do a 

damn thing about it. ‘I think you’ve got me.’ He made to lay down his king but Yakov 

stopped him. 

 ‘No need to submit.’ They shook hands. ‘Look after your friends. They need 

you.’ He lifted his chin in the direction of Mason. ‘Even the tough guy.’ He half-

folded the board and slid the pieces back into the box. ‘There are many ways to 

survive. But you don’t need me to tell you that.’ He pushed a scrap of paper with a 

phone number Driscoll’s way. ‘Drop by if you ever want a return match. I think the 

result flattered me. I’m sure you can do better.’ 

 

Cato got home in time for dinner. He’d been thinking about eyes in a bowl and an ear 

in a plastic tub. All it needed now was some false teeth on a pillow and the 

‘see/hear/speak no evil’ triptych would be complete. Were the two murders linked? 

There was enough time between one and the other for the same person to have done 

it. Two old men, mutilated: one a former cop, the other a retired science teacher. No 

evidence they knew each other. Besides, they had somebody for Peters – an old score 

settled from his turbulent days in Meekatharra. The two murders were coincidental. 

End of. 

 ‘You’re back early.’ Sharon kissed him and offered some gnocchi from the 

end of her spoon. ‘Does that taste ready to you?’ 

 He’d texted ahead so Sharon knew not to book Julie in again for the night. ‘It 

didn’t warrant a sleepover. She has it all in hand.’ 

 ‘She?’ 

 ‘Detective Senior Constable Nikki Eades. Bunbury’s finest.’ 



53  
 

 ‘Finest? Sounds like she impressed you. How old is she and what does she 

look like?’ 

 ‘An old hag, must be forty at least, bad breath, and this yucky huge yellow-

headed wart on her nose.’ 

 ‘Just your type. I better watch myself.’ 

 ‘Are you going in tonight?’ 

 ‘Yep. Go and say goodnight to your daughter before she forgets you. That’s 

her bellowing, second room on the left. Remember?’ 

 Ella demanded four stories before she deigned to fall asleep. The Lorax, Yertle 

the Turtle, and two Mem Fox’s later Cato tucked into his gnocchi while Sharon 

readied herself for airport duty. ‘Anything special on, or just routine?’ 

 ‘Routine. With any luck I should be home by three.’ 

 ‘Feel free to wake me.’ 

 ‘Always do.’ Her mobile beeped and she checked the message. Frowned. 

 ‘What is it?’ 

 ‘They want me over at Qantas Domestic. Fracas on an incoming from 

Darwin.’ 

 ‘AFP matter?’ 

 ‘Assume so. They’re pretty insistent.’ She gave him a brief businesslike hug. 

‘See you in a few hours.’ 

Cato stacked the dishwasher, looked in on Ella, answered some emails and 

watched TV. It sounded like a grown-up version of Ryan Hodgson’s night in. The lad 

seemed sure of himself. Cato still didn’t see him as an eyeball popper and guessed the 

DNA reticence was down to some other malfeasance he might be pegged for. 

Hodgson’s history of violence was typical spoilt brat anger mismanagement stuff. 

Punching or kicking out in a temper when he didn’t get his way: road rage, parking 

rage, taxi rank rage, girlfriend leaving him rage, mummy not making his favourite 

meal rage. People had ended up in hospital and permanently scarred because of his 

sense of entitlement. All nasty enough but lacking the sadistic finesse of deliberate 

mutilation. The same could be said of Albert Jacobs, the bloke they had in the frame 

for Peters – an angry man, for different reasons maybe, but not a sadist. The 
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mutilations in both cases were sending a message to someone beyond the victim. This 

was cold violence, not hot. Peters. Drummond. Yes, the more he thought about it, the 

more Cato was persuaded the two murders might well be linked after all. 

 

They decided to hole up for the night in a motel in Burnie, fifty klicks west of the 

Devonport ferry terminal on the north Tassie coast. The young woman on duty at 

reception was iffy about the lack of a credit card for surety and kept on casting 

nervous glances at Nivea and at each of the middle-aged men in her company. What 

did these blokes have in mind with her? 

 ‘Four separate rooms,’ said Driscoll. ‘And we’ll put a cash deposit on each if 

you like. Fifty per room?’ 

 ‘Make it a hundred. Each.’ The cash was folded into her purse. ‘ID?’ she 

insisted. 

 Driscoll pulled a spare driver’s licence out of his wallet. ‘Sure.’ 

 She examined it. ‘David Palmer?’ she read. ‘Rockhampton?’ 

 ‘That’s me.’ 

 ‘But you haven’t got a credit card? None of you?’ 

 ‘Level with her, mate.’ Mason nudged Driscoll. ‘She’s not stupid.’ 

 Driscoll sighed. ‘Me and my colleague here,’ he nodded towards Mason. 

‘We’re AFP. These two with us are protected witnesses.’ He tapped a nostril with his 

finger. ‘Drugs. Bikies. Queensland, Gold Coast thing. We need to keep them off the 

grid because we think there’s been a leak. Can we count on you to help us out?’ He 

examined her name badge. ‘Aysha?’ 

 She stiffened. ‘Okay. They’re not going to come here and kill everyone are 

they?’ 

 ‘Not if we can do all this on cash.’ 

 Tick. Sorted. ‘And you’re leaving first thing, right?’ 

 ‘Absolutely.’ 

 ‘Good. Just leave the keys in the rooms and go.’ 

 ‘Will do. Um, the deposits?’ 
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 ‘Will be returned once my boss has inspected the rooms.’ A thin smile. ‘Just 

leave your bank details and a contact number?’ 

 They drove around to the units at the rear. Mason grinned. ‘Good work, 

maestro. Bankrupt by Friday at this rate.’  

 

He felt Sharon slip into bed, wrap her cold arms around him and snuggle in. 

 ‘You awake?’ 

 ‘I am now.’ 

 ‘Work was weird tonight.’ 

 ‘I’m all ears,’ Cato mumbled. 

 ‘Bloke from the Darwin flight. Off his face with medication and grog. The 

crew and a few passengers had to restrain him. Tied him to the seat and gagged him. 

Not sure they’re allowed to but, whatever.’ 

 ‘Why did they need you? Not that you’re not the best there is, but was it a 

federal matter?’ 

 ‘Interstate flight, grey area. Couple of local uniforms and me to cover the 

bases. All I did was follow him in the ambulance to the Alma Street annexe at Freo 

hospital. He was still gibbering when I left him. They’ll probably let him go once he’s 

dried out and come down. Charge him with being a dickhead and move on.’ 

 ‘Thin blue line, love.’ 

 ‘Poor bastard. Shouldn’t mix Jack with pills. He was beside himself. Seeing 

things, they’re gonna kill me, blah-blah-blah.’ She squeezed Cato. ‘Might have to 

leave the ravishing til another night. Bit stuffed.’ 

 ‘No worries.’ 
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6 

 

Wednesday 25
th

 April 

 

 

There was an unseasonal dusting of snow atop Mount Wellington and a brisk wind 

barrelling up the streets of Hobart. They’d parked down at the waterfront and now sat 

in a café sipping hot drinks and not saying much. Driscoll wasn’t cut out for nurse-

maiding. It was all too passive. If you’re not in the thick of things you may as well be 

fishing – at least that had purpose. 

 Mason seemed to read his thoughts. ‘Two weeks, mate. Then you’re done.’ 

 The Aurora Australis nudged its way to the nearby dock: big, red, and 

decidedly there. Driscoll wondered what it would be like pushing through an icy 

crushing sea thousands of kilometres away from help; utterly at the mercy of forces 

beyond your control. He looked at Mason, cool bravado masking a tight knot of fear 

in the clenched jaw. At Nivea, picking at a loose stitch on her pullover, trying not to 

unravel. Brian, as always, gloomy and fatalistic – staring into his coffee foam. What 

were their real stories? If life was so shit for them they could just retract their 

testimony, get the gremlins off their backs, go home and forget all about it. Who were 

they saving anyway? What point were they making? Driscoll could have asked all that 

of himself too. Was it enough that Aunty would be channelling a swag of currency 

into an offshore trust fund for him? Perhaps that was all he’d ever been – a 

mercenary. And the biggest question of all – who exactly were those gremlins that 

wanted to silence them all? 

 ‘Are we staying here?’ Brian pushed his mug away. ‘In Hobart, I mean.’ 

 Driscoll nodded. ‘More chance of being anonymous here.’ Aunty had given 

him an address in Fern Tree in the shadow of the mountain: a friend’s weekender-

cum-retirement bolthole. It was Air BnB until today; vacated, cleaned and available 

from two p.m. Luckily they didn’t have to go through the ID rigmarole as it was now 

blocked out for the owners’ personal use for the next two weeks.  
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 Mason was suddenly more alert. Driscoll followed his gaze: a bloke in 

uniform approaching them: stocky, thirties, a swirl of tattoo creeping up from his shirt 

collar. 

 ‘Hi,’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘That white Landcruiser belong to you?’ The man nodded towards the 

window. 

 Driscoll stood up, looked that way. ‘Lots of white Landcruisers around, mate. 

Which one do you mean?’ 

 Derwent Security Services. Name badge, Brett. ‘The one over there on the left. 

Lights on. Blocking access to the admin building.’ 

 ‘No,’ said Driscoll. ‘That’s not us.’ 

 ‘No worries,’ said Brett. ‘Have a good day.’ He gave them all a nod and smile 

and went away. 

 ‘Let’s get moving,’ said Driscoll. He left a twenty at the cash till as he headed 

for the door. 

 ‘What’s the hurry?’ grumbled Brian, struggling to catch up. 

 ‘They’re onto us.’ Mason held the door open for Nivea and Brian. ‘Bretty-

baby was checking us out, up close, making sure we fit the description.’ 

 ‘The Landcruiser?’ said Brian. 

 ‘Was a set-up.’ Driscoll zapped the locks and they clambered in. He scanned 

the car park. They’d have been watched as they left the café. Would they be blocked 

in and dealt with here? Plenty of witnesses, middle of the day. Not necessarily a 

problem. Any mayhem could be spun as bikie gang warfare or drug stuff. No point 

speculating, they had to get out of there. ‘Buckle up.’ 

 He took off out of the parking space and gunned for the exit. A ute reversed 

into his path and he swerved to avoid it, bouncing over a concrete kerb into an 

adjoining car park. The exit to this one was further away and he could see people and 

vehicles moving into position. He swung back over the concrete separator and there 

was Brett standing in the road with a shotgun raised. 

 ‘Get down!’ Driscoll accelerated and everybody ducked as the windscreen 

shattered. Brett jumped to one side as they raced through the exit narrowly missing 
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another approaching vehicle. Driscoll checked the rear view. As far as he could tell 

nobody in hot pursuit. He took a winding back route through the sedate waterside 

enclaves of Sandy Bay and Taroona, checking all the way. Nobody. 

 ‘We better get that windscreen fixed.’ Mason brushed some glass from his 

sweatshirt. Turned his head. ‘Everybody okay back there?’ They were. A friendly grip 

on Driscoll’s shoulder. ‘Legendary, comrade. Legendary.’ 

 Driscoll said nothing and kept his eyes on the road. How could they know? 

Even Aunty didn’t know exactly where they were. Off the grid, nobody should have 

known. Had somebody in this car tipped them off? 

 

DI Pavlou was unimpressed that Cato was back so soon from Bunbury. 

 ‘If you don’t believe it was this Hodgson kid isn’t that all the more reason for 

you to stay there? We had you a room booked at the Koombana Bay motel and 

everything. Quest. Not cheap.’ 

 ‘Eades is doing a good job. If things change, or if she calls for help, we can be 

down there quick enough. It’s a two hour drive. I’m not needed in Bunbury, I am 

needed at home.’ 

 Pavlou sniffed. ‘We’ve got a day or two, I suppose. People back from leave by 

then. You’re right, we need a reliable steady hand on the tiller, no point rushing 

things.’ 

 Cato didn’t bother replying. Returning to his desk he found Deb Hassan and 

Chris Thornton hovering. ‘Miss me?’ 

 ‘Achingly,’ said Thornton. 

 ‘Nah, not really,’ said Hassan. ‘Got a mo’?’ 

 Cato looked at them. ‘Different matters or the same?’ 

 ‘Same,’ said Thornton. ‘Give or take.’ 

 ‘Me first.’ Hassan dragged up a chair. ‘Got a dental appointment at half-past.’ 

Her outside enquiries doorknocking team had thrown up more damning evidence on 

Albert Jacobs.  

 ‘Thrill me,’ said Cato. 



59  
 

 ‘We have three sightings of him in the vicinity of the crime scene early that 

morning.’ 

 ‘Vicinity?’ 

 ‘A radius of two hundred metres.’ 

 ‘Time?’ 

 ‘Around six a.m.’ She slid a tablet across the desk: on the screen a timeline 

plus the recorded sightings overlaid on a map. ‘He’s heading south and east away 

from the property.’ 

 ‘On foot.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Demeanour?’ 

 ‘Nothing suspicious. No mentions of furtive, or agitated, or nervous, anything 

like that. One witness thought he detected a bit of a swagger but wouldn’t swear to it.’ 

 ‘Anything else?’ 

 Thornton leaned in. ‘He switched his phone off and removed the battery six 

hours before that and back on an hour later. The last signal before the sighting was 

downtown Fremantle. The next time we pick him up he’s obviously driving along 

Leach doing his job given the timings and locations of the mobile tower pings.’ 

 ‘So the phone goes off grid for nearly eight hours during which he’s near the 

crime scene.’ Cato wiped his smudgy specs on his shirt. ‘Funny how not being 

trackable is suspicious these days. I’m sure there’ll be a good explanation.’ 

 ‘There always is,’ said Hassan. ‘But in the body of other evidence it all helps.’ 

 Cat nodded. ‘Any other developments?’ 

 ‘Still waiting for word back on that Peters offshore trust account,’ said 

Thornton. ‘They’re in no hurry to be helpful. Oh, and the A.L.S. lawyer has been 

ringing.’ He grinned. ‘Keen to chat.’ 

 ‘I bet he is.’ 

 ‘He’s downstairs in the interview room with Albert. Whenever you’re ready.’ 

 

The house in Fern Tree was a timber two-storey on a sloping five acre block. It faced 

north-east and enjoyed sunlight for a good part of the day. A picture window, 
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occupying most of one wall, looked out on raised veggie gardens fenced and netted 

against birds, possums and wallabies. Eucalyptus gums lined the perimeter of the 

property and shielded them from neighbours. The house was tastefully and 

expensively decorated without being ostentatious. Paintings, textile wall hangings, 

vases, and sculptures hinted at wanderings in the souks and casbahs of other worlds. 

Probably some retired spook or diplomatic mate of Aunty’s.  

 ‘Nice,’ said Mason. ‘Bags the room with the ensuite.’ 

 ‘Already taken,’ said Nivea. ‘Sorry.’ 

 There’d been a brief detour south to Kingston to get the windscreen replaced. 

Another chunk out of Aunty’s cash stack. Driscoll was feeling the strain but not yet 

ready to relax. He took the room next to where Brian had parked his bag. The 

suburban lawyer was edging towards a crack up. True, the incident in the car park at 

the waterfront would have shaken most people but Brian really was ready to pop; his 

face tight and pale, eyes unfocused, breathing shallow. 

 ‘You okay there, mate?’ 

 A jerk back into the here and now. ‘Yeah, yeah. Might take a lie down for a 

while.’ 

 ‘Good idea,’ said Driscoll. ‘Chill. I’ll give you a call later when dinner’s 

ready.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ Brian closed his bedroom door with a feeble smile.  

 Mason and Nivea were unpacking groceries in the kitchen. Driscoll busied 

himself checking locks on windows and doors, assessing weak spots, areas of threat, 

escape routes. The place was peaceful and secluded but that could work against them. 

It wouldn’t be hard, overtly or covertly, to seal this place off and kill them all while 

they slept. If one among them was a leaker then the bad guys already knew where to 

come looking. It was just a matter of time. 

 ‘Coffee?’ said Mason, flicking on the kettle. 

 ‘Sure. Thanks.’ 

 Nivea declined. She was going to take a shower in the ensuite and then catch 

up on sleep. 

 ‘Just you and me, bro.’ Mason spooned some Colombian into the plunger. 
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 What was it they said? Don’t ‘bro’ me if you don’t know me. Even just after a 

couple of days Mason’s faux familiarity was grating: a power play, putting Driscoll in 

his place. ‘What’s going on here, Willie?’ 

 ‘Que?’ 

 ‘Why are we all here?’ 

 The plunger went down and the coffee got poured. ‘Didn’t Pauline explain?’ 

 Aunty. Pauline. Her real name sounded strange in Driscoll’s ears. Once, after a 

severe telling off the like of which he hadn’t experienced since he was a boy, he’d 

called her Aunty as a joke and it stuck. ‘Only the bare bones. I need to hear it from 

you.’ 

 ‘Oil.’ Mason passed Driscoll a mug. ‘You’ll have heard of the Timor Gap and 

negotiations between Australia, and East Timor over who controls the oil deposits off 

their coast.’ 

 ‘Hasn’t that all been signed, sealed and delivered years ago? Controversy 

over, friends again.’ 

 ‘Australia would like to think so but for one reason or another it’s not. I won’t 

give you the tortured history but the nub of why we’re all here in this house fearing 

for our lives is that I was involved in bugging the Timorese delegation during the 

negotiations back in the day, as was a former diplomatic colleague now deceased who 

left her diary and other incriminating evidence with the family solicitor – Brian. Nivea 

got wind and has been writing articles about it.’ 

 ‘Bugging them to what effect?’ 

 ‘Read their minds. Get the upper hand.’ 

 ‘And that’s enough to get you all on a death list?’ 

 ‘We’re talking squillions of petro dollars here. If, or when, this conciliation 

committee from the Hague hears and reads the evidence they’re likely to nullify the 

existing treaties and start over from scratch. They don’t like cheats.’ 

 ‘So how does eliminating you solve the problem?’ 

 ‘ASIO have raided Brian and Nivea’s offices and removed their documents. 

The Hague has ordered that they be sealed and protected until the hearing but there’s 

every chance they’ll be destroyed, if that hasn’t already happened. All that would 
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leave is our testimony. Meanwhile we’re also, all three of us, about to be charged 

under certain Official Secrets laws for blowing the whistle on the activities of our 

secret agents. Twenty years in the slammer. If we survive the next two weeks.’ 

 ‘Is it spooks we’ve got on our tails? Brett and his shottie?’ 

 ‘Can’t see it. More likely some subcontractors working at long arm’s length 

from Big Oil.’ 

 ‘And where do I come in?’ 

 Mason grinned. ‘I was hoping you’d tell me. C’mon mate, spill.’ 

 Driscoll really didn’t have a clue. ‘This list was supplied by your Indonesian 

intelligence buddy who later died?’ 

 ‘Horribly.’ 

 ‘And Aunt… And Pauline set all this up on the strength of that?’ 

 ‘Naturally. She was my supervisor at the time. She knows I’m not lying.’ 

 No, thought Driscoll. She doesn’t. She might have given you your orders back 

then but she doesn’t know what game you’re playing now. ‘Those jokers this 

morning. How do you think they knew?’ 

 Mason shrugged. ‘Tipped off we assume.’ 

 ‘Who by? We’ve been off grid since you guys left Canberra. Only Pauline 

knows we’re here, but she wouldn’t have known we were in that café at that precise 

time.’ 

 ‘That leaves Brian, Nivea, me.’ Mason drained his coffee. ‘You.’ 

 ‘Either somebody among us is working for the other side …’ 

 ‘Or they’re not sticking to the agreement to stay off the phone.’ 

 ‘Or both,’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘Some people, huh?’ Mason stood and held out his hand for Driscoll’s mug. 

‘Top up?’ 

 

Albert Jacobs was due to have his charges upgraded to murder today and then, 

following a magistrates’ court appearance late afternoon, he would be shipped back to 

the remand centre at Hakea, all things being equal. Bob, his lawyer, had clearly given 

him a serious talking to. 
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 ‘I wanted that money he’d been saving up. Peters.’ 

 Cato exchanged a sideways glance with Thornton. ‘What money?’ 

 ‘He’d been putting it aside for Sandra’s kids, for when they turned eighteen. 

Some trust account in, I don’t know, overseas. Bahamas, whatever.’ 

 ‘Channel Islands,’ said Thornton. ‘Guernsey.’ 

 ‘Where?’ 

 ‘Never mind,’ said Cato. ‘What did you want it for?’ 

 ‘Sandra’s oldest, Kane. He’s seventeen. He needs it now.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘Stupid little prick has been dealing. He lost it all in a traffic stop from one of 

your blokes. The suppliers still want their money.’ 

 ‘Who are we talking about?’ asked Thornton. ‘Which suppliers?’ 

 ‘Mate, please.’ 

 ‘Doug Peters said no, so you killed him?’ 

 ‘How’s that going to get me the money?’ 

 Fair point. ‘You lost that famous bad temper of yours,’ said Cato. ‘All logic 

went out the window. You just let rip.’ 

 ‘No,’ said Jacobs. ‘I didn’t.’ 

 ‘You walked away? Thanks anyway, Mr Peters. Hope you didn’t mind me 

asking. That how it was?’ 

 ‘We argued but I didn’t kill him.’ 

 ‘All the available evidence suggests you did. You even turned your phone off 

during that time to make it harder for us to trace your movements.’ Cato leaned back 

in his chair. ‘And now we have an additional and compelling motive.’ 

 Jacobs turned to his lawyer. ‘Brilliant advice, Bob. Cheers.’ 

 Bob put his pen down. ‘My client has now given you an account of why he 

was in Mr Peters’ house and thus how forensic traces of him could have got there. Not 

being traceable through your phone is not a criminal offence. He maintains that he 

never attacked or killed Mr Peters.’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ said Jacobs. ‘That’s right.’ 
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 ‘Tell it to the jury.’ Cato stood. ‘Chris can you take a full statement from Mr 

Jacobs regarding the new information. I’ll send Deb Hassan in to work with you on 

the details.’ 

 ‘Sir.’ 

 Cato looked at Jacobs. He was going to have to formally charge the man once 

they had that statement. Too much pointed in his direction and Cato couldn’t be seen 

to ignore it. 

 

‘I need to go through your room and things and search you too.’ 

 ‘You think I’m your mole?’ Mason stood up, lifted his hands from his sides. 

‘Go for your life.’ 

 Driscoll patted him down. Nothing. ‘Want to show me your bag?’ 

 They went into Mason’s room: a queen single bed, formerly a teenager’s den 

maybe? The walls had been painted over but the faint grease spots of old blue tac 

remained. In military fashion Mason was unpacked and neatly folded away. Driscoll 

rummaged through the empty holdall, the drawers, the hangers, the toiletry bag. Again 

nothing.  

‘I’ve got a flick knife under the pillow.’ Mason lifted it to show him. ‘I handed 

my phone to Pauline in Canberra, as did Nivea and Brian.’ 

‘You could have a spare and you’d know where to hide one.’ 

‘You want to spend the next few hours searching, be my guest.’ He checked 

his watch. ‘I’ll start chopping vegies. Chicken risotto do you?’ Mason left Driscoll to 

his thoughts and headed out to the kitchen. 

Driscoll lifted the mattress, checked other possibilities, but after a few more 

minutes gave up. It would have been a miracle if he found anything. A 

disappointment even. Mason was too well-trained to give the game away that easily. 

The other two were sleeping. He’d need to go through the same routine with them 

later. He went outside and gave the car a thorough search, again to no avail. Mason 

could have chucked his phone into nearby undergrowth, letting it beep away its 

secrets to whoever was listening. He took a walk around the perimeter, sizing up the 

likely approaches, trying to foresee the dangers. It was useless. If they were coming 
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there was nothing he could do about it. And he wasn’t even armed. How did he let 

himself be talked into this? These last eighteen months had sent him soft in the head 

like Mason said. Back to the house, lights on now in the main living area. The sun had 

dropped behind the trees on the western boundary and he suddenly felt colder. A 

scraping behind him, he tensed. 

‘It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?’ Nivea Soares lit a cigarette and blew some smoke 

skywards. 

It was until the air lost its freshness. ‘Yeah. Peaceful, eh.’ 

She offered the packet. ‘You smoke?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Do you mind me smoking?’ 

‘No, outside is fine.’ 

‘Willie said you want to search me.’ A smile. ‘He said you’re the boss.’ 

‘Yes, on both counts.’ A kookaburra cackled and in a dim corner of the 

paddock two wallabies appeared. ‘You slept well?’ 

‘I did. Thank you.’ She flicked some ash. ‘You think I would betray us all?’ 

‘I need to check. Due diligence.’ 

‘Due diligence. Lawyer’s words. Have you been to Timor, Rory?’ 

‘Many years ago.’ 

‘Speak Tetun?’ 

‘I used to. Bit rusty now.’ 

‘Ita sei la sai atan.’ 

‘You are no longer a slave?’ 

‘Near enough. Not so rusty after all.’ She stubbed out her cigarette. ‘I think 

dinner is ready.’ 

 

By home time Jacobs had been charged with murder and packed off to Hakea in a 

Securimat private prison van lit up by paparazzi flashes. Major Crime had cracked 

open a slab or two, fished the sauv blanc out of the fridge, and those who needed it 

nursed the odd glass of the hard stuff. Pavlou had offered a quick well-done to the 
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team, taken a couple of slurps of SSB and made her excuses. Tonight was swimming 

night with her Masters squad down at Beatty Park. 

 ‘Good work, sarge.’ Thornton clinked his stubbie with Cato’s. 

 ‘Yeah, cheers.’ 

 ‘You’ve got that look on your face; glass half-empty.’ 

 ‘Default. You should know that by now.’ 

 ‘There’s enough there for a jury. Surely.’ 

 ‘That’s not the same as the truth though.’ 

 A sigh and a barely audible ‘Fuck’s sake.’ 

 Cato gave him a look. ‘Been possessed by the ghost of DI Hutchens?’ 

 ‘We’ve got Jacobs in the house around the time of the murder and with the 

motive. The man’s got a history with Peters and record of a violent temper and it’s 

proved his undoing. It’s a solid result.’ 

 Cato checked the clock on the wall. He needed to be making tracks; Sharon 

was on duty and would need to leave home in another hour. The traffic on the freeway 

should have eased by now. ‘You guys pushing on for a feed?’ 

 ‘Probably,’ said Thornton. ‘Joining us?’ 

 ‘Better not. Need to mind the home fort. See you in the morning.’ 

 ‘No worries. Tomorrow’s another day, eh?’ 

 Cato nudged his way through the crowd, receiving the slaps on the shoulder 

and good wishes. Apologising for piking out. Over in the corner Hassan caught his 

eye for a farewell wink. She was conspiratorially close to the new bloke who’d joined 

from over east. Rumour was her marriage was on the skids. Another statistic. At the 

multi-storey Cato zapped the locks on his new car, a Subaru – the Volvo had finally 

given up the ghost – and chucked his backpack on the passenger seat. His phone went. 

A message: probably from Sharon wondering where he was. He opened it. 

 Nice. Tidy. Wrong.  

 Whoever they were, they were bang up to date. 
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Mason’s chicken risotto went down well. He was a man of many talents. Driscoll had 

loaded the dishwasher and wiped down the table and bench top. Now it was time to 

search Nivea’s room and belongings. She sat on the bed, watchful, amused. 

 ‘Willie said you are good at what you do.’ 

 ‘Willie says this, Willie says that. You guys get on well together.’ 

 ‘Jealous?’ 

 ‘Curious.’ Nothing in her suitcase. No secret compartments. Driscoll 

rummaged through the hangers, patting down pockets. Zilch. He opened the top 

drawer. Nivea’s underwear and other woman’s stuff. He lifted and patted.  

 ‘Having fun?’ 

 ‘Oodles.’ A lower drawer. Shirts and such. He finished and stood straight. 

 ‘Want to search me now?’ 

 The jeans and top she was wearing were tight-fitting. It would be hard not to 

notice anything amiss. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re fine.’ 

 ‘Thank you. You really think I would do something to endanger my own life?’ 

 ‘Deals can be made, trade-offs. I don’t assume anything.’ 

 ‘I know the value of a Timorese life. I also know the value of a man’s word in 

a so-called deal. Both are worth very little when it comes down to it.’ 

 ‘Very prudent. Keep that in mind in your dealings with Willie Mason.’ 

 ‘You are jealous.’ A chuckle. ‘I knew it.’ 

 ‘The stories you wrote. The articles. Mason was your source?’ She said 

nothing but clearly the answer was yes. ‘Did you find him or did he find you?’ 

 ‘He found me.’ She leaned forward on the bed, cleavage on display. ‘Why? 

Does it matter?’  

 Driscoll shook his head. ‘I don’t know what your angle is but you don’t need 

to play the femme fatale with me. If I feel I’m being messed around I’m just as likely 

to up sticks and take care of myself. No skin off my nose.’ 

 The mask slipped for a moment. She was afraid. Didn’t know who to trust, 

didn’t know what to do, or how this might end. She recomposed herself. ‘You should 

go and check Mr Brian now. Maybe he is your traitor.’ 

 



68  
 

Sharon sniffed his breath as she kissed him goodbye for another shift at the airport. 

‘We should crack a few stubbies together one of these fine days.’ 

 ‘Maybe I’ll crank up the barbie at the weekend. The weather forecast is good 

for the foreseeable.’ 

 ‘It’s a date.’ Another kiss. ‘See you in the middle of the night.’ 

 Ella was already asleep but he looked in on her to check. He put his backpack 

on the kitchen table, set the kettle boiling, and plugged in his laptop. His mobile sat 

malevolently off to one side. Who was sending those messages and why couldn’t they 

just front up and get to the point? The answer had to be that the inside knowledge they 

possessed must also incriminate them in some way. So why not just keep schtum? 

They wanted the right thing done, he assumed, they wanted redemption. And who 

better as a vehicle for proxy redemption than Philip ‘Cato’ Kwong? The phone being 

lost in Meekatharra had been a diversion. Thornton had checked on officers stationed 

there with Peters at the time to see if any were now in the fold here in Perth. Nothing. 

Then it turned out the prospector wasn’t that sure he’d lost it in Meeka anyway. He’d 

been drinking heavily in Midland on the way out and back. Maybe it was there and 

then? Pending the next instalment from mystery man or woman, Cato logged on to the 

police database. He wasn’t convinced by how neat and tidy the Jacobs-Peters case 

was. But if the two mutilations were linked, then what did the victims have in 

common? 

 Douglas Peters. Ex-cop. Private security. Widower. 

 Bevan Drummond. Retired science teacher. Widower. 

 What connected them apart from, possibly, their killer? Age? Widowhood? 

 Drummond hadn’t had any run-ins with, or cause to contact, the police. Lucky 

man hadn’t been burgled, or vandalised, or assaulted, had a car accident, a speeding 

ticket, a lost wallet, a found wallet, a noise complaint by him or against him. Such 

people still exist apparently. Nor had Mr Drummond taught science to any of Douglas 

Peters’ children or grandchildren given that he had spent all his teaching life in 

Bunbury and that was one place Peters hadn’t lived during his regional postings. After 

a couple of hours of flipping between case files looking in vain for areas of crossover 

Cato gave up and went to bed.  
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7 

 

Thursday 26
th

 April 

 

 

The floorboard creaked. Driscoll checked the time on his watch. Four-ten a.m. He 

reached under the pillow for the kitchen knife. The bathroom was across the hall. It 

might just be Brian answering the call of nature. He’d barely eaten at dinnertime nor 

spoken a word. He’d assented when Driscoll demanded a search of his room and bags 

for a rogue mobile phone. Lifted his arms in submission for a pat down. His body 

sour with fear and anxiety. 

 ‘Try a shower, mate.’ Driscoll had said. ‘Feels heaps better for it, trust me.’ 

 Brian hadn’t taken his advice, closing the door of his room on Driscoll’s 

fruitless retreat. If any of them did have a phone it was well-hidden, perhaps outside 

somewhere on the property. The floorboard creaked again, further away. Down the 

hall linking into the living area. Driscoll slipped out of bed, pulled on his jeans and a 

T-shirt, and tiptoed to the door, gently turned the handle. He opened the door a crack, 

light was coming from the kitchen. It could be an innocent middle-of-the-night snack. 

Or maybe not. He padded softly down the hall in bare feet. Drawers were being 

opened in the kitchen, cutlery rummaged. Whoever it was didn’t care who heard.  

 ‘Peckish?’ 

 Brian jumped. Driscoll wondered if there was some medication at work here. 

He hadn’t found any during the search but the man seemed wired and his face was 

bathed in sweat. ‘I’m fine. I’ll take care of it. Go back to sleep.’ 

 ‘Need a glass of water myself.’ Driscoll laid his kitchen knife on the table and 

picked up a glass from the counter. ‘Want one?’ 

 ‘No. Yes. Thanks.’ 

 Driscoll filled two and handed one over. ‘Not what you expected from life, 

was it? All this drama, the cloak and dagger.’ 

 A bitter snort. ‘Not wrong.’ 
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 ‘Why are you involved? They’ve confiscated your paperwork. You’re not 

obliged to be a witness to this committee. Walk away if it’s all too much grief.’ 

 ‘I can’t unknow something. They know I read those documents. They know I 

did that, whether I testify or not.’ 

 ‘Who are they?’ 

 ‘That’s the whole stupid point. The names are in code, it’s a piece of fiction. I 

don’t know who the fuck is who. I’m absolutely no danger to them at all.’ Brian 

grabbed a block of cheese out of the fridge door, hauled a loaf of wholemeal out of 

the bread box and slapped the cheese between two dry slices. ‘But how do I tell them 

that? Who do I tell?’ 

 Driscoll shrugged. He was feeling suggestibly peckish and made himself a 

sandwich too but added in heart tick marge and some chutney. Chutney? Who thinks 

to buy chutney in a crisis? Mason, he thought. Had to be. The food seemed to be 

doing Brian some good. Less twitchy all over. Driscoll took another bite of his sanger. 

They chewed and swallowed in companionable silence for a while. ‘The people who 

came to your office to confiscate your files. Did they leave business cards?’ 

 ‘No. Just flashed some ID. Said they were ASIO and asked where everything 

was. They told me to get out of the way, loaded the stuff into a couple of archive 

boxes and pissed off.’ 

 ‘Your client, deceased is that right?’ 

 ‘Car crash. Two months ago.’ 

 ‘Suspicious?’ 

 ‘I wouldn’t know. Happened in New Zealand. Apparently they can be a bit 

reckless and impatient on those mountain passes.’ 

 ‘You said there was a couple of archive boxes worth. When did she put them 

in your care?’ 

 ‘Just before she went on her hols to Middle Earth.’ 

 ‘And you read it all?’ 

 ‘Some of it. She was interested in my take on her novel. Her baby, she called 

it. Looking for a five star review.’ 

 ‘What was your impression?’ 



71  
 

 A snort. ‘Two stars at most. Maybe three for the sex scenes. Very fifty 

shades.’ 

 ‘Nothing controversial? Worth killing for, being jailed for?’ 

 ‘Grammar and punctuation needed a look.’  

 Driscoll wiped a smudge of dripped chutney off his lap. ‘Want me to check up 

on those ASIO guys? Maybe get them to pass the word on that you’re harmless?’ 

 ‘You think they’re involved with these death list people?’ 

 ‘Not beyond the bounds of possibility.’ 

 Brian shook his head. ‘By the way they weren’t guys; both women. Scary, like 

the aquarobics sheila at the pool.’ 

 ‘Leave it with me,’ said Driscoll. 

 

Sharon was late. She should have been back by about four at the latest but it was 

nudging six now. Ella was already firing on all cylinders – it was often that way on 

daycare day. She had marched into the bedroom just after five announcing ‘Awake! 

Awake!’, and demanded milk and stories. Cato poured himself another coffee while 

Ella interrogated the saucepan cupboard. His phone buzzed. 

 On way C U in 15 

 Ella decided she wanted to make porridge in the pans so Cato poured oats and 

water and got stirring. The table was set and a fresh pot of coffee awaited Sharon as 

she came through the door. She looked troubled. 

 ‘Big night?’ 

 ‘Quiet for most of it. Then just before I was due to come off duty we got a call 

from Freo police.’ 

 ‘Fremantle?’ 

 She took a long appreciative slurp of coffee. Ella was busy drawing honey 

swirls on the table top with her fingers. ‘The guy off the Darwin flight the day 

before?’ Cato nodded. ‘Found hanging under the railway bridge in the early hours.’ 

 ‘I thought he was in the Alma Street annexe at Freo hospital?’ 

 ‘Once he’d dried out and come down they assessed him as fit for release.’ 

 Cato spooned some porridge into Ella. ‘Suicide?’ 
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 ‘Seems it.’ 

 ‘So why the troubled look? Just another day in the Job, right?’ 

 ‘He had a slip of paper in his pocket with your name and number on it. Being 

Freo cops, they recognised it.’ 

 ‘But they called you instead of me?’ 

 ‘Weird, huh?’ 

 

Cato dropped by Freo cop shop on his way to work. He’d called ahead to check the 

responding officers from the bridge suicide were still on duty. It felt strange 

wandering the corridors of his old workplace. There were nods of recognition and the 

odd handshake along the way. He found who he was looking for taking a break in the 

canteen rec room. 

 ‘Interesting night I hear?’  

 The more senior of the two gestured for him to pull up a seat. Her name badge 

said Jennings; vaguely familiar as a passing face in the hallways over the years. She 

had a boyish haircut and the hint of a tattoo up her left sleeve. ‘I usually answer to 

Trish.’ 

 Her colleague looked fresh out of the Academy but he would hate anybody to 

think so. ‘Bryce.’ He shook Cato’s hand. 

 ‘Yeah, big night,’ said Trish. ‘You heard about our swinger then?’ 

 ‘He has a name?’ 

 Bryce flipped open his notebook. ‘Paul Reinado. Age thirty-nine. Darwin 

resident, according to his driver’s licence.’ 

 ‘Married? Job?’ 

 ‘Apparently,’ said Trish. ‘Got a six year old son. Shame, eh? Employed as an 

electrician. Sub-contractor. Does a fair bit of fly-in, fly-out.’ 

 ‘And he had my name and number.’ 

 ‘That’s right,’ said Trish. 

 ‘But you phoned Agent Wang from the AFP instead?’  

 ‘Yeah, her name was on the file from the airport arrest the previous day.’  
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Sharon had kept her own name after their marriage, maybe they didn’t know 

the connection. ‘Do you have the bit of paper?’ 

Trish shook her head. ‘It’s in an evidence bag in the system by now. Handed it 

over to the 

techs.’ 

‘Anything you noticed about the scene?’ 

‘Lonely, cold and sad.’ Bryce drained his cuppa. ‘Poor bastard.’ 

‘Who found him?’ 

‘Nobody,’ said Trish. ‘Anonymous call from a public booth beside the town 

hall.’ 

‘That’s a couple of kilometres away.’ 

She shrugged. ‘People today, don’t want to get involved. Some don’t even 

bother 

 making the call. Just go home and let somebody else find him.’ 

 Cato left them his card. ‘If anything comes to mind, give me a bell.’ 

 Trish spun it on the table top with her fingers. ‘You’re not the investigating 

officer. You’re Major Crime now. It’s probably down to the local team to look at why 

he had your name.’ A pause. ‘Isn’t it?’ 

 ‘Fair enough,’ said Cato. ‘Thanks for your time.’ 

 ‘No worries,’ said Trish. ‘Regards to your wife.’ 

 

So far, so good. They hadn’t been slaughtered in their beds yet. A good night’s sleep 

had done them all the world of good. Even Brian seemed chirpier this morning. 

Driscoll left them to their toast, cereal and coffee and did a circuit of the property on 

the lookout for any signs of overnight intrusion or for a secreted mobile phone. The 

sun was yet to breech the top of the trees and there was a chill in the air. In the 

gloomier pockets of the perimeter, where the sun rarely shone, vivid green moss clung 

to the tree trunks. A damp rich smell like a bag of ageing mushrooms; a grey wallaby 

peeking from behind a bush, and wattle birds darting around. It was peaceful here, 

like his place over near Warrnambool. Seclusion had come surprisingly easy to him. 

After all those years in the bland concrete of Canberra, the steaming metropoles of 
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Asia, the deceptive desert island idylls, he’d wondered if he would be able to stand it 

in the back blocks. The answer was yes and yes again.  

 Why walk away? He was still at the top of his game. There was no shortage of 

missions to keep on accomplishing. No shortage of dragons to slay, demons to 

vanquish, even the odd maiden to rescue. Nivea came to mind. Did she need 

rescuing? There was a moment when her vulnerability showed and he felt that old 

stab of remorse, of responsibility. But if she did need rescuing he guessed it was more 

from herself than from anything else. Why walk away? Because he’d lost sight of 

exactly who were the dragons and demons. Instead he found himself hand-feeding the 

trolls. How did that come about? His masters had read the ugly mood of the 

electorate; had embraced that flag with its sharp cutting stars, its desperate grip on the 

vestige of Empire, its cold dark ocean of life-sucking blue. Why walk away? Maybe 

he’d walked away from a mirage. That world he thought he inhabited had never been 

his. He was part of the team as long as he kept on kicking goals and taking marks. 

He’d been quietly proud of his Fighting Gunditjmara heritage. But lift your shirt to 

remind them of the colour of your skin? No, they claimed that privilege as exclusively 

theirs. 

 Aunty had tried to persuade him to change his mind. To stick the course. 

 ‘These muppets won’t be around forever. The voters have already had enough. 

People don’t like being taken for granted. This mob might well feed the national 

blood lust but they’re too chained to the top end of town, sharing tax avoidance scams 

in the club while the au pair minds the brats. Ordinary Aussies don’t like that shit.’ 

‘Drop over any time you like. I’ll take you out in the boat. Catch a few 

snapper, eh?’ 

 She’d teared up. ‘Rory, if you go we’ll be left with a squad of blond skinny 

monoglossic Hitler Youth sneaking around the tropical fleshpots in designer sunnies, 

getting us into more trouble than we budgeted for. Please, mate. Don’t do this to me.’ 

 Aunty resigned not long after but she obviously still kept her hand in – the 

temptation to remain in the ‘Great Game’ would be too much. Plus the money and 

lifestyle would have been hard to give away and she’d invested unwisely in some 

expensive Sydney apartments that were sitting empty and good only for Air BnB. 
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Rory made his way back towards the house. Nivea and Mason were out on the 

balcony having a smoke and another cup of coffee. He came looking for her, she’d 

said, with the scoop of her career. How did Mason know where to find her? Why her? 

Any number of high-profile scribes would have chewed his hand off for a story like 

that and would have had the clout to make sure it saw the light of day. They looked 

cosy up there on that balcony, the sun now high enough to warm their skin. They 

made a handsome couple, an advertisement for a romantic Autumn break on the 

Apple Isle; murder and skullduggery banished to the shadows for the moment. Nivea 

caught Driscoll’s eye and gave him a wave. He waved back. 

 

The Freo Ds didn’t take long to follow up on the hanging man. DI Paddy McMahon, 

Hutchens’ successor, did the honours himself. ‘This Paul Reinado bloke, he a mate of 

yours?’ 

 Cato resisted the urge to hold the phone away from his ear. McMahon seemed 

to have a permanent cold and the virus could have been worming its way down the 

ether. ‘No.’ 

 ‘He has your name and number.’ 

 ‘So I’m told.’ 

 ‘You’re not being very forthcoming, mate.’ 

 ‘I don’t know him, Paddy. Haven’t a clue why he has my contact details. What 

do you know about him?’ 

 ‘Not sure I can say right now. Might be a conflict.’ A pause and some rustling. 

‘Says here your missus was involved?’ 

 ‘Agent Wang assisted at the initial airport incident and as her name was in the 

system the attending uniforms called her when the body was discovered.’ 

 ‘So it’s just a funny coincidence then?’ 

 ‘One way of putting it. Look, Paddy, I’ve got nothing to hide. As soon as you 

know more I’ll be happy to assist.’ A half-grunt, half-sniff. ‘Sharon … Agent Wang 

mentioned he was in a bit of a state when he came off that plane. Drugs and booze, 

symptoms of paranoia and delusion. Believed people were after him. That’s as much 
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as I know. The attending officers said he was a fly-in, fly-out sparkie. Married with a 

kid.’ 

 ‘Nice.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Pillow talk. I always wondered what AFP liaison officers did.’ 

 ‘With respect, Paddy, go fuck yourself.’ Cato closed the call. The hanging 

man could wait. He sought out Chris Thornton and found him studying the chocolate 

in the vending machine. ‘You’ll get fat.’ 

 ‘I was thinking about one of those healthy muesli energy bars down the 

bottom but you’ve convinced me now. Mars it is. Want one?’ 

 Cato declined. ‘Busy?’ 

 ‘Dotting some Ts on Albert Jacobs for the prosecution brief. There’s been a 

domestic in the northern suburbs we’ll probably catch, and a suspicious suicide down 

at Fremantle.’ The chocolate bar dropped into the serving tray. 

 Cato played dumb. ‘What’s suspicious about it?’ 

 ‘According to the local Ds the height he was dangling from, the dodgy call-

in.’ Thornton tore the wrapping and took a bite. ‘And your name and number in his 

daks.’ A grin. ‘That what you wanted to talk to me about?’ 

 ‘No, as a matter of fact. Can you call Nikki Eades from Bunbury and get her to 

formally link you in to her homicide files down there?’ 

 ‘Sure, but I thought we were letting her run it with her team?’ 

 ‘Protocol. Tell her I just want to review the case against similar up here.’ 

 ‘Can’t you just do that anyway? Direct.’ 

 ‘Like I said, protocol. Don’t want her to think I’m checking up on her or going 

behind her back.’ 

 ‘Perish the thought.’ 

 ‘I’ll probably be quarantined from the Freo suicide until they work out what’s 

going on. But feel free to informally give me the odd heads up around the vending 

machine now and then.’ 

 ‘It’ll cost you. A Mars a day.’ 
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Driscoll wondered whether he should just ditch the lot of them and look after number 

one. He needed to talk to Aunty. She knew more than she was letting on and, though 

it wasn’t out of character, it was out of order. He’d given the job away and she needed 

him, not the other way round. And why was any of this Aunty’s business anyway? 

She was semi-retired and running her tainted celeb consultancy. Aunty didn’t need 

this shit any more than he did. She should have advised Nivea and Brian to take a 

long holiday overseas ahead of the Hague committee hearing and told Mason where 

to shove his death list. And she should have left Driscoll in peace to do his fishing and 

brooding. Instead here he was perched in the shadow of a big cold dark hill in 

Tasmania waiting for death to come visiting; babysitting a neurotic terrified suburban 

lawyer, a wannabe journalist playing Mata Hari, and Willie Mason, who surely was 

big and ugly enough to look after himself. He set off on another circuit of the 

property. This whole thing was bullshit. Mason’s pitch was that Driscoll was the key 

to their survival – if he got through this they all would. But Driscoll didn’t even know 

why he was on this supposed death list in the first place. 

 ‘Cuppa?’ Mason was still on the deck, holding a mug up in question. 

 Driscoll nodded. ‘Coffee, thanks. Milk and none. Bring it down to the shed 

there.’ He intended to have words. Mason needed to show good cause why Driscoll 

shouldn’t just bugger off out of here. The shed was unlocked. Half the size of his 

bedroom, it was storage for garden implements, tools, potting mix, spare plant pots, 

seeds. A moss-coated cracked pane of glass let the weak light in. Driscoll couldn’t 

stand completely straight in it and was reminded of a Kimberley police lock-up he’d 

once spent the night in as a teenager. When Mason entered with the steaming mugs 

Driscoll nodded for them to step outside. 

 ‘Find it yet?’ Mason handed Driscoll his beverage. ‘The phone?’ 

 ‘Nah.’ 

 Mason took a sip from his cup. ‘You wanted a word?’ 

 ‘What’s the score with you and the journo? You’re thick as thieves.’ 

 ‘We get on. That a problem?’ 

 ‘Where did you find her?’ 

 ‘Through the Timorese expat community in Melbourne.’ 
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 ‘Why choose her for your big scoop? She’s an online activist, easy to ignore, 

easy to dismiss. The story you had needed clout: Guardian, ABC, people like that.’ 

 ‘Think so?’ 

 Driscoll wasn’t enjoying his coffee. He put it to one side. ‘But then a properly 

trained journalist might ask questions you don’t want to answer. Show some 

initiative. Was that it?’ 

 Mason grinned. ‘Hole in one.’ He glanced up to where she was leaning over 

the balcony rail, chucking food scraps to the birds and wildlife. ‘And you’ve got to 

admit she’s easy on the eye.’ 

 ‘She won’t be when they’ve finished with her. Whoever they are.’ He drained 

his mug in spite of himself. ‘You’ve put her in harm’s way. She doesn’t realise what 

she’s got herself into does she?’ 

 ‘Sir Galahad. You underestimate her. You don’t grow up under Indonesian 

occupation and see family and friends raped and slaughtered without getting some 

idea about what a bad world it can be. Give her some credit.’ 

 ‘You could take care of these guys all by yourself. You don’t need me.’ 

 ‘All for one?’ 

 ‘I’m no Musketeer. I’ll take my chances out on my own. You guys have a 

story to tell, or to kill, I don’t. I’m not testifying. I don’t know what I’m here for.’ 

 ‘You’re on the list.’ 

 ‘So you keep saying but I don’t believe you. Maybe it’s mistaken identity.’ 

Driscoll chucked his dregs onto the hard ground. ‘Maybe you could call them on that 

hidden mobile of yours and explain.’ 

 ‘I don’t have a phone and, to the best of my knowledge, neither has Nivea.’ 

 ‘Maybe the safest thing for everybody is to split up and look after number one. 

Then nobody needs to worry about traitors in our midst.’ 

 ‘So you’re leaving?’ 

 ‘Soon as I’ve packed my bag. I’ll walk into town. You guys keep the car.’ 

 ‘Pauline will be disappointed.’ 

 ‘Aunty?’ said Driscoll. ‘I’ve been a constant source of disappointment to her 

since we met.’ 
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The northern suburbs domestic had been given to another team and was already pretty 

much solved. The husband’s DNA was all over the scene and the victims. He’d shot 

his wife and their four year old son with his legally-licenced hunting rifle and all that 

remained now was to locate the man and bring him and his gun into custody. ‘He 

never seemed the type’ said the neighbours. ‘We never thought …’ But apparently 

he’d made little secret of his intentions on social media and to his workmates. As 

expected, another team was given the task of looking into the suspicious suicide of 

Paul Reinado, with Chris Thornton seconded to the enquiry as information manager. 

Which left Cato temporarily twiddling his thumbs. 

 ‘Maybe we can get you back down to Bunbury.’ DI Pavlou perched on the 

edge of his desk, arms folded. ‘DSC Eades hasn’t had any dramatic breakthroughs. 

How’s your childcare situation looking? Reckon you could manage it?’ 

 ‘I don’t have a magic wand.’ 

 ‘For childcare or the Bunbury murder?’ 

 ‘Either. How about I review the case files and liaise with Eades by remote for 

the time being?’ He headed off Pavlou’s frown. ‘If anything jumps out, or things 

change, or she’s clearly not up to it, I’ll be down there in a flash.’ 

 ‘There’s no substitute for the real thing, Philip. Sometimes our very presence 

can be inspiring and change the course of an investigation.’ 

 Yes, thought Cato. There were a couple of wrongly-imprisoned blokes in 

Casuarina who’d probably attest to that and were seeking leave to appeal. ‘I’ll get 

right on to that case review, boss.’ 

 ‘Great. Keep me in the loop.’ 

 He called Eades. ‘How’s it going?’ 

 ‘Slowly, but you know that already. You’ve been looking over my shoulder, 

plus you’ve got that colleague of yours checking on me too.’ 

 ‘He’s only obeying orders, as am I.’ 

 ‘No dramas. If you want to take over just get on with it. No need for all this 

skulking around.’ 

 ‘It’s looking increasingly likely. For now, though, no news, nothing at all?’ 
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 ‘Ryan Hodgson’s DNA links to an unsolved pack rape case from a couple of 

years ago. That’s what he was worried about.’ 

 ‘Good result though?’ 

 ‘Not really. It was a dark, drunk, druggy, confusing night. The victim’s 

memory of precisely what happened is murky. Consent is an idealised notion that the 

lawyers love to toss around. There’s more than half a chance he’ll walk.’ 

 ‘Shame.’ 

 ‘Isn’t it just. Otherwise he still has no solid alibi for the Drummond killing but 

my expectations are low. Nasty as he is, I just don’t think he’s our boy.’ 

 ‘You’ve looked further into Drummond’s life and times?’ 

 ‘Yep, it’s on the database, help yourself. You and your buddy Thornton are 

now official keyholders. Just log in the usual way.’ 

 ‘If anything jumps out I’ll give you a buzz. What’s your next move?’ 

 ‘Revisit doorknocks and CCTV. Maybe a media appeal in the next twenty-

four hours. Drum up the crazies. You never know, we might get lucky.’ 

 ‘Stay in touch.’ Cato closed the call and logged on. 

 Bevan Drummond, aged seventy-two, retired science teacher. He worked at 

the same Catholic college his whole career. Saw principals come and go, colleagues 

come and go, teaching fads and whizz-bang equipment come and go. Stayed on top of 

it all and taught three generations of Catholic schoolboys from Bunbury and 

surrounding districts all he thought they needed to know about science. No 

disciplinary slurs on his employment record. No hints of scandal. He was well-liked 

and respected. He played golf and swam with the local Masters swimming group; a 

stalwart of the open water season. He did good works, was a member of the Rotary 

Club, and helped maintain a section of the Bibbulmun walk track every now and then. 

Salt of the earth and pillar of the community. A beacon of goodness. How on earth did 

this man’s life end in such darkness? 

 He buzzed Chris Thornton. ‘You were running a check on similar MOs, 

mutilations and stuff. How’s that going?’ 

 ‘Not pleasant. It’s remarkable how common it seems to be. Ear-choppings and 

eye-gougings are a dollar-a-dozen across this wide brown land.’ 
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 ‘How about the display element? Ears in food containers, eyes in bowls. Less 

common I would expect?’ 

 The sound of fingers tapping a keyboard. ‘There was a bloke got his wedding 

tackle chopped off and artfully arranged on his chest post-mortem.’ 

 ‘Where and when?’ 

 ‘Just told you. Chest, after death.’ 

 ‘Funny. Location, date.’ 

 ‘About six months ago in Melbourne. I’ll send you the gory details if you like 

but it’s already solved – a scorned girlfriend. If I find any more cases I’ll let you 

know.’ 

 ‘Cheers.’  

  Cato flicked over to the Douglas Peters files. It was less difficult to see how 

his life could have ended in such darkness. He’d been a custody sergeant in the 

outback. Bad things sometimes happened in small town country lock-ups; an officer 

with a mean streak and a grudge, a young bloke who’d lost the will to go on, a woman 

with a pre-existing medical condition whose complaints and cries for help fell on deaf 

ears. And if it turned out not to be Albert Jacobs exacting revenge for his sister’s 

death, just look at what else Peters did with his life. A turnkey in one of the 

government’s immigration hell-holes: again a similar fatal concoction – cries for 

medical help unheeded, despair, and cruelty by the odd one who went at his task with 

relish. Did Peters also choose to walk in these Gethsemanes and follow the path of 

evil? People said not. Professor MacKenzie and ex-DI Hutchens recalled a man 

wracked with guilt and remorse for something that wasn’t even directly his fault. He’d 

established a trust fund for Sandra Jacobs’ kids. He didn’t seem the type to have 

suddenly become Mr Cruel in the immigration detention centres. But he did his work 

in sad and damaged places filled with sad and damaged people. Maybe that was all he 

knew? 

 It would be diligent to pursue CPS for the details of Peters’ career in the 

border control regime, however frustrating or fruitless under the existing secretive 

legislation. He doubted DI Pavlou would be up for such a fight given that Albert 

Jacobs sat nicely in the frame for the murder. Why waste time, energy and resources? 
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she would say. Why indeed. Back to the task at hand – review the Bunbury case and 

offer Nikki Eades any pointers that came to mind. He reopened the Drummond file. 

Another scan before lunch. 

 

Driscoll had his holdall packed and he was ready to go. Out in the kitchen he could 

hear murmuring. All three were out there discussing him. Was he doing the right 

thing? He didn’t know. It was Brian who blocked his path as he edged his way 

through. 

 ‘You can’t go.’ 

 ‘I can, mate. Watch me.’ 

 ‘We’ll die.’ A staying hand on Driscoll’s arm. 

 Driscoll removed it. ‘My advice to you all is to split up and go as far away as 

possible from here and from each other. One of you is a fool or a dog but either way 

the phone you have is alerting the bad guys where to find you. Us.’ He studied their 

faces. Blank. ‘You know who you are. As for me, I’m not sitting around waiting for 

them to come.’ 

 ‘We can’t go far away,’ Brian insisted. ‘They’ll be watching the ports and 

airports.’ 

 ‘So get yourself into protective custody and make a big song and dance about 

it to the media. Get yourself noticed, get some insurance.’ 

 A miserable, tense prolonged silence. 

 ‘It’s me,’ said Brian, finally. ‘My phone.’ 

 Mason lunged at him. ‘You stupid prick.’ 

 Driscoll stood between them. Turned to Brian. ‘Why?’ 

 His eyes teared up. ‘My wife has cancer. Not long left. And here I am running 

away, scared. It’s wrong.’ 

 ‘Where’s the phone?’ Brian retrieved it from a recently-cut hole down the 

interior of the couch. Driscoll took out the battery and SIM. ‘I’ll dump this on my 

travels. If I were you guys I wouldn’t be hanging around.’ 

 ‘Too late.’ Nivea had been standing by the window all that time. ‘They’re 

here.’ 
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On Cato’s return from lunch there was a message waiting to ring Paddy McMahon at 

Freo Ds. He’d left the phone switched off deliberately. Selfish, he knew; Sharon 

might have wanted to get hold of him: colleagues, his son Jake. But sometimes you 

just need to not be instantly available. People managed it in days of yore and the sky 

didn’t fall in. He rang the number. 

 ‘Paddy?’ 

 ‘G’day mate. I’ve forgiven you for telling me to go fuck myself.’ 

 ‘You’re a saint.’ 

 ‘The suicide’s widow.’ 

 ‘Mrs Reinado?’ 

 ‘That’d be her. Jessica, it says here. She reckons he wasn’t paranoid. People 

really were out to get him.’ Apparently there had been anonymous phone calls in the 

middle of the night, dog shit in the letter box, their car vandalised, their cat 

disappeared, unauthorised deliveries of pizzas, funeral flowers, even white goods. 

 ‘They reported this to police at the time?’ 

 ‘Tried to but were fobbed off. Told it was probably just kids. An Asian family 

in a mainly white middle-class enclave, maybe they were made to feel unwelcome.’ 

 ‘Asian?’ 

 ‘Timorese,’ said McMahon. ‘From Timor I guess.’ 

 ‘East Timor?’ 

 ‘Timor Leste as they call it now.’ Cato complimented Paddy on his research. 

‘Thanks, mate. Means a lot.’ 

 ‘Racist neighbours? Or somebody didn’t appreciate his re-wiring.’ 

 ‘Or maybe some trouble from the old country.’ McMahon drew in a breath. 

‘Timor Leste has had its fair share of grief in recent years. Lot of bad blood.’ 

 ‘Mate, you’re growing into this job.’ 
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 ‘That could sound patronising to some ears but I’ll take it in the spirit it’s 

intended. Now then, my question to you is do you still maintain you haven’t had 

anything to do with this Reinado character?’ 

 ‘To the best of my knowledge unless he’s an old arrest who’s decided to fixate 

on me.’ 

 ‘Bingo.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘You arrested him four years ago over a serious assault in Fremantle.’ 

 ‘And?’ 

 ‘And according to the widow you made quite an impression on the man.’ 

 ‘What, I didn’t beat him up or try to frame him?’ 

 ‘Tsk tsk. Apparently you, quote, listened to him and showed him some 

respect.’ 

 ‘Sounds like the kind of thing I might do,’ admitted Cato. 

 ‘Shit like that always comes back to bite you, mate. Mark my words.’ 

 

They were indeed here. Three white 4WDs, one blocking the entry track on the far 

edge of the property and two parked directly outside the house. The occupants were 

still in the vehicles, nobody was moving. 

 ‘What are they up to?’ Mason’s cigarette breath over Driscoll’s left shoulder. 

 ‘Waiting for instructions?’ 

 ‘Oh, my god,’ said Brian. ‘I’m sorry.’ 

 ‘Bit fucken late for that.’ Mason stepped back from the window as the driver 

of one of the cars ducked his head to peer up at them. He turned to Driscoll. ‘What 

now, maestro?’ 

 Boiling oil? They only had the one bottle of Extra Virgin. It was useless even 

to lock the doors and arm themselves with, what, knives? The situation was out of 

their control. Or was it? He put the SIM and battery back into Brian’s phone and 

handed it to Mason. ‘Call the local police. We have trespassers on the property, 

possibly armed. We need someone here urgently.’ 
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 Mason did it. He knew how to sound convincing. Driscoll drew a knife from 

the kitchen wall magnet and shoved it up his sleeve. ‘I’ll go and see what they want.’ 

He gestured at the phone in Mason’s hand. ‘Maybe get fire and ambulance here too. 

The more the merrier. News too, all stations, get the choppers out. RSPCA. 

Everybody.’ 

 Driscoll told Brian and Nivea to stay away from the windows, maybe busy 

themselves packing. Whatever happened, nobody was staying here beyond today. He 

went downstairs and opened the front door. Found a smile. ‘Can I help you?’ 

 They didn’t move from the vehicles. Didn’t respond. 

 ‘You guys lost?’ 

 Nada. 

 He stepped towards the nearest car. Noticed the tensing inside. Some words 

exchanged between front passenger and driver. The passenger opened his door and 

got out. Driscoll took another few steps forward and held out his hand. ‘Rory. And 

you are?’ 

 The bloke lifted his hands. ‘That’s close enough.’ 

 ‘Sorry?’ Driscoll kept going. 

 ‘Stop there.’ He was reaching inside his bomber jacket. 

 ‘I don’t understand?’ Driscoll was just a few paces off now. Arms outstretched 

in a harmless gesture. ‘What’s going on?’ 

 Then the knife was out of his sleeve and he was on to Bomber Jacket. 

Headlocked, knife on the carotid, gun removed from holster and chucked in the bush 

in a series of smooth swift movements. Driscoll hauled him back to a spot where he 

had better vision of all the vehicles. The two nearest had emptied now: four 

passengers each. All military-style men with handguns pointing at Driscoll and his 

prisoner. 

 ‘I’m guessing you guys are not the mercenaries. Waiting for instructions, 

keeping to some rules. You’re not the crazies from the waterfront yesterday.’ 

 ‘Let him go.’ One of the men had stepped forward and assumed the leadership 

role. ‘Now.’ 
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 Bomber Jacket probably wanted to struggle and kick up a fuss. Be more 

manly. But too much jerking around and his carotid would puncture leaving him dead 

in a minute, or a vegetable in half that. ‘Nah, mate.’ Driscoll could hear sirens, 

helicopters in the distance. ‘So why are you here?’ 

 ‘We want you to come with us.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘For your protection.’ 

 ‘You don’t seem very nice.’ 

 ‘Stop fucking around and do as you’re told.’ 

 A chopper hovered over the property. Channel 7? Another close behind. 

Channel 9. The 4WD blocking the entry track rolled forward to admit a mini-convoy 

of police vehicles and an ambulance. With no sign of smoke the fire engine was 

happy to rest at the perimeter until and unless needed. Driscoll patted the inside of his 

prisoner’s jacket for any evidence of ID. Zilch. He guessed the others would be the 

same. By the time the lead police car had pulled up, guns had been lowered and put 

away and Driscoll had released his prisoner. 

 ‘What’s going on?’ The young female officer’s hand hovered over her Glock. 

Her name badge read Chaudhury. ‘We had a report of armed trespassers.’ Her 

colleague had joined her; he seemed to know one of the guys from the 4WD. 

 ‘Misunderstanding,’ said Driscoll. ‘These blokes were just after directions.’ 

 ‘Yeah?’ Chaudhury turned her attention to Bomber Jacket. ‘You look like 

you’ve been fighting. All red and that.’ 

‘Hot flush.’ 

 His boss waved everybody back inside their vehicles. ‘Thanks for those 

directions, buddy. Really appreciate it. Know exactly where we’re headed now.’ 

 Chaudhury held up her hand. ‘Hang on.’ Back to Driscoll. ‘Who made the 

emergency call?’ 

 He nodded up to the balcony, to Mason. ‘My mate, there. Got the wrong end 

of the stick.’ 

 ‘Sorry,’ said Mason. 

 ‘There’s a penalty for wasting police time. You know that?’ 
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 ‘My mistake.’ Mason looked sheepish. ‘Happy to give you my ID and 

contacts if there’s any follow up required.’ 

 Her colleague tapped her on the shoulder and took her a few steps away for a 

whisper. He’d been given the nod by his pal from the 4WD. After a few moments 

Chaudhury returned. 

 ‘Everything looks in order here.’ She took Mason’s details anyway. ‘We’ll be 

in touch if we want to pursue the time-wasting matter. Chaudhury offered a tight 

smile to the blokes in the 4WDs. ‘After you, guys. We’ll escort you back to the main 

road.’ 

 ‘No need,’ said Bomber Jacket’s boss. 

 ‘No really,’ said Chaudhury. ‘I insist.’ 

 

Cato found nothing on the Bunbury case files that galvanised him. He messaged 

Eades to that effect and looked forward to her next update. Next he pulled up the old 

Paul Reinado arrest on the system to reacquaint himself. One summer night four years 

ago a man by the name of Dutton had been found kicked unconscious in the laneway 

behind the TAFE centre on the corner of Norfolk and South in downtown Fremantle. 

Mobile CCTV cameras stationed outside the Norfolk Hotel had caught the attack and 

two men were apprehended within twelve hours: Paul Reinado and Christo Guitterez. 

Their command of English was adequate, Cato dimly recalled, and they each had a 

Legal Aid lawyer. Cato and Deb Hassan had dealt with Guitterez first then Reinado. 

Yes, both men agreed, that was them on camera – hard to deny after all as they’d been 

captured full face. They’d argued with Dutton in the Norfolk. All were the worse for 

drink but Dutton had that insistence some people get on the grog. He didn’t want to 

let it go. What had they argued about? Some bullshit, both said. They couldn’t 

remember the details. They fessed up. Yep, we gave him a smack. Do your worst. 

Dutton, it turned out, had links to far-right groups and a record for arson, criminal 

damage, and assault. He loved getting into a blue with a foreigner and posting it on 

Facebook Live. Closer examination of the mobile CCTV, backed up by a private 

camera from the rear of a restaurant, showed Dutton getting up not long after the 

beating, staggering then hitting his head on the corner of a wall as he fell. An own 
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goal. He’d knocked himself unconscious, albeit rendered unsteady following the 

beating. The charge remained though. With no previous convictions the men served 

six months and were out after four. Cato didn’t recall being especially solicitous with 

Reinado. He’d just asked questions to ascertain the truth. End of story. Except, it 

seems, it wasn’t. 

 Maybe Deb Hassan would remember more. He lifted his eyes from the 

screen. Outside the day was closing in, shadows long across the rooftops of 

Northbridge. He missed working in Fremantle. Here in the city everything seemed to 

be greyer, dustier, more confined. Fremantle air carried the salt of the sea and the sky 

reached to the horizon. Could he hack it here? No shortage of meaty cases, so to 

speak. And while Pavlou’s demanding management style occasionally rubbed him up 

the wrong way it had often been thus too with his old boss Hutchens. Which brought 

his mind back to the mystery text messages – I know more than you, you’ve got it 

wrong. Who was it and what business was it of theirs? 

 He needed to get home. Sharon was on duty in a couple of hours. It would be 

nice to have some quality time between Ella going down and Sharon leaving. Besides, 

he’d like to quiz her further on her brief dealings with Paul Reinado. Pillow talk, 

McMahon had called it. Chance would be a fine thing. Ships in the night. Maybe one 

day they’d joyfully collide. 

 ‘Got a mo?’ Chris Thornton was swigging a can of Mother. He crushed it and 

lobbed it into the recycling bin on the other side of the room. ‘Bullseye. Yessss.’ 

 ‘A quick one, sure.’ 

 ‘Might have found a link between your Bunbury case and Doug Peters.’ 

 ‘Go on.’ 

 ‘Christmas Island. Both vics were there at the same time. Peters working in 

the detention centre, Drummond on secondment to the local high school. Apparently 

our Education Department supplies the teachers to the illustrious territory.’ 

 ‘When was this?’ 

 ‘Six years ago.’ 

 ‘Wasn’t Drummond in the Catholic system rather than state?’ 
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 A shrug. ‘Retired? Semi-retired by then? Maybe you keep your options open 

when there’s a junket on offer. Experienced science teacher, he’d be sought after I 

suppose.’ 

 ‘How’d you find all this out? CPS is keeping Doug Peters’ history under lock 

and key.’ 

 ‘Tell that to the local newspaper.’ Thornton slid his iPad across the desk.  

Cato spun it around. ‘Charity evening raises over ten thousand dollars.’ A quiz 

night auction and raffle organised by the high school P & C to help fund a trip to 

Canberra by year ten students. Various photographs from the evening included one of 

Mr Douglas Peters who, on behalf of detention centre staff, had donated an auction 

prize of a day out sea fishing on a local charter boat with a gourmet lunch included. 

Winner – Mr Bevan Drummond, visiting science teacher. Cato looked up at Thornton. 

‘How do you find this stuff?’ 

He tapped his nose. ‘Algorithms and alchemy.’ 

‘Our psycho is a Christmas Islander?’ 

‘Maybe he was the next lowest bidder in the auction.’ 

‘And harboured that grudge for six years before exploding.’ 

Thornton shrugged. ‘You wanted a link, I found you one.’ 

‘Ever get the feeling we’re tilting at windmills?’ 

‘Who’s we?’ 

 

‘So who were they?’ Brian couldn’t tear himself away from the window even though, 

with the light fading rapidly, he was unlikely to see anything for much longer. 

 ‘Believe it or not they might have even been the good guys.’ Driscoll paced 

the room, checking nobody had left anything. ‘Or at least the not-quite-so-bad guys, 

lesser of two evils, if you like.’ He suspected a power play in Canberra and discerned 

Aunty’s hand in it. Either way there would be more where that came from. 

‘Everybody ready?’ 

 They trooped downstairs, threw their bags in the back, and climbed into the 

4WD. Driscoll, driving, had retrieved Bomber Jacket’s Glock from the bushes and 

given it to Mason in the front passenger seat. On one of his walks Driscoll had 
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discovered a conservation maintenance track threading out the rear of the property 

and linking to the many trails leading up and around Mount Wellington; designed for 

quad bikes and the like, not Aunty’s Prado. By the time they got out she’d be in need 

of a radical respray on the paintwork. He kept the headlights off as they bumped and 

scratched their way through the undergrowth. 

 ‘Thank you for not leaving us,’ said Nivea from the back seat. 

 ‘Yet,’ said Driscoll, catching her eye in the rear view. 

 ‘Thank you anyway.’ 

 After the afternoon visit he couldn’t abandon them so abruptly. There was a 

brief window now where they all had a chance to get away without being tracked by 

Brian’s stupid phone. Driscoll had no doubt that the spooks would return this evening 

and he still wasn’t totally convinced of the relative probity of their mission. Maybe 

they were, after all, simple assassins. 

 Simple assassins. Nice and uncomplicated. 

 ‘What was that?’ Mason tensed, leaning forward, eyes scanning the dim bush 

ahead. 

 ‘Lights.’ Driscoll had spotted them too. Two flashes and then out, ahead and 

just to the right. Maybe a hundred metres? He stopped and turned off the ignition. 

 ‘That a good idea?’ asked Mason. 

 ‘I don’t know.’ 

 ‘Oh God,’ groaned Brian from the back. 

 ‘It could be nothing.’ Mason checked the Glock. ‘Hikers, kids, hunters, drug 

deal, whatever.’ 

 The lights again. Two even paced flashes. Driscoll restarted the engine and 

rolled forward. ‘Everybody buckled in?’ 

 No denials. 

 If he tried crashing through he was just as likely to crash. He was keeping the 

headlights off and had temporarily disabled the brake lights. The track was narrow 

and winding and there were plenty of solid trees to permanently halt his progress. At 

that point they’d be sitting ducks. Yet somebody was waiting ahead and maybe they 

were already sitting ducks. 
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 ‘Nivea, Brian, stay low. On the floor is best.’ A sideways glance to Mason. 

‘Ready?’ 

 ‘As I’ll ever be.’ 

 Driscoll increased the speed but not too much. He estimated less than fifty 

metres now to where the flashes came from. A thump against the front left. ‘Wallaby,’ 

said Mason. ‘You got him.’ 

 To hell with it. Driscoll turned the headlights on full beam and accelerated. 

The track widened, cleared, wallabies and possums scattered. He braced himself for 

the fusillade. Would have squeezed his eyes shut if he could. They broke out onto a 

gravel road and swerved left to head down the hill. The Prado fishtailed then steadied. 

Still nothing. No shots. Picked up speed. Nobody in the rear view, nobody ahead. The 

gravel road became bitumen. Street lights and houses. Nivea and Brian had already 

taken the initiative and climbed up into their seats. Willie Mason sat back, surveying 

the peaceful suburban scene. Easy to forget for a moment that it was still early 

evening. Back there creeping through the bush it felt like midnight. 

 ‘Anybody fancy a feed?’ said Driscoll. ‘Calm the nerves.’ 
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Friday 27
th

 April 

 

 

Sharon checked the time on the dashboard: just gone three-thirty. It had been a quiet 

night on duty. A bit of a kerfuffle when the Singapore flight arrived and a young 

Italian woman was found to not have the right visa. She had a Latin temper and high 

expectations of being treated as a special case. She showed them the letter from her 

prospective employer – CEO of a property development empire, well-known local 

socialite and LNP donor. The photo of the two blond overfed brats she was to nanny. 

That’s not the point, Sharon had explained, when summoned by passport control. You 

still have the wrong visa. The Border Force blackshirts took over and Sharon had 

gone back to her office to scroll through emails. It was nice to have that brief catch-up 

with Phil before she left for work. Ella asleep, they’d cuddled up on the couch; she 

with a fortifying coffee and he with a glass of red. Nice. Until the talk turned to shop. 

 ‘That Paul Reinado guy at the airport. Do you remember what he was raving 

about?’ 

 ‘People out to get him. Kill him. Nobody listening, nobody believing him.’ 

 ‘Did he say who? Why?’ 

 ‘Yep,’ said Sharon. ‘I wrote it all down. Just in case you asked.’ 

 ‘Sorry,’ he’d said. There followed a few pathetic attempts to shift the 

conversation but Sharon preferred shop over domestic TO DO lists.  

 ‘Sometimes he spoke another language.’ 

 ‘Reinado. Spanish? Portuguese?’ 

 ‘No, I don’t think it was either of those. More an islander language. 

Apparently he was from Timor Leste originally so maybe it was whatever they 

speak.’ 

 ‘Any of it recorded?’ 
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 ‘Probably. He was interviewed in a side room for about quarter of an hour 

until we realised it was a waste of time.’ 

 ‘The tapes?’ 

 ‘Fremantle Ds will have them by now, or at least a copy of them.’ 

 ‘What’s the chance …?’ 

 ‘Zero. Lovely as this brief interlude of quality time is, I need to get ready for 

work.’ 

 And that had been it. During the quiet hours on duty she’d toyed with the idea 

of downloading the interview to a thumb drive but decided against it. Job’s worth. 

And it wasn’t as if it was a matter of life and death, it was a matter of Phil’s needling 

curiosity. Still, plenty of ways to skin a cat. 

 The wanker in the car behind. A ute. Lights on full beam. Dickhead. Leach 

Highway was dead at this time of night. Sharon squinted against the glare. She didn’t 

need this. Pull over and let the jerk go ahead. She slowed and signalled. And he did 

too. 

 Uh-oh. Nah. 

 She kept going. Was it a creep playing mind games? Somebody needing help? 

Mick from Wolf Creek? She was in Myaree. Not that far to go. She accelerated. He 

did too. Maybe best not to go home but shoot straight through to Freo cop shop. 

Phone ahead and have them waiting. The car behind was gaining on her, like he’d 

read her mind. He sat off the rear bumper, less than two metres gap. If she slammed 

on her brakes he would pile into her.  

No thanks.  

She floored it and pulled away from him, a good fifty over the limit. The car 

was at a speed where it would be easy to lose control. Ahead, the lights at North Lake 

Road. He was pulling out to overtake now. Parallel. She didn’t dare look his way. At 

this speed she needed to keep her eyes on the road ahead. What the fuck was this? 

Nutcase. She slammed on her brakes at the intersection as he shot ahead. A hand 

appeared from his driver side window. Middle finger raised. 

 Sharon took a few deep breaths and continued on her way home. She forgot to 

even note the make or rego. 
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After grabbing Chinese takeaway in Margate, twenty Ks south of Hobart, they’d 

holed up at the car park at Kettering further south, sleeping in their seats, and taken 

the first ferry of the day over to Bruny Island. If they were twigged here they really 

were fucked: nowhere to run, only one way on or off the island, unless they swam. 

Driscoll scanned the surrounds as they unpacked the car and took up residence in 

adjacent caravan/chalets at Adventure Bay Holiday Park. It was a pretty spot: ocean 

flat, sunny day. Idyllic. Twelve days to go to the hearing. Aunty said he had to deliver 

them to Darwin by Monday May 8
th

 at the latest. Preferably by the previous Friday, or 

at least over that weekend, so they could prepare themselves. Okay, maybe nine or ten 

days. If they were anything like the first two or three so far it was going to be a 

bumpy ride. Two parties: the cowboys at the waterfront in Hobart, and the more 

disciplined spooks in the white 4WDs. Did each have the same end in mind? Open 

season on Driscoll and his companions. 

 ‘Be nice to rest up here for the duration, eh?’ Mason slung his holdall into the 

shack he would share with Driscoll. ‘Spot of fishing. I hear you’re a bit of an expert.’ 

 ‘Yeah?’ 

 ‘Pauline mentioned you ran a charter business. Doing well for yourself.’ 

 ‘Can’t complain.’ 

 Nivea emerged from the cabin she’d be sharing with Brian. She didn’t seem 

happy at the prospect. ‘How long will we stay here?’ 

 Driscoll shrugged. ‘A few days, maybe more, maybe less. Can’t predict.’ 

 ‘He snores. Did you hear him in the car?’ 

 Brian was over at the shower block abluting. ‘I’m happy to swap with him,’ 

said Mason. ‘I don’t snore.’ 

 Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea. One capable person per dwelling should the worst 

happen. It made sense but Driscoll had a nagging feeling about Nivea and Mason’s 

partnership. Was that good enough reason to go against defensive logic? He was 

overtired, making hasty judgements without thinking things through. ‘Okay,’ he 

relented.  

Nivea beamed. Mason looked chuffed too. 
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 The bags were swapped and Brian returned damp-haired and refreshed from 

the shower block with no strong views on where he should sleep. ‘Leave the love 

birds to it, eh?’ he said charitably. 

 Driscoll needed two things, well three if you counted a solid night’s sleep: 

communication with Aunty and another gun. ‘Everybody rest up for a few hours. If 

you want to explore don’t go far and don’t go alone.’ 

 ‘You?’ said Mason. 

 ‘Got a few things to do.’ He hopped in the car. ‘Back in a while.’ 

 

Cato was shaken by Sharon’s account of her drive home. He arrived at work late, 

staying back longer to look after Ella while Sharon caught up on some sleep. Was it 

just a meth-head fuckwit hoon? The middle finger at the end suggested so. More food 

for thought was the audio file on Sharon’s phone. She hadn’t been prepared to 

download the Reinado interview in full but she did discreetly have her phone 

recording on the desk while she replayed the interview to help her complete her report 

on the incident. If things ever got sticky it could still get her into trouble. But now he 

had a sample of the language Reinado had been speaking. 

 ‘Tetum,’ said Sharon, sleepily. ‘Or Tetun. Both work. I Googled it.’ 

 Mid-morning. Cato unscrewed the lid of his keep cup and had it filled with flat 

white in the café down the road before he swiped his card at the cop shop door. As he 

walked down the corridor DI Pavlou poked her head out of her doorway. 

 ‘A word?’ 

 ‘Sure.’ Cato sipped from his coffee and crossed the threshold. There was a 

bloke slouching in a chair in jeans, hoodie, and trainers. Crew cut, narrow face. 

Maybe Regional Crime Squad? 

 ‘Guthrie, Rob Guthrie.’ He stood up and offered a hand. ‘ASIO.’ 

 ‘Hi,’ said Cato. 

 ‘I understand you know a Mr Paul Reinado?’ 

 ‘No,’ said Cato. ‘I don’t. But apparently I was on an assault case involving 

him a few years ago and he has since been found dead with my name and number in 

his pocket.’ 
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 ‘Correct,’ said Guthrie. 

 ‘Thanks.’ Cato took the spare seat as Pavlou closed her office door behind 

them. ‘Was he a spy or something?’ 

 ‘Not as such.’ 

 ‘What does that mean?’ 

 ‘Not on the payroll. Well the official one anyway.’ 

 Cato smiled patiently like he had all the time in the world. He suspected 

Guthrie hadn’t anticipated being the one to be questioned. ‘A mole, an asset. A Joe?’ 

He clicked his fingers. ‘Help me out here it’s a while since I read any le Carré.’ 

 ‘You’re a hoot, mate.’ 

 Cato shook his head. ‘What can I do for you?’ 

 ‘Why’d he have your contact details?’ 

 ‘Apparently he held me in high regard after I interviewed him all those years 

ago. Must have thought I could help him out in some way.’ 

 ‘Specifically how did he have your mobile number?’ 

 ‘I must have given it to him at the time.’ 

 ‘Why would you do that?’ 

 Cato shrugged. ‘A swapping of numbers in case I needed to question him 

further or in case he thought of anything new that I should know.’ 

 ‘Cosy.’ 

 ‘Accessibility. It’s an investigative technique I’ve picked up along the way. 

Served me well, for the most part.’ 

 ‘And you’d heard nothing from him since that incident all those years ago?’ 

 ‘Correct.’ 

 ‘And he kept your name and number close to his heart all that time?’ 

 ‘So it seems.’ Cato leaned back in. ‘What kind of trouble was he in that he’d 

be clutching at a straw like me?’ 

 ‘Don’t know,’ said Guthrie. 

 Yes you do, thought Cato. ‘So he has had dealings with ASIO in the past. In 

what capacity?’ 

 ‘Can’t say. It’s a secret.’ 
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 ‘So I can’t tell you anything and you won’t tell me anything. Stalemate?’ 

 ‘You could be compelled,’ said Guthrie quietly. 

 ‘What, the rack? Thumbscrews? Waterboarding?’ 

 ‘Philip.’ Pavlou cast him a warning glance. 

 Cato was having none of it. ‘This guy knows more than any of us about how 

and why Reinado died. All he wants from me is enough to help him tie off loose ends 

and close it all down.’ Cato stood to leave. ‘Demand his cooperation or give him his 

marching orders.’ 

 Pavlou turned her gaze to Guthrie. ‘He has a point.’ 

 

Driscoll made his first call over a beer at the Oyster Cove Inn, across the water at 

Kettering. 

 ‘What the fuck’s going on Aunty?’ He’d stolen a phone from a tourist at Hotel 

Bruny while they were absorbed in the cider-making tour. He’d snaffled another from 

an open backpack hanging on a chair beside the pokie machine. Aunty had a spare, 

presumably untracked, number for emergencies. Driscoll had given her the abridged 

version of the last few days. 

 ‘I might ask you the same thing, Rory. Jesus, that Brian, what a dickhead.’ 

 ‘The guys in the white 4WDs. Whose side are they on?’ 

 ‘Ostensibly ours but they’d still like to lock Mason and Brian up for life given 

the choice. Rendition to some third world hell-hole or something.’ 

 ‘What about the journalist? And me?’ 

 ‘They could limit the fallout with her: manipulated by Mason, naïve idealist, 

obscure website that nobody reads et cetera. Apparently she neglected to take up 

citizenship, she’s only a permanent resident. They could send her back to Timor if 

necessary. You? Well, what to say?’ 

 ‘Try.’ 

 ‘You sure you don’t know what it is you know?’ 

 ‘Absolutely.’ 

 ‘Better work it out quickly, my lad. You’re causing gloomy faces around 

Canberra.’ 
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 ‘What about the cowboys? Who are they and who’s paying them?’ 

 ‘An eclectic and erratic bunch of Klingons from the eastern states underbelly. 

It’s a straightforward contract – somebody wants you all dead. We suspect a partner 

in one of the oil conglomerates with interests in the Timor Gap. They no doubt want 

an end to investor uncertainty.’ 

 ‘Bit extreme.’ 

 ‘Mate, these people were prepared to encourage Indonesia to invade Timor 

and slaughter a quarter of the population to end investor uncertainty. You are petty 

cash.’ 

 ‘So how do we get them off our backs?’ 

 ‘By all turning up at that Hague sub-committee meeting on May eighth in one 

piece. See if you can work out your part in this by then. Look after yourselves. Must 

dash.’ 

 ‘Not so fast. I want you to send me whatever files and background you can. 

I’m working blind on this and that’s a recipe for disaster.’ He gave her his newly 

created email and Facebook contacts plus another mobile number safe for one call or 

message. Assuming she had the means to send the stuff untracked then he could read 

up in an internet café – if such things still existed these days. Rory downed his drink, 

left the bar and tossed the mobile into the tray of a northbound ute. He still had a 

spare. Phones sorted. Now he needed a gun. 

 

Something was brewing in Cato’s mind. Like many cops he wasn’t a great believer in 

coincidences. Such as? Such as Paul Reinado having a paranoid psycho fit at Perth 

airport, committing suicide a day later, having Cato’s contact details on his person, 

and being involved with Australian spooks. Throw in Sharon’s happenstance 

involvement and it’s the Wonderful World of Disney. Other coincidences. Two old 

men in WA die within twenty-four hours of each other and are grotesquely mutilated 

post-mortem. And guess what? They met each other on Christmas Island six years 

ago. Australia and Christmas Island, Australia and Timor Leste, maybe even those 

other islands where CPS had business interests like Nauru and Manus. Was that the 

heart of this mystery? Australia and its relationship with the archipelago strung out to 
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the north and east. Did CPS have interests in Timor? No immigration detention camps 

there but this was a multi-national company with a diverse portfolio. 

 He Googled them. Latest news on their home page was that they had just 

secured a big contract from Canberra to manage the interface between key 

government departments and Joe Public, in effect running the call centres for the ATO 

and Centrelink among others. Nice. Back through the archives. Yes, right there under 

the umbrella of the parent Cormann Logistics Group CLG – installation of a network 

of solar panels and mobile phone towers across the country to link up remote 

communities providing low-cost and reliable power sources and access to 

telecommunications. Funded by AusAID. Cato studied it further: a puff piece with a 

pic of the CEO Graham Winter, Cormann’s son-in-law, shaking hands with a 

Timorese government minister. So what? Were the secretive CPS and ASIO in 

cahoots in some way? When it came to the dark artistry of Australian border control it 

seemed not unlikely. Were those two ill-fated old men caught up in that in some way? 

What about that other “coincidence”? Cato did one more search. Yes, CPS/CLG also 

had projects in Darwin. An oil refinery linked to the proposed Timor pipeline: an 

aerial shot of the site and a group pic of some business blokes trying to reconcile their 

shirts and ties with fluoro and hard hats. Maybe Paul Reinado did sub-contract 

electrical work there? He could imagine DI Pavlou loving this little train of thought. 

She wouldn’t entertain it for a second. CPS and ASIO? He may as well wear a tinfoil 

hat and rave on about aircraft vapour trails. Even if there was anything in it he 

wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near: official secrets, border control laws, two great 

big brick walls to bang his head against. 

 But maybe he could burrow away at the foundations. 

 Cato picked up the phone. ‘Nikki? DS Kwong – Major Crime. I think it’s time 

I paid you guys another visit. Monday suit you?’ 

 

Driscoll felt guilty about the thefts but his needs were greater and more immediate: 

two mobile phones and now two more guns. He’d broken into the house on a five acre 

block on Nichols Rivulet Road just south of Kettering. He guessed, rightly, that they 

would keep firearms for pest control and had been doing his third drive-by when he 
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noticed the old bloke leaving in his ute. Fifteen minutes later Driscoll was in and out 

of there with a shotgun, an old twenty-two, and a box of shells for each. Another 

twenty minutes and he was on the ferry back over to Bruny. Light was fading as he 

pulled up beside the two cabins. Mason and Nivea had cranked up one of the nearby 

communal barbies and meat sizzled in a spicy marinade. 

 ‘Smells great,’ said Driscoll. 

 They both turned and smiled. Something about them suggested, if it hadn’t 

already happened earlier, they were now an item. She early thirties, him nudging fifty, 

that was some daddy complex. Or, for him, Lolita complex. Driscoll shook the 

thought away. It was his upbringing. Australia’s hard man Mr Fixit in the Asia Pacific 

all those years – ruthless, resourceful – but a judgmental, prudish, puritan streak ran 

through him. His Mum’s influence, no doubt – that Mission upbringing of hers. 

 ‘Where’s Brian?’ 

 Nivea shrugged. ‘He went for a walk over to the beach about half an hour 

ago.’ 

 Driscoll shook his head. ‘I thought I said no wandering off alone.’ 

  ‘It’s been thirty minutes. Heard no gunshots or bloodcurdling cries.’ Mason 

turned a sausage. ‘Chill, mate. Go and give him a call if you like. Grub’s just about 

up.’ 

 Driscoll jogged across the road and followed the short path down to the beach. 

The wind rippled the surface of the water. He looked up and down the bay and 

couldn’t see Brian anywhere. He called his name. Listened. Nothing. 

 Then he heard it. Quiet sobbing, over to the right, back in the trees. He strolled 

over. Brian was sitting on the sand, his back against an old gum. Tears streamed down 

his face but he wiped them as Driscoll approached. ‘You okay?’ Stupid question. 

 ‘Yeah, just needed some time on my own.’ 

  ‘Tough gig this, eh? Always on the move, looking over our shoulders.’ 

Driscoll sat down beside him. ‘Just need to hold it together another week or so.’ 

 ‘Then what?’ 

 ‘Then you say your piece at the hearing.’ 
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 ‘And then the committee fucks off back to Holland and throws us under a 

bus.’ 

 Driscoll stared out towards the horizon. A seagull wheeling, gliding, then 

settling on the water. ‘I’d be a fool to suggest otherwise and you’d be a fool to believe 

me. But from what I can gather you’re only currency while the bad guys think they 

can stop you testifying, stop the committee from having a different view. Once the 

decision is made there’s no point in pursuing you.’ 

 ‘What about revenge, or setting an example to others for the future?’ 

 ‘Fair point. But what’s your alternative? Go off on your own and try to 

disappear and you’ll be looking over your shoulder anyway. Go public at the right 

time and you have a few extra people looking out for you. These people don’t like 

that kind of scrutiny.’ 

 A bitter laugh. ‘That’s probably what they told those Russian dissidents over 

the years. Then a decade later your soup tastes funny and bang.’ 

 ‘Rock and a hard place, mate.’ 

 ‘And I still don’t understand what it is I’m meant to testify to. The diary 

papers were coded. They were gibberish. The manuscript was airport trash.’ 

 Driscoll let a handful of sand run through his fingers. A wave broke softly on 

the shore. ‘Maybe all you’re meant to say is that they were real, they were left in your 

care by that person. Just confirm their authenticity and providence.’ 

 ‘Like a valuable antique or artwork.’ Brian drew a handkerchief from his 

pocket and blew into it. ‘My wife is living out her last days alone and I’m here. She 

doesn’t deserve this, neither do I.’ 

 Driscoll sighed. ‘Dinner’s ready.’ 

 ‘Those two are giving me the shits as well. Grunting and groaning. Giggling 

like it’s fucking Leavers Week. Jesus.’ 

 Driscoll stood and offered Brian a hand up. ‘Hang in there, mate. It’ll be over 

soon.’ 

 ‘Yeah, one way or another.’ 
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10 

 

Saturday 28
th

 – Sunday 29
th

 April 

 

 

Two full days together as a family. What could be better? Ella was in full throttle. She 

wanted to dip her hand in the honey pot and smear it on the table, floor, and around 

the walls. Cato didn’t want her to although he was less insistent than Sharon. Ella was 

bellowing fit to burst because the honey pot had just been removed and put up high 

out of reach. 

 ‘Enough,’ snapped Sharon. ‘Go to your room and don’t come out until we tell 

you.’ 

 Ella wailed, heartbroken both at the thought of not getting what she wanted 

and at the idea of being disapproved of.  

Cato busied himself wiping up the honey smears. ‘Maybe we should go out 

somewhere,’ he said. ‘Get her running around a park or along a beach. Use up some 

energy.’ 

 ‘No,’ screamed Ella, as if she’d understood every word, tossing a plastic 

telephone across the room for emphasis. 

 Sharon lifted her up and carried her to her room. ‘Stay there and don’t come 

out until you can be a good girl.’ 

 ‘What do you think?’ said Cato on her return against a backdrop of distant 

yelling and sobbing. 

 ‘Swing by the orphanage on the way. Strap her to the foundling wheel.’ 

 Cato took that as a yes and set about packing the necessities into the car. 

Where to go? Wide open space seemed like a good idea; a beach or a park maybe, but 

ones that didn’t allow dogs so they could have one less worry about letting Ella off 

the leash. That eliminated Fremantle. A playground with a fence and a soft landing. 

And a coffee van not too far away. Back to Freo then? They settled for Cottesloe 

which had a beach, coffee, swings, and soft landings but was hell for parking on a 
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Saturday mid-morning. Thankfully by the time they were ready to leave Ella had 

moved on from her tantrum and was now all sweetness and light. 

 While Cato pushed Ella on the swing Sharon nipped across the road for some 

takeaway coffees. In their haste they’d forgotten their keep cups. Would they be 

struck by retributive lightning? Once again the ocean was blue and endless with 

Rottnest shimmering on the horizon.  

 ‘Higher!’ said Ella, showing off for Mum’s return. 

 ‘How long do you intend to be in Bunbury then?’ Sharon eyed him over the 

rim of her latte. 

 ‘A few days?’ 

 ‘We need more precision if we’re booking a live-in nanny.’ 

 ‘Maybe book the week and if I’m back earlier we’ll keep the nanny on and 

treat it as respite. We might even get out for dinner or lunch together?’ 

 She smiled for what seemed like the first time in ages. Noticing it, Ella’s face 

lit up too. Sharon studied him. ‘I thought you said everything was under control down 

there?’ 

 ‘It’s ticking along but not progressing. Needs a shake.’ 

 ‘This Nikki whatshername not living up to expectations?’ 

 Cato took the bait. ‘Just needs a helping hand,’ he said. ‘The benefit of my 

experience.’ 

 ‘Wanker.’ Sharon laughed and chucked her cup in a bin. 

 Ella beamed. ‘Wanka, wanka,’ she roared, as the swing took her up high. 

 

Driscoll was up at dawn. He’d slept badly. Yes, Brian did indeed snore. And a half. 

The bumps and groans from next door didn’t help either. Nivea was already up, sitting 

at a nearby picnic bench with a cigarette and a mug of tea. She blew out some smoke 

and pointed to the gas ring on the communal barbecue. ‘Kettle’s just boiled.’ 

 It was peaceful, no-one about. Early birds squawked and screeched in the trees 

and waves lapped gently at the shore. Driscoll poured himself a cuppa and stood 

upwind of Nivea’s cigarette smoke. ‘You’re up early.’ 

 ‘I needed some air.’ 
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 Driscoll sniffed. ‘You and Will seem to be getting along well.’ 

 She smiled. ‘Does it bother you?’ 

 ‘None of my business.’ 

 ‘That’s right.’ 

 Driscoll took the seat opposite her. ‘None of this is a game.’ 

 ‘I know that.’ 

 ‘The articles you wrote. Nobody is particularly interested. Do you know 

why?’ 

 ‘Conspiracy of silence?’ 

 ‘That’s one theory. But you’d imagine Australian dirty tricks in the oil 

negotiations would be more newsworthy wouldn’t you? Spies. Lies. Intrigue. That the 

bigger outlets would have picked it up and run with it.’ 

 She nodded. ‘Yes, you would imagine.’ 

 ‘Which suggests to me that they’ve been warned off.’ 

 ‘Like I said, conspiracy of silence.’ 

 ‘Or those doing the warning have something which discredits your source and 

therefore your story.’ 

 ‘Like what?’ 

 A footfall close behind. ‘Yeah, mate,’ said Mason. ‘Like what?’ 

 Nivea made room for him on her bench. Their shoulders touched. ‘Well?’ she 

said. 

 ‘Why are you blowing the whistle, Willie? You don’t strike me as a bloke 

overly burdened by conscience.’ 

 ‘I’m hurt.’ 

 ‘So you helped bug some meeting rooms that gave the Aussies an unfair 

advantage in the carve-up. Tsk-tsk, but it’s not life and death is it?’ 

 Nivea stubbed out her cigarette. ‘That oil is ours by right, not as a gift or 

charitable donation from you. Stealing it is stealing our country’s wealth, to build 

hospitals, provide safe clean water. It is exactly about life and death.’ 
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 ‘How much of it would end up benefitting ordinary Timorese?’ Driscoll shook 

his head. ‘Already there are stories of the proceeds being siphoned off to the old 

cadres.’ 

 ‘So Australia will look after it for us, is that right? Give it away in handouts to 

your tax-dodging corporations maybe? Pay for your politicians’ helicopters to attend 

family weddings? We do not need any lectures on corruption from Australia thank 

you very much.’ 

 Mason sniggered, took a sip of Nivea’s tea. ‘Owned there, mate.’ 

 ‘You haven’t answered my question, Willie. Why are you blowing the 

whistle?’ 

 ‘It’s the right thing.’ 

 ‘Bullshit. It’s either payback or insurance. They have something on you and 

this is your leverage. Your Get-Out-Of-Jail card.’ 

 ‘Not true. But even if it was, what’s your point? There’s a fancy committee 

coming all the way from Europe to listen to our story and it might well change the 

course of the boundary negotiations for good. Taking billions from the oil barons and 

Australian government royalties and putting it into the coffers of Timor Leste.’ Mason 

took Nivea’s hand and squeezed it. ‘That is real and a fact and whatever motivation 

for arriving there is irrelevant. The people who want to harm us are focused on that, 

not on my personal reasons for doing this. It changes nothing.’  

 ‘But if all we are is leverage, and that leverage works and they give you your 

ticket of leave, it alters everything. If you change your mind about testifying the 

whole thing falls apart and we’re left in the lurch.’ Driscoll glanced at Nivea. ‘And 

Timor gets nothing.’ 

 ‘Is that true?’ she asked Mason, sliding her hand out from under his. 

 ‘No, babe.’ He glared at Driscoll. ‘It’s bullshit. All of it.’ 

 ‘Tick, tock.’ Driscoll slung his dregs into the gravel and headed for the shower 

block. 

He wasn’t sure why he’d done that. Mason’s motivations were a mystery but 

there was no evidence that he was just using them all as leverage. This probably 

wasn’t the best time to be driving a wedge into team relationships. Or perhaps it was – 
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Nivea and Mason were too cosy and that could lead to presumptions and misguided 

loyalties. Everybody looking after number one was an easier prospect to manage – it 

had a bottom line, survival. Alliances, caucusing, too much of that shit and before you 

know it you’re getting voted off the island. Driscoll shoved his coin in the box and 

started the shower. The warm jet felt good, cleansing. His troubled, disturbed sleep 

sluiced away. He didn’t know how they were going to while away the time until they 

had to move again. They were already on edge. There was Pictionary in the games 

room, a TV, cards. Maybe he and Brian could play chess or draughts while the other 

two fucked themselves silly.  

 The shower block door squeaked on neglected hinges and snapped shut on an 

oversprung slide-track arm. Whistling, tap running, and some throat and nose 

clearing. The morning chorus of a holiday camp. 

 ‘You there, Rory mate?’ Mason, through a mouthful of toothpaste. 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘That was a bit of a dog act.’ 

 ‘Too close to home?’ 

 ‘You’ve got her worried now. There was no need for that.’ 

 ‘Wasn’t there?’ 

 ‘We need to stick together, mate.’ Rinse and spit. ‘United we stand?’ 

 ‘I’m still here, aren’t I?’ 

 ‘Me too. And I’ll be there for that hearing. Come what may.’ 

 ‘We’re all good then.’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ The tap stopped running. ‘A word to the wise?’ 

 ‘I’m listening.’ 

 ‘Before you cast aspersions maybe you should have a long hard think about 

why you’re on that list.’ The door creaked open. ‘Pot. Kettle. Black. No offence.’ 

 

Sunday night saw Cato with a holdall packed ready for an early getaway. He debated 

taking his supply of anti-depressants with him. He hadn’t felt the need lately and 

consequently hadn’t been zoning out as much. Was that all it took? A quiet word with 

yourself? In the end he packed them. Just in case. After the playground Ella had slept 
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off her morning blues and woken mid-afternoon with a new batch focused on what 

jumper she should wear now. In the end they’d succumbed and streamed Play School 

for her on TV while they prepared an early dinner. Today had been a repeat. Ups and 

downs. Ella had copied some of Sharon’s yoga poses with good humour, a tutu and 

fairy wings. Midday nap. An afternoon drinking endless cups of play tea in the cubby. 

Ella’s rules this time. She made up for her loss of power over the honey thing 

yesterday by insisting that Dada take his shirt off in her cubby and wear one of her 

penne necklaces. Then early dinner, bath and bed. Sharon looked exhausted and no 

doubt jealous of his forthcoming child-free days in Bunbury. 

 ‘I’ll miss you,’ he said. 

 ‘Liar.’ She continued packing the dishwasher. 

 ‘No really.’ 

 She shook her head. ‘You really believe the Reinado thing and the murders of 

these two old men are linked? It’s a long bow to draw.’ 

 ‘I think CPS is the common denominator but I don’t know why yet. Would the 

Feds have anything on them?’ 

 ‘If they do you’ll have to go through official channels to get it.’ 

 ‘Fair enough.’ 

 ‘I’m serious. Don’t drag me into your … speculations.’ 

 ‘I won’t.’ He changed the subject. ‘When’s Julie coming over?’ 

 ‘Lunchtime tomorrow. Give me a chance to catch up on some sleep before the 

night shift.’ 

 ‘Anything special on the horizon at work this week?’ 

 ‘Not so far.’ 

 Cato yawned. ‘Might turn in. Early start tomorrow.’ 

 ‘Every day’s an early start. Remember?’ 

 Trumped by the Ella card. ‘I’ll get back soon as I can. Maybe we can have a 

boozy lunch later in the week and a raunchy afternoon in the sack.’ 

 Sharon twirled a tea towel and flicked him with it playfully. ‘Why wait?’ 
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Monday 30
th

 April 

 

 

Driscoll was once again on the road having taken the early morning ferry after a text 

from Aunty’s secure phone told him to check his emails. He’d dropped his spare 

burner over the side of the ferry into the D’Entrecasteaux Channel, mildly guilty at 

polluting the waterways but promising to karmically make it up somehow. He’d spent 

most of the weekend brooding about his part in all this and still hadn’t fathomed it 

out. He’d worked in the Dili embassy for eighteen months on a joint AFP and Timor 

police development and support program. With structures based on the old colonial 

Portuguese policing system, a training manual in a language that few ordinary Timor 

cops spoke, massively under-resourced and ill-managed, prone to corruption, the 

fledgling Timor National Police force had its work cut out. Driscoll had been part of a 

team of logistics, IT, bean counters, intelligence and management consultants sent to 

lay the groundwork for a long term program to try and deal with some of these 

exacting issues. To the best of his knowledge he hadn’t broken any rules, trod on any 

toes, seen or heard anything he shouldn’t. It had been an uneventful posting. But the 

truth was in there somewhere, apparently. 

Relations were strained between Nivea and Mason and that was fine by 

Driscoll even if you could cut the atmosphere with a knife. By comparison Brian 

seemed downright chirpy. Maybe the cry had done him good. Driscoll had left them 

all, yet again, under instructions to look out for each other and not go off alone. 

 ‘Where are you off to this time?’ Mason had asked. 

 ‘Best not to know.’ 

 ‘Is it?’ 

 ‘It’s about keeping us all alive. Trust me.’ 

 ‘Guess we’ll have to, huh?’ 

 He took the winding long way north up the commuter-busy Channel Highway 

through Margate, west along Sandfly Road past the hobby farms, left on to Huon 
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Road and down through the valley into Huonville, a low thick mist sitting over the 

river. Pulling the peak of his baseball cap lower, he grabbed a steak pie at Banjo’s, 

scarfed it, stole somebody’s phone, then headed for the library and logged on. Aunty 

had been busy. She’d sent him a zip folder with backgrounders on each of his 

travelling companions, their preliminary statements of evidence to the Hague sub-

committee, background on the mysterious client of the suburban lawyer Brian, and 

one simply titled ‘Misc’. Where to start? There were only two computers available for 

public use; everybody tended to access the wi-fi through their own equipment these 

days. Driscoll had this machine booked for the maximum allowed half-hour and 

already he was aware of a bloke hovering impatiently over his left shoulder. This 

wasn’t conducive to examining top secret government documents. 

 ‘Mate?’ Driscoll turned in his seat to address the waiting man. ‘I need some 

privacy here.’ He winked. ‘Top secret government business. Can you give me a few 

minutes?’ 

 The bloke chuckled. ‘No probs. Enjoy the twerking cats.’ 

 Driscoll used the stolen phone to photograph each page from the screen of the 

computer. Eighteen in all. Then he logged out and made himself scarce. Walking back 

to the library car park a brisk wind shook the trees. The library was adjacent to a 

government services building which offered everything from Medicare 

reimbursements through Centrelink applications to licence renewals and driving tests. 

A chubby teenage girl sat sobbing in the driving seat of her L-plate Hyundai. A 

couple of scrawny young blokes in beanies smoked ciggies and drank cans of ‘V’ at a 

nearby bench. Huonville was one of those little country towns you might find all 

across Australia where the hipster foodie marketing gurus have one thing in mind and 

the defiant local population another.  

He’d parked strategically to minimise the chances of being crept up on and to 

maximise his lines of sight. Having already removed the SIM from the stolen phone 

he figured he was safe to turn it on in reading mode – for a short while at least. The 

battery level showed half. He would have to prioritise his reading list. The 

submissions to the Hague sub-committee could wait, he was interested in the people 

themselves. Nivea Soares, thirty-four, had arrived in Australia at the age of fifteen. 
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Orphaned. Her parents had been killed the previous year by pro-Indonesian militia in 

the immediate aftermath of the Independence referendum in Timor. There had been a 

massacre in a small town outside of Dili and Nivea had survived it. Airlifted to 

Darwin, she had been brought up by Timorese expatriate relatives. Driscoll checked 

the dates – something didn’t fit. Airlifted to Darwin in July 2000. The massacre which 

left her orphaned occurred in September the previous year. Quite a delay, nearly a 

year. Refugees. Australia. Nothing unusual there, he supposed. He read on. She had 

done well at school and at university and was now based in Melbourne working as a 

journalist and blogger for a left-leaning news website. Her stories on the Australian 

bugging of the Timorese delegation offices during the maritime boundary and oil 

revenue negotiations over a decade earlier had caused an initial flurry of excitement 

from other media outlets and had outraged activists and politicians. But it had fizzled 

out surprisingly quickly. Such is the news cycle: affairs, scandals, disasters, murders, 

bogeymen – there’s a lot of competition out there. 

Or maybe it had something to do with her source. William Mason, fifty-one: 

veteran of Australian military adventures in Iraq, East Timor, Afghanistan. Moved 

into the intelligence services, principally ASIS, with stints in Indonesia, Timor, 

Malaysia, PNG. Divorced with two adult offspring. Spoke fluent Bahasa and had a 

fair command of Portuguese, Tetun, Arabic, Farsi, and Dari: an earlier model Rory 

Driscoll with military training. In recent years Mason had returned to the domestic 

arena with ASIO, monitoring returned ISIS Jihadis, but had resigned about nine 

months previously to tell his story to Nivea Soares and to join a Timor Leste 

government submission to the Hague maritime boundaries sub-committee. Nine 

months to spill your guts to a journo? What else had he been doing all that time? An 

international man of action and mystery taking such a long sabbatical? Rory might 

ask himself the same question.  

The phone battery level was down to a quarter. Brian Simmonds – funny how 

his surname had just got lost in the Brian-ness of him. Fifty-eight, going on seventy-

two. Family solicitor based in Frankston, Victoria down by the Dandenong Ranges 

and servicing clients primarily from the Mornington Peninsula – a specialist in real 

estate settlements, wills and trusts, family law, and occasional dabbler in accident 
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compensation and petty criminal matters. Married with three adult offspring. His life 

looked pretty unremarkable on the face of it. What was so special about Brian 

Simmonds was the manuscript lodged with him by a client, since deceased in a car 

accident on one of those treacherous narrow winding roads around NZ’s South Island. 

The manuscript, an intended novel, was a semi-autobiographical and semi-fictional 

(or semi-factual depending on your point of view) account of diplomacy, spies, dirty 

tricks, coups, murder, blackmail, and sexual escapades during three decades of service 

as an Australian diplomat working the Asia Pacific. Of particular interest was the 

chapter on Timor entitled ‘Crocodile Tears’. Names and dates were changed but it 

seemed this account went a long way to backing up Willie Mason’s factual accounts 

of the bugging operation as reported by Nivea Soares. The deceased author of this 

racy pot-boiler was one Deborah Chan who had a long and distinguished career as a 

diplomat before banging her head on the glass ceiling and quitting in disgust. The 

manuscript alone, fiction as it was, could have been dismissed, but the accompanying 

two dozen volumes of diaries covering most of the years in question sealed it. 

Annotated with codes and initials that would make no sense to the casual reader, like 

Brian Simmonds, it was apparently the extracts from this that compelled the Hague 

investigators to take heed.  

The manuscript and diaries had since been seized in an ASIO raid and were 

being held somewhere secret pending the outcome of the Hague deliberations. The 

Hague had issued an order for the documents to be sealed and held in protective 

custody in the meantime but it was unclear whether Australia would take any notice. 

All interesting enough, but hardly revelatory for Driscoll’s purposes. For the most part 

it was extra flesh on the bones of stuff he already knew or had guessed. The phone 

battery had given a ten per cent warning beep. Having decided to skip the evidence 

testimonials for now, all that was left was Aunty’s single page ‘Misc’ file. The subject 

was Willie Mason. It appeared to be the smoking gun. 

 

Cato had been given the desk opposite Nikki Eades. He’d hit the road early and 

breakfasted at a café in town. Bunbury was characteristically bright and sunny and the 
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ocean at Koombana Bay had been mirror flat. Dolphins surfaced in welcome as he 

drove past. He could almost be on holiday. 

 For a Murder Room the place lacked urgency. People chatted, checked their 

phones, stared into space. Maybe DI Pavlou was right and Major Crime should have 

taken over before the rot set in. ‘Coffee?’ enquired Eades. ‘José’s doing a run, it’s his 

turn. They also do a mean hedgehog over there.’ 

 ‘Sure,’ said Cato. ‘Flat white, no froth or sugar, and a hedgehog.’ He handed 

over his keep cup and rummaged in his pocket for money. 

 ‘My shout,’ said Eades. ‘So,’ she folded her arms and leaned against a 

partition. ‘What do you want to do?’ 

 Oh, I don’t know. Strum my banjo, chew some straw, shoot the breeze. ‘Your 

Bevan Drummond and my Douglas Peters met each other on Christmas Island six 

years ago.’ Cato showed her the photos on his iPad. ‘We need to be talking to the 

other people who were there at that time, colleagues at the school et cetera, and we 

want to know if there’s been any subsequent contact between the two.’ He lifted his 

gaze. ‘Maybe you can get your team to hit the phones. Then over a nice cup of coffee 

and a hedgehog you can tell me about the clubs and community groups Drummond 

was involved with.’ 

 Eades called the room together, gave Cato the floor as he explained the 

Christmas Island connection, and people set to following it up. Eades and Cato took 

their coffees and slices with them as they drove out of the police compound with the 

local golf club, swimming pool, and Rotary Club on their agenda. 

 ‘Where are we at with Ryan Hodgson?’ said Cato through a mouthful of 

hedgehog. 

 ‘Nowhere, really.’ 

 ‘We should be nicer to him. Maybe he saw something that can help us.’ 

 ‘Like what?’ 

 ‘We won’t know unless we ask him. He’s a neighbour. If what he says was 

true and he stayed home all night before travelling to Dunsborough the following 

morning then maybe he heard or saw something in the street.’ 

 ‘We already asked him.’ 
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 ‘Nicely? He was identified as a ratbag and suspect early on and treated as 

such. Maybe he needs to know what it feels like to be an asset, an upstanding member 

of society, a possible hero.’ 

 ‘I’ll get José onto it.’ 

 ‘Good choice.’ 

 They pulled up at Bunbury Golf Club overlooking the Leschenault Inlet. Like 

many such clubs it was a beautiful setting: bush, greenery, water. Peaceful and 

rarified; a privileged space where it would be easy to feel like you didn’t really 

belong. The car park was packed and the only available space was reserved for the 

Assistant Lady Vice-Captain. They took it knowing full well there would be possible 

hell to pay.  

Unfortunately for Bevan Drummond, it turned out that he was a pretty average 

player and didn’t go to the club that often or kowtow to the club system so nobody 

took much notice of him. He hadn’t particularly come to the attention of any of the 

Captains, Vice-Captains, or their Assistants, and the bar staff and groundsmen had no 

significant recollection of him either. 

 ‘What about this bloke?’ Cato showed them a picture of Doug Peters. 

 ‘No,’ said all the club officials. ‘Sorry.’ 

 ‘Maybe,’ said Babs, from behind the bar. ‘Once or twice.’ 

 ‘When?’ 

 ‘Month ago. Two maybe? Midweek evening.’ 

 ‘Why do you remember him?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘He looked like he didn’t belong. I don’t think he was a golfer, or a golf club 

type.’ 

 ‘How do you mean?’ 

 She dipped her head and dropped her voice to a stage whisper. ‘Not a snooty 

boring tosser.’ 

 ‘Was he with anybody?’ 

 ‘He’d have to be signed in. Now you mention it, he was a guest of Bevan’s, I 

remember now.’ 
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 ‘Is there any way of narrowing down the timeframe?’ Eades checked walls 

and ceiling. ‘CCTV, till receipts, guest sign-in book, anything?’ 

 All of those, apparently, but till receipts or EFTPOS only if either of them 

used a card. Babs brightened. ‘It’ll have been either a Wednesday or Thursday 

because Tuesdays I have yoga and I don’t do weekends or Mondays.’ She tapped a 

glittery fingernail absent-mindedly on the bar top. ‘And it was after Easter because I’d 

been to see my sister in Broome and I must have been wearing my new top I bought 

up there. He complimented me on it.’ So April then, in the fortnight or so before they 

died, thought Cato. Babs lowered her voice again. ‘I reckon it was me tits I was being 

complimented on.’ She chuckled. ‘Yeah, cop, you can tell them a mile off. Flirty but 

harmless, not a sleazebag. Bevan looked embarrassed though. Not the company he 

normally kept I expect.’ 

 Eades phoned back to base and arranged a couple of minions to come to the 

golf club for the necessary follow-ups on CCTV and such and a statement from Babs. 

Then it was on to the pool at the South West Sports Centre just south of the city 

centre. 

 ‘Bevan?’ said the manager on being shown the photo. ‘He swims ...’ A pained 

look. ‘Swam, with the morning crew Monday, Wednesday, Saturday. You should 

have been here at six this morning you would have met them. I’ve got a mobile 

number for one of them if you like.’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Eades. ‘Thanks.’  

The manager didn’t recognise the photo of Doug Peters as someone who 

might have dropped by, nor did any of his staff. It was heading for lunchtime so they 

adjourned to the sports centre café for a coffee and pie. While they were waiting for 

their order, Eades phoned the mobile the centre manager had provided and arranged a 

catch up for later that afternoon with the swimming stalwart. 

 Cato looked thoughtful. ‘I wonder where Peters stayed when he was in town.’ 

 ‘With Bevan?’ 

 Their lunch was ready. Cato collected it from the counter. ‘You’ll need to 

revisit the neighbours, see if anyone recalls any visitors staying over about then. The 

usual accommodation outlets too.’ 
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 ‘There’s no record of any telecommunications between the two. Your geeks 

checked.’ 

 ‘Maybe they had burner phones – not hard for an ex-cop to organise.’ Cato 

took a bite of pie and chewed a while. ‘If so, they were already being careful; scared 

of someone or something.’ 

 ‘You’ve got a bloke in prison for the Peters killing, right?’ 

 Cato nodded. ‘And he was seen in Fremantle around the same time as 

Drummond was meeting his maker here in Bunbury.’ Not impossible that there were 

two killers but, without doubt, they needed to re-examine the case against Albert 

Jacobs. He’d call later and give DI Pavlou the happy news. 

 

There was a rap on the driver side window. Driscoll jumped; he’d been absorbed in 

his reading. Two uniformed cops, one bending and gesturing for him to get out of the 

car. 

 ‘Is this your vehicle, sir?’ 

 ‘No. Belongs to a friend.’ 

 ‘ACT plates. It’s a long way from home.’ 

 ‘That’s right.’ 

 The second officer went back to the cop wagon to run the rego. Meanwhile the 

talker, an earthy type whose name badge read Marsh, asked Driscoll for some ID. 

 ‘Don’t have any on me.’ 

 ‘What, no driver’s licence, bank card, library card. Nothing?’ 

 ‘Sorry.’ 

 ‘Tell me anyway.’ Driscoll gave him a name and some contact details and 

Marsh wrote them down. The colleague returned to declare the car belonged to Mrs 

Pauline Blasey from Canberra. 

 ‘Give her a call,’ said Driscoll. ‘See what she says.’ 

 Marsh rang the number the database gave him and Aunty answered. Some 

preliminaries to confirm she was the right person then they got down to business. ‘I 

have a bloke here, David Palmer, who says you loaned him your car?’ 

 Describe him, she must have said, enjoying the moment. 
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 ‘Just over six foot tall. Yes, madam, that’s around one point eight five metres. 

Age around forty-ish. Aboriginal.’ A quick check with Driscoll. ‘That right, sir?’ 

 ‘Yeah, mate.’ 

 Handsome? she would have said. 

 ‘To some, I guess.’ More chat. Marsh turned to Driscoll. ‘Can you roll up your 

trouser leg and show me your left knee, David?’ Driscoll did. ‘Yes, madam, there is a 

scar there. I think we can leave it at that, cheers.’ 

 ‘All good?’  

 ‘Yes, sir. Sorry to bother you. We had a report of a stolen phone just around 

the corner and of people acting suspiciously.’ 

 And I was the first indigenous person you came across, thought Driscoll. ‘Tsk. 

Nothing’s safe these days, eh?’ 

 ‘Have a good day, sir.’ 

 ‘Yeah, you too.’ How long, he wondered, before that minor incident report 

was logged and triggered alarm bells somewhere? 

 

The Masters swimming woman didn’t add much to the picture. Bevan Drummond had 

been a keen and regular swimmer, often won his age group in the open water meets. 

Hung around for a coffee some mornings. Nice enough bloke but hardly the life and 

soul. Anything unusual about him lately? Worried, distracted, whatever? Nothing 

stood out. The photo of Doug Peters didn’t register either. They’d left their business 

cards with her just in case anything came to mind. Next port of call was the council 

offices where the duty JP was wrapping up for the day. He was a short rotund man 

with thick eyebrows and an expression somewhere between laughing and indigestion. 

 ‘Martin Zelic?’ Yes, he nodded, he was. Cato and Eades introduced 

themselves and the nature of their business. ‘I understand Mr Drummond was a 

member of the Rotary Club?’ 

 ‘Yes, a very active member.’ 

 ‘In what way?’ 

 Zelic invited them to take a seat and turned the sign on his door to Closed. 

Anybody needing documents witnessed would have to come back tomorrow. ‘Bevan 
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was a good fundraiser, organised lots of events. Very civic minded. But then again we 

all are, I suppose. That’s the point of being a Rotarian.’ 

 Cato slid a photo of Doug Peters across the desk. ‘Recognise him at all?’ 

 ‘Doug, yes. He came along to one of our socials.’ 

 ‘When was this?’ 

 ‘Early April? Just after Easter, I think.’ 

 ‘Doug, you called him. Know him well?’ 

 ‘Not especially. He was a bit of a hail fellow well met, that evening anyway. I 

think he might have tucked a few away earlier before he joined us.’ 

 ‘And he was a friend of Bevan’s?’ asked Eades. 

 ‘More an acquaintance, I think.’ 

 ‘Why do you say that?’ 

 Zelic shrugged. ‘Bevan didn’t seem that comfortable in his company. They 

didn’t act like old pals.’ 

 ‘How did they know each other? Did they say?’ 

 ‘They’d both worked as volunteers on some aid project a few years ago. Water 

wells, building renovation, that kind of thing. Rotary International is very supportive 

in that regard.’ 

 ‘Do you know where the aid project was?’ asked Cato, already guessing the 

answer. 

 ‘East Timor, I’m pretty sure. Although they call it something else now, don’t 

they?’ 

 ‘Timor Leste,’ said Cato. ‘Do you recall anything unusual from that trip?’ 

 ‘Like what?’ 

 ‘Any accidents, mishaps, reports of any trouble. Mr Drummond didn’t 

mention anything?’ 

 ‘It was a long time ago.’ He gave it some thought. ‘Sorry, nothing comes to 

mind.’ 

 ‘Was that the only trip Mr Drummond made to Timor?’ 

 ‘With us, yes, as far as I know.’ A pause. ‘I suppose that was quite unusual. 

Most of our oldies jump at the chance of return trips to projects. Makes a nice change 



118  
 

from the bowls club or whatever. Bevan would have been offered such a chance but 

never did take it up.’ 

 

Driscoll got back over to Bruny Island by late afternoon. He’d deleted the 

incriminating material from the stolen phone and left it, the smashed battery, and SIM 

card in different locations along the Huon Highway. The ferryman was getting to 

know his face. 

 ‘Busy day?’ 

 ‘Always,’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘Live on Bruny?’ 

 ‘Nah, just visiting.’ 

 ‘Lot of coming and going.’ 

 ‘Yeah, I’ve still got work to do. My wife’s a poet. This is her annual retreat.’ 

 ‘Pay well, the poetry?’ 

 Driscoll laughed. ‘One day, maybe. Meantime I’ll keep on bringing home the 

bacon.’ 

 ‘Diamond, mate.’ 

 Driscoll wasn’t sure what he’d find when he got back to the holiday park at 

Adventure Bay. Would Mason have made his move? As he pulled up to the cabins it 

was clear there was no-one around. Driscoll stepped out of the vehicle. 

 ‘Brian?’ He went over to next door. ‘Willie? Nivea?’  

Nothing. 

 He’d told them to stay together. Maybe they’d heeded him and gone for a 

walk, a companionable threesome. Then he noticed the blood. A couple of splashes to 

the right of the door on a slab of concrete paving and a smear on the wall of the shack. 

Driscoll pressed his face to the window. ‘Will? Nivea?’ Back to the other shack. 

‘Brian?’ 

 The stolen shottie and twenty-two were in the 4WD but Mason still had 

Bomber Jacket’s Glock, and of course the flick knife. Why the hell had he trusted 

Mason with a gun? Answer – he had no real choice at the time. Aunty’s ‘Misc’ email 

file identified Mason as being under internal investigation immediately before he quit 
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his ASIO post. An allegation had surfaced from within the expatriate Timorese 

community in Darwin that he had been recognised as the foreigner people had seen in 

the company of pro-Indonesian militia and Indonesian army units involved in 

atrocities around the time of the Independence referendum. Not long after the 

accusation surfaced, Mason had blown the whistle on the oil treaty bugging operation. 

A subsequent email from Mason to the powers-that-be explicitly stated that he would 

be happy to recant his bugging story if the war crimes enquiry was buried. Clearly 

Mason was using Nivea to serve his own agenda. Brian Simmonds was a different 

matter. He was the keeper of independent corroboration of the bugging claims in the 

form of Deborah Chan’s diplomatic diaries and racy manuscript. He strengthened 

Mason’s hand in the negotiations but left him little room to move if he wanted to 

backtrack should the atrocity thing be shelved. At any point Brian might find himself 

surplus to requirements. 

 Driscoll glanced at the blood spatter. Is that what just happened?   
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12 

 

Tuesday 1
st
 May 

 

 

Things developed swiftly overnight. CCTV and the guest book confirmed Douglas 

Peters’ presence in the Bunbury Golf Club bar on Tuesday the fourth of April 

between six-thirty and eight-fifteen. He had been signed in by Bevan Drummond. The 

two victims knew each other then, had met previously on Christmas Island six years 

earlier, and according to immigration, Rotary International, and other travel records 

chased down by Chris Thornton, both men had been part of a volunteer team working 

in Timor in the mid-2000s on various irrigation and building renovation schemes in 

and around Dili. In between those times there was little evidence of contact between 

the two men. They couldn’t be described as old mates. Their paths crossed only now 

and then. 

 Cato had phoned Sharon around breakfast time. She sounded tired and distant 

but working the red eye shift at the airport would do that to you. In the background 

Ella was yelling and banging something on the table while Julie’s dulcet Yorkshire 

tones endeavoured in vain to get her to ‘Shush now, love.’ 

 ‘How’s the enquiry going?’ Sharon had asked through a yawn. 

 ‘Progress. More evidence of a connection between the two victims. Timor 

seems to be looming large.’ 

 ‘And your colleague. How’s she shaping up?’ 

 ‘Very well.’ 

 ‘Bastard.’ But there was half a smile in her voice. 

 ‘How about you? Any gossip?’ 

 ‘Might be moving on from the airport gig back into investigations.’ 

 ‘Great,’ said Cato, instinctively. 

 ‘Is it? The duties out there might be dull but it is predictable.’ Ella shouted out 

a big No to a murmured request from Julie. ‘And predictable is kind of important with 

a two year old.’ 
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 ‘Do you have any say in the move?’ 

 ‘It’s an offer I’m allowed to refuse. They need to know by early next week.’ 

 ‘Sleep on it.’ 

 ‘Good idea,’ she yawned again. ‘Hurry back. I’d prefer to sleep on you.’ 

 He’d then phoned DI Pavlou who’d already got wind of developments from 

Chris Thornton and was sanguine under the circumstances. They would need to revisit 

the Jacobs arrest. ‘It’s what you do, Philip. You’re known for it. That’s why you’re 

such an ass … et.’ 

 Eades and José were hovering. ‘Ryan Hodgson responds well to positivity and 

encouragement.’ Eades handed Cato his keep cup from the coffee run. ‘He thinks he 

might have seen something the night of the Drummond murder.’ 

 ‘Go on.’ 

 José pulled up a chair and offered it to Eades who shook her head. He sat 

down. ‘Hodgson reckons he was out in the front yard with a spliff around midnight 

when he saw somebody walking away from the Drummond property.’ 

 ‘Didn’t find it worth mentioning previously?’ 

 ‘Didn’t expect to be believed, didn’t want to admit to the spliff, and wasn’t 

entirely sure they were actually walking away from the Drummond property. Could 

have been any of two or three others.’ 

 ‘Description?’ 

 ‘Average height, stocky build, male.’ 

 That could have been half the blokes in Bunbury. ‘Old or young?’ 

 ‘Not sure, the back was turned. Not young was as far as he’d go.’ 

 ‘Walking normal, or in a hurry?’ 

 ‘Normal.’ 

 ‘And no vehicle?’ 

 ‘No, but he heard one start up about a minute later around the corner.’ 

 Cato turned to Eades. ‘You’re following it up?’ 

 ‘Of course.’ 

 Back to José. ‘You believe him?’ 



122  
 

 He nodded. ‘Hodgson’s not used to being taken seriously except by his mum 

who he doesn’t respect.’ 

 José went about his business and Cato turned his attention back to Eades. ‘Did 

you manage to get on to that request at the end of yesterday?’ 

 She grimaced. ‘He wasn’t overly keen but he did it anyway.’ 

 Cato had asked Eades to get her boss, the District Superintendent, to formally 

request that CPS open their files to the enquiry given the link to the Drummond case 

via Peters and Christmas Island. It was likely to ruffle DI Pavlou’s feathers but it had 

to be done. CPS were at the heart of this and Cato didn’t have the patience to let them 

hide behind spurious operational secrecy rules. They were investigating a homicide 

for fuck’s sake. 

 ‘Tell that to the blokes who copped it on Manus and Nauru,’ Eades had said, 

picking up the phone to her boss. 

 ‘Are CPS going to cooperate?’ 

 ‘They’re considering the matter.’ Cato shook his head. ‘Chin up,’ said Eades. 

‘The Minister Assisting happens to be the local member down here. Wheels within 

wheels. As long as the information doesn’t pertain to something awful being done to a 

foreigner you’ll probably be given access, albeit redacted here and there.’ 

 ‘Fingers crossed.’ Cato studied the photos of the two dead men. ‘I think 

there’s a case for merging the enquiries now.’ 

 ‘Your call,’ she said. ‘Boss.’ 

 

‘I slipped and fell.’ 

 Brian had a split lip and grazes on his knuckles. Mason just had the grazes on 

his knuckles. They’d returned just as it was getting dark. Earlier Driscoll had taken a 

drive up and down the road adjacent to the beach but there’d been no sign of them. 

He’d set about preparing a barbie and if they hadn’t shown for dinner he was going to 

call Aunty and abort the whole thing, go into protective custody with whoever seemed 

the least dangerous.  

 ‘Went for a walk up the fluted capes,’ said Mason. ‘Beautiful.’ 

 Driscoll pointed at Mason’s knuckles. ‘You fall over as well?’ 
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 ‘Gets steep up there. Took a tumble on the way down.’ He nudged Nivea. 

‘That right, babe?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ she said, eyes downcast. 

 There’d obviously been a fight and Mason, predictably, came off best. ‘Who 

started it?’ said Driscoll shovelling meat onto plates. ‘What was it about?’ 

 ‘Nothing,’ said Brian. 

 ‘Water under the bridge, mate.’ Mason helped himself to some salad. 

 ‘Eat up.’ Driscoll turned to Mason. ‘You and me need to have a talk after your 

feed.’ 

 ‘Too easy.’ 

 The meal was eaten in tense and sullen silence. Mason had attempted small 

talk as a way of maintaining control but he too gave up after a short while. Brian and 

Nivea set about clearing up and Driscoll nodded for Mason to join him in a walk. 

 ‘So,’ he said, once they were out of earshot. ‘You going to tell me what the 

fight was about?’ 

 Mason chuckled. ‘Prick was looking funny at Nivea. I told him to stop 

perving. He took a couple of swings. Even connected with one. I swung back, harder 

and on target.’ 

 ‘That’s it?’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘What were you doing hanging out with the Timorese militias back in ninety-

nine?’ 

 Mason stopped. ‘Been Googling me? I thought we were staying off grid?’ 

 ‘Answer the question.’ 

 ‘Obeying orders.’ 

 ‘Whose?’ 

 ‘The Dark Lords. Look mate, you’ve obviously read the charge sheet and it’s 

bullshit. No detail, no dates even. I wasn’t the only malae foreigner in town then. 

Somebody’s trying to set me up.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘Why do you think? That’s what we’re doing here, isn’t it?’ 
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 Driscoll shook his head. ‘The accusations pre-date your whistle-blowing.’ 

 ‘It’s still bullshit.’ 

 ‘Does Nivea know about the militias link?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘How’s the trade-off going? Will they drop it in return for you keeping schtum 

on the bugging?’ 

 ‘Still under consideration.’ 

 ‘And if you get your way? Where does that leave us?’ 

 ‘I’ll give you a heads up in good time.’ 

 ‘Not that simple though, is it? Brian complicates things.’ 

 ‘Not really. They have his documents in custody. They can just disappear 

when it comes down to it. He can be discredited, not that he seems to know or 

understand anything anyway.’ 

 ‘And Nivea?’ 

 ‘Was lied to by a deluded fantasist rogue agent with a grudge.’ 

 ‘Which leaves only me,’ said Driscoll. ‘And I still haven’t worked out who 

I’m dangerous to and why.’ 

 Mason grinned. ‘Better get your thinking cap on, then eh? You don’t want to 

die not knowing.’ 

 And now here they were the next morning packed up again to move on. 

Driscoll had explained the encounter with the local cops in Huonville and how that 

might trigger alarm bells for those tapped into state police computer systems. Mason 

and Nivea sat in the back holding hands – sweet, creepy, or pathetic depending on 

your world view. Brian sat in front, nursing his grazed knuckles and picking absent-

mindedly at the scab forming on his split lip. He seemed relieved to be on the road 

again. 

 ‘Buckle up everybody,’ said Driscoll. 

 

Exhausted as she was, Sharon couldn’t sleep. Something about Phil’s phone call and 

his words ‘Timor is looming large’. It bothered her. That demented terrified man 

they’d taken off the plane from Darwin one night. The next: a deflated and dispirited 
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body swinging in the breeze under the bridge, haloed by the crane lights from the 

harbour. Something nagged at her about the way the events unfolded over those two 

days; about her involvement, about Phil’s. What was it? Outside she could hear Ella 

laughing, telling Julie to push her higher on the garden swing. As a family they’d 

come a long way in the last year or so. Phil had hit rock bottom after the attack on his 

son Jake and it nearly finished them all. But they’d clawed their way back. True, both 

of them trying to hold down jobs such as theirs put them under the kind of renewed 

pressure they could do without. But, for the most part, it worked. Another triumphant 

yell from outside. So far, Ella didn’t seem to be overly affected by it but with Sharon 

moving back into investigations – would that tip the balance? 

 She’d lost her train of thought. Timor. That bloke Reinado. Something didn’t 

fit. She was all set for a quiet night in International and then they got a call from 

Qantas Domestic about a disruptive passenger on the incoming Darwin flight. The 

local uniforms would meet him and deal with it, she was told. Her job was oversight 

and liaison. He was a mess. Red-faced, snotty, crying, yelling, hair dishevelled, 

clothes torn. In the zeal to restrain him some fellow passengers, or crew, had taken the 

opportunity to smack him around a bit. There was a graze on his cheek below the left 

eye and his lips were puffed. 

 While the uniforms attended to Reinado, Sharon had got the lowdown from 

the hostie-in-charge whose name was Greg. ‘He’d been drinking before he got on at 

Darwin but it was high-spirits tipsy back then. We all agreed to monitor and limit his 

intake if necessary. Unfortunately there were also stops in Kununurra and Broome 

where he had the opportunity to reload out of our supervision. An hour out of Broome 

he started to get stroppy.’ 

 ‘Stroppy?’ 

 ‘Arguing with passengers around him, demanding more drink which we 

refused. Abusing cabin staff when we asked him to calm down and behave.’ 

 ‘At what point did you feel the need to get serious?’ 

 ‘He settled for a while after the initial telling. Dropped off to sleep. Then we 

hit turbulence over the Gascoyne and he jumped up in the aisle, ignored the seat belt 

sign and our instructions to be seated.’ Greg sighed. ‘A couple of his neighbours in 
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adjacent seats and rows were telling him to sit down and after that it all kicked off. On 

for young and old.’ 

 ‘So up to that point he’s drunk and belligerent.’ Sharon gestured towards the 

figure being cuffed. ‘By the time he gets here he’s a blubbering mess.’ 

 Greg nodded. ‘Didn’t like being restrained that’s for sure. Something clicked 

inside when he was being held down by so many.’ An almost visible shudder. 

‘Primeval stuff. Groaning, wailing. Horrible. Upset a few kids. Few adults too come 

to that.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ Sharon had taken contact details. Somebody would follow up with 

Greg and the rest of the crew for detailed statements. 

 ‘For all his aggro manner I still think he didn’t actually mean any harm.’ 

 ‘What makes you say that?’ 

 Greg had shrugged. ‘Hostie’s intuition?’ 

 They’d driven in convoy to the Alma Street annexe at Fremantle Hospital and 

Sharon observed the booking-in procedure. They’d all swapped contact details and 

gone their separate ways. Reinado could be heard jabbering away – they’ll kill me, 

they won’t stop, you need to keep those doors and windows locked. On a loop, 

variations on the theme interspersed with sobbing and angry yelling in his mother 

tongue. The shift from tipsy drunk to troublesome drunk made sense; it was a 

standard through-line. But the meltdown to paranoid terrified wreck suggested a 

cocktail of medication or other drugs in the mix. That was the assumption but when 

they’d checked him in and emptied his pockets there was nothing. The luggage? She 

should follow that up. If there was nothing on his person then what did he take and 

when? 

 It was a state investigation now. Fremantle Detectives, Phil’s old colleagues. 

Funny nobody had given her a call yet to ask her what she knew. She jerked fully 

awake now. She had remembered another thing. That slip of paper with Phil’s name 

and number wasn’t there when they got Reinado to empty his pockets at the hospital. 

He’d obtained it sometime in the next twenty-four hours before he died. 
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Driscoll couldn’t see much point staying in Tasmania. The enemy, both camps, 

already knew they were here courtesy of Brian’s phone. It may as well be Devil’s 

Island. Maybe Bomber Jacket and friends had already effectively closed the airports 

and the ferry terminal at Devonport. Either way, they had to get back to the mainland, 

to bigger population centres where they could more easily be anonymous. Besides, 

they had to be up in Darwin by the weekend. They needed to start driving now but 

therein lay another problem. There were only so many roads in and out of Darwin and 

they could be easily monitored. Cross that bridge later. In the meantime he was 

hightailing it for Devonport and the night ferry back to Melbourne. If that was a no-go 

they might need to find a friendly boatman to do the job from somewhere else on the 

north coast.  

 It occurred to him that they, whoever they were, would be smarter to let them 

get on the ferry rather than cause a fuss at the dock. Once on board they’d be even 

more vulnerable and with nowhere to run. It was a risk they might be obliged to take.  

 ‘So we’re leaving Tasmania?’ Brian pulled a bag of party mix lollies out of the 

glove box and offered them around. 

 Driscoll took a few. ‘That’s the idea.’  

 ‘Makes sense.’ 

 ‘Glad you agree.’ They’d only just lunched in Launceston, the just over 

halfway mark, and more food was the last thing he needed right now but the afternoon 

slump had kicked in. 

 ‘Happy to give you a break from driving there, mate.’ Mason leaned forward 

and plunged his hand into the lolly bag. 

 ‘I’m good,’ said Driscoll. ‘Cheers.’ 

 ‘They will be waiting for us.’ Nivea shook her head. ‘It is useless. We should 

never have come here in the first place.’ 

 ‘A lot of people say that about Tassie.’ Mason chuckled. ‘Bit harsh, though.’ 

 ‘Not everything is a joke.’ 

 ‘Sorry, babe.’ 

 ‘Don’t call me that.’ 
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 Driscoll watched her in the rear view. It was like some weird game of musical 

nervous breakdowns. Brian had his turn. Now Nivea seemed to be heading the same 

way. Face pinched, eyes red, nerves pulsing in her neck and at her temple. He tugged 

his water bottle out from its slot and passed it back. ‘Have a drink.’ 

 ‘I don’t need one.’ 

 ‘Yes you do.’ He explained his thinking. If it looked like the ferry port was 

being monitored, and he would hopefully spot the signs, they could try and get a boat 

somewhere else on the north coast and ditch the 4WD. But if it all looked clear they’d 

drive on the ferry and hope for the best. 

 ‘What if that’s exactly what they want?’ said Mason. ‘Fish in a barrel.’ 

 Cheers, thanks for that. ‘Then we’ll take our chances and make sure we’re 

always in the public eye. Keep them accountable.’ 

 ‘Sounds like a plan,’ said Mason, insincerely. 

 Driscoll hoped so. He really bloody hoped so. 

 ‘Another?’ Brian rumpled the lolly bag in his direction. ‘There’s a snake left 

in there with your name on it.’ 

 

Cato got a batch of stuff about Doug Peters’ career at CPS in his inbox around mid-

afternoon. Yes, parts of it did seem to be redacted. There were the digital equivalents 

of black marker pen through whole lines, usually to blank out the names of other 

people; colleagues, inmates, whomever. But for now it was all he was going to get so 

it would have to do. The file was flimsy, running to no more than four pages. It 

included basic information like his date of birth, tax file number, salary level, 

nominated super fund, and job description. All of that on page one. The rest, just short 

of three pages, listed his postings and any incident reports involving him. After a one 

month induction period including visits to other CPS-managed facilities in the eastern 

states and at Yongah Hill in Northam, just east of Perth, he was given his one and 

only posting lasting two years at the North West Point Immigration Detention Centre 

on Christmas Island. There, after the first six months in the general admissions and 

receptions section, Peters moved two more times, supervising specific blocks or areas 

of the detention facility which seemed to be colour-coded red, gold, white, and green. 
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 At this stage it looked like there were about forty male asylum seekers mixed 

in with around two hundred men who had served time in Australian prisons and were 

awaiting deportation to their country of origin. The latter group, nicknamed 501s as a 

reference to their visa status, comprised men mainly of New Zealand or UK 

extraction. Australia was re-transporting its convicts. So the asylum seekers were 

vastly outnumbered by a lot of hard angry blokes and that was without even counting 

the guards. Doug Peters would have found himself in a tense and volatile situation 

and earning every cent of his hundred and thirty thousand-plus salary. The report 

redactions were so numerous towards the last page the pattern resembled a Rorschach 

inkblot test. The designated area of operations Peters supervised during this final nine 

month period in 2013 was called White 1 – the punishment and isolation block.  

It looked like there were six reports featuring Peters and unnamed others. 

There had been a number of “Code Black” incidents which Cato presumed was some 

sort of emergency like a fight or a meltdown. These had necessitated intervention by 

the ERT – Emergency Response Team – comprising several censored names. The 

outcome and timing of each incident was noted – so and so pacified and placed in 

isolation, calm and order restored, certain minor injuries requiring medical attention 

by the FIFO nurse or doctor. Cuts, broken noses, lost teeth, dislocated and broken 

fingers or wrists or ankles. Concussion, cracked ribs. Sometimes the injuries looked 

like they could have been inflicted by the 501s and other times by the ERT. But the 

final incident report went a step further. The only word visible in a sea of black 

redactions was the word ‘deceased’. Once again, it seemed, somebody had died in 

custody on Doug Peters’ watch. 

 

Driscoll didn’t like what he saw. They’d parked up the road from the Devonport ferry 

terminal on a rising side street offering a view of the approach to the boarding ramp 

and the docked ship Spirit of Tasmania. It was dark, just gone six-thirty, and the boat 

was due to depart for its overnight sailing an hour from now. He’d bought a set of 

binoculars during the lunch stop in Launceston. They weren’t the best but they would 

do. It being a midweek out-of-season overnight sailing the traffic was light but 

progress still seemed painfully slow. Each vehicle was being checked just a little more 
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closely by what seemed to be two or three traffic ushers too many. With boarding 

passes on the dash there should have been selected random checks and a lot more 

waved through to keep the flow going. There was an enlarged police presence too. 

Four or five extra uniforms standing around and a vanload parked just off-ramp 

behind a container. 

 ‘Not fancy it?’ Mason had just got back in the vehicle after a smoke break. He 

brought the smell of it with him. 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘So?’ 

 Brian wrinkled his nose and wound his window down. ‘We have no choice. 

We need to be in Darwin by the weekend and if we’re driving all the way we need to 

keep moving.’ 

 ‘Keen as mustard,’ said Mason. ‘Eh, mate.’ 

 ‘The sooner this is all over, the better.’ 

 Driscoll was glad to see this new-found gung-ho resolve of Brian’s but it 

needed to be tempered. ‘It will be over even sooner if we go on that boat tonight.’ 

 ‘So?’ said Mason again. 

 Driscoll didn’t know. Why the hell had he brought them here in the first 

place? It had been Aunty’s idea, she had this friend with a house in Hobart. And who 

would expect them to head south instead of north? Maybe without Brian’s treacherous 

phone it might have worked. Now it had just led them into a trap. They didn’t need to 

be killed or locked up. They just needed to be stopped from leaving Tasmania until 

the Hague committee had been and gone – self-imposed exile to Van Diemen’s Land. 

Driscoll started the engine. ‘Let’s go.’ 

 ‘Where?’ said Nivea. ‘Not on that ship, surely?’ 

 ‘No. Not on the ship.’ 

 Brian shook his head. ‘This is turning into a bad joke.’ 

 ‘I’ll get you to Darwin,’ said Driscoll. ‘Trust me.’ 
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13 

 

Wednesday 2
nd

 May 

 

 

Cato woke refreshed. This thing, ever so slowly, was coming together. His room at 

the motel had a view out over Koombana Bay and a balcony where he now sat with 

his room service delivery of coffee, cereal and toast. The ocean was once again 

Autumn-flat and two swimmers carved their way across the surface. A short way out 

from them a dolphin rode shotgun. DI Pavlou had agreed, the two enquiries should 

now be merged. She hadn’t even kicked up a fuss about him going behind her back 

with the CPS thing. Admitting she was wrong might not be on the cards but neither 

was getting stuck into Cato. It would be good to know who the deceased was in the 

Christmas Island incident report though. For all they knew that person’s friends or 

relatives might have had some unfinished business with Peters. Or perhaps CPS 

colleagues from the ERT who’d maybe been heavy-handed and decided to make 

Peters their enemy. Who could say? Only CPS probably, and their censor-in-chief 

behind the redactor pen.   

 He’d also had a late-night chat with Sharon during one of her breaks at the 

airport. More food for thought. How had that slip of paper found its way into Paul 

Reinado’s pocket in the twenty-four hours between being taken off the Darwin flight 

and ending up swinging under a bridge in Fremantle? Sharon would enquire further as 

it was in her remit. 

 ‘So if the enquiry is to be merged you can do some delegating and get yourself 

home, right?’ 

 ‘Yeah, I think Pavlou’s examining the logistics in the morning.’ 

 ‘Great. I’ll see you sometime tomorrow then?’ 

 ‘Hopefully.’ Cato had detected an extra lightness in her tone which, in his 

experience, often masked an underlying disturbance. ‘I’ll keep you posted.’ 

 They’d chatted on further about the stuff of life and then her break was over. 

‘Love you,’ Sharon had said closing the call. ‘You know that, don’t you?’ 
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 Yes, he’d said. He did. ‘Love you back.’ 

 So what would he be doing in Bunbury today? Nikki Eades had her team 

following up the new leads – the club connections, Ryan Hodgson’s sighting of 

somebody possibly walking away from the death house and a car starting up around 

the corner a minute later. Chris Thornton, in consultation with his Bunbury 

counterpart, had taken a look at Bevan Drummond’s telcom and financial records and 

was sending through his observations this morning. Cato decided to read that before 

making his next move, be it homeward bound or not. 

 Almost on cue a call came through from Nikki Eades. ‘You were right about 

the burners. A neighbour of Drummond, over his back fence, found a mobile in her 

garden this morning.’ 

 ‘She only found it now?’ 

 ‘She keeps chooks. Free range. They scratch, kick shit around, dig. She found 

it when she kept them locked in so she could do some watering and weeding in 

peace.’ 

 ‘How did it get there?’ 

 ‘Who knows? Maybe he chucked it over when he heard death come 

knocking.’ 

‘Anything on it?’ 

 ‘Messages and calls, all to and from the one number – Peters, we assume. 

Want to come and have a look?’ 

 ‘Shower and brekky. See you in half an hour.’ 

  

Cato made it in twenty-five minutes. Eades handed him a five page printout – the first 

two were records of the call times and the last three were the actual messages. His 

primary interest was the latter. Even though he was already well coffee’d up he 

accepted a mug of tea and they adjourned to a side room. 

 ‘The calls and messages don’t go back beyond early March.’ Eades dragged 

up a chair in the cramped room and they sat knee to knee poring over the paperwork. 

‘We’re following up on the numbers, looks like pre-paids with Vodaphone.’ 

 The first one. Testing testing from Peters. 
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 All good. Smiley face from Drummond. 

 A couple of jokes about Drummond’s familiarity with emoticons. I’m a high 

school teacher he explains.  

 Then nothing for a couple of weeks save for the odd check-in message back 

and forth. Any news? All good? The room was getting stuffy so Eades opened the 

door. José cast a glance their way through the gap and smiled to himself. ‘Third week 

in March,’ noted Cato. ‘Thursday the twenty-second. Look.’ 

 She slid back into her seat. ‘Peters: “Had a break-in at my place while I was 

out this morning. Nothing taken but left a mess.” And this wasn’t reported?’ asked 

Eades. 

 ‘Not to my knowledge,’ said Cato. ‘I’ll get Thornton to check.’ He knocked 

off a text to that effect.  

 ‘Drummond: “Did they find it?” No, comes the reply. Smiley face.’ 

 ‘Find what?’ wondered Cato aloud. ‘We need to follow that up at both ends.’ 

 ‘Noted.’ Eades finger traced the next message. We need to tell someone. 

‘Drummond’s getting jumpy.’  

 Tell who? Peters responds. Nobody will believe us. 

 We can’t just do nothing. 

 Calm down. Let me think. 

They read on. Nothing for over a week taking them through the Easter long 

weekend. Then from Peters on April 3
rd

. Coming your way in a few days. Got a spare 

room? And on Sunday 7
th 

again from Peters. There by 5. Meet in Hungry Hollow 

Tav. 

 ‘I’ll get that followed up,’ said Eades. ‘CCTV, et cetera.’ 

 ‘No more messages after that,’ noted Cato. ‘Until the day they died.’ 

 

Driscoll won the next game but wondered if the old man had let him. 

 ‘More coffee?’ said Yakov, clearing away the chess pieces. 

 ‘Great.’ Their view from the balcony overlooking Blackman’s Bay was 

stunning: tree-clad hills tumbling to a plate glass sea. He could see Mason and Nivea 

walking along the sand, his arm protectively draped over her shoulder, her arm 
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encircling his hips. He was a calming influence on her, Driscoll had to admit. She’d 

been close to cracking up when he told them about his plan to drive all the way back 

south of Hobart to take Yakov up on his offer. The old man had been relaxed about 

the emergency request to house four almost-strangers. But maybe being born in a 

concentration camp gives you a different perspective on life. 

 ‘Strangers?’ he’d said. ‘But you and I have played chess together. Sailed 

together.’ Yakov returned to the balcony with a fresh plunger of coffee. He nodded 

back at the couch inside. ‘Brian sleeps late. It’s nearly ten o’clock.’ 

 ‘I think he was awake a lot in the night. He worries.’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Yakov. ‘I noticed that.’ 

 Driscoll hadn’t told the old man why they were there and the old man hadn’t 

asked. For him it was enough that they needed help and that he was able to offer it by 

way of a spare room and couches in his spacious widower’s apartment. 

 ‘We really appreciate this.’ 

 ‘My pleasure, really.’ 

 ‘May I?’ Driscoll gestured towards Yakov’s dusty old laptop.  

‘Of course.’ The man knew only that Driscoll and his friends were in some 

kind of danger and needed to avoid being tracked. He was only too happy to offer his 

computer and mobile phone for their use. ‘Help yourself. The computer I keep mainly 

for an online chess group.’ He smiled. ‘I’m in the middle of a very intriguing game 

with the former Venezuelan Grand Master. The phone?’ He waved his hand 

dismissively. ‘Pshtew. My daughter tries to keep me on a leash all the way from 

Melbourne.’ 

First Driscoll logged into his new email account. Nothing from Aunty. 

Already the spammers had found him with job offers in India, a massive inheritance 

from Zambia, and an offer of marriage from the Ukraine; plus some Viagra if he 

needed it. He logged off and picked up Yakov’s old Nokia to phone Aunty’s secure 

number. 

‘Where are you?’ 

‘It’s a secret.’ 

‘Rory, mate. This is serious.’ 
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‘You don’t need to tell me. Look the goons who called at the house, 

supposedly for our own protection. Are they still in play?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘They make it complicated, Aunty. How about they back off for a while?’ 

‘They’re there as a favour, you know.’ 

Some favour. ‘Let us get to Darwin with just the one set of cowboys to worry 

about. If they want to step in on our arrival so be it. But I’m juggling too many balls 

right now.’ 

‘I’ll see what I can do.’ Then he told her about the lockdown at Devonport and 

probably the airports at Hobart and Launceston too. No doubt that would have been 

officially sanctioned. ‘I won’t be able to get that lifted, Rory.’ 

Inside, Brian was stirring, shuffling sleepy-eyed to the kitchen to flick on the 

kettle. ‘Leave it in place as a diversion. If they think we’re still on the island that 

gives us some time and space. Meantime do you know anybody who can get us on a 

boat or private plane out of here? Time’s running out for the Darwin road trip.’ 

Once again she’d see what she could do. ‘What do you make of the stuff I sent 

you?’ 

‘Mason’s playing us, especially Nivea. He’s got her wrapped around his little 

finger.’ 

‘If an accident happened to him a lot of this would go away.’ 

Brian rapped a knuckle on the balcony window and made the sign for tea. 

Driscoll shook his head and mouthed no thanks. ‘What are you saying, Aunty?’ 

‘You heard.’ 

 

Cato looked again at those last text messages that had passed between Peters and 

Drummond in the hours before they met their terrible deaths. They saw it coming, he 

realised. Eades had left him alone in the room while she arranged various follow-ups 

including the new leads from the remaining SMSs.  

 Drummond, the afternoon of his murder. Followed all the way to shops and 

back. 

 Peters. Description? 
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 Drummond. White saloon. Commodore? Middle-aged, brown hair, bland. 

And a rego that Eades was having traced. 

 Peters. Still around? 

 Drummond. No. 

 Peters. Keep me posted. 

Peters. Early evening. All good? 

Peters. At ten-fifty. Bev. Tried calling. All OK? 

 Peters. At eleven. Call me, mate. FFS. Getting worried. 

 By now Drummond was most likely dead. 

Peters. Twenty to midnight. Bev R U OK? 

 White saloon. Commodore? Middle-aged, brown hair, bland. ‘Got that rego,’ 

said Eades. ‘Hire car booked at Perth airport using ID of a person that doesn’t seem to 

exist.’ 

 ‘CCTV at hire desk?’ 

 ‘On its way.’ 

 ‘That car’s been driven down from Perth and then back up for the Peters 

murder. Send the details through to Thornton for tracking.’ 

 ‘Already done.’ 

 Meantime Thornton had sent through his analysis of Drummond’s email and 

internet traffic along with his ordinary mobile phone and landline use. But this was 

only for the last six months. They’d need to go further back. Much, much further. 

Along with the time spent on secondment to Christmas Island six years earlier and the 

trip to East Timor another seven years before that. Doing a search of the previous six 

months he found no connection with Doug Peters which, if they had innocently 

renewed their old acquaintance over the years, should have been evident before Peters 

obtained those burner phones in March. Surely the caution wasn’t necessary from day 

one. Or was it? The same applied to the mobile and landline – Doug Peters’ official 

number never featured. This six month period contained a lot of work emails, him 

being a teacher, along with other stuff relating to family and friends mainly through 

the clubs and groups he was a member of. Cato decided to focus on the Rotary Club 

connection in lieu of older records becoming available. But there was nothing of 
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interest except for an email notification from Australia Post the Wednesday following 

the Easter long weekend. Apparently his parcel would be delivered today. That was 

definitely worth a follow up. Otherwise it was less than slim pickings. Impatient, Cato 

got on the phone to Thornton. 

 ‘This Drummond telcom stuff is next to useless. We need everything back to 

around two thousand five or six, at least.’ 

 ‘That’s huge.’ 

 ‘It’s what we need. Make it a priority.’ 

 ‘Along with all the others,’ grumbled Thornton. 

 Cato bit his tongue. ‘Thanks, Chris. Love your work.’ 

 Thornton grunted. ‘While you’re waiting, check out his internet use for 

February and March. Might make you happier.’ The call closed. 

 Cato did as he was told. Thornton was right. It did make him happier. 

 

Driscoll got word from Aunty late that afternoon. A plane could fly them out of the 

George Town private aerodrome up on the north coast the following day. With a few 

hops it would take them all the way to a private airstrip at Noonamah just outside 

Darwin. 

 ‘You need to be at George Town no later than four tomorrow arvo.’ She gave 

him a name and mobile. ‘Tell them Pauline sent you.’ 

 ‘Thanks Aunty.’ 

 ‘Leave the vehicle with him. He’ll burn it.’ 

 ‘Shame, it drives nicely.’ 

 ‘Worked out what to do with Willie?’ 

 Driscoll could see them all through the window of the Salty Dog restaurant at 

Kingston Beach, next bay round the headland from Blackman’s: Mason, Nivea, Brian, 

and Yakov all studying menus while they awaited his return. ‘Sabotage his 

parachute?’ 

 ‘It doesn’t need to be so final.’ A pause. ‘Or maybe it does.’ 

 ‘I’m not convinced,’ said Driscoll. ‘Maybe it’s my parachute that needs 

snipping. I can’t see where I fit in but maybe you can do some digging?’ 
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 ‘There’s definitely nothing stands out from your time there?’ 

 ‘I wasn’t much more than a bean counter, logistics nerd. You were right to 

snap me up at the end of that gig. I was going stir crazy, would have joined any 

passing circus.’ 

 ‘Thanks, Rory.’ The sound of a cigarette lighter flicking and a big inhalation. 

‘Maybe it’s personal rather than professional. You didn’t have a fling with anybody, 

did you? Break a heart here and there? You used to have a reputation.’ 

 Used to. Touché. ‘I’m sure I was an absolute gentleman at all times.’ 

 A dragon’s snort. ‘I’ll make some enquiries. Make sure you’re at the 

aerodrome on time. And if you need to kill or maim Willie Mason en route you have 

my blessing. Even if he isn’t the key to this he was always a pain in the arse.’ 

 ‘Slash and burn – the Aussie management style.’ Driscoll closed the call and 

joined the others for an early dinner. 

 Mason asked for an update so Driscoll gave him one minus the Aunty 

recommendations. He whistled appreciatively. ‘Flying all the way. Nice. Bit over the 

old road trip TBH.’ 

 ‘So we’ll definitely get there on time?’ Brian’s spirits too were raised. 

 ‘All things being equal.’ 

 Nivea took a sip of her Coke and said nothing. 

 Yakov lifted his wine glass in salute. ‘I will be sorry to see you all go so soon, 

but good luck and safe journey.’ 

 ‘Cheers,’ they all said, clinking glasses. 

 

A month or so earlier, in mid-February, Bevan Drummond had suddenly taken a great 

interest in East Timor and, in particular, the events around the 1999 Independence 

plebiscite. He’d spent best part of a weekend trawling firstly through reports of 

atrocities by the Indonesian military in concert with allied Timorese militiamen, then 

homing in on reports featuring one militia group in particular. He had downloaded 

dozens of articles and photographs plus reports by human rights groups, the UN, even 

one by an Australian embassy political analyst stationed in Dili at the time. Cato, as 

he retraced those steps through the search engine, felt the darkness closing in not just 
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because it was now evening. He’d called Sharon and said he’d be in Bunbury at least 

one more night. 

 ‘Pity,’ she’d said. ‘Something come up?’ 

 ‘Possibly. Hopefully.’ 

 It had been a stilted, awkward call and they both put it down to exhaustion and 

stress. He’d returned to the motel, ordered a room service dinner of pizza and beer, 

and logged on to follow the trail Bevan Drummond had taken. Events in Timor 

twenty years earlier were clearly the key to the deaths of Drummond, Peters, and Paul 

Reinado. But amongst all the blood and horror of these images on his screen what 

precisely had occurred to visit similar carnage upon these old men in suburban WA all 

this time later? 

 Drummond’s focus seemed to be on a massacre of around two hundred people 

that had occurred just a few days after the referendum. It had been in a church in a 

small town west of Dili: a familiar tale of terrified civilians – men, women and 

children – seeking their last refuge in a House of God and it counting for nothing. The 

church had been set alight and tear gas lobbed through broken windows and when the 

occupants fled they were shot and stabbed by members of the surrounding militia with 

Indonesian army looking on. Those who survived had been trucked over the border 

into West Timor, forced to remain with Indonesia despite the referendum result. Some 

returned in later years, some didn’t. But to the best of Cato’s knowledge all this 

happened at least five or six years before Drummond and Peters set foot in the 

country on their Rotarian charity work. Why would Bevan’s attention be drawn to an 

incident, horrific as it was, which predated his involvement in Timor? 

 The internet search homed in further on one name: João Ximenes, leader of 

the militia in that area. A barrel-chested man with an infectious smile and an 

unfashionable mullet, according to the photos Drummond downloaded. And a 

fearsome reputation which would grow with the savage and systematic violence 

unleashed in the few months after the population voted for freedom and before the 

international peacekeeping force arrived. His militia came to define the terror behind 

that very Indonesian of terms – to run amok. And how he loved the attention, holding 

the foreign media crews in his thuggish, charismatic thrall. Then just as quickly as he 
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rose to infamy he seemed to disappear from view. After retreating to the border 

territories following the intervention of the Australia-led military task force he doesn’t 

appear in Drummond’s search until two years later in the inner circle of an Indonesian 

presidential candidate. Nothing again until around two thousand and five, when he is 

part of an Indonesian delegation to a petro-chemical conference in Darwin. Then 

nothing again for over a decade until this February’s oil and gas industry conference 

in Perth where he is pictured at an opening night cocktail party in the company of 

leading players from state and federal parliament and oil company bigwigs – familiar 

faces among them. Twenty years on, his barrel chest has flattened out as his stomach 

has grown to meet it. The mullet has gone and the hair is short, businesslike and grey. 

But the infectious smile remains.  

 It’s him, thought Cato – João Ximenes. He is the man behind the slaughter and 

mutilation of the two pensioners and the stringing up of Paul Reinado.  

But why? 

 

Nivea and Mason had retired to the spare bedroom and Brian was curled up on the 

couch staring vacantly at some trash on TV. Yakov and Driscoll had retreated to the 

balcony with the chess board and a glass of whisky each. They were rugged up 

against the cold with extra jumpers and beanies and a doona for Yakov.  

For all that the old man was bright-eyed in readiness for their final game. ‘The 

decider.’ Yakov took a sip of his whisky and eyed Driscoll as he did the same. ‘You 

like it?’ 

‘The taste of peat, smoke, and a cold river somewhere in Scotland. What’s not 

to like?’ 

‘Expensive, but I’m allowed to indulge myself at my age. White. Your move.’ 

It was a companionable silence. The sipping of whisky, a breeze off the 

Channel, the occasional passing car, and the click and clack of pieces moving on the 

wooden board. Driscoll detected a hint of melancholy in the old man. He said as 

much. 

‘You think so?’ 

‘None of my business,’ said Driscoll. ‘It’s the whisky talking.’ 
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‘Don’t blame the whisky.’ Yakov plucked one of Driscoll’s bishops out of the 

game. ‘It’s a strange situation. I’ve taken on my parents’ philosophy all my life – live 

life to the full, survive, defy those who would try to take it from you.’ A sip of the 

amber fluid and a deliberately expressive smacking of lips. ‘And so you survive and 

thrive and become old enough to be invisible.’ 

‘Check,’ said Driscoll. 

The old man blocked it with a protected pawn. ‘There was a time I would have 

been curious and wanted to know more about the trouble you’re in. Perhaps thrown 

my lot in with you, made you my cause.’ 

‘Best not to. I’m not worth it.’ 

Yakov shrugged and took one of Driscoll’s pawns out of play. ‘It wouldn’t 

have mattered, then or now, whether you judged it a good idea or not. It would have 

been my decision to man the barricades. Check.’ 

Driscoll leaned in and saw that he was three moves off being beaten. Again he 

was ready to tip his king and concede but remembered the old man didn’t like that. 

‘You’ve got me.’ 

‘See it through to the end, though.’ 

He did and it played out as expected. ‘Congratulations, champ.’ They shook 

hands. 

‘One day you must tell me the full story of how and why we met, including 

the ending.’ Yakov swallowed the rest of his whisky and blinked against the fiery 

taste. ‘You promise?’ 

‘I promise.’ 
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14 

 

Thursday 3
rd

 May 

 

 

Cato was headed back up the Forrest Highway to Perth after an early breakfast at the 

motel. He would probably cross paths with a couple of southbound cars full of Major 

Crime Ds sent by Pavlou to muscle in on the Bunbury end of what was now a double 

murder enquiry. It was not inconceivable that Fremantle’s Reinado case too would be 

brought under their remit. The irony wasn’t lost on Cato after all those years as a 

Fremantle detective trying to keep Major Crime at bay. Last night Thornton had run 

João Ximenes through the system and it turned out he’d flown into and out of Darwin, 

with connections to Perth, in the days preceding and following the deaths of 

Drummond, Peters and Reinado. As far as anybody knew he was now based back in 

Dili and rehabilitated in the new united Timor Leste. The bad old days were, it 

seemed, all just bloodstained water under the bridge. 

 This update was courtesy of the former Australian embassy political analyst 

who now lectured at UWA. Associate Professor Steven Brown was an acclaimed 

expert on the Timorese and Indonesian militias and very much looking forward to 

meeting Cato for lunch at the University Club to enlighten him further. 

 ‘Fascinating,’ Brown had said. ‘Can’t wait.’ 

 To Cato’s relief they didn’t meet upstairs in the rarefied atmosphere of the 

members’ dining room – it would have been like gate-crashing a golf club. It was a 

sunny wind-free day so they adjourned to the outside area of the downstairs café with 

the plebs. Brown sported jeans and checked shirt and his grey hair was close cropped. 

He had the wiry physique of a competitive cyclist. They both ordered pasta. Cato 

briefly outlined his interest, skirting around the issues which might be legally 

problematic should Brown ever be called to testify. ‘You were in Dili during the 

INTERFET mission, right?’ 
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 ‘Indeed,’ nodded Brown. ‘And just as you’ve just danced around a couple of 

sensitive issues on your agenda I might have to do the same. But somehow we’ll get 

there, eh?’ 

 Cato described the murders he was investigating. ‘The bodies were mutilated 

although I can’t go into detail.’ 

Their pastas arrived and Brown twirled some fettucine on his fork. ‘A display 

element? It was a common signature of the militias, the taking of heads, fomenting 

terror, running amok.’ 

‘A warning to others?’ 

‘Exactly. There’s a misconception that the militias were the bastard child of 

Indonesian military brought into being just to try and cow the independence vote. But 

there’s a longer history going way back through the colonial days under Portugal. 

We’re talking hundreds of years of local warlords and gangster fiefdoms. The 

Indonesians just used the existing tools at hand.’ 

Cato didn’t get the significance of that and said so. 

Brown’s time to shine. ‘The significance is that if you understand where your 

man Ximenes came from then you understand where he is today, and why.’ Ximenes, 

he explained, was from a long and proud line of liurai or lords of that district and they 

had survived and prospered over many generations because they had learned how to 

deal with the occupier or coloniser.  

‘Collaborate?’ 

Brown chided Cato for his over-simplification but conceded the basic premise. 

‘They might take up arms against the oppressors as they sometimes did under 

Portuguese rule. Locally they would be seen as heroes for standing up for the people. 

Likewise, if they found a way of minimising the harm to the local population and 

perhaps scoring points against rivals, as happened under Japanese occupation in 

World War two.’ Timor, like most nations, he explained, is a country of social 

divisions, petty jealousies, and festering feuds held together by a vulnerable and 

fragile ideal of unity or patria. The Easterners and the Westerners don’t like or trust 

each other, city versus country, old versus young. ‘The same class and geographical 

divisions you get in Australia, France, UK, USA or anywhere. And as in all these 
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places the local lord, strong man or whatever, is what people know and understand 

and come to rely on for better or worse.’ 

‘And Ximenes, for all he was on the wrong side of history at referendum time 

and probably guilty of atrocities, is now back in the fold?’ 

‘He did a very public mea culpa a few years ago as part of a staged national 

reconciliation process. Shed some crocodile tears for the TV cameras, donated bigly 

to some charities, visited orphanages. Made amends.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘He wasn’t prospering in Indonesia. They’d said they would look after him but 

governments and favourites change. The reconstruction and nation-building back in 

Timor offered lucrative returns for a man such as him.’ 

‘Is he capable of murder, or arranging a murder?’ 

Brown pushed his plate away and chuckled. ‘You kidding?’ He took out his 

phone, scrolled through until he found what he was after, and handed it over to Cato. 

‘I dug this out this morning.’ 

An archive photo of a grinning Ximenes, holding up a severed head which was 

missing the ears and eyes. 

 

Driscoll buckled himself in, checked his fellow passengers in the seats behind, and 

gave the thumbs-up to the pilot. The propellers roared into action and the six-seater 

Cessna taxied towards take-off. The pilot was called Charlotte, or Charlie for short. 

She was in her late sixties, early seventies maybe, grey hair tied back in a ponytail. 

She reminded Driscoll of a teacher he once had at primary school; focused so much 

on the task at hand that you may as well not have been there. That suited him. Clouds 

had crept in during the day and the wind was strengthening. Crossing the Bass Strait 

on a big ferry could be hairy enough in bad weather. In a small plane? He turned his 

mind to other things as the aircraft climbed into a bumpy darkening sky. 

 Yakov had been sad to see them go. Yes, he was starved of company but there 

was something else at play. A sense of foreboding like he knew they would never see 

each other again. Not just because they were mere acquaintances passing briefly 

through each other’s lives. 
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 ‘Remember your promise?’ he’d said as he shook Driscoll’s hand one last 

time. ‘I want to know the whole story one day.’ 

 ‘You will.’ Driscoll had placed his hand reassuringly on the old man’s 

shoulder. ‘Make sure you’re here to hear it when I return.’ When a Nazi death camp 

survivor displays a sense of foreboding it’s worth heeding. Driscoll tucked the 

thought away in a safe compartment way back in his head. 

 The drive from Hobart back up to the north coast aerodrome had been 

uneventful. They’d left the 4WD in the care of Charlie’s boss, an old contact of 

Aunty’s, who would keep it under cover for a few days then leave it burning 

somewhere it would easily be found to sow confusion and buy time. Driscoll hadn’t 

taken Aunty’s advice to hurt Mason and put him out of the game. Given how close 

Mason and Nivea had become it would only complicate things further – she’d want to 

be wherever he was. No, he’d deliver them all to Darwin and whatever came up, he’d 

deal with it there. 

 The journey to Darwin would be about fifteen to twenty hours. Charlie needed 

rest and replenishment, they all needed food and toilet stops, and the idea was to do 

some zigzagging so that the logged flight plan wouldn’t give them away too early. It 

was now Thursday afternoon and it could take right up until sometime Saturday 

before they rocked up in the Territory. Aunty had organised another safe house there 

so they wouldn’t attract attention by checking into a hotel. The Hague sub-committee 

would be holding their week long hearings in the Supreme Court building in Darwin 

following in the footsteps of Lindy Chamberlain, and of Bradley John Murdoch, 

who’d killed an English backpacker to achieve his fifteen minutes of infamy. Darwin 

court house was the home of iconic Aussie crime, maybe a fitting place to deliberate 

upon whether or not Australia had committed grand larceny with the oil reserves of a 

tiny neighbouring fledgling nation state. 

 Wind and rain buffeted the Cessna. Driscoll had the sensation of being a cork 

in a washing machine. ‘You do this a lot?’ he asked Charlie. 

 ‘Flying? Well yes, you see I’m a pilot. It’s my job.’ 

 ‘Sorry,’ said Driscoll. ‘Stupid question.’ Another broadside slap of wind and 

his knuckles whitened on the cissy handle. ‘Been doing it a while?’ 
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 ‘Forty years – although I took thirty out to have a family. Once they left and 

my husband died I decided to take up where I left off.’ She gave him a sideways 

glance. ‘I usually know who I’m taking and precisely where and why and I tend to 

take the most direct line.’ She flicked some switches on the dashboard, cutting off the 

headsets of those in the back. ‘How about you?’ 

‘Me?’ 

‘Yes, do you do this a lot?’ 

‘Not as much as I used to.’ 

‘And you usually know who you’re taking and precisely where and why and 

you tend to take the most direct line.’ She grinned. ‘But not this time, huh?’ 

‘Looks like we’re in the same boat. Or plane.’ 

‘Bad weather aside, how dangerous might this get?’ 

Driscoll shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Hopefully it’s just a delivery and, after that, 

home you go.’ 

‘A simple delivery? Not with a shottie, a twenty-two and a pistol in play.’ 

Driscoll didn’t respond. ‘I weighed the bags and checked inside them as is my 

prerogative.’ 

‘Just a precaution,’ he said. 

‘Fair enough. I’m paid well, although not that well, and I’ve done a few ghost 

runs here and there that nobody was meant to know about. But just so you know, I’m 

in charge in this plane and on this journey. Okay?’ 

Up to a point, he thought. ‘Sure.’ 

 

It had been a quiet night in Terminal One so far. A group of Poms pre-loading in the 

bar ahead of their non-stop to London had been paid a visit by uniforms and told to 

shush and behave or else. Sharon was glad not to be sharing a flight with them. There 

were inbounds from Singapore, KL, and Hong Kong due around midnight but there 

was no specific intelligence of miscreants. She had a couple of hours of thumb-

twiddling up her sleeve and that suited her fine. By the time Phil had got home from 

his Bunbury trip she was getting ready to leave for work and Julie the nanny was 

reading bedtime stories to Ella. He had good news and bad news. The good? Day off 
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tomorrow. How about a long leisurely romantic lunch out while Julie looks after Ella? 

Great. The bad? 

 ‘I need to go to Timor Leste.’ 

 ‘When?’ 

 ‘In the next few days, soon as we can set a few things up.’ 

 ‘Like what?’ 

 ‘Local liaison, checking the rules of engagement, organising interpreter and 

guide. Stuff like that.’ 

 It brought back memories. They’d met under similar circumstances in 

Shanghai. That had been the upside but the China trip had also cost his colleague her 

life. ‘How dangerous is this guy you want to talk to?’ 

 ‘Fairly.’ 

 ‘Anybody going with you?’ 

 ‘This guy José, a D from Bunbury. He speaks Portuguese.’ 

 And so Sharon had come to work, a tightness in the pit of her stomach, leaving 

Phil in that distracted state of nervous energy she’d come to recognise when he was 

deep into a case. To keep her anxieties at bay she focused on the two things she 

wanted to know about Paul Reinado: how Phil’s number got into his possession, and 

who gave him the drugs that turned him from drunk to psychotic on that Darwin 

flight. She checked the time. Approaching ten p.m. Made the call. 

 ‘Patrick McMahon. Fremantle Detectives.’ 

 Sharon introduced herself and told him she had a few loose ends on the 

Reinado matter. 

 ‘Loose ends? At this time of night?’ She explained about the slip of paper and 

the drugs. ‘You call them loose ends?’ 

 ‘Anomalies,’ said Sharon. ‘Whatever.’ 

 ‘He could have written down the contact details himself during the time he 

was released from hospital and found under the bridge. He could have bought a bad 

batch of chemicals from some sleaze in the Broome departure lounge bar in between 

flights. Hardly rocket science is it, Agent Wang?’ 

 ‘How are your enquiries progressing, DI McMahon?’ 
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 ‘Steadily.’ 

 ‘Have you been able to map out his movements after he left hospital? 

Established a timeline?’ 

 ‘Telling me how to do my job?’ 

 ‘I wouldn’t presume. Ease up, mate.’ 

 A sigh. ‘We tracked him via his phone which he was given back when he was 

checked out of Alma Street. He put his travel bag from the plane into the Pack and 

Send luggage storage just over the road from the railway station.’ 

 ‘Did you get it off them?’ 

 ‘Yep. Nothing of interest. He then wandered around Freo, had a late brekky on 

the Strip, sat on the CAT bus for a couple of circuits. Then he hung out in the mall 

area for a while, then in the library. After that we lost him.’ 

 ‘What time was this?’ 

 ‘Late afternoon. His phone went off the system. He was seen leaving the 

library in the company of another bloke; shorter than him, medium build. There’s 

CCTV but the bloke is aware of it and keeps his head down.’ 

 ‘Still thinking suicide?’ 

 ‘Not beyond the bounds.’ 

 ‘But?’ 

 ‘But we’ve had a call from Major Crime and it looks like your hubby is taking 

an unhealthy interest. Doing a bit of empire-building? Maybe you can pass on a 

message from me next time you see him?’ 

 ‘If it’s a work matter you can do it yourself.’ 

 ‘I don’t dislike the man. We got on famously last case we worked. But he 

shouldn’t take me for granted.’ 

 ‘Is that it?’ 

 ‘I run a tighter ship than he gives me credit for and I’ve got a few loose ends 

of my own that need some attention. He’s one of them.’ 

 ‘So you’ll look into those anomalies I mentioned then?’ 

 ‘Think you’re smart, don’t you?’ 

 Sharon bristled. ‘Ever come across a guy called Guthrie?’ 
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 ‘No.’ 

 ‘Here’s some more pillow talk for you. He’s a spook and he reckons Reinado 

was on his payroll.’ 

 ‘Brilliant, all we need.’ 

 ‘I’ll leave it in your capable hands, DI McMahon.’ 

 

Cato lay awake wondering about João Ximenes. There was no extradition treaty 

between the two countries. Timor could choose to assist but was not obliged and any 

moves to extradite him could end up in a protracted court battle. Besides, as of now, 

there was insufficient evidence for arrest. 

 ‘Have a chat,’ Pavlou had said. ‘Even if we can’t bring him back you might at 

least get closer to the truth and then we can leave it to the lawyers.’ 

 ‘What if he doesn’t agree to an interview?’ 

 ‘Then his name, photo and history will be all over the Australian media as a 

person of interest and that will ruffle feathers in Canberra and Dili.’ Cato liked the 

sound of that and it showed. ‘You see, Philip. You don’t always need to go behind my 

back to get results. Sometimes you just need to do more to convince me.’ 

 ‘Point taken.’ 

 ‘Good.’ 

 As anticipated, Sharon had been underwhelmed by the idea of him 

disappearing yet again. ‘How long this time?’ 

 A shrug. ‘Few days? Week at most?’ 

 ‘Maybe I’ll take that posting in investigations after all.’ 

 Revenge? Perhaps, but she had a point. He was going about his business as 

usual and expecting her to hold the fort. What if she had such a job that demanded 

likewise? ‘Busted,’ was all he could say. ‘Sorry.’ 

 ‘No, you’re not.’ 

 Hopefully the long luxurious lunch would soften the blow. He’d keep his 

phone turned off, quarantine the quality time. She’d gone off to work not obviously in 

a bad mood but troubled all the same. Maybe she was remembering the scene at 

Shanghai airport and Lara Sumich bleeding out in her arms on the floor of the 
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departure terminal. That was the last time he’d ventured overseas on a case and he’d 

found himself at times way out of his depth. 

 Would Timor be the same? 

João Ximenes: a man with a fearsome reputation and the means to deal with 

the likes of Cato without breaking a sweat. Twenty years after his prime, he would be 

in his mid-fifties by now, and still capable of taking care of things with his own hands 

or, no doubt, rich and powerful enough to get others to do it for him. There was a 

contingent of both AFP and Australian military advisors stationed there at the 

moment. Could Cato count on them for protection? He could always hole up in the 

embassy if things got too hot. In the next room he heard Ella stir and was about to get 

up to her when he heard Julie’s footsteps padding down the hall. They were lucky 

their combined wages covered this kind of eventuality. If Sharon did take up that job 

in investigations that would be yet more pressure. 

 First world worries. He was beginning to finally drift off to sleep when his 

phone lit up on the bedside table. Nikki Eades? He checked the time, heading for one-

thirty. What now? 

 ‘Ryan Hodgson,’ she said. ‘Found an hour ago in a builder’s skip with his 

throat cut.’ 
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Friday 4
th

 May 

 

 

The next hop would take them to Oodnadatta, south of Alice Springs, after a couple of 

refuel stops. Their overnighter in country Victoria had been uneventful but after being 

tossed around in a stormy sky on the way over that came as some relief. A night in a 

plain motel, early breakfast on the run at a roadhouse courtesy of the driver arranged 

by Charlie’s boss, and they were back in the air by eight. The further north they flew 

the clearer the sky, the redder the earth, and the warmer it got. 

 ‘Nice the weather’s picked up,’ said Driscoll by way of conversation. 

 ‘Yep,’ said Charlie. She flicked a switch to isolate the headphones again. ‘Got 

a text from my boss. You’re to call Mrs Blasey from the next stop. You can use my 

phone.’ 

 ‘Something come up?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘He didn’t say.’ 

 Aunty had been the one to suggest radio silence at least until they got to 

Darwin. Something must have happened. He felt a tap on the shoulder, Mason leaning 

in. ‘What’s up?’ he shouted above the plane noise. 

 Charlie flicked all the headphones back into connection. 

 ‘Nothing,’ said Driscoll. ‘Just working out the next stop.’ 

 ‘She keeps cutting us off before she has some quiet words with you. Doesn’t 

inspire confidence and trust.’ 

 ‘Charlie’s the boss,’ said Driscoll. ‘Her plane, her rules.’ 

 A confirmatory nod from the pilot seat. 

 ‘So you’re not holding back anything?’ 

 ‘Getting uptight the closer we draw, huh Willie? What happened to that sang-

froid of yours?’ 

 ‘Don’t mind me, mate.’ He grinned and sat back in his seat. Laid his hand 

proprietorially on Nivea’s thigh and winked at Driscoll. 
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 Nivea removed the hand and kept staring down at the red earth. 

 Behind her, Brian took everything in like he was making entries in a mental 

ledger. When Driscoll caught his eye he looked away. 

 

Whoever had cut Ryan Hodgson’s throat had very nearly taken his head off, 

according to Eades. He’d been found by a bloke walking home late from drinking 

with a mate and decided to have a piss against the builder’s skip. After unzipping and 

doing the business he’d looked up to find he was eyeball to eyeball with hell itself. 

 ‘Any leads?’ asked Cato with his phone tucked into his chin while he fed 

porridge to Ella. Sharon was catching up on post-work sleep as was Julie after a 

wakeful night with Ella. Cato had volunteered for the breakfast shift.  

 ‘The knife was found nearby, big sharp bastard as you might imagine. No real 

attempt to hide it. No fingerprints though.’ 

 ‘Nothing seen or heard in the lead-up?’ 

 ‘Not so far. We’re canvassing this morning, checking CCTV in the area, the 

usual.’ 

 ‘Did he have his phone with him?’ 

 ‘No. His mum said he left it in his room.’ 

 ‘Unusual for somebody like him.’ Ella was drawing honey rings on the table 

again. Cato let it go. 

 ‘My thoughts too.’ 

 ‘Any theories?’ 

 ‘Heaps but I’m happy to let your A-team run with it. May or may not be 

linked. We’ll see.’ 

 ‘José got his bags packed?’ 

 ‘Not yet,’ said Eades. ‘Still in the thick of things down here. But don’t worry 

he’ll make that flight in the morning.’ In the background somebody was claiming her 

attention. ‘That level of violence isn’t coincidental, is it?’ 

 ‘No,’ said Cato. ‘I doubt it.’ 

 ‘But if your bloke is back in Timor it couldn’t have been him.’ 

 ‘I suspect he’ll have people doing his bidding. He’s a born leader.’ 
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 ‘Be careful up there.’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Cato. ‘I will.’ The call ended and Cato found himself staring at 

Ella without really seeing her. 

 

‘You been following those murders in WA?’ 

 No, Driscoll hadn’t. ‘What murders, Aunty?’ They’d landed somewhere hot 

with lots of dust and flies and while Charlie refuelled the plane the others sought 

shelter in a tin shed by the roadside. The sky was cloudless, the wind had disappeared, 

and the temperature had climbed fifteen degrees. The landscape blurred and melted in 

the distance. Charlie had phoned ahead for a delivery of water bottles, fruit and 

sandwiches before handing him the phone.  

 ‘Two old blokes got mutilated.’ 

 ‘What about them?’ 

 ‘There’s been a request through diplomatic channels. The investigators want 

to talk to a certain João Ximenes in Dili.’ 

 ‘Isn’t he …’ 

 ‘Yep. The same bloke Willie Mason is accused of being over-friendly with 

back in the day.’ 

 Driscoll waved a cloud of flies from his face. ‘Is their enquiry a problem for 

us?’ 

 ‘It might be. It’s caused some ripples on the pond.’ 

 ‘Spit it out, Aunty.’ 

 ‘Ximenes is one of ours.’ 

 ‘We were paying a militia leader?’ 

 ‘Not back then. But since. Apparently he proved useful in the oil negotiations 

and when he was based in Indonesia he helped us out with the people smuggling ops.’ 

 The jigsaw clicked into place. Sweat ran down his neck. ‘Is that why I’m on 

the death list?’ 

 ‘Operation Sovereign Borders?’ A pause and the sound of a lighter clicking. 

‘Never thought of that.’  

I bet you didn’t. ‘Ximenes is in the thick of this, isn’t he?’ 
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‘For better or worse, yeah.’ 

‘So what now?’ 

‘I suggest you hightail it to Darwin, drop off your cargo of the Doomed, then 

get over to Dili and make sure this police enquiry goes our way.’ 

“Our” way? ‘Why not let justice run its course? If he’s behind these WA 

murders he deserves to be behind bars. To hell with whose side he was on back then 

or now.’ 

‘If they put the squeeze on him his only current bargaining power is Willie 

Mason. If he blabs about any of that it all gets very murky and uncomfortable.’ 

‘What do we care, Aunty? We’re retired, out of the game.’ 

‘Timor. Stop the Boats. All the dirty tricks we were part of. Do you really 

want your name all over the internet, Rory? How would that affect your nice quiet life 

as Old Man of the Sea?’ 

Driscoll glanced upwards. A couple of dark wedgetails circling lazily. ‘I did 

nothing in Timor to be ashamed of. What anybody else did is their problem.’ 

‘Stop the Boats? Your hands weren’t so clean there.’ 

‘Were anybody’s? Anyway it won’t be reported. It’ll be an official secret.’ 

‘In Canberra they pick and choose which secrets are worth keeping and when. 

There are noses out of joint because you and I are known to be nurse-maiding the 

Gang of Three. Four if we include you.’ 

One of the wedgetails swooped and carried off a tiny critter. ‘So remind me. 

Why the fuck are we doing this again? On the one hand you want me to valiantly 

guard these whistle-blowers so the truth will out and justice be done. On the other you 

want me to close down the WA cops to keep the truth buried.’ 

‘Spooks. We’re a weird mob, eh?’ 

Driscoll sighed. ‘Do we have any names for these cops?’ 

‘Kwong. DS Philip Kwong. Ring any bells?’ 

Driscoll grimaced. Yes. It did. 
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PART TWO 
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16 

 

Kupang, Indonesia. November 2013. 

 

 

The car had stopped doing the tortuous circuit of the last two hours and, as darkness 

closed in, it headed into the hills behind Kupang. 

 Abdullah. The penny dropped for Driscoll.  

 According to the intelligence files, Abdullah Hamady, originally from Iraq, 

came a close second to the local kingpin Ali and had seemed content to wait his turn 

or just simply accept his lesser share of the people-smuggling business. He and Ali 

had reached an understanding, even cooperating in recent months to jointly fund and 

fill boats as business tightened in the face of the changing business and political 

environment in Australia. It seemed that time was now over. Rolling into the 

driveway of Abdullah’s hilltop villa, Driscoll had a sense that events were ahead of 

him – something he wasn’t used to. 

 Abdullah presented as slight and scholarly; he could have been a poet or an 

academic, a doting grandfather. His greeting was warm. 

 ‘John. Is that right?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ The goons had faded away into the shadows. Only the lieutenant, 

Wayan, remained – watchful, obedient. Somehow different from his persona with Ali: 

here a disciple rather than an ambitious punk.   

 Abdullah smiled. ‘Welcome to my home.’ Driscoll followed him past a 

fountain and lush foliage in a cool courtyard through into a large, airy room with rugs, 

cushions, carved mahogany chairs, art on the walls and books on shelves. ‘Please, sit 

down.’ 

 Drinks were ordered, green tea all round. Driscoll admired the decor. ‘An 

oasis. It must be hard to leave this place.’ Insects clicked, geckos burped.  

 ‘I cannot complain.’ The tea arrived and Abdullah played Mother. ‘These are 

interesting times.’ 

 ‘Indeed.’ 
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 ‘You are Australian.’ Not a question. ‘Aborigine?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘And you work for the government.’ 

 ‘That’s right.’ 

 He gestured to Driscoll’s confiscated briefcase sitting at Wayan’s feet. ‘They 

provided this money.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘With a promise of more.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 Abdullah took a sip of tea. ‘Explain it to me, please.’ A nod in Wayan’s 

direction. ‘My young friend already tried and it sounded,’ he searched for the right 

word, ‘fanciful.’ 

 So Driscoll did. 

 Abdullah nodded pensively at the end. ‘The Australian government will 

match, dollar for dollar, if we just take the clients somewhere else, or even bring them 

back here to Indonesia?’  

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Paying us to traffic these poor souls elsewhere?’ 

 ‘If you like.’ 

 ‘Is that not illegal?’ 

 ‘Not in Indonesia.’ Driscoll shrugged. ‘Anyway, who is going to prosecute?’ 

 ‘It could be very expensive for you.’ 

 ‘Less expensive than the detention centres and the navy.’ 

 ‘Accepting these people into Australia would also be less expensive than the 

detention centres and the navy.’ 

 ‘But it sends the wrong message.’ 

 ‘We cannot have that.’ Abdullah signalled for a refilling of the pot. ‘In the 

short term it would be lucrative for us but, as you say, it sends the wrong message.’ 

 ‘To?’ 
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 ‘To our customers. They need us. To some extent we rely on our reputation, 

our ability to deliver an outcome. A successful outcome. They need to be able to trust 

us.’ 

 ‘How’s that going, right now?’ 

 A furrowing of the brow. Driscoll wondered if he’d gone too far. Too direct, 

too brusque, too soon. 

 ‘Have you ever been driven from your land, John? Have you ever feared for 

the safety of your family? Been so desperate to protect them that you will do 

anything?’ 

 ‘No.’ Maybe if you’d asked a couple of centuries back. 

 ‘I arrived in Indonesia nineteen years ago.’ 

 Driscoll knew the story from the file: imprisoned in Abu Ghraib and tortured 

under Sadaam Hussein’s regime. Wife and two sons killed. A surviving daughter who 

had made the journey with him. A thumbnail sketch from the database now brought to 

life vividly through the quietly-spoken words. The horror, tragedy, frustration, and 

sheer strength of will mesmerising between sedate sips of green tea. 

 ‘You chose not to continue on to Australia?’ 

 ‘We were due to get on a boat but my daughter had another one of her 

breakdowns. She suffered, still does, from anxiety. Crippling. We missed the sailing.’  

 Again, bland words on the database: 2001. SIEV-X. Three hundred and fifty-

three lives lost at sea, just south of Java, in a zone under constant surveillance by 

Australian and Indonesian military.  

‘We were lucky,’ Abdullah said. ‘God delivered us. It was a sign.’  

Lucky. ‘So you made a life here in Indonesia. A successful one, it would 

seem.’ 

‘In many ways, yes, but I never forget the journey which brought me here.’ 

‘And my proposal will ensure continued success in these troubled times.’ 

Abdullah nodded. ‘I suppose it will.’ 

‘But?’ 

‘But I fear that others will no longer be prepared to share. To cooperate.’ 

‘Ali?’ 
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He stood up, summoned for Driscoll to follow him. They went along a dimly 

lit corridor towards the back of the villa, down some steps and across another 

courtyard to an outhouse. Wayan stepped forward to open the door for them. Rory 

smelled the scene before it was revealed to him. Metallic, gamey. A slaughterhouse. 

There was a man strapped to a chair in the centre of what seemed to be a 

toolshed. It looked like some of the tools had been used on him. An ear missing, an 

eye gouged, terrible gaping wounds. 

‘He is still alive,’ murmured Abdullah. 

There was a small video camera on a tripod a few metres in front of the man. 

‘Who is he?’ said Driscoll. ‘Not Ali.’ 

‘An informant, a traitor.’ Abdullah handed a knife to Driscoll. ‘You can end 

his misery.’ 

Driscoll shook his head. ‘Your business, mate. Not mine.’ 

‘I insist,’ said Abdullah. ‘If we are to go into business together I require an 

article of faith.’ 

‘No.’ Driscoll dropped the knife on the floor. ‘Leave me out of it.’ 

‘Good faith, John,’ urged Abdullah. ‘I need a sample of your good faith.’ 

 Wayan had edged closer, a pistol loosely at his side. Driscoll shrugged. ‘Sorry, 

bro. Not the way I do business.’ 

 ‘You would be doing him a favour, John. He needs to be released from his 

torment.’ 

 Driscoll looked the man in his remaining good eye. Saw a pleading there. 

Maybe Abdullah was right. An article of faith. 
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17 

 

Saturday 5
th

 May – Sunday 6
th

 May 

 

 

Charlie dropped them at the Noonamah airstrip on the distant outskirts of Darwin and 

didn’t hang about. After refuelling she’d taken off again aiming to put as much 

distance as possible between her and them. 

 ‘Cheers,’ she’d said. ‘Good luck.’ 

 It was late afternoon, still warm, and Driscoll lifted a hand in salute as the 

Cessna taxied away. He surveyed the scenery: dry, red-brown dirt and tired-looking 

trees. The sky heading for purple in the east. Shadows long, insects clicking in the soft 

breeze. 

 ‘Somebody coming,’ said Mason. 

 A cloud of dust in the distance. ‘Our ride into town. I hope.’ 

 The four of them stood, bags at their feet, watching the dust cloud draw 

nearer. Nivea Soares had opened up a gap between herself and Mason. She no longer 

needed him, no longer trusted him. And yet, there was still a longing there. Brian 

remained chipper; the end in sight. ‘D’you reckon this place’ll have a pool?’ 

 Driscoll didn’t reply. The vehicle was turning through the gate into the 

airfield. It was a minibus, the type used to transport backpackers around Top End 

tourist hotspots. It even had the hostel name on the side in graffiti-style lettering – The 

Hungry Croc, plus a cartoon of said beast wearing a cork hat and waving a tinnie of 

four X. The van pulled up a few metres from them. 

 ‘G’day.’ The driver was a statuesque middle-aged woman in stubbies, singlet 

and blundies. Red-grey hair cropped close, freckles on every bit of exposed flesh. A 

firm handshake. ‘Jill. Good trip?’ 

 ‘Good as can be expected.’ They loaded their bags into the back and took their 

seats. Driscoll hopped in front with Jill. ‘Friend of Pauline’s?’ 

 ‘Who?’ she said, crunching gravel. 
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 The drive into the city took the best part of an hour. Driscoll suspected some 

meandering and doubling back along the way, and by the time they hit the CBD it was 

dark. It had been a wordless journey. Jill didn’t do small talk and everybody seemed 

locked in their own thoughts. Darwin had grown since Driscoll was last here, more 

high-rises and generally a fattening and spreading out like a complacent middle 

manager. The oil and gas boom, he guessed. And tourists. And US military rotations. 

They pulled into the courtyard of The Hungry Croc. 

 ‘This where we’re staying?’ said Mason. ‘Seriously?’ 

 ‘Closed for renos.’ Jill lifted the back van door so they could get their bags. 

‘Should be nice and peaceful. A room each.’ She eyed the distance between Mason 

and Nivea. ‘If that’s what suits.’ 

 Driscoll had spent the journey speculating on how much Jill knew and what 

her relationship was to Aunty. She’d given nothing away and parried any attempts at 

conversation. Something about her said ex-military. Right now it didn’t matter. A 

closed-down backpacker hostel was as good a cover as any. They took up residence, 

Nivea rebuffing Mason’s suggestion of a shared room. Brian said something under his 

breath and chuckled. Mason was on him, pinning him against the wall with an arm 

across the throat. 

 ‘Say that again, fuckface.’ 

 Brian was going red but merriment danced in his eyes. ‘I said she no love you 

long time no more.’ 

 If Driscoll had been on the receiving end he would probably have taken 

Mason’s view. As it was, things needed calming down. ‘Mate,’ he said to Mason. 

‘Leave it. It’s not worth it.’ 

 Mason eased off and Brian straightened himself out. Nivea had already 

disappeared into her room and was unaware of the slur. Mason and Brian went to their 

doors, gave each other a parting glare and disappeared. 

 ‘Roll on Monday, eh?’ said Jill, showing Driscoll his door. ‘Tea, coffee and 

breakfast stuff in the kitchen.’ She handed him the keys to the minivan. ‘The fridge is 

stocked. Make yourselves at home. Sweet dreams.’ 
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 But Driscoll, tired as he was, knew he wouldn’t sleep. After months of peace 

in his isolated coastal hideaway the ghosts had found him once again. 

 

Cato looked out the window as the plane made its descent: the dry green dusty hills 

rising steeply to the east and then, crossing the north coast, the sparkling bright blue 

ocean. It reminded him of the Top End, the Kimberley in particular, the same hues 

and haze as if viewed through a lace curtain. From the air, Dili looked small. It could 

have been Bunbury, or any reasonably-sized city in regional Australia. Instead it was 

the capital of this tiny young nation.  

José Carrascalao stirred beside him. He’d slept most of the journey, apparently 

unfazed by pastures new. ‘That’s it, eh?’ He brought his seat back upright and 

breathed his sleep-fug into their shared space. 

 At the top of the stairs leading to the tarmac they were met by a wall of heat. 

The terminal, again reminiscent of a regional airport but perhaps darker and dingier, 

bore signs welcoming them to Timor Leste. Bemvindo. About to queue up to pay for 

their visas they were waved aside. Two people awaited them, a white man aged 

somewhere in his thirties and wearing shorts and a polo shirt with the crest of the joint 

Australian-Timorese Police Development program. With him, a Timorese woman of 

similar age, or perhaps nudging forty. Both were short but had big smiles. 

 ‘Sam,’ said the bloke shaking hands. 

 ‘Rosa,’ said the woman doing the same. ‘Rosa Domingos.’ 

 José matched their welcoming smiles and said something to Rosa. 

 ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I do not speak Portuguese.’ 

 ‘Really?’ said José. 

 She lifted her hands in supplication. ‘I am from the west.’ 

 ‘I said it is an honour to visit your beautiful country.’ 

 He received another smile in reply but no words. 

 Bags collected, formalities cleared, they were driven out of the airport, past a 

statue of a Falintil resistance fighter, and along a busy avenue towards the centre. 

They passed a newly-built shopping mall and the huge white confection of a 

government building.  
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‘Presidential Palace,’ said Sam. ‘Nice, huh?’ 

At the roadside, hawkers sold coconuts and trussed chickens in rusty cages. 

Some buildings were burned out ruins, shells. They looked like they hadn’t been 

touched in years. The light was fading and the heat with it. Mopeds and minibuses 

weaved beside them; occasionally a flash 4WD with the insignia of an international 

NGO. They pulled into the forecourt of Hotel Timor, across the road from the port 

and the ocean. A man dressed in a gold and burgundy bellboy suit opened doors for 

them while another carried their bags. 

 ‘Rest up for the night,’ said Sam. ‘We’ll pick you up in the morning and take 

it from there.’ 

 ‘Is Ximenes expecting us?’ 

 ‘Probably.’ 

 More shaking of hands and they left. ‘What did you make of her, then?’ said 

José as he took his passport back from the receptionist. 

 ‘Rosa?’ Cato shrugged. ‘Seemed nice enough.’ 

 ‘Put me in my place, that’s for sure.’ 

 ‘How?’ 

 ‘She understood Portuguese, she just chooses not to speak it.’ 

 Cato shrugged. ‘Her country, I suppose.’ 

 ‘Tits on a bull.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘That’s how useful I’ll be if they’re all like her. Could’ve stayed home.’ 

 ‘Chin up,’ said Cato. ‘Tomorrow’s another day.’ 

 

As predicted, Driscoll’s sleep had been patchy and plagued by old demons. A bloody 

figure strapped to a chair in a cellar. A formless mass huddled on a beach at night 

shepherded towards an already overfull boat. A child’s head slipping beneath the 

waves observed remotely through a drone camera. He surveyed the faces around him 

at the breakfast table and guessed the others had also had a rough night. Nivea seemed 

stretched tight as a drum. She’d completed her high schooling in Darwin, it should be 

familiar territory; but that didn’t necessarily equate with home ground advantage. This 
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would have been where she gradually recovered from the trauma of the massacre that 

killed her parents – or more accurately, her mother. A closer read of her file showed 

that it was just her mother who died in the massacre; her father had been killed a few 

years earlier in an Indonesian reprisal raid on their village. So, orphaned in her early 

teens she was brought here to Darwin to live with strangers, learn a new language and 

way of life, enter a new school where she was an outsider. Then to face the onslaught 

that teenage years bring to any Aussie kid. Mason meanwhile was moping. He was 

losing face in the eyes of Nivea and of Brian who no longer seemed to fear him. His 

day of reckoning was at hand; his gambles, his bluffs, all about to be called. Brian, by 

contrast, was refreshed from an early morning dip in the pool, fizzing with bright 

nervous energy. He flicked on the kettle. 

 ‘Anyone need a top-up?’ 

 Neither Mason nor Nivea replied. Driscoll held up his full mug in answer. 

 ‘Going to be another hot one.’ Brian spooned some instant into his cup. ‘Then 

again we are in the tropics, eh?’ He rubbed his hands together like Superdad on 

holiday. ‘So what will we do today?’ 

 ‘Maybe shut the fuck up?’ said Mason. 

 ‘I’ll go out and make contact with the tribunal,’ said Driscoll. ‘You all need to 

stay here and stay nice.’ 

 ‘Today is their last chance, isn’t it?’ Nivea drew a cigarette from a packet and 

lit it. ‘Today and early tomorrow. If they mean to stop us.’ 

 ‘Depends who we mean by them.’ Mason lifted his gaze to Driscoll. ‘This is 

where it all falls apart, doesn’t it? Where’s the protection and security to get us into 

that tribunal? And what happens when we come out? Who do we trust?’ He drained 

his coffee mug. ‘You?’ 

 Driscoll twirled the van keys on the table top. ‘You invited me in to this, 

remember? You said I was the only one who could get you through it.’ 

 ‘You’ve worked out why you’re on that list?’ Mason grabbed the cigarette 

packet. ‘Care to share?’ 
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 ‘You already know. You’ve known all along.’ He flicked his fingers at the 

assembled company. ‘We’re all here because of you. And tomorrow you find out 

whether or not you win.’ 

 Mason didn’t answer. 

 ‘Trust me, you’ll make that tribunal.’ Driscoll stood and pocketed the keys. 

‘And then we can all go home.’ 

 

Their first stop would be the Australian Embassy for a briefing. Sam and Rosa rocked 

up on the dot at nine in the same black 4WD with the joint police cooperation 

program logo on the doors. Cato observed that aid and development 4WDs seemed to 

be more common than taxis in Dili. The previous evening he’d taken an early dinner, 

then skyped Sharon on the slow unstable hotel wi-fi, and succumbed to sleep. José 

had gone his own way too. Next morning, after a dip in the hotel pool, he’d helped 

himself to a heaped plate from the cooked breakfast buffet. Cato had been more 

modest with fruit and cereal but he was pleasantly surprised by the smooth Timorese 

coffee.   

 ‘We’ll go the scenic route,’ said Sam as they pulled out of the hotel driveway. 

‘Rosa insists.’ 

 It being a Sunday morning there was less traffic around than usual but still 

enough to make a noise. They crossed over to the port road and followed the coast. 

‘The wharf behind that building?’ Rosa nodded her head in that direction. ‘That is 

where the Indonesians killed many people when they first arrived in nineteen seventy-

five and again just before they left in ninety-nine. Shot them, stabbed them, threw 

them in the water. The crocodiles ate well.’ 

 ‘Going to be one of those days,’ muttered José under his breath. 

 ‘That’s right,’ said Rosa into the rear view. ‘It is.’ The sun glinted off the 

ocean to their right. To the left a row of old colonial villas which apparently now 

housed the NGOs. ‘The Indonesian military officers used to live there,’ said Rosa. 

‘My uncle was tortured to death in that outhouse down the side.’ She pointed. ‘That 

one, there. See it?’ 



166  
 

 A grey cinder-block building not much bigger than a tool shed. ‘When was 

this?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘Nineteen seventy-eight. I wasn’t born then, but my mother told me. She 

wanted me to know what they did to her little brother.’ She eyed the rear view again. 

‘Now you know too.’ 

 ‘Terrible times,’ said José. ‘Good job that’s all over now, eh?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ The embassies now: each competing to be the biggest, securest, most 

imposing. It was a close run race between the Americans and the Chinese. Across the 

road, that sparkling ocean and a statue of one young man cradling another who was 

obviously dying. ‘The massacre at Santa Cruz cemetery. Nineteen ninety-one. Around 

three hundred died. You remember that? Saw it on the TV?’ 

 Yes, they recalled. They did. Wailing sirens, chaos, gunfire, panicked crowd. 

 ‘Good place for a statue,’ said Rosa, proudly. ‘The ambassadors are reminded 

every day of our recent history when they try to enjoy the ocean view. So they never 

forget our sacrifice.’ 

 They turned into side streets; narrower, poorer, graffiti on the walls. 

Abandoned buildings. ‘The Australian Embassy?’ asked Cato. 

  ‘Back near the main drag,’ said Sam. ‘But with the one way system it’s just as 

easy to come along this way and give you the history lesson.’ 

 ‘Cheers,’ said José. ‘Appreciate it.’ 

 ‘The numbers,’ said Cato, nodding towards the graffiti. ‘Seventy-seven?’ 

 ‘One of the more well-known gangs.’ Sam signalled a turn through some high 

automatic gates above which flew the Aussie flag. ‘They have links to our friend 

Ximenes.’ 

 IDs checked, they parked up and were led into a board room on the second 

floor by a blonde flunky who reminded Cato of Jacinta the CPS PR guru. ‘Mark will 

be with you in five minutes. Anyone for coffee, tea, anything?’ 

 They all agreed on coffee. 

 Mark made them wait ten minutes then breezed through the door and handed 

out his business cards. He looked like he spent a lot of time in the gym. 

 Colonel Mark Rintoul. ‘Military attaché?’ said Cato, examining the card. 
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 ‘That’s right,’ said Mark. ‘Enjoying the local coffee?’ 

 ‘Great,’ said José. 

 ‘Special stuff; strained through the arse of a civet cat up in the hills, 

apparently. Not cheap.’ 

 ‘You’ll know why we’re here,’ said Cato, getting down to business. 

 ‘To rock the boat, I’m guessing.’ 

 Cato explained their presence for the record. The flunky, whose name was 

Maddie, took notes and he expected that they were also being taped. ‘So,’ he said in 

conclusion, ‘we’re hoping an interview with Mr Ximenes might clarify a few 

matters.’ 

 ‘What if he says no?’ 

 ‘Then we’ll have wasted our journey.’ 

 ‘Nah,’ said Mark. ‘We’ve checked you out, mate. You never go quietly. 

Maddie?’ 

 Maddie scrolled through her tablet. ‘Twenty-thirteen. Shanghai. You caused 

no end of trouble there.’ Clearly Maddie was no flunky; she was the resident spook. 

Those bright friendly secretary eyes had chilled and locked on Cato’s. ‘That isn’t 

going to happen here.’ 

 ‘If Ximenes refuses an interview I can hardly compel him.’ 

 ‘He’s a very well-connected bloke. You know that?’ Mark paused to glance at 

Rosa. ‘You look like you lost a dollar and found a cent. Something I said?’ 

 Rosa didn’t reply. 

 Mark turned his attention to Sam. ‘The joint Timor-Australian police 

cooperation program is about exactly that. Cooperation. Got it?’ 

 ‘Absolutely,’ said Sam. 

 ‘The past is past. Water under the bridge.’ 

 ‘Our interest isn’t in history,’ said Cato. ‘These murders occurred just last 

month. This is very much a live and current enquiry.’ 

 ‘Maddie will be point of contact while you’re here. If she chooses to 

accompany you at any time she absolutely will. If we don’t like the way things are 

going we’ll pull the plug and ship you out. Understood?’ 
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 ‘Yes,’ said Cato. ‘We get the picture.’ 

 

The impression of a Darwin boom was undercut by the empty shopfronts in the CBD. 

Another mirage? The heat bounced off the concrete, steel and glass and any 

pedestrians hugged whatever shade they could find. Even Driscoll, who’d grown 

accustomed to such a climate in his years in the job, found himself struggling. A 

fucking tree would be nice, he thought. He’d called into Vodaphone and bought 

himself a pre-paid with false ID, shielding himself from the CCTV with a large 

peaked baseball cap pulled low. He’d called Aunty’s secure line. 

 ‘We’re here.’ 

 ‘I know. The pilot sent word yesterday. As did Jilly.’ 

 ‘Jilly?’ 

 ‘An old friend. We shared a swag for a while on a delightful trek in the 

Flinders Ranges.’ 

 ‘Any whispers?’ 

 ‘Just pillow talk, Rory.’ A fond murmur. 

 ‘I meant about the opposition.’ 

 ‘Oh, right. Well as you might expect they’re in town and looking for you.’ 

 ‘Both camps?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Mason brought me on board to deliver up to them, didn’t he?’ 

 ‘Looking like it, yes. Our spooks aren’t particularly interested in you, except 

as a barrier to be removed between them and your companions.’ 

 ‘So it’s the cowboys who want me. The ones who shot at us down at the 

Hobart waterfront.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘So they’re not Big Oil mercenaries if their interest is me. I’m irrelevant. 

They’re from somewhere else.’ 

 ‘S’pose so,’ said Aunty. 

 ‘You knew Mason was setting me up didn’t you?’ 

 ‘We had an inkling.’ 
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 ‘We? So you’re back in the fold.’ 

 ‘We’ve been trying to flush out these people for a while. Now it’s game on.’ 

 ‘With me as the Sherrin? Thanks, Aunty.’ 

 ‘Fair go, Rory. You get to lay some ghosts to rest too.’ 

 ‘How’s that?’ 

 ‘Operation Sovereign Borders. The same guys who stiffed you then are behind 

the Timor business and behind all this now: the Hitler Jugend flat-earthers. It’s a turf 

war and we need to turf them out and get this country back on track.’ 

 ‘Very patriotic.’ 

 ‘Fuck off, Rory. You know what I mean.’ 

 ‘So what about tomorrow?’ 

 ‘Tomorrow belongs to us, Rory mate.’ 

 And she’d told him the plan and given him the name of the Hague committee 

fixer, a certain Jens from Denmark who, she said, looked divine and whose English 

was impeccable. They were to meet today for a briefing at the Boatshed café down at 

the waterfront: big, open, popular and public. That suited Driscoll just fine. He 

ordered a coffee and waited at an outside table. It didn’t take him long to spot the 

activity: private security, white shirts, some with fluoro vests. Walkie-talkies, shifting 

position to close in and close him off. Had he been rumbled that quickly? His coffee 

arrived, and with it a security guard by the name of Geoff. He had an English accent. 

 ‘Morning, mate. Everything good?’ Northern, trouble-at-mill dialect. 

 ‘Yep, cheers.’ Driscoll looked around for weapons. There was a knife on an 

uncleared breakfast plate at the adjacent table. Not sharp but enough to do some 

damage in his trained hands. 

 ‘Want to change that for a takeaway?’ 

 Driscoll examined his latte. ‘It just arrived. So did I. I’m meeting somebody.’ 

 ‘Haven’t seen you around here, have I?’ 

 ‘I’m a tourist. Just got in yesterday.’ 

 ‘Got any ID?’ 

 ‘Not for you, no.’ A lift of the head and a wink and a few of Geoff’s 

colleagues moved closer. Driscoll knew what was going on now. It wasn’t the bad 



170  
 

guys, he hadn’t been rumbled. He raised his voice a notch. ‘Are you wanting me to 

leave because I’m Aboriginal?’ 

 ‘Not at all, mate. It’s just there’s a dress code here.’ 

 Driscoll looked around. Everybody was wearing shorts, T-shirts, thongs or 

sandals. Just like him. He made a come closer gesture to Geoff. ‘I’m not going to 

shout and scream and make a scene because I know that’s what you want. But I 

promise you, brother. If you and your mates don’t get out of my face right now you’re 

going to be permanently scarred.’ 

 Geoff straightened up. Kept his eyes on Driscoll’s. Seemed to come to a 

decision. ‘Behave yourself or we’ll be back.’ 

 ‘Yeah, mate. Off you go.’ 

 Jens appeared. Glasses, Hawaiian shirt, iPhone held up in Geoff’s face. ‘Smile 

you’re on Facebook Live.’ He pumped Driscoll’s hand. ‘John! So good to see you 

again! How was London?’ He turned to Geoff. ‘Two more coffees please and can you 

wipe down the tables?’ 

 

‘So are we heading off to see Ximenes now?’ said Cato. 

 ‘No,’ said Rosa. ‘Now you get to meet my boss and go through the same thing 

we just experienced with Colonel Mark.’ 

 José groaned. 

 ‘Protocol mate.’ Sam laid a brotherly mitt on his shoulder. ‘Makes the world 

go around.’ 

 ‘Will the lovely Maddie be there?’ José enquired. 

 ‘Not if she has half a brain. I expect she’ll be waiting outside when we’re 

done.’ 

 They swung through the gates into the compound of the national police 

headquarters. As the day wore on the heat was building. Already Cato’s shirt was 

sticking to him. The compound resembled more a used-car lot than a police HQ. Not 

even that, a car graveyard: row upon row of dusty vehicles, mopeds, motorbikes, 

buses, minivans, 4WDs. You name it. 

 ‘Confiscated,’ explained Sam. ‘Or recovered from accidents or crime scenes.’ 



171  
 

 ‘Some look like they’ve been here for years,’ said Cato. 

 ‘They have. But nobody’s worked out what to do with them yet.’ Sam sighed. 

‘That’s why I’m here. Get some systems in place, particularly the ones from the crime 

scenes. Sitting out in the elements they’re forensically useless by now.’ 

 ‘They haven’t been dabbed yet?’ José looked incredulous. 

 ‘That bus over there?’ Rosa pointed to a dusty wreck sitting on flat tyres and 

rusty wheels. ‘A Japanese girl was gang raped in there five years ago. The forensic 

specimens have to be sent to Lisbon. It’s very expensive. The manuals? Instructions 

are all in Portuguese which very few of us ordinary Timorese speak or read.’ A 

sideways glance at José. ‘So nothing has been progressed, even though we’re pretty 

sure we know who did it.’ 

 ‘Those people are still walking the streets?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘Not all,’ said Rosa with grim satisfaction. ‘Accidents happen.’ 

 ‘Post-colonial detecting in Timor Leste,’ said Sam. ‘A work in progress.’ 

 Rosa’s boss was far less brash and obnoxious than Colonel Mark. In fact, not 

at all. They all shook hands, he welcomed them, offered coffee, and gave his fullest 

cooperation. 

 ‘That went well,’ said Cato on their way out. 

 ‘We’ll see,’ said Sam. 

 Rosa had been asked to stay behind for a few minutes. Maybe that was where 

the truth lay.  

 ‘Can we go and see Ximenes soon?’ said Cato. 

 ‘Just one more thing.’ Sam led them to a fenced off compound in the central 

courtyard. It looked like a large ornamental fish pond. 

 ‘Fuck me,’ said José as they drew closer. A huge saltwater crocodile basked in 

the fierce sunlight. Half in, half out of the pond. ‘Does he have a name?’ 

 ‘Either Maria or Antonio,’ said Sam. ‘Nobody’s been game to check, although 

the odds are on Antonio, given the size.’ 

 ‘I like it,’ said José. ‘Makes a nice change from telephone directories to the 

kidneys or being pushed down the stairs.’ 
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 ‘The crocodile is our totem,’ explained Rosa, joining them. ‘Lafaek, 

grandfather, protects us, brings us luck. He judges without prejudice, eats only the 

guilty.’ 

 José nodded. ‘Like I said.’ 

 ‘One day I’ll explain.’ Rosa turned her attention to Cato. ‘So, shall we pay a 

visit to Mr Ximenes?’ 

 

Jens was enjoying his Australian junket. ‘The bright colours, the weather, the food, 

the beaches, the crazy dangerous wildlife, everything,’ he enthused loudly. ‘It’s 

beautiful. The history, the culture …’ 

 ‘Glad you like it,’ said Driscoll. The guy’s voice was as loud as his shirt. 

People who were looking away while Driscoll had been in danger of being moved on 

by security were now openly staring at the odd couple. This was no way to be 

discreet. The coffees arrived and Jens took a brief pause to sip. 

 ‘Even the coffee. Fantastic.’ 

 ‘Mate, I’m on a schedule. Tell me, what’s the plan for tomorrow?’ 

 The voice dropped an octave or two. ‘The tribunal meets at nine sharp. They 

will hear submissions from government lawyers, from technical experts, from the oil 

and gas companies. It will take all day. Maybe two, three.’ 

 ‘Why could that not be done in the Hague?’ 

 ‘Hearts and minds,’ Jens said wearily. ‘Perestroika. Transparency. 

Accessibility. Call it what you will.’ 

 ‘And our witnesses?’ 

 ‘Will be heard in camera before the tribunal sits. Seven a.m. Get them to the 

door at the rear of the courthouse at six-thirty. We’ll take it from there.’ 

 ‘What about when it’s over?’ 

 Under the sun-ruddied complexion and flowery island shirt a Scandinavian 

chill had settled in. ‘That’s your problem. Not ours.’ 

 ‘They’ll be hung out to dry.’ 
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 ‘The tribunal hears evidence on maritime boundary disputes. It is not a war 

crimes tribunal. It does not do witness protection. That is the work of your security 

services.’ 

 ‘They are the very people implicated.’ 

 ‘An unusual situation,’ Jens admitted. ‘But beyond our remit.’ 

 ‘Fair enough,’ said Driscoll.  

Suddenly quiet, a hardness came into Jens’ eyes. ‘That car has done three 

circuits now. They’re not searching for a parking space. They’ve stared at us, every 

time.’ 

 A white Subaru, hire stickers on the rear window. Two men. Driscoll looked 

without looking. Over Jens’ shoulder two more blokes who didn’t seem to fit the 

ambience of the café. ‘Did you drive here?’ 

 ‘Moped,’ said Jens. ‘Ever been on a Vespa?’ 

 ‘Probably best if we split up.’ Driscoll spotted a mountain bike unsecured 

against a railing. The Subaru had commenced another circuit. It was a one-way 

system, they wouldn’t be able to get back around in front of the café for a minute and 

a half at best.  He reached across to the neighbouring table and swiped their metal 

stand with the order number. ‘Mind if I borrow this a sec?’ He tested the weight of the 

base in his palm. It would do. To Jens. ‘I’ll take care of these two at table thirteen. 

Careful on the moped, see you tomorrow.’ 

 Jens nodded and reverted to his loud voice. ‘And Kakadu. Man, Kakadu. 

Phenomenal.’ 

 Driscoll stood, holding up the order number, looking for a waiter. ‘Mate, 

mate? Been waiting half an hour for my pancakes. Jeez.’ In three big strides he was 

on the men who didn’t suit the ambience, swinging the base of the stand into the teeth 

of one and then down on the skull of the other. The second was out cold. The first he 

finished off with two punches and a head bang on the table top. He checked, yes, both 

were armed. Their pistols were lobbed into nearby gnarly bushes then he vaulted over 

the railing and hopped on the bike. 

 ‘Hey!’ said the bike owner and a waiter together. 

 Driscoll pointed to Jens. ‘He’ll take care of it.’ 
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 Jens smiled and pulled out his wallet. ‘Darwin. Man, I just love Darwin.’ 

 

João Ximenes lived in a villa up in the hills behind Dili. He wasn’t that far from 

Xanana Gusmao’s place according to Sam. Xanana – Timor’s Che Guevara. Far 

below them the city sat hunched on the shore, shrouded in a light sea mist. 

 ‘My parents came up here in nineteen seventy-five,’ said Rosa. ‘They watched 

the Indonesian ships bombard the city. Saw the paratroopers floating out of the sky. 

Watched our homes burn.’ 

 ‘Does anywhere in this country not have a history lesson attached to it?’ 

wondered José. 

 ‘Nowhere,’ said Rosa. She looked ahead. ‘Next left. The high gate and the 

guard dogs.’ There was an intercom at the gate, she spoke into it: a brief exchange 

with a man’s voice. Rosa’s tone became terse then the gate slid open. 

 ‘He’s home?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘And happy to chat,’ said Sam. ‘He’s always been a publicity tart. Puts out a 

press release when he takes a dump.’ 

 That fitted with the brief internet search Cato had conducted. The man enjoyed 

the limelight. Maybe he felt untouchable and maybe he was right. Or maybe it would 

be his undoing. They drove up a steep driveway past two chained and barking 

Dobermanns. Another fifty metres or so and the vegetation was more lush, well-

watered and tended. Some vivid tropical flowers, the kind that might eat a small 

animal. Ximenes himself was there to greet them at the top of the drive accompanied 

by a young woman in a bikini. He was wearing sunnies, dressed in shorts, thongs and 

a Bintang singlet, holding a machete. 

 ‘That for us?’ said José. 

 ‘It’s his trademark, what he’s famous for,’ said Sam. ‘Think Clint Eastwood 

and his Magnum, Gary Ablett and a Sherrin.’ 

 ‘We’ll do the talking,’ said Rosa. ‘Don’t speak until we tell you.’ 

 They all shook hands. While Rosa and Sam explained their business in more 

detail Cato took stock. Ximenes looked all of his fifty-odd years. Since the last 

business photo Cato had seen of Ximenes at the oil and gas conference in Perth, the 
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hair had been allowed to grow out again, covering his ears and creeping down the 

neck in reminiscence of his famed mullet of twenty years ago. There was grey at the 

temples and in his unshaven stubble. The once gym-honed body had paunched out but 

still looked like it harboured great strength. The sunglasses turned out to be self-

tinting prescription spectacles. He kept them on as he invited them all inside and back 

through to the rear patio and pool. 

  They took their seats at a poolside table and the young woman in the bikini 

went to bring some refreshments. 

 ‘Her name is Felicity,’ said Ximenes, noting José’s appreciative gaze. ‘So,’ he 

turned to Cato, ‘You have questions for me? Ask away, my English is very good.’ 

 ‘Thank you for taking the time to see us,’ said Cato. 

 He shrugged. ‘Australia is a good friend of Timor Leste. I am happy to help.’ 

 Rosa showed great interest in the tiling around the pool. 

 A bank of dark clouds had appeared in the western sky and a cool, refreshing 

breeze swept the patio. Felicity returned with drinks and snacks, shivered, made her 

excuses and went indoors. 

 ‘Douglas Peters and Bevan Drummond.’ Cato laid photos on the table, 

weighed them against the wind with his glass of Sprite. ‘Do you know them?’ 

 Ximenes examined the faces. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t think so.’ 

 ‘You sure?’ said José. 

 ‘Two old Australian men. Why would I?’ 

 ‘One of them was very interested in you. He’d been searching you on the 

internet.’ Cato took the photos back and returned them to his file. ‘Any ideas why?’ 

 ‘Maybe he is, what do you call it, a history buff. Or a fan.’ He smiled. ‘I have 

many. I’m quite famous.’ 

  ‘I don’t think he was a fan. He seemed afraid of you.’ 

 Ximenes nodded and sipped from his cocktail. ‘Some people are.’ 

 ‘According to our records you were in Perth at the time these two men died.’ 

 ‘They died? Terrible. How?’ 

 Cato described how. ‘Can you account for your movements while you were in 

Perth?’ 
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 ‘Business meetings, some tourism. I can check my appointments calendar if 

you like but it won’t be a complete picture.’ He dropped some names of influential 

people in Australian business and politics. Mentioned classy expensive restaurants. 

Wineries. As the sky darkened further the tint lifted on Ximenes’s spectacles. Cato 

could see now that one eye didn’t move. It was false. Ximenes noted Cato’s close 

attention. ‘You seem to be implying that I was involved in some way?’ 

 ‘Were you?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 Rosa and Sam were getting restless. Cato sensed that things might be drawing 

to a close. Inside a buzzer sounded. Felicity came to the French windows, a kimono 

over her bikini. ‘Jo-Jo?’ Some words in Tetun then Cato discerned the name of 

Madeleine from the Australian embassy. 

 ‘Shit,’ said Sam. ‘She’s here.’ 

 Ximenes nodded affably. ‘Send her in, Felicity. The more the merrier.’ 

 Cato downed his Sprite. ‘Those men were here in Timor many years ago. 

They know something about you. They have proof of it and I think that is why they 

died.’ 

 Ximenes turned to Sam. ‘Your Chinese friend has quite an imagination. Does 

he not know what happens to the likes of him in Indonesia when people get upset?’ 

 ‘We’re not in Indonesia any more, mate.’ 

 Maddie’s voice at the front door; urgent and commanding. 

 ‘I’m a history buff, too.’ Cato stood to leave. ‘I’ll be having a good look 

around while I’m here.’ 

 ‘Enjoy your stay, Mr Kwong. Timor has a lot to offer.’ Ximenes smiled. ‘We 

like to think it is the best kept secret in the region.’ 

 It was as Ximenes stood and turned his head to greet the rapidly approaching 

Maddie that Cato noticed the man’s left ear and the surrounding skin graft scars. It 

was almost perfect – too good to be true. So perfect it might have been the work of a 

very good plastic surgeon. 

 The first fat heavy raindrops started to fall and the heavens opened.  
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It was mid-afternoon by the time Driscoll returned to The Hungry Croc. On the stolen 

bike he’d zipped through pedestrian malls and down narrow laneways and alleys to 

avoid being followed. He returned to the hostel van over an hour later, leaving the 

bike back at the Boatshed café to be reunited with its owner. He’d received an SMS 

from Jens to say he was okay. No surprise, their priority would have been Driscoll, 

not some UN flunky. How had they known to find him at the café? Had he been 

followed in the hostel van? Maybe they were already at the hostel finishing the rest of 

the job. Pulling into the driveway there was no sign of visitors or of any activity. 

 The street was Sunday quiet. The footy would be on TV. Across the road the 

deli disgorged a couple of kids and their lollies. A car rolled by, a battered Datsun 

with stickers against uranium mining and US bases and for the Greens. Some bird 

squawked on the telephone wires. A dog barked over the fence next door. A muffled 

command: ‘Shut it, you mongrel.’  

Driscoll went inside. ‘Get the kettle on, Daddy’s home.’ 

 Silence. 

 He went through to the kitchen. No-one around. Plates left unwashed. 

Unusual. Mason, he knew, was a stickler for cleanliness and order. ‘Willie? Nivea? 

Brian?’ 

 Nothing. 

 Through to the residents lounge.  

Empty.  

 Upstairs to the bedrooms. Driscoll beginning to wonder if he should have had 

the Glock with him, or kept those off the guys in the café. 

 A rustling, a squeak, coming from Nivea’s room. He went through the door. 

‘Nivea?’ She was handcuffed to the bed. Mouth gagged, tears streaming down her 

face. Whoever had done it had thoughtfully left the key on the desk by the door. Well 

out of Nivea’s reach but available for whoever found her. Driscoll did the honours. 

 A wail escaped her as the gag came off. ‘They took them.’ 

 ‘Who?’ 

 ‘Those men who came to the house in Tasmania. They took Willie and Brian.’ 
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 The spooks. The news might not be as grim as he feared. They were 

supposedly the not-so-bad guys. Mason and Brian were their priority – they were 

threatening to blow state secrets. Now they were in protective custody. Or so the 

theory went. He checked Nivea was unscathed, helped her clean up, tried to reassure 

and calm her. Then he called Aunty. 

 ‘They’ve got Mason and Simmonds.’ 

 ‘I know.’ 

 ‘You know? Fuck, Aunty. What the hell’s going on?’ 

 ‘Mason was going to serve you up to Ximenes. You and Nivea.’ 

 ‘Nivea?’ 

 ‘Unfinished business we can only guess at. It was Mason that tipped off the 

guys at the café.’ 

 ‘They belong to Ximenes.’ Driscoll nodded. ‘Anything you’re not two steps 

ahead of me on?’ 

 ‘Doubt it. The lesser of two evils was to neutralise Mason with our team but 

that meant giving them Brian too.’ 

 ‘What will happen to them?’ 

 ‘They’ll be charged under our Draconian laws and released on bail for a year 

or two while the lawyers argue it out.’ 

 ‘Me and Nivea?’ 

 ‘Are not needed anymore. Not by our side anyway.’ 

 ‘The Hague tribunal?’ 

 ‘Has been notified and will adjust their timetable accordingly.’ 

 ‘So the truth no longer matters and the last ten days or so has been a massive 

waste of time and money.’ 

 ‘Not totally.’ Aunty chuckled and it turned into a cough. ‘The Culture Wars in 

Canberra have taken a new turn. But I suggest you and Nivea get out of Darwin quick 

smart.’ 

 ‘And go where? Ximenes isn’t finished is he?’ 

 ‘Maybe you should go and help out your detective mate from the west. 

Kwong, was it?’ 
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‘Dili? With Nivea? You have to be joking.’ 

‘The lion’s den, Rory. Tends to bring out the best in you. It’s the last place 

they’d expect you to go. If you hightail it to the airport you’ll make the late afternoon 

flight. There’s tickets for you both and a green light through the border formalities. 

I’ve booked you into the Hotel Timor. Separate rooms, of course.’ 

‘And the plan is?’ 

‘Cry havoc and let slip the dogs of war. It’s game on, Rory. Get a good night’s 

sleep and await my instructions.’ 

‘And what if I just say get fucked and I go back to my fishing shack?’ 

‘Sure, Rory. And sit and wait for Ximenes and his men to come looking? You 

know that’s not your style. Besides you now have a damsel in distress to rescue.’ 

Driscoll cast a sideways glance at Nivea. A new sharp light had come into her 

eyes at the mention of Dili. It looked like she relished the prospect. ‘Talk in the 

morning, Aunty.’ 

 

  



180  
 

18 

 

Monday 7
th

 May 

 

 

Cato had sat quietly through the bollocking from Maddie back at the embassy. She 

wasn’t happy that they hadn’t waited for her before interviewing Ximenes. She could 

bluster all she liked and Rosa and Sam were obliged to duck and weave – they had to 

live and work here for the foreseeable. Cato was on borrowed time, however, and 

didn’t give a stuff what she thought. Ximenes was his man, he was sure of that, and 

even if he could not be brought back to Perth to face justice then Cato at least wanted 

to know the truth of the matter. 

 ‘Are you even listening?’ Maddie had asked. 

 Rain pounded the boardroom window. ‘Honest answer?’ said Cato. 

 ‘You realise I can have you on the next plane out. You understand that?’ 

 ‘Embassy Official Blocks Police Probe Into Slain Aussie Pensioners.’ Cato 

unhooked his finger quotes. ‘Wouldn’t look good would it?’ 

 ‘You don’t know who you’re messing with. Chum.’ 

 Chum. Half a syllable off ‘chink’ and they both knew it. ‘The sooner I get my 

answers, the sooner I’ll be gone.’ 

 Maddie had pointed out that, following her conversation with Ximenes after 

their departure, it seemed unlikely he would be granting them any further audiences. 

‘So there are no more answers for you to get.’ 

 ‘More than one way to skin a cat,’ said Cato. ‘I won’t bother him anymore and 

you won’t need to give up your desk job to chaperone me.’ 

 ‘The rain is set to clear overnight. Enjoy the sights.’ Maddie had shuffled 

some papers in a file and signalled their dismissal. ‘Then catch the afternoon plane 

home tomorrow.’ 

 ‘I’ll sleep on it. The idea, not the plane.’ 

 José returned to the table, his breakfast plate laden. ‘I take it we’re not 

checking out today?’ 
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 ‘No. Can you do me a favour?’ 

 ‘Sure.’ 

 ‘When Sam and Rosa come to pick us up can you keep Sam occupied? Say 

our victims went to a girly bar when they were here. You need to check it out.’ 

 ‘Are there girly bars in Dili?’ 

 ‘They’re well hidden if there are. I noticed a sports bar along the seafront, 

Moby Dick’s. Not quite the same but it’ll do.’ 

 ‘You want the lovely Rosa all to yourself, eh?’ 

 ‘See,’ said Cato. ‘Getting into the pervy expat mindset already. You’re a 

natural, mate.’ 

 And so they went their separate ways; Rosa and Cato keeping the company car 

while José and Sam took a stroll along the seafront to Moby Dick’s.  

  ‘What are you up to?’ said Rosa as they edged out into the Monday morning 

traffic. 

 ‘Tell me what you know, and what you think, about João Ximenes.’ 

 ‘He’s dangerous.’ 

 ‘I’d gathered that. Why is he tolerated here, now?’ He cracked the window 

open. The air was fresher after yesterday’s downpour and a brisk but warm wind 

whipped off the sea. 

 ‘Reconciliation,’ said Rosa. The word seemed to leave a bad taste in her 

mouth. They were heading past the embassies again, past that statue of the fallen at 

the Santa Cruz cemetery massacre. 

 ‘You don’t agree?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘I do my job. I don’t get paid to have an opinion.’ 

 ‘You’re one of the very few women investigators in the national police. I 

would have thought you’d already given your opinion many times.’ 

 ‘Not on politics.’ 

 ‘On criminals, then,’ said Cato. ‘Ximenes, for instance.’ 

 ‘A thug. He should be in jail. Or dead.’ 

 ‘He is a liurai?’ 

 ‘Where did you learn such a word?’ 
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 ‘From a professor in Perth. Liurai. Some kind of lord, is that right?’ 

‘Petty king might be closer.’ 

Cato nodded, he preferred that interpretation. ‘Can we go to his, what, petty 

kingdom? His district?’ 

 ‘What do you hope to learn?’ 

 ‘I don’t know.’ 

 Rosa shrugged. ‘Madeleine won’t be happy.’ 

 ‘I can live with that. It’s Ximenes I’m really hoping to upset.’ 

 

Driscoll had watched from his hotel window as Kwong left. He was looking older, a 

little bit more weight, some grey at the temples. Join the club. The other one he 

assumed was Kwong’s offsider from the WA police. Bulky, back turned. He’d gone 

off with the AFP guy while Kwong had got in the 4WD with the woman from PNTL. 

With the coast clear Driscoll joined Nivea for breakfast. Their flight over had been 

uneventful; nobody trailed them to the airport. As promised, they sailed through 

immigration and security at both ends. Hotel reception had been suspicious of him 

checking in with Nivea but held their tongues once it was clarified she had her own 

room several doors away from his. Await instructions, Aunty had said. So he waited. 

 ‘Is this the first time you’ve been back?’ he asked Nivea. 

 ‘Yes.’ She nibbled on a chunk of pineapple. ‘How about you?’ 

 ‘First time since two thousand and six.’ 

 ‘Why were you here?’ 

 ‘Like Willie, I worked at the embassy.’ 

 ‘Secret agent.’ 

 ‘Sort of.’ 

 Her eyes filled. ‘I was wrong to trust him, wasn’t I?’ 

 ‘Probably.’ 

 ‘What will they do to him?’ 

 ‘Charge him, warn him, let him go. Maybe there’ll be a trial sometime in the 

future.’ 

 She snorted. ‘A show trial.’ 
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 ‘Hardly,’ said Driscoll. ‘It will be held in secret. A kangaroo court might be a 

better way to describe it.’ 

 ‘Brian too? A civilian? They can do that?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 Nivea glanced out of the window at the sunshine, hazy blue sky, hooting 

traffic. ‘Maybe this is the best place for me now. Maybe I can do more for Timor if I 

come home to patria.’ 

 ‘Maybe,’ said Driscoll. His phone sounded. Aunty. She wanted to know if 

he’d made contact with Kwong yet. ‘No, I was awaiting instructions. Remember?’ 

 ‘Looks like he’s already stirring the pot. Ximenes is jumping up and down, 

wanting something done about him.’ 

 ‘I’m not inclined to help Ximenes out right now.’ 

 ‘A deft touch is what we’re after, Rory dear.’ 

 ‘Your idea of deft often ends in tears.’ 

 ‘I suggest you drop by the embassy and say hello. We’ll do a teleconference 

so we’re all on the same page.’ 

 ‘Kwong?’ 

 ‘Might be just the fall guy we’re looking for.’ 

 

Sharon couldn’t make sense of it. She’d run another check on Paul Reinado and kept 

getting blocked. The spook Guthrie had told Phil that Reinado had been on their 

books. Fair enough, some stuff would be classified. But suddenly even files she had 

access to a few days ago were now closed to her. Reinado had become toxic, 

dissolving like a body in a barrel of lime. Yet at the same time the reports from 

McMahon in Fremantle Detectives were that ‘enquiries were progressing’ – which 

meant they were stuck and seriously tempted to run with the suicide theory so they 

could all get on with their lives. So behind the scenes there was increased activity to 

ensure that out front, the curtain came down early. Why was she interested? What did 

it matter for Phil up there in Timor? 

 She tried running a trace on Guthrie but there was little after his graduation 

from uni: ANU, class of ninety-nine, Politics and International Relations, first class 
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honours. Then postgrad languages: Mandarin, Bahasa, Spanish, French. Then a big fat 

nothing, no social media profile, zero. ANU postgraduate class photo two years later: 

there he is back row, third from left, bland nonentity then, as he no doubt is now. Two 

rows directly in front, a familiar face. She’d last worked with him in China. He’d 

muscled in when Phil had come to Shanghai on police business. Rory Driscoll. He 

didn’t belong to any particular department, she recalled; a freelance troubleshooter 

with high-level clearance. It didn’t surprise her that he and Guthrie would be 

contemporaries, the spooks drew their recruits from a limited and murky gene pool. 

Driscoll. In at the flowering of her relationship with Phil. She wondered where he was 

now. Maybe he could help clear up a few matters? 

 Did she still have his number? She scrolled through her phone. All she had 

was a China-based mobile. He would probably have moved on long since. She tried it 

anyway and was surprised to find it still active. It went to messagebank so she left 

one, in Mandarin. She checked the time: seven-thirty. She’d managed to wangle the 

six to two shift while Phil was overseas. It meant she could get some quality time with 

Ella in the afternoon before the holy hour of dinner, bath and bedtime. Julie was 

getting antsy with the extra childcare demands. No way this was going to be 

sustainable over the longer term. Sharon back in investigations? Dream on. 

 Her phone buzzed.  

 ‘Nee ha. Howdy stranger.’ Driscoll. 

 ‘You’re still in China?’ 

 ‘Call forwarding. Then I filter them. You got lucky.’ Arrogant as ever and 

probably lying. 

 ‘So where are you?’ 

 ‘It’s a secret. What can I do for you?’ She told him. ‘Paul Reinado? Never 

heard of him. Why the interest?’ 

 ‘He was found dead in Fremantle recently. I was tangentially involved in the 

investigation.’ 

 ‘Tangentially?’ 

 ‘Yes. He’s a Timorese national, now Aussie citizen. I’m reliably informed via 

hearsay that he was on the payroll of Australian security services.’ 
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 ‘Who were you reliably informed via hearsay by?’ 

 ‘I could say it’s a secret but I won’t. A certain Rob Guthrie. Know him?’ 

 ‘Don’t think I do, no.’ 

 ‘You went to ANU together. Modern languages, postgrad.’ 

 ‘Did we?’ 

 ‘Stop fucking around, Rory. Can you find out whatever you can about 

Reinado and get back to me?’ 

 ‘I’m retired now, a simple fisherman out Woop-woop.’ 

 ‘Those car and moped horns in the background don’t make me think Woop-

woop.’ 

 ‘Holiday.’ 

 ‘So can you help me?’ 

 ‘I’ll see what I can do. But you haven’t really answered my question. Why the 

tangential interest?’ 

 Should she come clean? Appeal to his better nature? ‘It concerns my husband. 

I’m worried he might be in danger.’ 

 ‘The lecturer?’ 

 ‘No, I remarried. Remember Philip Kwong, the cop who came to Shanghai?’ 

 Was it her imagination or had the line suddenly gone quieter? ‘Yeah,’ said 

Driscoll. ‘I think I remember the guy.’ 

 

Paul Reinado. Aunty hadn’t mentioned him, only these two pensioners who’d died in 

WA. It was Aunty who tipped him off to Sharon’s call, his old phone monitored by a 

tech unit in Canberra in case any China issues re-surfaced. So, Kwong and Sharon. 

Well, well. He hadn’t heard, but then again why would he? Not long after the 

Shanghai affair he’d joined Operation Sovereign Borders and that had consumed him 

for the following three years. Maybe still did. Nivea was looking at him expectantly. 

 ‘Who was that?’ 

 ‘A colleague from way back.’ 

 ‘That name you mentioned, Paul Reinado. What about him?’ 

 ‘Why?’ 
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 ‘The family who looked after me in Darwin. Their name was Reinado. They 

had a son, maybe five years older than me. His name was Paul.’ Her lower lip 

trembled. ‘He was like an older brother. Is it him? What has happened?’  

 His face gave it away. ‘He’s dead. He was found hanged in Fremantle.’ 

 Tears ran down her face. ‘Suicide?’ 

 ‘As far as they know.’ Ximenes, thought Driscoll. Has to be. ‘When did you 

last see Paul?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘Three, maybe four years ago. A family Christmas. He seemed 

happy. New family. Good job.’ 

 ‘And you hadn’t heard about his death?’ 

 Nivea shook her head. ‘I’ve heard nothing since we turned our phones off and 

gave them to Mrs Blasey, back in Canberra.’ A pleading look. ‘I need to talk to his 

parents, they will be wondering. They will think I don’t care.’ 

 ‘Their phones will probably be monitored.’ 

 ‘Who cares! Your people already have Willie and Brian. They will know 

where we are.’ 

 ‘It’s Ximenes and whoever is helping him that concerns me now. Maybe 

Paul’s death was a message to you. Do you want that for his parents too?’ 

 She slumped. ‘So what do we do now?’ 

 ‘The embassy. We’ll go there first.’ 

 ‘Can we trust them?’ 

 ‘I don’t know.’ 

 

The road was rough, skirting a hill scarred by repeated and unrepaired landslips. Out 

to their right the sea shimmered. In the distance a large mountainous island loomed 

out of the mist. 

‘Atauro,’ said Rosa. ‘You should visit if you get the chance. It’s beautiful.’ 

Tourism, thought Cato. The next frontier. Could such a poor country with such 

a bloody and sad history take that path and make it work? If Cambodia can do it, he 

supposed, anybody can. The wind was hot now and offered no real relief. Along the 
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way signs warned them not to swim in the ocean because of crocodiles. Here and 

there people ignored the warnings.  

Rosa noted his interest. ‘In the last ten years there has been a huge increase in 

the number of attacks. It now averages one a month. Some say there are extra 

crocodiles coming from Australia. Making trouble.’ 

 ‘That’s what, six hundred kilometres away?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘Encroachment, habitat. It’s a theory the scientists have.’ 

 ‘And it’s only the Australian ones who make trouble?’ 

 ‘Of course. Timorese crocodiles only attack people who deserve it.’ 

 ‘Tell me about the Timorese crocodiles,’ said Cato. ‘They sound so wise.’ 

‘Are you sitting comfortably?’ Rosa smiled. ‘Then I will begin. Many years 

ago a small crocodile, what we call lafaek, lived in a swamp in a faraway place. He 

dreamed of becoming a big crocodile but, as food was scarce, he became weak and 

grew sad. He left for the open sea, to find food and realise his dream, but the day 

became so hot and he was still far from the shore. The little crocodile – rapidly drying 

out and now desperate – lay down to die.’ 

‘Not sounding good,’ said Cato. 

‘Shush and listen,’ said Rosa. ‘Then a small boy took pity on the poor 

stranded crocodile and carried him to the sea. The crocodile, instantly revived, was 

grateful. “Little boy”, he said, “you have saved my life. If I can ever help you in any 

way, please call me. I am at your command.”’ 

Cato found himself lulled by the honey warmth of her voice. 

‘Some years later, the boy called the crocodile, who was now big and strong. 

“Brother Crocodile”, he said, “Lafaek, I too have a dream. I want to see the world”. 

“Climb on my back,” said the crocodile, “and tell me, which way do you want to go?” 

“Towards the sun”, said the boy. They set off and they travelled the oceans for years, 

until one day the crocodile said to the boy, “Little brother, we have travelled for a 

long time. But now the time has come for me to die. In memory of your kindness, I 

will turn myself into a beautiful island, where you and your children can live until the 

sun sinks in the sea.” As the crocodile died, he grew and grew, and his rigid back 

became the mountains and his scales the hills of Timor.’ She waved a hand at the 
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surrounding landscape. ‘Now when the people of Timor Leste swim in the ocean, they 

enter the water saying “Don’t eat me maun alin, I am your relative”. 

Cato nodded. ‘A creation story.’ 

‘A little like your Australian Dreamtime maybe?’ 

‘Something like that, I suppose. And Antonio, the pet at HQ …’ 

‘Is not a pet, he is our guardian, our protector.’ 

‘Is it not cruel to keep him captive?’ 

‘Maybe,’ said Rosa. ‘There has been so much cruelty and captivity already in 

Timor.’ She smiled. ‘Maybe you can liberate Antonio next time you meet him.’ Her 

eyes clouded. ‘Now we are in the Petty Kingdom of Mr Ximenes. I will take you to 

the place that made him famous.’ 

Ahead of them a hand-painted sign – Massacre Church, Right 300m. 

‘It helps the tourists find it,’ said Rosa. ‘They read about it in Lonely Planet 

and want to see for themselves.’ She indicated right and they bumped down a rutted 

track nudging carefully through flocks of chickens and the odd goat.  

They pulled up outside a church that you might see in any Australian suburb. 

Cato had been expecting a small, old, ornate Portuguese style colonial-era building. 

Instead it was a design that he would have more readily associated with the sixties – 

straight lines, sharp angles, defiantly modernist. It wasn’t how he imagined a 

massacre site should look. 

‘September sixth, a few days after the independence vote.’ 

‘Around two hundred people, I read somewhere.’ 

‘That’s right, hacked, shot. By Ximenes and his men, and by Indonesian 

soldiers.’ 

‘You would have been very young?’ 

‘Thank you for the compliment, I am older than I look. I was seventeen at the 

time. Luckily I and my family were not here that day. We took refuge in the hills 

immediately after my parents voted. Others. Not so lucky.’ 

‘Nobody was held responsible later? Surely there was an enquiry?’ 

‘Indictments, findings. Yes, but nothing came of it.’ 
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They walked around the outside of the building, looked in through the glass 

doors at the empty pews. Silent. Peaceful. Nearby a goat bleated. ‘I can’t imagine …’ 

Cato began. 

‘No,’ said Rosa. ‘I don’t suppose you can.’ She shook her head. ‘For some, 

death might have been the best thing.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘The survivors were forced onto trucks by the militia and taken across the 

border. Many have still not returned. Some were killed. Some were forced to serve the 

militias. I have some friends from school who I have not seen since then.’ 

‘Serve the militias?’ 

‘Become their slaves, their property, their hostages against war crimes 

investigations.’ She turned to Cato. ‘You wanted to know why I am so cynical about 

reconciliation.’  

‘Ximenes might be the petty king here. But what do his subjects think of him, 

after all this?’ 

‘Look around you.’ Rosa smiled sadly. ‘We are only one hour from Dili by 

road but we may as well be on a distant hill down by the border. Life is basic here. 

Simple. Tough. It has always been about survival. Tyrants and oppressors come and 

go. Politics and ambition are what happens in the city. Here we live every day with 

the power of the natural world; the sun, the earth, the storms, the ocean. The liurai. 

Remember those words of the little boy, “Don’t eat me maun alin, I am your relative”. 

They drove away from the empty church. Once they left the gravel turn-off 

back onto the bitumen road a battered ute stayed with them all the way to their next 

destination. 

 

Mark and Maddie were back on duty in the embassy boardroom with Driscoll and 

Nivea. 

 ‘Busy, busy, busy,’ said Colonel Mark. ‘All this attention, downright 

flattering.’ 

 ‘Is the video link with Canberra set to go?’ How many times had he sat in such 

a room? Another embassy, another day. Driscoll no longer had the patience for the 
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conga line of foppish ex-private school boys he’d had to endure along the way. He 

had an urge to slap Mark’s entitled smirk.  

 ‘You there, Pauline?’ Maddie peered irritably at the snowy wall-mounted 

screen until Aunty morphed into existence. 

 ‘Maddie, my dear. Long time, no see. You’re obviously going from strength to 

strength. Who’s that with you?’ 

 ‘The name’s Mark,’ said Mark, sourly. 

 ‘And Rory and Nivea. How are you, dears?’ 

 ‘Great,’ said Rory. ‘So what’s the plan?’ 

 ‘Never were one for small talk, were you?’ 

 ‘Things to do, Mrs Blasey. Places to go, people to see.’ 

 ‘Fine, fine.’ A brief had been sent down the line to Mark and Maddie. 

Assuming they’d read it, they should be up to speed. ‘Ximenes might have been an 

asset once but he’s just a huge fucking liability now. We need him out of action.’ 

 ‘The Timorese are never going to hand him over,’ said Mark. ‘However badly 

he behaved in the past, he’s one of theirs. This is an issue of sovereignty.’ 

 ‘Got any eggs for me to suck?’ said Aunty. 

 ‘He’s hard-wired into the economy now.’ Maddie shook her head. ‘He’s 

behind the government push to buy out those multi-nationals wavering on their Timor 

Gap commitments. Back-channelling on the pipeline options. Pretty soon he’ll have 

us surrounded and under siege.’ 

 ‘Like peasants cowering in a church,’ said Aunty. ‘Maybe it’s now in our 

national interest to take him down?’ 

 ‘He’s tried to kill us,’ said Driscoll. ‘He’s been a piece of crap from day one.’ 

 ‘Yes, Rory but he was our piece of crap.’ 

 Nivea and Driscoll contained their disgust but a gleam had appeared in 

Maddie’s eye. ‘We’d need to keep it arm’s length.’ 

 Aunty nodded. ‘That’s where Detective Kwong comes in.’  

 ‘Arm’s length, my arse.’ Colonel Mark looked like he would love to pound the 

table but it might appear a trifle trop. A glance at Driscoll. ‘Your Chinese chum from 
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Perth hasn’t got any solid evidence, there’s no extradition treaty. Ximenes isn’t going 

anywhere.’ 

 ‘So we need to give this Kwong chap all the help he needs.’ Aunty was 

fiddling with her lighter. ‘And if that doesn’t do enough to budge the powers-that-be 

in Dili then we’ll have to think more creatively about how to take Ximenes out of 

play.’ 

 ‘Does that mean what I think it means?’ 

 ‘Rory,’ she beamed. ‘So you were paying attention after all.’ 

 Maddie glanced at Nivea and then back at the screen. ‘Maybe we need to have 

the civilians out of the room before we discuss matters further?’ 

 ‘What do you reckon, Nivea?’ Aunty couldn’t wait. She lit up and blew a 

plume of smoke at them. ‘Reckon you can keep a secret? Because if you can’t we’ll 

lock you up for twenty years. Look at poor Brian and Willie.’ 

 ‘In this case,’ said Nivea. ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ 

 Aunty looked puzzled. ‘Was that a yes?’ 

 

Rosa had spotted the trailing ute almost immediately and alerted Cato. It hung back, 

maybe two hundred metres, following them all the way to the big house where 

generations of the Ximenes family had lived. Recently it had been converted into a 

restaurant and boasted a million dollar view over a foaming ocean. The wind was 

strong but still offered no cool relief. 

 ‘Let’s see what happens now.’ Rosa checked her pistol, straightened her 

uniform, and led them into the restaurant. She chose a seat on the balcony facing 

inwards towards the doorway they’d just walked through. Below them a sheer cliff 

and crocodile-infested waves. There was nowhere to run if anybody came for them. 

Rosa studied the menu. ‘I doubt they will come in. Too public and they probably 

don’t have the money. I’m guessing they’re just watching and reporting, nothing 

more.’ 

 ‘I hope you’re right.’ 

 ‘You were the one who wanted to ruffle the man’s feathers. Is that the term?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Cato. ‘Your English is very good.’ 
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 ‘Thank you. Your Tetun, Portuguese and Bahasa are terrible.’ 

 ‘Touché.’ 

 ‘But your French is better.’ 

 They ordered Diet Cokes and, as it was nearly lunchtime, some food. There 

were others there: a Timorese family, relatively affluent if their clothes, the car 

outside, and the food orders were anything to go by. Visiting expats, guessed Cato. 

Further down the balcony two old men played a game of chess and just beyond them a 

table of four backpackers. They sounded European. ‘The Ximenes family no longer 

owns this land?’ 

 Some eyes darted his way. The waiters were on alert now. ‘Voice down, 

please.’ She smiled reassuringly at the staff and said something in Tetun. ‘I told them 

you are a historian, that you write dusty books about dusty history. They believe me. 

You must look the part.’ 

 ‘Sorry,’ said Cato. ‘So. Do they?’ 

 ‘Yes, he still owns it. He collects the rent but now will only visit on special 

days. His life and his business are in Dili and elsewhere.’ 

 ‘You know a lot about him. You take a particular interest?’ 

 The Cokes arrived and she sipped hers. ‘He is my liurai, my Petty King.’ 

 ‘Are you a loyal subject?’ 

 She shrugged. ‘Loyalty.’ 

 It was no real answer. ‘You were born near here?’ 

 ‘Yes, near that church I showed you.’ 

 ‘Were any of your relatives …’ 

 ‘All of these questions. Ah,’ she smiled. ‘The food is here.’  

They ate in silence. The warm wind stuck the shirt to Cato’s back. The only 

coolness was in Rosa’s distracted gaze. After a while they finished and left. Rosa 

decided it was time to confront the men in the ute. 

 ‘Is that a good idea?’ 

 She turned. ‘You want to shake them up. This is your chance.’ They marched 

up to the ute and Rosa tore open the driver’s door shouting something in Tetun. The 
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driver and his companion stepped out and leaned over the bonnet, hands on head. 

‘You search him, I will do this one.’ 

 ‘I’m not sure I have the authority.’ 

 ‘They don’t know that,’ she snapped. ‘Just do it.’ 

 Neither was armed and both seemed bemused by the reaction. Rosa told him 

to watch over them while she did a quick search of the ute cabin and tray. She came 

back with a mobile phone from the passenger side. Scrolling through she found what 

she was looking for. For a few seconds her thumbs were furiously active on the 

buttons then she threw the phone over the cliff into the sea. The man protested and 

she hissed at him. 

 ‘You sent a message to Ximenes?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘Oh, yes. I sure did.’ 

 

Driscoll was waiting in hotel reception when Kwong returned. 

 ‘G’day mate. Drink?’ He gestured towards the bar. ‘My shout.’ 

 The Timorese cop eyed him warily, made her excuses and left. Kwong shook 

his head like nothing surprised him anymore. They took some seats and ordered a 

couple of Tigers. 

 ‘Congratulations on the nuptials,’ said Driscoll, scarfing a handful of peanuts 

and clinking glasses. ‘Sharon told me the good news.’ 

 ‘Thanks. Let me guess, our meeting is not a happy accident?’ 

 ‘Astute as ever.’ 

 ‘Ximenes?’ A nod in reply. ‘You want me to leave him alone?’ 

 ‘Au contraire, I’m at your disposal.’ 

 Kwong sipped his beer. ‘Have you told the embassy? They seem to take a 

different view.’ 

 ‘Not any more. We’re all on the same page.’ 

 ‘Even Maddie?’ 

 ‘Especially Maddie, she’s a pragmatist.’ And one of Aunty’s protégés he 

guessed. Driscoll could see Nivea heading their way. He stood to welcome her into 
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the fold, made the introductions. ‘Phil is the detective I was telling you about. The 

guy from Perth.’ 

 ‘Hi,’ she said. 

 ‘You’re colleagues?’ Kwong was sizing her up, trying to work her out. 

 ‘Of sorts,’ said Driscoll. ‘How are your enquiries progressing?’ 

 ‘Slowly. Ximenes blanked me. I’m aware he just needs to sit put until I fly 

out. But he’s my man I’m sure of it.’ 

 ‘When do you fly out? What’s your plan?’ 

 Kwong sniffed. ‘Look for evidence. Rattle his cage. See what happens.’ 

 ‘Bit loose as plans go.’ 

 He conceded the point. ‘Maybe this will have to take a few visits. Months, 

years even. A patient build. Some diplomacy.’ 

 ‘Patience and diplomacy? You?’ 

 ‘Any other ideas?’ 

 ‘One or two.’ Driscoll told him the gist. ‘But we’ll have to keep the locals out 

of it – the PNTL and AFP liaison guy.’ 

 ‘Rosa and Sam.’ 

 ‘Right.’ Kwong’s colleague had come through the lobby doors, looked their 

way and headed upstairs without saying hello. ‘And your offsider; we might need to 

keep him out of it too, for his own good.’ 

 ‘José.’ 

 ‘José, right. So how about we meet at reception after dinner? Just you and 

me.’ Kwong nodded his assent. They parted ways and Driscoll got on his phone. The 

last time he’d seen “José” that hadn’t been his name. 
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Driscoll in Dili. Why did that not surprise him? Could the man be trusted? No, not 

entirely, although Cato thought he detected a certain mellowing with age, and he 

knew from experience there was a line Driscoll wouldn’t cross. It was just a lot 

further away than Cato’s. In Shanghai, the wanker had left him at the mercy of a 

vicious local gangster longer than was really necessary, and his misreading of the 

situation led indirectly to the death of Cato’s colleague. Fair appraisal? Who knew, 

but Cato once again found himself playing away from home and reliant on local help, 

which he needed if he had any chance of getting a result. Could Rosa deliver that? 

She said she had sent a message to Ximenes which hopefully would spark a reaction. 

Now the embassy and its spooks had come in on his side. The timing was suspicious 

to say the least. He looked out of his hotel room window at the port across the road 

and the crane unloading containers from a docked ship. It was mid-afternoon. José 

should have returned by now from his visit to Moby Dick’s sports bar. Cato had no 

expectations of a report or update. It was solely a diversion to keep AFP Sam 

occupied. 

  A knock at the door. Speak of the devil. ‘How was Moby’s?’ 

  José smiled grimly. ‘A non-event, but then we knew it would be. Sam wasn’t 

too worried by the waste of time. Had an extended lunch, steak and chips and a few 

beers. Happy as Larry.’ He took the only available seat at the desk by the window. 

‘You?’ 

 ‘Had a look around Ximenes’ territory; some church where they had a 

massacre. Got tailed by a couple of his men for a while.’ 

 ‘Any trouble?’ 

 ‘No, Rosa had it all under control.’ 

 ‘Formidable woman.’ 

 ‘She’d have to be, I expect.’ 
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 José tapped his fingers on the desk. ‘We’re wasting our time aren’t we? The 

bloke isn’t going to fess up and we don’t have enough on him. What’s the point of us 

being here?’ 

 Cato shrugged. ‘Get closer to the truth? It might not be the same as a result but 

it might eliminate some lines of enquiry.’ 

 ‘Truth. An expensive exercise.’ 

 ‘Didn’t know you’d gone over to the bean counters, José.’ 

 A grunt. ‘Did I see you chatting with some punters in the bar earlier?’ 

 ‘Yeah, you should have come over and introduced yourself.’ Cato recalled 

Driscoll’s plea for discretion. ‘People from one of the NGOs, forget which. Seemed 

nice enough.’ 

 ‘Right,’ said José. ‘So what’s the plan from here?’ 

 ‘Can you liaise with Eades, get an update from her end of things? I’ll do 

likewise with Perth Homicide. Regroup in an hour?’ 

 ‘Sure.’ 

 ‘And talk to AFP Sam. Get him to dig whatever he can on Ximenes. Rumour, 

tittle-tattle, whatever.’ 

 ‘That’ll ruffle the embassy feathers.’ 

 ‘Apparently not. They’re coming around to our way of thinking.’ 

 ‘Really? How’d you hear that?’ 

 Too long a pause and Cato realised he’d been caught out. ‘A phone chat with 

Madeleine earlier.’ He dug himself deeper. ‘There’s been a thaw.’ 

 ‘Interesting.’ José nodded, let his eyes drift away. ‘Right, better get onto it 

then.’  

 Cato had just lied to his colleague and, cops being well-versed on body 

language, it was clear he had been busted. José no longer trusted him. That could be 

fatal when they were in an unfamiliar and potentially dangerous place and needed to 

count on each other. Had that been Rory Driscoll’s intent?  

Played. Like a fucking violin. 
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Sharon was beginning to get worried. Driscoll hadn’t returned any of her calls since 

that initial contact. She’d run a check with Border Control to find where the hell he 

was in the world so she could try and track him down through the relevant embassy. 

He’d flown out of Darwin that weekend headed for, of course, Timor Leste. Wherever 

Driscoll was, trouble followed. It was no coincidence. Whatever path Phil’s 

investigation took now had Driscoll’s stamp on it. She checked the time, it would be 

late afternoon in Dili. She made the call. 

 ‘Hi.’ Phil failed to hide the surprise in his voice. ‘Everything okay?’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ she said, artificially bright. ‘Just fancied a chat. Got time?’ 

 ‘Sure. How’s it going back there?’ 

 ‘Same old. I think Julie’s losing her mojo with Ella.’ 

 ‘I better get back there quick. Give her a break.’ 

 ‘Julie or Ella?’ 

 ‘Both,’ he chuckled. ‘Hey, never guess who I caught up with today.’ 

 ‘Rory Driscoll?’ 

 The line went silent for a moment. ‘You were speaking to him? I thought he 

was just messing with my mind.’ 

 ‘This morning,’ she confirmed. ‘I’d been looking at Paul Reinado. He’s being 

wiped from the record. I took a closer look at that spook you met, Guthrie, and saw a 

link between him and Driscoll. I phoned Rory to see if he could check stuff out for 

me. Didn’t realise he was already in Dili.’ 

 ‘Small world.’ 

 ‘Is he there to help or hinder?’ 

 ‘Help, he says.’ 

 ‘In what way?’ 

 ‘Cage-rattling. It’s his speciality.’ 

 ‘Anything specific?’ 

 ‘Not yet. So what’s with the Reinado case?’ 

 ‘I think your old friend DI McMahon is looking to ditch it. Call it suicide.’ 

 ‘Major Crime hasn’t taken over? Pavlou was meant to move on it by now.’ 
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 ‘Maybe you should phone the office, find out what’s going on.’ Sharon could 

feel the call slipping away from her. This was shop talk. She was happy to help out, 

be a pro, but to hell with it. ‘Be careful, Phil. Don’t trust Driscoll, the embassy, any of 

them. There’s something going on behind the scenes. Bigger than your murder 

enquiry.’ 

 ‘I’ll be careful.’ 

 ‘I’ll keep looking into Reinado before he disappears completely.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ A pause. ‘Love you.’ 

 ‘Take care.’ Sharon closed the call. And then made another. 

 

Cato got onto Thornton.  

 ‘How are the mojitos up there in the tropics?’ 

 ‘Bitey,’ said Cato. ‘But I’ve got repellent. What’s going on?’ 

 ‘As in?’ 

 ‘What’s the status of the Reinado case? Aren’t we taking that over?’ 

 ‘Apparently not. It’s being left in the capable hands of DI McMahon. 

Resources issue according to the boss.’ 

 ‘Any outside pressure?’ 

 ‘Above my pay grade. Gossip like that you’ll have to get direct from the 

horse’s mouth. In other news today we have possible witness IDs on a car in the 

vicinity of both the murders and it does indeed match with the hire car Ximenes had 

during his time in Perth – down to the make, colour, and a part rego plate match. 

 This was good news. It strengthened his case for a formal extradition request. 

Cato asked Thornton to send the details through in a formal report. ‘Anything else?’ 

 ‘The body in the skip, Ryan Hodgson? The boss is looking at keeping that 

separate too.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘It obviously doesn’t link directly to Ximenes because the guy was out of the 

country by then. And it’s a sufficiently different MO. Could be drugs. Could be 

revenge for his part in that pack rape a few years ago. Whole bunch of alternative 

scenarios being mooted.’ 
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 Cato didn’t buy it but had no choice. ‘So who’s covering it?’ 

 ‘Eades has taken that over and handed Bevan Drummond to our crew. 

Pavlou’s mantra of the day is focus. Focus, team. Focus,’ he said in passable imitation 

of Pavlou’s tobacco-coarsened tones. 

 ‘Is she around?’ 

 ‘Budgets, efficiency dividends and KPIs at HQ. Out for the day.’ 

 ‘Cheers, Chris. Keep on at the hire car thing. If we can have Ximenes in that 

vehicle at those places and those times it’d be great.’ 

 ‘The man’s DNA would be good too. Any chance of a sample? Just asking for 

a friend.’ 

 ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ 

 

Driscoll met Kwong in reception after an early dinner as planned. There was still a 

glimmer of orange in the western sky but it would be gone soon. The embassy had 

loaned him a gun and a car, those they used for just such a purpose as tonight: 

unofficial, untraceable, slightly battered, nondescript. Not unlike himself. The gun 

was on Driscoll’s hip and the car was parked across the road. They dodged the 

mopeds and headed that way. Kwong looked his usual worried self. 

 ‘All good?’ asked Driscoll. 

 ‘The jury’s out. I had a word with Sharon earlier. She told me not to trust 

you.’ 

 ‘I thought Shaz and me got on well back in Shanghai. Something I said?’ 

 ‘Tell me about Paul Reinado.’ 

 Driscoll palmed a dollar into the hand of the car park attendant, exchanged 

some words of Tetun and eased out into the traffic. He swung an immediate left at the 

lights onto the port road that would take them past the embassies. ‘Reinado?’ He 

made a show of trying to remember an unfamiliar name. 

 ‘You’re not as cocky or convincing as you used to be. Bit rusty or just jack of 

the job?’ 

 Driscoll appraised Kwong. ‘And you’re not as sweet and innocent as you used 

to be.’ 
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 ‘So. Reinado?’ 

 ‘Timorese expat. Family moved to Darwin immediately after the referendum. 

They were on a hit list. His dad was a leading light in Fretilin from way back. Price on 

his head. Paulho was a student activist in the last years before the Indonesians got 

kicked out.’ 

 ‘Who killed him and why?’ 

 ‘I heard it was suicide. Drugs and alcohol, unbalanced mind.’ 

 ‘He’d been under threat in the weeks preceding. Like my two old men in Freo 

and Bunbury.’ Kwong shook his head. ‘The hanging theory is problematic.’ 

 Driscoll kept his eyes on the road ahead. ‘Not according to the local plods.’ 

 ‘You’re well informed.’ 

 ‘It’s my job to be.’ 

 ‘Your mate Guthrie told me Reinado was working for you.’ 

 ‘Not me. I’ve been …’ Driscoll checked himself. 

 ‘Out of the game?’ Kwong smiled. ‘Guessed as much. So what brought you 

back in? Something personal?’ A nod. ‘Unfinished business.’ He settled back into his 

seat. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere.’ 

 ‘Really?’ They were skirting back inland now, starting the climb into the hills 

to Dare. 

 ‘Sure. Me? I’m just doing my job. I can walk away from this if it gets too 

hard.’ Kwong drummed his fingers on the door handle. ‘You? You have a problem 

that needs solving, a problem close to home. You’re committed. That means you need 

me more than I need you.’ 

 ‘You’re wasted as a cop. This ability to look into the souls of men.’ 

 ‘If we’re both after the same guy then fine, let’s make this work. But don’t 

take me for granted.’ 

 Driscoll changed gear as the climb got steeper. The Ximenes place was just 

around the next bend. ‘Perish the thought, mate.’ 

 

Sharon hadn’t been able to get hold of Paul Reinado’s widow until she was driving 

back from work late afternoon. Jessica Reinado had the drawl of a Territorian that 
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must have taken root in the DNA at least four generations ago. She’d been out making 

funeral arrangements but was yet to be told when the body would be released. 

 ‘I’ll try and find out if you like?’ 

 ‘Could you?’ A crack in the dry-creek voice. ‘I want to be able to give him a 

proper send-off. It’s doing our heads in. Me. The kid. His folks.’ 

 ‘You mentioned to one of my colleagues that there had been some strange 

stuff in the lead-up. Do you mind telling me again?’ 

 ‘There’d been phone calls at all hours. Sometimes nothing on the other end, 

when I answered, other times when Paul answered there would be threats. Vandalism: 

our car was damaged, scratched, tyres punctured. We had a cat. It disappeared for a 

few days then was found up the road in the gutter like it had been run over.’ A sigh. 

‘Shit in the mail box. There were reports too of a van and some bloke taking photos of 

the kids in the school yard at recess.’ 

 ‘You don’t know who was doing this or why? Paul didn’t?’ 

 A hesitation. ‘Paul suspected it was something to do with what his dad was 

involved in.’ 

 ‘His dad?’ 

 ‘An activist in the Timorese community. Been at it for yonks. The war’s never 

over for those people.’ 

 Hence Paul’s usefulness to ASIO. Sharon wondered how he’d been recruited – 

reward or threat? Wondered how much Jessica knew about her husband. Enough on 

her plate already for such a revelation. ‘Anything specific?’ 

 ‘Some bloke had been recognised on the streets of Darwin. He’d been 

involved in some massacres back in the day. They don’t forget that shit, do they? 

Paul’s dad was making noise about it to whoever would listen.’ 

 ‘When was this?’ She gave an approximate date. ‘March? But that was months 

and months ago.’ 

 ‘Yeah, funny that. I said to Paulie it didn’t make sense. But he was convinced. 

He reckoned it had taken that long for his dad’s noise to get through to somebody that 

mattered.’ 
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 ‘So this person that was recognised, accused of being involved in these 

atrocities, he was part of the Timorese community?’ 

 ‘Nah, nah. That’s why it caused so much fuss. This bloke was an Aussie, 

dinky-di, true blue.’ 

 

They parked a hundred metres down the hill and walked the rest of the way. The wind 

had dropped. Insects ticked in the undergrowth where the road ended. Smells of over-

ripe fruit, frying chicken, sewerage. Way below them Dili twinkled in the distance 

and a half moon hung over the sea. Cato felt clammy and unfit trying to keep up with 

Driscoll’s long stride. He could see now the bulge at the hips. Driscoll had come 

armed. 

 ‘I thought we were just here to talk, do some winding up?’ 

 Driscoll shushed him with a finger to the lips. ‘Insurance. That’s all.’ 

 They strolled up to the reinforced two metre high gates and Driscoll pressed 

the intercom button. A crackly voice answered and Driscoll spoke to it in Tetun. The 

answer to Driscoll’s request seemed to be negative. Then he said something else. 

Almost immediately the gates swung open and four men came out and surrounded 

them, machetes raised. 

 ‘What did you say?’ said Cato, holding his hands high in surrender. 

 ‘I reminded Ximenes of exactly who I was and the last time we met.’  

Each of them was patted down. ‘There goes the insurance,’ noted Cato as the 

gun was confiscated, along with their phones and the car keys. Machete blades 

prodded them through the gates.  

Driscoll offered a reassuring grin. ‘All going to plan, so far.’ 

 ‘I’d hate to be with you when things go wrong. Oh, wait … There was that 

time.’ 

 ‘Faith, brother.’ 

 They were ushered into an empty room down some stairs below the main 

house. It would be pretty well soundproofed if that was your intent. The door closed 

behind them. 

 ‘This doesn’t look good,’ said Cato. 
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 ‘Mind games. Trust me.’ 

The door slammed open, bouncing off the wall. In came Ximenes and the 

same four men from earlier. He marched straight up to Driscoll and stood chest to 

chest. Shorter, by maybe ten centimetres, he lifted his gaze in examination. ‘It really 

is you.’ 

 Driscoll said something to him in Tetun. 

 ‘No. English is fine. We want your colleague to be able to understand.’ 

 ‘They patched you up well, João. The ear especially, you’d have to look 

closely. The eye is still a little obvious. Hence the shades, huh?’ 

 One of the henchmen stepped in from the side and king hit Driscoll. He 

dropped like a stone. Cato wondered if he’d killed him. Two of the others stood in 

front of Cato in case he thought of getting involved. Unlikely, unless it really was a 

last resort. After a moment Driscoll stirred, blood pouring from smashed lips. He 

climbed painfully to his feet, shook his head to clear it, and almost collapsed again. 

 ‘You blame me for what Abdullah Hamady did to you. Understandable, I 

guess.’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘You put my name on that 

death list that found its way from BIN into Willie Mason’s hands. You wanted me 

involved, out in the open.’ 

 ‘Loyalty is important to me,’ said Ximenes. ‘Mateship, you call it. A good 

Aussie looks after his mates.’ He turned to Cato. ‘That right, Chinaman?’ 

 ‘I guess.’ 

 ‘You people are living a lie. Treacherous and self-serving one minute, 

sentimental and smug the next.’ 

 ‘Don’t beat around the bush, mate.’ Driscoll looked unsteady on his feet. ‘Say 

what you mean.’ 

 ‘They stole that land from you and then they make their borders into 

something strict and sacred. Except for our oil reserves of course where your border is 

as elastic as a Dali clock.’ He nodded. ‘Yes, I too have had an education.’ He was 

enjoying himself, once again in charge. ‘All the things you do in the name of your 

plastic Empire. Hypocrites.’ 
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 ‘Look I’m sorry I gave you up to the people smugglers. But all’s fair in love 

and …’   

Ximenes prodded Driscoll in the chest. ‘And you’re the biggest fool. Thinking 

they would ever accept you. They used you like they used me.’ 

 ‘So we’re brothers, right?’ 

 ‘When they find your corpse in the gutter tomorrow they’ll walk past it. A 

troublesome black, that’s all you ever were.’ 

 ‘Why did you kill the old men in Perth?’ Cato was sick of the sideshow. He 

needed answers. 

 ‘Old men? What do I want with old men in Perth?’ 

 ‘You were there at the time. Your hire vehicle was in the area of each murder 

at the time. One of them was researching you. They had links with Timor. They had 

been here.’ 

 ‘You are wasting your time. And mine.’ At a nod from Ximenes the henchmen 

wrestled Driscoll to the floor. Spread out his arms, hands, fingers. Another stood 

ready with the machete. ‘Abdullah spent hours with me. Took his time. Shall I accord 

you the same privilege?’ 

 Driscoll spat some words of Tetun. 

 Ximenes cupped his false ear. ‘What was that?’ Then he took the machete into 

his own hands and raised it. 

 

He’d miscalculated. Had he even calculated in the first place? He was losing it, he 

realised now. Even mild-mannered Kwong had wrong-footed him on the journey 

here, changed the balance of power. Now Ximenes had him at his mercy, just like he 

too had been all those years before, back in Abdullah’s basement in Kupang. 

 ‘You should have killed me when you had the chance.’ Ximenes had his 

mouth close to Driscoll’s ear. He could bite it off if he wished. ‘Put me out of my 

misery, instead of leaving me to them.’ His hand clamped Driscoll’s wrist and he 

lifted the machete. 

 ‘Enough!’ 
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 ‘Shut the Chinaman up.’ Ximenes turned and pointed the machete at Kwong. 

‘You are next.’ 

 ‘I have told my colleagues in Perth where I was going. If they do not hear 

from me there will be police here and you will be arrested. We will bring you to 

Australia and charge you with murder.’ 

 ‘What police? PNTL?’ A snort. ‘Nobody will touch me.’ 

 ‘Are you telling the truth about the old men? They are nothing to you?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Then somebody is trying to set you up. You must have a very powerful 

enemy in Western Australia, where you do so much business. They know your 

movements. They know all about you, your history. They want to eliminate you.’ 

Kwong resisted the efforts of Ximenes’ men to restrain him. ‘Don’t you want to know 

who it is?’ 

 The machete came down. Slowly. ‘Do you know?’ 

 ‘I think I do, yes.’ Kwong pressed his point. ‘There must be a lot of money at 

stake. Oil, gas money. Yes?’ 

 ‘You will trade me this person for your miserable lives?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Kwong. ‘Of course.’ 

 ‘Like I said before,’ Ximenes put down the machete. ‘You Australians – self-

serving and treacherous, all of you.’  
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Cato woke sweating and reached for his pills. The old dreams were back and mixed in 

with some new ones: a white lake with blood rippling outwards, fireworks and a knife 

tearing at his gut, darkness and sump oil and relentless pain, a black tunnel and weight 

pressing down on his shoulders, machetes raised over helpless limbs. He hadn’t felt 

like he needed his medication for some time. The focus and the drive of an 

investigation was drug enough it seemed. But those moments when you stopped and 

thought. Cactus. You were done for. That’s when he needed chemical help. He 

swallowed two pills with a swig from his water bottle. After a while the palpitations 

settled, his chest loosened, breathing returned to normal. 

 Ximenes had chosen to believe Cato’s lie. There had been something in his 

expression. Relief? Choosing to believe Cato allowed him to save face. Did he, after 

so many years bathed in blood, no longer have the heart to spill more? Cato doubted 

it. Did Ximenes fear the repercussions if he carried through his threat on Driscoll? 

More likely. Maybe the dark forces that had lifted him up in recent decades were 

about to tear him down. The vulnerability of the hard man – the harder they fall, it is 

said – but before that they lash out, they weep and wail and claim victimhood, they 

cajole and manipulate. But they cannot forestall the inevitable. Or was that wishful 

thinking? Some despots stay in charge for decades before retiring in luxury only to die 

peacefully in their sleep. Ximenes had a brush with mortality. This Abdullah bloke, a 

people smuggler, had dealt him the terrible mutilations replicated in the deaths of the 

two old men in WA. But Ximenes denied all knowledge of those old men and Cato 

found himself believing that denial. If that was the case then somebody seemed to be 

setting him up for those murders. Who and why? This was the basis of their life and 

face-saving bargain. All Cato had to do now was deliver. 

 Or what? Or Ximenes would come looking for him – he made that very clear. 
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 ‘Quick thinking, mate, I’m impressed. I thought I was a goner there.’ Driscoll 

had lost his sang-froid but his gun, phone and car keys had been returned to him. 

Ushered out of the gate he’d shivered like he’d just been told a ghost story. ‘D’you 

reckon I’m past it?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ said Cato. ‘You’re a liability.’ 

 ‘Still,’ he’d said, reaching into the boot of the embassy car for a clean plastic 

bag to wrap around his wrist; the one Ximenes had grabbed with the aim of chopping 

off some fingers. ‘Maybe you can drive back?’ Lifting the hand. ‘That DNA sample 

you wanted.’ 

 In theory Cato should just leave Timor if Ximenes really wasn’t the culprit. 

But not before the DNA tests had been done. And, he suspected, Driscoll still had 

unfinished business which might be worth hanging around for. The sky was growing 

light outside the hotel and already the street traffic was building. For a small city on a 

sleepy island that time forgot there seemed to be a lot of throbbing undercurrents. 

Today he would visit the aid projects undertaken by the WA Rotarians all those years 

ago. Just because Ximenes claimed no knowledge of the old men, that didn’t mean 

they weren’t connected in some way. 

 

Driscoll woke up sweating. Had he really just come within coo-ee of losing some of 

his extremities? One thing was for sure, he hadn’t been adequately prepared – he’d 

miscalculated, big time. The Ximenes DNA sample on Driscoll’s wrist hadn’t been 

part of the plan, it was a face-saving consolation prize. Rosa, the Timorese 

investigator who seemed to have taken Kwong under her wing, had assumed 

responsibility for the swabs and the dispatch direct to labs in Darwin and Perth rather 

than Lisbon where they were usually obliged to send forensic samples. She’d shown 

no hint of surprise or disapproval when learning of their visit to Ximenes and what 

had ensued. She’d been impossible to read, he couldn’t tell whose side she was on. 

 ‘And he let you both go unharmed?’ she’d asked. ‘Why?’ 

 Kwong had explained the theory of the Ximenes frame-up and Rosa didn’t 

look like she’d bought it. Join the queue. But the important thing was that Ximenes 

himself bought it. He had no need to, he was in no great danger of extradition. 
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Something obviously rang true about the idea that somebody was out to set him up, to 

destroy him. Somebody who knew all about him and favoured this complex 

roundabout method of character assassination over the brute force of a machete to the 

skull. Who and why? The question occupied Driscoll too. It had spooks written all 

over it – but whose? 

 ‘So if you think he is innocent you have no need to be here, do you?’ Rosa had 

looked at them both. ‘Either of you.’ 

 ‘We need to cross-check a few things first.’ Kwong had glanced at Driscoll for 

support. 

 ‘Right,’ he’d said. 

 Rosa had packed away her forensic utensils. ‘Our job here is hard enough 

without people coming here to cause even more trouble.’ She’d looked at Kwong and 

said something cryptic about troublemaking Australian crocodiles. 

 Kwong had acquiesced, offered an apology of sorts. Keeping his options open, 

no doubt. All Driscoll knew was that Kwong’s intervention had saved his skin and for 

that he owed him. He doused himself under a cold shower, towelled off, and checked 

his phone. Three messages and missed calls, all from Nivea. He listened in, growing 

cold as he did so. He ran down the corridor to her room. 

 The door was ajar, the room was wrecked, and she was gone. 

 

Cato was sitting across from José at the breakfast table when Driscoll burst in. 

 ‘Nivea. She’s disappeared.’ 

 ‘Who?’ said José. 

 Driscoll barely spared him a glance. He focused on Cato. ‘Will you help?’ 

 ‘Sure.’ 

 While Driscoll went off to interrogate hotel staff and request any CCTV, Cato 

called Rosa and AFP Sam who came straight round from HQ just a few streets away. 

Ten minutes later they all gathered in the foyer and occupied the leather couches. 

 Driscoll looked tight as a drum. ‘She was seen leaving around sunrise in the 

company of two young men.’ 

 ‘Voluntarily?’ José picked at his teeth to remove some breakfast remnant. 
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 ‘Not relaxed, was as much as I could glean.’ He studied José. ‘ABIN, right?’ 

For the benefit of everybody else. ‘Agência Brasileira de Inteligência. And you aren’t 

no José either.’ 

 This was, of course, news to Cato. He examined his partner for signs of 

mistaken identity or busted imposter panic. Not a peep. 

‘I am now. I left, changed my name.’ 

 ‘Why?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘None of your business.’ José smiled at Driscoll. ‘Good memory you have 

there.’ 

 Driscoll nodded. ‘A CIA training course, two thousand nine or ten. The class 

buffoon.’ 

 ‘Bit harsh, mate.’ 

 ‘You’ll keep.’ Driscoll turned his attention back to everybody else. ‘The 

doorman reckons they had tattoos from the local seventy-seven gang.’ 

 ‘CCTV?’ enquired Sam. 

 ‘Doing a thumb drive for me now and a print off of some close ups.’ These 

were promptly delivered by one of the women from reception. Driscoll handed out 

copies. 

 Rosa and Sam exchanged glances. They recognised the faces. ‘We know 

where they live.’ Sam keyed a number into his phone. ‘U.I.R.’ he explained. ‘Riot 

squad.’ 

 Driscoll shook his head. ‘No need for that. Just take me to them.’ 

 Sam looked troubled but Rosa shrugged. ‘We’ll have them on standby around 

the corner. Just in case.’ 

 Driscoll lifted his chin towards Sam. ‘I’ll come with you. Hey, José,’ he gave 

the name added emphasis to underline the lie of it. ‘Join us. We can reminisce along 

the way.’ Back to Cato. ‘Maybe you can keep Rosa company?’ 

 That was fine by him although he would have loved to hear the José 

backstory. Maybe later. Meanwhile Rosa was studying the CCTV photograph. 

 ‘Nivea Soares?’ She looked up at the departing Driscoll. 

 ‘Yes.’ He caught the strange expression on her face. ‘Why?’ 
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 ‘Seventy-seven first. Then we’ll talk.’ 

 

While Sam did the driving Driscoll reacquainted himself with the guy who was now 

José. Turning round in the front passenger seat he observed a man absolutely at ease 

with the course of events. ‘Been a while, Rodrigo,’ he said. ‘What’s new? Apart from 

the name?’ 

 ‘I kept the surname. José was my middle name.’ 

 ‘And you’re no stranger to Timor.’ 

 ‘It shows?’ 

 ‘Still in the game?’ 

 José shook his head. ‘Nah, finished with all that. Came back home to Oz. Just 

a country copper these days. Surfing, barbies, footy. Collect the pension in a few 

years. Sweet.’ 

 ‘Kwong know your history?’ 

 ‘I’m guessing his curiosity will be piqued now.’ 

 ‘Can I trust you?’ 

 ‘Up to you, mate. No skin off mine.’ 

 ‘Whose idea was it to send you here with Kwong?’ 

 José shrugged. ‘Ours not to reason who or why.’ 

 Driscoll didn’t believe him. Brazilian intelligence would have recruited him 

from his adopted Aussie homeland because of his language skills and his ability to lie 

like a pig in shit - like all good spooks. Was his presence tied to unfolding events or a 

coincidental sideshow? Brazil had legitimate interests in Timor as a fellow Lusophone 

country and had committed big time to aid and development assistance programs. 

They were nearing their destination. Whatever game José/Rodrigo was playing, or 

not, would have to wait. 

 The jeep pulled up beside an old shipping container partly blocking an alley 

that led into the winding lanes of the barrios beyond. On the side of the container 

some old graffiti: the number 77 plus a crude drawing of a thieving kangaroo carrying 

the Aussie flag and hopping away with a bucket of oil leaving behind an angry 

crocodile under a Timorese flag. 
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 ‘This is the place?’ Driscoll received nodded assurance from Sam. The second 

jeep rolled up with Kwong and Rosa: their faces unreadable. Timor – a nest of 

fucking spies. He checked his Glock and placed it back in the holster. 

 ‘You got permission to have that?’ Sam had just confirmed the riot squad were 

in position not too far away. 

 ‘Of course.’ Onlookers were already gathering. Mobiles raised to take photos 

or make calls. They didn’t have long to do this. ‘So,’ he acknowledged Rosa’s 

approach. ‘After you.’ 

 In they went. Down a dusty lane past shacks and stalls, chooks in cages and 

roaming free, a skinny dog scavenging from a pile of garbage, a toddler running along 

in a disposable nappy and a Wiggles T-shirt. 

 ‘This way.’ Rosa took them left into a narrower, gloomier street where the 

breeze never ventured. The smell of fried chicken and old cooking oil. People saw 

them coming and backed into dark doorways as they passed. Turn right and much of 

the same. Left again.  

 Driscoll felt the heat, felt the sweat on his torso, the tightness in his chest and 

gut. He checked behind him. Yes, Kwong and José were there, looking like he felt. A 

bottle sailed through the air, catching the sunlight and shattering at their feet. Driscoll 

looked back to see where it came from. Nobody in sight. Another, not lobbed this 

time, barrelling hard and fast. Kwong ducked just in time. 

 Rosa took out her gun and yelled warnings in Tetun. ‘Do that again and we 

burn this whole place down.’ She turned and kicked in the nearest door, stalking in 

gun arm outstretched, telling them who she was and for everybody to lie down flat on 

the floor. ‘Agora!’  

Driscoll was right behind her, followed by Kwong and José. Sam stayed at the 

door – guarding against ambush, on the phone summoning the riot squad closer and 

into readiness. Four young men lay face down, hands behind heads, in a room littered 

with full ashtrays and Coke cans. The place smelled of adolescent sweat and 

cigarettes. Maybe some ganja in there too. Two of the young men were from the hotel 

CCTV leading Nivea out through the lobby. Rosa ordered them to their feet and 

signalled for Driscoll to take over. He reached deep for his rusty Tetun. 
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‘Where is she?’ 

The oldest and most confident of the two, with a 77 tattooed on his neck and 

on his wrist and bicep, addressed himself to Rosa. ‘Why did you bring the malae 

here?’ 

Driscoll repeated the question. 

‘Fila ba uma, malae.’ Go home foreigner. 

Driscoll took out his gun and placed it against the youth’s head. ‘Last time.’ 

Rosa explained. They were dealing with a powerful crazy malae who had 

protection from high up. Where was the woman? Answer the question. Gone, he said. 

‘Dead?’ 

A laugh. ‘Not yet.’ 

A sharp crack outside and Sam yelped and cursed. He came through the 

doorway, blood pouring from a wound in his upper arm. ‘Fucking rakitan.’ 

A homemade gun, popular in the independence upheaval: the word taken from 

Bahasa, senjata rakitan. A crude concoction of steel pipes and taped pistol grips, 

ignited by a cigarette lighter. To the untrained eye and ear they recalled the flintlocks 

of old and skirmishes with the Portuguese colonists. The rakitans were as much a 

trademark of the militias as the machete, each inspiring fear and awe in their 

crudeness. It’s use now was a message. 

The youth laughed, as did his comrades, emboldened. 

‘We need to go,’ said Rosa. ‘Nivea is not here. They are itching for a fight.’ 

Driscoll turned back to the youth. ‘Ximenes? Is that where she is?’ 

The reply in English. ‘Fuck you, malae.’  

They left. 

 

They had delivered Sam to the hospital and proceeded in convoy, two jeeps and a 

minibus full of riot squad, up the hill to Dare and to Villa Ximenes: José and Driscoll 

in one vehicle, Cato and Rosa in the other. 

 ‘Will Sam be okay?’ 
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 ‘He should be,’ said Rosa. ‘It will hurt for a while and they will need to dig 

around for shrapnel. It will leave an ugly but heroic scar to remind him of his time in 

Dili. Something to show off at Aussie barbecues.’ 

 Cato was still jittery after the encounter. ‘You’re a tough woman, Rosa.’ 

 ‘It’s called survival.’ 

 ‘You know this woman, don’t you? This Nivea Soares.’ 

 Rosa nodded. As they rounded a bend the low afternoon sun blinded them 

momentarily. ‘I thought she had died in the massacre or soon after.’ 

 ‘The church you showed me?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ She braked suddenly, narrowly missing a little boy who had run onto 

the road. The mother dragged him back to their gate, casting an accusing glare at the 

jeep. ‘She was a year or two younger than me, more. She would have been fourteen 

maybe?’ 

 ‘You were friends?’ 

 ‘Not really. But it was not a big town. We all knew each other.’ 

 ‘She has been living in Australia for many years now. She’s a journalist.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘What would Ximenes want with her?’ 

 Rosa pursed her lips. ‘Maybe she knows something about him. Something he 

fears.’ 

 ‘A witness to the massacre?’ 

 ‘Possibly, but there are already photographs and testimonials placing him 

there. Old news. Nobody is interested anymore.’ 

 Cato nodded. ‘Reconciliation.’ Up ahead he could see Driscoll in the lead 

vehicle slowing to the gates of Villa Ximenes. ‘Maybe we will find out now.’ 

 Rosa brought the car to a halt and checked her pistol. ‘Maybe.’ 

 

The gate was untended and unlocked. No dogs barking. Driscoll waited for Rosa and 

Kwong to catch up. 

 ‘Scarpered?’ wondered José aloud.  
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 Driscoll noticed a middle-aged man waving at them from his folding chair a 

little way up the road. He had a pile of coconuts and a couple of cages of trussed 

chooks beside him. Driscoll told the others to stay at the gate while he took a walk.  

 ‘Maun boot,’ he greeted the man in Tetun. ‘You wanted to talk to me, big 

brother?’ 

 ‘You were here yesterday. Australian, yes?’ 

 ‘That’s right.’ He introduced himself and they shook hands. The man was 

missing two fingers on his right hand. 

 ‘Your friend, the Chinese?’ 

 Driscoll nodded back towards the gate. ‘Yes. You keep an eye on everything 

here, maun boot? Nothing escapes you.’ 

 ‘Soldiers.’ 

 ‘Soldiers?’ 

 ‘Two trucks. This morning.’ 

 ‘What time?’ The man told him. ‘Shooting?’ 

 ‘A little. Muffled. Only the dogs, I expect. No more barking since then. A 

good thing, too. They were crazy, vicious.’ 

 ‘They arrested the people?’ 

 ‘I don’t know. The trucks went through the gates, there was shooting, then 

they came out again.’ 

 ‘Did anybody leave or arrive since then?’ 

 ‘Only you.’ 

 ‘You didn’t look?’ 

 ‘None of my business.’ 

 Since when, thought Driscoll. ‘Thank you, maun boot.’ He gestured at the 

chickens. ‘How much?’ 

 The man shook his head and laughed. ‘No need to buy them. Go and do your 

work. If the soldiers haven’t already killed or arrested that bastard maybe you can do 

it now.’ 

 ‘Ximenes?’ 

 ‘Who else?’ 
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 Driscoll returned to the gate and told them what he’d learned. 

 ‘Soldiers?’ said Rosa. She took out her phone, stepped away a few paces and 

made a call. Returning, she shook her head. ‘Not ours, or not officially anyway. 

Nobody has heard of an operation.’ 

 ‘Would they?’ asked Driscoll. 

 ‘My contact would, yes.’ 

 ‘Maybe it was Mark from the embassy?’ said Kwong. ‘The joint military 

program.’ 

 Driscoll frowned. It made sense. Canberra cabals. Power plays. 

 ‘A private army,’ nodded Rosa. ‘Like a little liurai.’ 

 ‘Let’s take a look.’ Driscoll ratcheted his Glock and went through the gates. 

Rosa directed the riot squad to stand guard and caught up with him after a 

moment. The driveway banked and turned steeply. Shadow crept across the gravel 

and birds and rodents darted in the bushes. By the time they got to the house it was 

clear something bad had happened. 

 

The first two bodies were just outside the front door. Cato recognised them from 

previous visits: Ximenes henchmen, their chests raked open by automatic gunfire. 

Near to them, the dogs. Their barks silenced. 

 ‘Fuck,’ said José. ‘These people don’t mess around.’ 

 In the hallway, a middle-aged woman and a man in his twenties, servants 

maybe. Face down, blood had spread and darkened beneath them. Flies already on the 

scene and, in the heat of the afternoon, a ripe gamey smell. An open door, splintered 

hinges and lock, a bedroom. Felicity, the girlfriend, must have heard the commotion, 

tried to save herself by locking the door. She was slumped against a wall, face 

obliterated and a bloom of crimson above her head. The last time Cato had seen this 

level of wholesale carnage had been in a McMansion in Port Coogee – a whole family 

slaughtered. 

 ‘In here,’ said Driscoll. 

 The kitchen had been the scene of Ximenes’ last stand. Or rather that of his 

remaining bodyguards. Here two soldiers had also died; one with a knife in his chest 
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and the other shot, possibly with his own gun, up through the jaw in what must have 

been a hand-to-hand struggle.  

 ‘Soldiers don’t usually leave their own behind,’ observed José. ‘Interesting.’ 

  ‘No insignia on the uniforms,’ noted Cato. The faces and bodies, even in 

death, had a hard, chiselled look about them. They weren’t baby-faced conscripts. 

‘Special forces? Mercenaries? Gangsters in khaki?’ 

 ‘Whatever,’ said Driscoll. ‘Some high-level clearance for this. Had to be if 

they get to use official Timor army trucks.’ 

 ‘But no sign of Ximenes,’ said Cato. ‘Or Nivea?’ 

 José was crouching down in the doorway of a walk-in storage pantry. ‘Over 

here. I heard something.’ He rapped lightly on a panel low down. ‘Hello? Anyone 

home?’ 

 The panel slid open. A panic room. Ximenes emerged; shaken, angry, the 

stench of fear in his sweat. After him came Nivea Soares, a triumphant gleam in her 

eye. She didn’t seem to be his prisoner. If anything, he could have been hers. 

 

Sharon had just got Ella off to sleep when her phone buzzed. It was Jessica Reinado. 

 ‘I remembered something.’ 

 In the background Sharon could hear a TV blaring and canned laughter. A US 

sitcom she guessed. Even when you’re planning to farewell your husband we all need 

a forced laugh. ‘Yes?’ 

 ‘About two months before he … before …’ She choked up. 

 ‘Go on,’ said Sharon, gently. 

 ‘Paul was arguing on the phone with somebody. In his own language.’ 

 ‘Timorese?’ 

 ‘No, not Tetun. I can recognise that these days. Even know a few words for 

when we go to the expat gatherings. No, it was Portuguese I think. He was also 

brought up speaking it.’ 

 ‘Do you know what was being said?’ 

 ‘No, but it definitely sounded like an argument. And when it was over Paul 

was angry, upset.’ 
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 ‘Did he tell you what it was about?’ 

 ‘No, I tried asking but he just said it was nothing. Community stuff, politics.’ 

 ‘And this was when?’ 

 ‘Early March. I remember because …’ again the voice cracked. ‘It was Carlo’s 

birthday a couple of days later and he couldn’t work out why his dad was so flat, 

distracted. He thought he’d been naughty, done something wrong.’ 

 ‘Did the call come in on Paul’s mobile or a landline?’ 

 ‘Our landline.’ 

 ‘So the police will have a record of it I assume.’ 

 ‘S’pose so.’ 

 ‘Why did this particular thing jump out for you, Jessica?’  

 ‘I don’t know. The language maybe? He usually avoided speaking it, even 

though he was fluent.’ 

 ‘Why did he avoid speaking it?’ 

 ‘Dunno, something to do with community politics again. Anyway that was 

when all the weird shit started happening. The harassment, the vandalism.’ 

 ‘You’ve mentioned this to the investigating officers from Fremantle?’ 

 ‘Yeah, they sent a couple of blokes round from NT police to ask some 

questions on their behalf. They were going to send off a report and the interview 

recording.’ 

 ‘No follow up questions?’ 

 ‘Not so far. No.’ 

 Was this the time to broach the subject? ‘Do you know of a bloke called 

Guthrie, or Rob. Did Paul ever mention anything?’ 

 ‘No. Who is he?’ 

 ‘He works for ASIO.’ 

 ‘Oh, them. There’s always somebody like them hanging around, trying to 

snoop on the community. Spot them a mile off.’ 

 ‘Would Paul have had anything to do with them?’ 

 ‘Don’t know, maybe. His dad was always playing games with them. He’d use 

them to score points against old rivals back home. Settle scores. Make stuff up.’  
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 And maybe that game turned bad, thought Sharon. ‘Anything else come to 

mind?’ 

 ‘No,’ said Jessica. ‘That’s it.’ 

 ‘I’ll follow up with the investigators. See if they can track down the number 

that called Paul. Do you remember what day it was, and round about what time?’ 

After some brain-wracking and prompting they narrowed it down to the first Thursday 

in March, early evening. ‘Thanks, Jessica. How’s it going, do you have somebody 

around to help out, to talk to?’ 

 ‘Yeah, my mum. It’s … we’ll get through.’ 

 ‘Call me if anything else comes to mind.’ 

 ‘He didn’t kill himself, you know. He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t abandon us like 

that. He’d got himself together after …’ More snuffling. 

 ‘After what, Jessica?’ 

 ‘He was only a kid, a teenager. The Indonesians took him to this house. Did 

terrible things to him. When I heard about what happened on the plane that night from 

Darwin, all those people holding him down.’ A choking sob. ‘It must have brought it 

all back.’ 

 

Driscoll pulled Nivea aside for a quiet chat. ‘What’s going on?’ 

 ‘Did you send those soldiers in to kill us?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘Him?’ She nodded towards Kwong. ‘Was it him?’ 

 ‘None of us. We don’t know who is behind it. What happened?’ He touched 

her arm. ‘Those guys from the gang; Ximenes. Did they harm you?’ 

 ‘No, they just delivered me to him. As I asked.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘I will explain later. Not here.’ 

 Ximenes meanwhile was kicking up a fuss, prodding a stubby finger into 

Kwong’s chest, breathing fire into his face. ‘I should have known not to trust you.’ 

 ‘You’re talking to the wrong guy.’ Kwong swatted the finger away.  

 ‘Am I? I don’t think so.’ 
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 Driscoll stepped in. ‘Whoever is behind it, they’re not finished. They know by 

now that they failed to get you. That means they’re still looking and might be back 

here soon. How about we make tracks now and recriminate later?’ 

 ‘Where do you propose to take me?’ 

 In other circumstances the embassy might have been the logical place, but not 

if Colonel Mark was behind this. Driscoll was lost for ideas. A new sensation for him; 

maybe he really was past it. 

 ‘How about your district?’ said Kwong. ‘Surely you would be safe in your 

own Petty Kingdom?’ 

 Ximenes laughed. ‘I’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Not so sure about you.’ 

 Kwong turned to Driscoll. ‘Thoughts?’ 

 He shrugged. ‘It gives us breathing space. Time to regroup.’ 

 Rosa shook her head. ‘Police custody. It’s my duty. We need to keep this 

official.’ 

 Ximenes took a step toward her. Growled in Tetun. ‘Hatene ó-nia fatin!’  

 Rosa lifted her chin. ‘Respect must be earned.’ 

 Nivea gently laid a hand on Rosa’s arm. ‘Please sister, a little more time.’ She 

started towards the door. ‘Let’s go. We can take refuge in the church there.’ She eyed 

Ximenes. ‘What could be safer?’ 
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There would be little sleep in the night. They’d split up, taken divergent and 

circuitous routes, stopped for food along the way, arriving in the district just before 

midnight. The riot squad had been sent back to barracks. Ximenes had travelled with 

Driscoll and José, while Nivea went with Rosa and Cato. The two women had spoken 

quietly in Tetun for most of the journey and Cato sat in the back none the wiser. All 

he could pick up was that they did not dislike each other, even shared the odd joke, 

and some tears. As they bumped down that last gravel lane towards the church Cato 

discerned the atmosphere in the car had become almost electric. It was as if they had 

collectively breathed in and didn’t dare expel. The place was deserted, as hoped and 

expected. The other car had arrived ahead of them; maybe Ximenes had warned off 

any curious souls. In fact they didn’t stay in the church; the priest gave up his 

adjoining house and went somewhere else. Such was the power of the returning liurai. 

Ximenes had taken the best and biggest room for himself, the women shared another, 

while the malae men elected to take turns on sentry duty and use whatever beds or 

couches remained. 

 Cato and Driscoll had taken the first watch while José took a nap. ‘So,’ said 

Cato. ‘You have your breathing space; some time bought. What’s the plan?’ 

 ‘Ask me in the morning.’ 

 ‘Reckon we’ll make it that far?’ 

 ‘We’ll get plenty of warning if they come here. Ximenes has seen to that.’ 

 The vehicles were parked at the rear, out of sight, and all house lights 

extinguished. They sat on a front porch in pale moonlight, slapping at mosquitoes, 

Cato mindful that malaria and dengue fever were still a big issue here. Driscoll 

cradled a semi-automatic police issue machine gun sequestered from the riot squad. 

He’d given Cato the embassy Glock. By now it was two, heading for three in the 
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morning. A dog howled nearby then settled after a curse from its owner. ‘Did you get 

the story from Nivea yet?’ 

 ‘No.’ Driscoll yawned. ‘She said nothing in the car with you?’ 

 ‘She and Rosa spoke Tetun the whole time. What does Ximenes say about all 

this?’ 

 ‘Raging bull. He doesn’t know who to blame first.’ 

 ‘How about you?’ Cato straightened in his seat, stretching out a sore back. ‘Do 

you know who to blame?’ 

 ‘I’ve got one or two ideas, but they’ll keep.’ 

 ‘What are we going to do with Ximenes?’ 

 ‘If we hand him over your enquiry comes to a dead end.’ 

 ‘I sense that’s not a priority for you.’ 

 ‘My boss has you lined up as a fall guy.’ 

 ‘Really?’ Cato frowned. ‘Should you be telling me this?’ 

 ‘Probably not, I think it might be an Official Secret.’ 

 ‘So how does it work, this fall guy thing? What am I meant to do?’ 

 ‘Not sure yet. We still haven’t worked out whether he’s worth more dead or 

alive.’ 

 ‘Keep me posted.’ 

 Driscoll chuckled. ‘I will. Meanwhile, your mate José. What do you know 

about him?’ 

 ‘Not much. He works for Bunbury Ds and was born in Brazil, speaks 

Portuguese. You have history I gather.’ 

 ‘He used to be with Brazilian intelligence, I met him on a course a few years 

back. Has dual nationality, he was useful to them as a conduit to the Australians, two 

hats if you like.’ 

 ‘Why would Brazil need a conduit to Australia?’ 

 ‘Shared interests. Timor.’ 

 ‘Ah.’ 

 ‘José says the powers-that-be decided he should be here with you. That right?’ 
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 ‘Not sure where the idea came from but he was happy enough to put up his 

hand.’ 

 ‘Yeah. Has he proved useful so far?’ 

 ‘Not very. His Portuguese hasn’t helped.’ 

 ‘So he didn’t mention that he also speaks Tetun?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 Driscoll smiled. ‘The games spooks play.’ His phone lit up with a message. 

Cato was surprised there was a signal out here. Maybe that was the privilege of the 

modern liurai – a phone tower wherever and whenever you needed one. Driscoll read 

the message and frowned. 

 ‘Bad news?’ enquired Cato. 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 

It was from Aunty. Willie Mason was dead, found hanging in the cell where they 

were holding him ahead of a court appearance that following day. He probably would 

have been released on bail. Maybe that was why he was dead. Was it at his own hand 

or was somebody tidying up loose ends? Driscoll would call Aunty later and find out. 

 In theory they should wake José now and one of them take a break but 

Driscoll was too wired to sleep, especially with the news about Mason. Kwong was 

happy to do a swap and went off to wake José. A few minutes later the man himself 

appeared, sleepy, night-breathy, a mug of Timor coffee in each hand. He passed one 

to Driscoll. 

 ‘No Zombies so far?’ 

 ‘Nothing. All quiet on the western front.’ 

 ‘Sweet.’ 

 ‘Sleep well?’ 

 ‘Like a baby.’ 

 They sipped their coffees in silence for a while, slapping at the occasional 

night insect. Finally Driscoll put down his mug. ‘What are you really doing here, 

Rodrigo?’ 

 ‘José.’ 
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 ‘Whatever. You invited yourself along, or got strings pulled to make sure it 

happened. What’s your game?’ 

 ‘I’m just a plod, mate, investigating a murder. Following orders.’ 

 ‘Really? Reckon Ximenes is your man, then?’ 

 ‘He’ll do. Nicely.’ 

 ‘Would ABIN have a stake in seeing him locked up?’ 

 ‘Wouldn’t know, mate. Don’t work for them anymore.’ 

 ‘Hypothetically speaking.’ 

 ‘Hype away, buddy. It helps fill the hours.’ 

 ‘The Global South, a new alignment or axis of shared interests. Brazil taking 

the lead among the old Portuguese colonies. Old-fashioned influence-peddling if you 

like.’ 

 ‘Whoa, sunshine. It’s a while since I was at uni. Keep it slow and simple.’ 

 ‘You play the part well, Rodrigo.’ 

‘José, please …’ 

 ‘Class buffoon, Sancho Panza to Kwong’s Don Quixote.’ 

 ‘Not sure he’d appreciate the comparison.’ 

 ‘So Brazil is heavily involved in Timor. Aid projects, cooperation, training.’ A 

penny dropped and Driscoll clicked his fingers. ‘And Brazil trains the Timor special 

forces. Ain’t that a coincidence?’ 

 ‘Spooky.’ 

 ‘What’s the payoff though? Nothing’s free. A slice of the oil riches maybe? 

Some action for Brazilian petro-oligarchs?’ 

 ‘All very interesting,’ José conceded. 

 ‘Ximenes made the wrong enemies. Didn’t see them coming from that 

direction. He would have been expecting Timor, Indonesia, Australia even.’ 

 José picked the Glock up from the side table, tested its weight. ‘You should 

write a book.’ 

 ‘What suits you best, Ximenes dead or alive?’ 

 He put the gun back down. ‘That’s all above my pay grade as usual. Cato’s in 

charge, not me.’ 
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 ‘Who?’ 

 ‘Kwong. It’s his nickname in the Job. Didn’t he tell you? And here’s me 

thinking you went way back.’ José smiled. ‘You two should talk more.’ 

 ‘I could go another coffee if you’re brewing.’ 

 ‘Sure, mate. I’ll get the kettle on.’ 

The eastern sky grew lighter and morning birds made their noise. Roosters 

yodelled and dogs set to yapping. Driscoll desperately needed to sleep but something 

drove him to stay awake. Fear of imminent attack? Probably. But he wasn’t sure 

whether it would come from without or within. 

 

Cato woke to a commotion out in the kitchen. He went to investigate and found Nivea 

holding a knife to Ximenes’ neck. She was screeching at him in Tetun but he seemed 

to find it all quite funny. Rosa was trying to calm Nivea down while José stood to one 

side peeling a boiled egg with exaggerated detachment. 

 ‘What’s going on?’ 

 ‘They’re having a domestic.’ José took a bite out of his egg. 

 Driscoll entered the scene, red-eyed from sleep deprivation and hair still wet 

from the shower. He said something to Nivea in her language. She slammed the knife 

down on the kitchen counter and stormed out. He followed close behind. 

 ‘These peasant maubere girls.’ Ximenes checked his neck for a smear of blood 

from the knife prick. ‘An embarrassment.’ Rosa fired off a stream of Tetun at him but 

he just shook his head, laughed, and pushed past her. He reached into José’s personal 

space to grab a cup. 

 José’s hand locked on his wrist. ‘Respeto.’ 

 Ximenes looked at him. ‘He speaks! What is your name, Australian servant 

boy?’ 

 ‘Really, mate,’ said José. ‘I wouldn’t.’ 

 Ximenes turned to Cato. ‘You let him speak to me like this?’ 

 ‘I’m thinking we’re all a bit over-tired and need to calm down. You especially 

are under our protection. Maybe some civility would go a long way?’ 
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 ‘Hell with you all.’ Ximenes shouted through the open door and an old woman 

appeared within seconds. He issued instructions and she set to making his breakfast. 

 Cato summoned Rosa and José outside for a chat. ‘Time out would do us all 

the world of good.’ 

 Down the lane Driscoll was in intense conversation with Nivea. Cato gave 

Rosa a querying look. ‘Care to fill me in?’ 

 Rosa shook her head. ‘It is not for me to say.’ 

 He looked at José. ‘You heard everything. And I know you speak the lingo.’ 

 José glanced down the road at Driscoll. ‘So you guys do talk to each other.’ 

Back to Cato. ‘There was a massacre here back in the day. Nivea survived it. Ximenes 

was involved. He took her back over the border with him. Made her his “wife” for a 

few months then gave her back as part of a prisoner swap with the new independent 

Timorese regime. She’s still angry about it.’ 

 ‘She would have been, what … ?’ 

 ‘Fourteen,’ said Rosa, her eyes burning into José’s. 

 ‘What is she hoping to get from this … situation?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘She wanted to confront him. Tell him the impact on her life.’ A snort from 

José, but Rosa pressed on. ‘I tried to convince her not to. She is an idealist, believes in 

the power of truth.’ 

 ‘In this day and age?’ José shook his head. ‘Sheesh.’ 

 Rosa rounded on him. ‘The world needs people who are not cold and bitter 

and cynical like you. For some, the truth is all that is left.’ 

 ‘Good luck with that.’ 

 ‘That’s it?’ said Cato. ‘She just wanted to explain herself to a man like him?’ 

 ‘No “just” about it.’ Rosa lifted her head. ‘It was important to her.’ 

 ‘And what now? She’s said her piece and he’s laughed in her face.’ 

 ‘Now,’ said Rosa. ‘She needs to find a way forward.’ 

 Driscoll and Nivea were on their way back. Cato didn’t meet her eyes and she 

knew that they all now knew what had happened to her. All this knowing and still the 

world would turn as it always had. 
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He would deal with Ximenes later. The blow-up in the kitchen explained a lot. Had 

Nivea known right from the start that this was where it would all lead? Doubtful. But 

one person who had known was Mason. Why? Because he was there at the time. 

Driscoll still hadn’t fully figured Mason out and now never would because the bastard 

was dead. He took himself off for a walk down the lane and phoned Aunty. 

 ‘Tell me about Mason.’ 

 ‘Good morning, Rory. How are you?’ A few seconds of silence and she must 

have sensed this was no time for a refresher lesson in manners. ‘Found hanging in his 

cell at North West Point last night.’ 

 ‘Where?’ 

 ‘Christmas Island immigration detention centre.’ 

 ‘Overstayed his visa? What was he doing there?’ 

 ‘Protective custody. Think about it, Rory love. If you need a secure secret 

place to lock somebody up out of the public eye where better than the immigration 

gulags?’ 

 ‘Brian there too?’ 

 ‘No, he got bail with lots of onerous conditions. Being an Aussie civilian we 

can’t be so fast and loose with his human rights.’ 

 ‘Did Mason suicide or was there foul play?’ 

 ‘Suicide as far as we can tell. Facing twenty-odd years in the slammer you can 

see his point.’ 

 ‘How’d he do it?’ 

 ‘Torn up bedsheets, door handle.’ 

 ‘Who found him?’ 

 ‘A guard doing a night check.’ 

 ‘You buy it?’ 

 ‘Have to, Rory.’ 

 ‘What was the plan? Keep him on Devil’s Island forever or what?’ 

 ‘Until the trial at least; one maybe two years. A man of Mason’s capabilities 

could easily disappear himself otherwise.’ 

 ‘He certainly did that.’ Driscoll sighed. ‘It stinks, Aunty. You know it does.’ 
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 ‘Maybe, but it’s a problem out of the way.’ 

 He told her about what had happened at Villa Ximenes. About the personal 

connection between Nivea and the ex-militia leader. ‘Mason knew all along. He didn’t 

just pick her as a naïve journalist he thought he might be able to manipulate. She was 

something to bargain with; value-added pressure to apply to Ximenes.’ 

 ‘What pressure?’ said Aunty. ‘Sounds like Ximenes couldn’t give a fuck.’ 

 ‘Mason wasn’t to know that.’ 

 ‘Wasn’t he? He got to know him pretty well during his tour of duty.’ 

 ‘What were we doing cosying up to the militias anyway?’ 

 ‘Playing both sides as usual, Rory. Keeping an eye on things. Right then we 

weren’t convinced that Timorese independence was a great idea. Some people in 

Canberra still feel nostalgic about the good old days of Suharto and his iron fist.’ 

 ‘Oil.’ 

 ‘Always was, always will be.’ 

 ‘So where to now? Somebody wants Ximenes dead. We’re hiding out in 

Timorese Woop-Woop waiting for them to come and get him. I suspect Colonel Mark 

from the embassy has a hand in this somewhere. Any chance you can jerk his leash?’ 

 ‘Leave it with me. Meantime keep a lid on Nivea and keep everybody in order. 

How’s that WA cop behaving?’ 

 ‘So far so good. It’s more his colleague that worries me.’ Driscoll gave her the 

lowdown on José. ‘Can you do some digging on him while you’re on? See what 

ABIN’s up to.’ 

 They signed off. Driscoll started back up the lane. The wind was already hot 

and strong sending dust swirling. At the bottom of the hill the sea was blue and 

inviting but Driscoll knew it was infested with crocs. It was hard to see a way out of 

all this that didn’t involve more spilling of blood. He looked up. Kwong was waving 

to get his attention. Up on the main road a dust cloud heralded an impending arrival. 

Two, maybe three military vehicles.  

 

‘PNTL?’ said Driscoll, as they rolled up. ‘What?’ 

 Rosa stepped forward, chin lifted. ‘I called them.’ 
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 ‘But I thought we agreed.’ 

 ‘We agreed nothing. This is my country. These are our laws. And he,’ a thumb 

in the direction of Ximenes, ‘is my prisoner.’ 

 ‘But we can’t trust PNTL.’ 

 ‘Can’t you? Why? So far it is you, your colleagues, your embassy, and some 

rogue elements of our army special forces who have caused trouble. Not Timorese 

police.’ 

 Armed police jumped down from the trucks, some in paramilitary gear despite 

the heat. A lot of heads. Twenty? Driscoll could see he was outnumbered and 

outgunned. He studied Rosa. Outplayed too, he realised. ‘What are you arresting 

Ximenes for?’ 

 ‘For historical war crimes, for rape, for sex trafficking.’ 

Driscoll looked at Nivea. ‘You are prepared to testify?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘And if the Timorese government and prosecutor do not wish to pursue the 

charges?’ 

Kwong raised a finger. ‘Then we’d be interested in opening extradition 

proceedings.’ 

‘Again, what if the government isn’t interested?’ 

He shrugged. ‘If you don’t ask, you never get.’ 

Everybody by the fucking book. Driscoll began to wonder what he was 

resisting and why. Aunty and the other Canberra mandarins wanted to protect their 

age-old secrets. Driscoll no longer cared about that, nor was he paid to do so. Self-

preservation? Let them take Ximenes and hear his stories of how Indonesia and 

Australia enabled him. Let due process run its course, whatever the result. If the 

fucker ended up in jail, well and good. If he walked free, then back to the rules 

Driscoll played by if he needed to save his own skin. He turned back to Rosa. ‘Go for 

your life.’ He paused. ‘But give me ten minutes alone with him to ask a few 

questions.’ 

She shook her head. ‘No way.’ 
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Ximenes looked like he wasn’t sure which he preferred, quality time with 

Driscoll or with Rosa and the PNTL. On balance the latter, probably. He had half a 

chance of being rescued. 

‘What if Kwong sits in on it?’ said Driscoll. ‘You trust him to do the right 

thing, don’t you?’ 

Rosa glanced at Kwong, appraised him. Finally she nodded, ‘Ten minutes, in 

the priest’s house. We will have the place surrounded.’ She took Driscoll’s pistol off 

him and handed it to Kwong. ‘If there is any sign of trouble shoot one of them, both 

of them, whatever is necessary.’ 

‘Not sure I have the diplomatic authority,’ said Kwong weighing the pistol in 

his hands. 

She pointed at the gun. ‘I just gave it to you.’ 

 

They sat around the kitchen table. The room was gloomy, not cool, but a welcome 

relief from the searing heat outside. Driscoll and Ximenes faced each other across the 

table, Cato in between them with his chair pushed back a little to give him room to 

move quickly if needed. He suspected it wouldn’t be necessary. Driscoll had an 

agenda and wanted some answers. Ximenes too no doubt. Maybe this was just about 

getting their story straight and working out some deal between them – with Cato as a 

duped witness? If they spoke in Tetun, he wouldn’t have a clue what was going on.  

 ‘The conversation needs to be in English.’ 

 Driscoll smiled. ‘You don’t trust me, mate?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 He looked at Ximenes. ‘That suit you, João?’ 

 ‘No problem.’ 

 Flies buzzed around the uncleared breakfast plates. Cato undid a button on his 

shirt, peeled it from where it stuck on his torso. 

 ‘Willie Mason was here with you on the day of the massacre.’ It was a 

statement, not a question. Driscoll scratched his nose, feigning nonchalance. ‘Did he 

play a part?’ 
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 ‘Did he kill anyone? No.’ Ximenes seemed bored to be talking old news. ‘I do 

not need to answer your questions. What is in this for me?’ 

 Driscoll glanced at Cato. ‘Witness protection in a third country. Immunity. 

New life.’ 

 ‘Or maybe my friends in the Presidential Palace will protect me.’ 

 ‘What friends?’ ‘The tide’s changing João, you know how these things work. 

Elections next year. The opposition have unfinished business. Some of them are still 

fighting the war. They remember whose side you were on.’ 

 ‘That’s a chance I can take.’ 

 ‘Is it? You sure? There are people lining up to take a pop at you. My bosses 

could go either way right now. Big Oil doesn’t like being fucked around by upstarts. 

The Indonesians think you’ve got a big mouth, even the Brazilians …’ a flicker of 

reaction from Ximenes. ‘What’d you do to piss them all off, João?’ 

 A shrug. ‘So what do you want from me?’ 

 ‘The truth. Did Mason play a part in the massacre?’ 

 ‘No. He just watched. He was interested in our, how do you call it, our M.O.? 

I didn’t want him there but the Indonesians insisted. I think they wanted to send a 

message to your intelligence services about what we, and they, were capable of if 

anyone interfered.’ 

 ‘So he did nothing?’ 

 ‘He helpfully pointed out survivors, people still moving. We killed them. He 

stopped us from killing the girl.’ 

 ‘Nivea Soares?’ 

 ‘I never got to thank him. She made a good wife.’ 

 Cato felt his grip tighten on the pistol. 

 Driscoll leaned in. ‘The girl knew about his intervention?’ 

 ‘No, she was too far away. His back was turned to her, he had a quiet word in 

my ear.’ Ximenes’ hand went involuntarily to that spot. ‘I still had it then.’ A bitter 

laugh. 

 ‘What words did he use?’ 
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 ‘No more killing. You’ve made your point. Then he glanced at the girl and 

said it would be a terrible waste.’ A smile. ‘Maybe he meant it, maybe he didn’t. 

Maybe he was appealing to my better nature.’ He sat back in his chair. ‘There you 

have it, your truth. A small matter. I am surprised you are interested.’ 

 ‘Did he know her, talk to her?’ 

 ‘No, I doubt it. She was a body in the crowd, still moving. He could walk past 

her in the street today and not know.’ 

 Driscoll’s face registered disbelief. ‘Did you send those gangsters after us in 

Tasmania and Darwin?’ 

 ‘I don’t know what you are talking about.’ Truth? Lie? Again, thought Cato, a 

chimera floating between the two men. 

 ‘You never had children did you? Especially after what Abdullah did to you in 

his cellar in Kupang.’ 

 Ximenes drummed the table. Cato noticed that not all the fingers were there. 

‘My enemies are not the only ones with unfinished business.’ 

 Driscoll stood up, took a knife from a drawer and slid it across the table to 

Ximenes. ‘Blame me for that? Go ahead, have a go.’ 

 Cato figured it was time to intervene. ‘Leave it where it is.’ 

 ‘Or what, Chinaman. You will shoot me?’ 

 ‘If I have to.’ 

 ‘You don’t have the guts, but don’t worry.’ Ximenes sneered at Driscoll. ‘I 

will act at the time of my choosing.’ 

 ‘Are we finished here?’ asked Cato. ‘Only I think the ten minutes is up.’ As if 

on cue, the sound of footsteps in the hall. 

 Rosa came through the door. ‘Time to go. The locals are gathering.’ 

 ‘My people.’ Ximenes laughed. ‘My people.’ 

 ‘They are not coming to your rescue,’ said Rosa. ‘Your people are happy to 

see the last of you. Some of them would be happy to lynch you. So let’s go.’ 
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22 

 

 

 

They got back to Dili as the sun was going down. Rosa and the police convoy had 

gone ahead. Ximenes would be taken to police HQ and locked up pending a decision 

by the authorities as to what to do with him. While the others checked back into Hotel 

Timor to shower away the dust and grime and reacquaint themselves with sleep or 

civilisation, Driscoll took himself off to the embassy. He wanted words with Maddie 

and Mark. The guy at reception wasn’t sure whether to let him through or not. 

 ‘Tell them I’m here. Let them decide.’ 

 A few minutes later he was buzzed through and told to wait in the conference 

room. The aircon was refreshing and after another five minutes a soft drink arrived. 

Still no Maddie and Mark after fifteen minutes and Driscoll was getting ready to trash 

the joint. He stood up, wondering how many doors he could get through before he 

was either locked out or shot. Then Maddie came into the room. 

 ‘Where’s Mark?’ 

 She checked her watch. ‘Getting ready to board the evening flight to Darwin, I 

expect.’ 

 ‘Recalled?’ 

 ‘Stress leave. Extended.’ 

 Aunty must have really put the boot in. ‘How much can you tell me?’ 

 ‘Not much. A call came through from Canberra this afternoon. He looked like 

he was going to vomit. Said he needed to spend more time with his family. I suspect 

you know more than me.’ 

 ‘I doubt it. Surprised they didn’t send him out on a Hercules?’ 

 ‘They didn’t think he warranted the expense. They’ve got him on Jetstar from 

Darwin through to Canberra. That’ll teach him.’ 

 ‘Was he behind the raid on Ximenes’ house in the hills?’ 
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 ‘He was in the supply chain. We think somebody in the Presidential Palace 

gave the nod. There’s jostling ahead of next year’s elections. Could be political, could 

be a business fallout, or a settling of old scores.’ 

 ‘Or all of the above.’ 

 She nodded. ‘I understand the PNTL have him now.’ 

 ‘How’s that going to play out?’ 

 ‘Damned if I know.’ 

 

Cato had let the opportunity slip but even if he had asked, yet again, directly of 

Ximenes – did you kill two old men in WA? – all he would have said was no. That 

encounter was between him and Driscoll, and Cato was just there to spectate. 

Ximenes was an animal and the world wouldn’t miss his passing, but there was no 

hard evidence linking him to the WA murders. Cato dropped his dusty sweaty clothes 

on the floor and stepped into the shower. The hotel with its air-conditioning and 

western luxuries was a welcome relief from the brutal heat and the even more brutal 

history of this country. He was ready to go home but he still needed to check out the 

aid projects Peters and Drummond worked on back in the day. Tomorrow he’d visit 

them then maybe they could take the evening flight out. 

 Towelling himself dry he noticed the flashing of missed calls on his mobile. 

Sharon, Chris Thornton, and Nikki Eades. He ordered some room service food and 

returned the calls. Business first. Eades was on her way to pick up her daughter from 

childcare and running late. 

 ‘Got time to talk?’ asked Cato. 

 ‘Sure.’ The sound quality changed to that of speakerphone with traffic noise in 

the background. ‘How’s Timor?’ 

 ‘Hot and hard to fathom; I should have been better at languages at school. 

There’s a lot of nuance up here.’ 

 ‘José behaving himself?’ 

 ‘So far. Did you know about his colourful history?’ 

 ‘I know he’s a good dancer.’ 

 ‘I’ll leave him to tell you.’ 
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 ‘What happens in Dili stays in Dili, huh?’ 

 ‘Something like that. You rang?’ 

 ‘Two things. Your enquiry into that CPS mob has caused ripples. My boss has 

been getting antsy. He got a flea in his ear direct from their CEO and from the 

Commissioner.’ 

 ‘If you’re going to make enemies may as well make big ones.’ 

 ‘He’ll get over it. Secondly we got a call from the Rotarians, some guy who’d 

been up there in Timor at the same time as our two.’ 

 ‘Yep?’ 

 ‘He remembers they started acting funny after a few days on this well project.’ 

 ‘Funny? How?’ 

 ‘Secretive. Furtive. Like they knew something everybody else didn’t. Before 

that they’d been normal, chatty. Good Rotarians, he called them. But not after that.’ 

 ‘Where was this place?’ She gave him the details and he wrote them down. 

‘We’ll check it out tomorrow. Any sign of the missing Australia Post package or 

developments on Ryan Hodgson?’ 

 ‘Nada on the package. Hodgson’s phone shows calls to mates, mum and José 

the day he died.’ 

 ‘José?’ 

 ‘Maybe he’d thought of something about the person he saw the night of 

Drummond’s murder. Tried phoning him to tell him. Pretty short call.’ 

 ‘I’ll ask José about it.’ 

 They signed off and Cato got onto Thornton. After an exchange of gruff 

pleasantries it emerged that Albert Jacobs was now out of prison, kicking up a 

justified fuss and considering his options for redress. Cato didn’t see it as his problem 

but thanked Thornton for the update. He gave him a list of new enquiries along with 

some outstanding priorities: the Australia Post package, the two men’s emails and 

telcos going back at least to their Christmas Island reunion and further if possible. 

‘Can you run a backgrounder on José Carrascalao and Nivea Soares too.’ He supplied 

context. 

 Thornton chuckled. ‘José’s an ex-spy? Cool.’ 
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 ‘Not necessarily ex. Find out the chain of orders that put him on this trip too.’   

 ‘Will do. What’s happening with this Ximenes bloke?’ Cato gave him the gist. 

‘It might not be him either?’ Thornton whistled. ‘Pavlou’s going to go ballistic.’ 

 ‘I’ll be back tomorrow night and in the office the day after. She can give me 

her two cents then.’ 

 A grunt. ‘Speaking of spies, I had this bloke Guthrie up my arse today. Know 

him?’ 

 ‘ASIO.’ Cato nodded. ‘What did he want?’ 

 ‘He wanted me to keep my nose out of Paul Reinado’s financials and 

telecoms.’ 

 ‘What’d the boss say?’ 

 ‘Which one? I’m helping out Paddy McMahon who’d prefer crime to go away 

so he can have a beer and a party pie in peace. Pavlou? Bit distracted by HQ politics. 

Word is the Minister and the new Commissioner have fallen out and heads are due to 

roll.’ 

 Cato heard the beep of an incoming call. ‘Ignore Guthrie and do your job.’ 

 ‘Aye, aye Cap’n.’ 

 Next he tried Sharon but it went through to messagebank. He checked the time 

– holy hour with Ella – probably more than enough on her mind right now. He left a 

message saying he’d call again later. There was a knock at the door. Room service, 

Cato assumed. 

 In fact it was José, holding his phone up as explanation. ‘Rosa wants us down 

at PNTL-HQ. There’s trouble at mill.’ He checked out Cato’s post-shower attire. 

‘Might need to get some strides on. I’ll go and organise transport while you do.’ 

 Rosa must have tried him while he was on the line to Thornton and opted for 

José when she couldn’t get through. ‘Great, cheers. Oh, by the way, just had a word 

with Nikki Eades. She mentioned you’d taken a call from Ryan Hodgson the day he 

died?’ 

 ‘Yeah, he left a message. Bit incoherent, must have been a good spliff.’ 

 ‘You didn’t follow it up?’ 
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 ‘Nothing to follow up. I assumed he’d phone back if it was important. See you 

downstairs in five?’ 

Cato found José and Driscoll talking in the lobby. 

 ‘Transport sorted,’ said José. 

 ‘What sort of trouble, did Rosa say?’ 

 ‘Nivea and Ximenes again.’ A grim chortle. ‘The mother of all domestics.’ 

 

Driscoll would have liked to punch José/Rodrigo; he had a bad attitude. His 

machismo was skin deep and very wearing after a while, plus his jokes just weren’t 

funny. Driscoll let the tosser enjoy his own wit in the back seat while they raced to 

PNTL-HQ. Kwong was in the front passenger, looking pensive as usual. 

 ‘Colonel Mark has been sent home.’ 

 ‘Interesting,’ said Kwong. ‘He was behind the attack on Villa Ximenes?’ 

 ‘In the food chain. I don’t know why, yet.’ 

 A pause. ‘This guy Guthrie, colleague of yours right?’ 

 ‘Used to be.’ 

 ‘He’s interfering in our criminal investigation, big time. Why?’ 

 ‘Haven’t a clue.’ 

 ‘Don’t believe you.’ 

 ‘That’s your prerogative.’ 

 ‘Reinado. Paul Reinado. Your pal keeps warning us off him.’ 

 Driscoll turned through the gates of PNTL-HQ, waved through on pre-

arrangement with Rosa. ‘Love to help mate, but sorry. Keep me posted, eh?’ 

 Kwong gave him a look. It was nothing Driscoll hadn’t encountered a 

thousand times before. A small crowd had gathered in the central courtyard 

comprising mainly police officers but also among them some of the gang members 

Driscoll recognised from the raid a few days earlier. Some held rakitans, the home-

made flintlock style weapons, loosely at their sides or cradled in folded arms. The 

police officers seemed unconcerned and some hadn’t bothered arming themselves. 

Odds-on they knew each other well, perhaps even lived in the same barrio. Beyond 

them were the lock-ups. Light was cast by weak pale lamps around which moths and 
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other insects fluttered and died. Driscoll pushed his way through the crowd. The 

atmosphere was one of curiosity and spectacle rather than of agitation. At the centre 

of the throng he found out why. 

 Rosa lay face down and still, with blood seeping from a wound somewhere on 

her torso. Ximenes stood over her, eyes glittering with triumph, face shiny with sweat, 

a knife in the dust at his feet. Nivea held a rakitan to the side of his head. 

 ‘Wife, behave yourself.’ Ximenes gestured calmly with palms upturned. Some 

in the crowd sniggered, cops and gangsters alike. ‘Know your place. My bed, my 

kitchen.’  

 Out of the corner of his eye Driscoll could see Kwong tensing, ready to do 

something. José was whispering to him, translating maybe, urging caution. So the 

dickhead was useful for something at least. ‘What’s going on, Nivea?’ Driscoll 

addressed her in English, trying to break the Tetun spell that Ximenes was trying to 

cast. 

 ‘None of your business.’ 

 ‘He is not worth it.’ 

 ‘What would you know? You weren’t there.’ Her voice was steady. She was 

resolved. She did not need calming like the hysteric Ximenes believed her to be. 

 ‘History,’ said Ximenes. ‘It is history and nobody is interested in these stories. 

The traitors who died, let them rot in peace. You were one of the lucky ones, chosen 

to be my queen. Be thankful.’ 

 ‘The law will take care of him’ said Driscoll. ‘Let it.’ Rosa was stirring. ‘We 

need to stop this Nivea. Rosa needs to go to hospital. Do you want her on your 

conscience too?’ 

 ‘That was his doing, he is responsible for her fate.’ She pressed the rakitan 

into his ear. ‘Like I am, for his.’ 

 ‘You are responsible for yours too, Nivea. If you kill him he wins. His way 

wins.’ 

 Some of the gang members were making kissing noises and obscene gestures. 

The idea was to rile Nivea. The cops too were stirring into action, realising maybe it 
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was about time they did their jobs. A bad situation was on the way to worse. Driscoll 

felt the weight of the Glock in his belt, knowing he would have to use it soon.  

 ‘Let Lafaek decide.’ 

 They all looked around at the man who had spoken the words in English. 

Kwong. 

 Driscoll knew the crocodile origin tale from his earlier tours of duty. But 

Kwong? ‘What do you know about Lafaek?’ 

 ‘Rosa told me the story. Justice. He decides who is guilty, who isn’t. He is the 

ultimate judge.’ 

 ‘Mate, best you stay out of this.’ 

 Murmurings spread through the crowd. Kwong’s words translated for those 

who needed it. Lafaek they were saying. Lafaek. Nivea was unreadable but perhaps 

this was a way to save face and get what she wanted from the situation without risking 

her own future. Besides, the rakitans were notoriously unreliable and could just as 

easily blow her hand off rather than his head. Ximenes, for his part, no longer seemed 

so cocky. One of the gang members; older than the rest, maybe someone in line for 

the Ximenes throne, was nodding. It was written all over his face: opportunity knocks. 

Lafaek, he chimed, urging on his coterie. Lafaek. Rosa was out cold again; her skin 

turning grey even in the weak lamplight. Driscoll weighed it all up; would Antonio 

the crocodile be the circuit-breaker they needed?  

 Kwong stood his ground. ‘It’s not for us to interfere. Like you said, let the law 

take its course. The law of Lafaek.’ 

‘What do you think this is? Tintin goes to Timor? You already have interfered, 

fuckwit.’ Driscoll turned and whispered in the ear of a sergeant to quietly summon the 

riot squad plus an ambulance for Rosa. All that happened next would rely on perfect 

timing. 

 

Cato wasn’t usually the type for kangaroo or crocodile courts but his priority was to 

get Rosa the medical help she obviously needed. Any further delay and she would die. 

Maybe it was already too late. Had he overstepped the mark? Maybe but faint hearts 

et cetera. Cato had moved closer to Nivea and just out of her field of vision. José had 
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edged around behind the crowd, strategically placing himself just behind a young 

gang member who seemed too caught up in the theatre of unfolding events to be alert 

to his own safety. 

 ‘Lafaek?’ Ximenes was saying, then something in Tetun. Cato got the 

meaning from the man’s facial expression and tone of voice. Are you fucking 

kidding? Or words to that effect. Driscoll had taken note of their strategic shufflings; 

he knew what they were doing. 

 ‘Nivea,’ said Driscoll, holding his hand out for her weapon. ‘Enough, now.’ 

 She shook her head. ‘He killed my mother, my neighbours, my friends. He 

raped me for six months. Allowed his men to have me when he was finished. He is an 

animal. This country will not give me justice, neither will that stupid crocodile.’ She 

told Ximenes to kneel. 

 ‘Nivea,’ said Driscoll. ‘Please.’ 

 Two trucks rolled into the compound. Heavily-armed men in paramilitary 

uniforms with faces covered. They barked out orders and the gang members and 

uniform cops lay face down in the dirt. Only Driscoll, Cato, José, Nivea and her 

prisoner remained upright. The order came again and a machine gun was raised in 

warning towards Driscoll. 

 ‘It’s over,’ said Cato. ‘Out of our hands now.’ 

 ‘Always was,’ said Driscoll raising his. 

 He was pushed down to the ground with Cato and José following. Only Nivea 

remained standing, with Ximenes on his knees in front of her. The order came one 

more time from the special forces officer. 

 ‘Nivea,’ Driscoll raised his head from the ground. ‘Do as he says. They will 

kill you.’ 

 ‘No.’ Tears rolled down her face. ‘I can’t.’ 

 The ambulance arrived. They couldn’t move in to attend to Rosa until the 

situation with Nivea and Ximenes was resolved. 

 Driscoll once more. ‘Nivea, your son needs you.’ 

 Ximenes laughed. ‘I have a son! An heir! My own little prince! What is his 

name?’ 
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 Nivea sobbed and pulled the trigger. 
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23 

 

Thursday 10
th

 May 

 

 

Parts of João Ximenes would wash up over the next few days, mainly along the beach 

area in front of the embassies and near to the statue of the fallen in the Santa Cruz 

cemetery massacre. Those parts not consumed by crocodiles that is. It seemed Lafaek 

had his say after all, just not Antonio himself. Nivea’s rakitan backfired, 

disintegrating in her hand and leaving her with burns and a broken trigger finger. The 

special forces had taken Ximenes away and word had since been passed along to the 

Australian embassy that he was no longer of this world – the troublesome foreigners 

should go home. Some say he was killed and chucked off Dili wharf like so many 

poor bastards before him; fed to the waiting crocs. Some say otherwise, a bullet and a 

hole in the ground. It no longer mattered, he was dead either way and with him 

perished a whole host of truth and lies each indistinguishable from the other. The 

latest being who summoned special forces when Driscoll had clearly asked for the riot 

squad. That question would exercise him fully over the coming days. The officer he’d 

given the instruction to pleaded ignorance. He’d done as Driscoll asked and didn’t 

know what had happened in between. Maybe the Palace got wind of it and something 

was lost, or intercepted, in translation. 

 Rosa was recovering in intensive care from a stab wound that should have 

killed her. Driscoll and Kwong had visited her in hospital that afternoon en route to 

the airport. Drowsy after her operation she had reassured them she did not intend to 

die yet. She had squeezed Kwong’s hand as he looked down at her, pale with shock. 

‘Take your domestic dramas with you,’ she’d said, ‘and leave us in peace.’ They’d 

been shepherded through customs and immigration with almost unseemly haste. AFP 

Sam, his arm in a sling, was there to see them off. 

 ‘Make sure you leave,’ he’d said only half-jokingly. ‘Maddie says ditto.’ 

 Nivea had changed her mind, for the moment at least, about returning to 

patria. Hand bandaged and finger splinted she couldn’t wait to get the hell out of 
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there. She hadn’t been prepared to look Driscoll in the eye since he’d broadcast her 

secret in the hope of a bloodless resolution to the impasse. It had backfired, almost 

literally. José meanwhile was studying his phone, relaxed as if he was just returning 

from a fortnight in Bali. Only Kwong was predictably pensive; like Driscoll he was 

left with questions unanswered by the death of Ximenes. They lined up to board the 

plane. Nivea had expressly asked for a seat nowhere near them. Driscoll found 

himself across the aisle from Kwong and José. Nobody was in the least bit chatty. As 

the aircraft climbed out over the ocean, the sun low and orange in the western sky, 

circling back over Dili and the mountains it occurred to Driscoll that he’d lost, and 

that by manipulating the outcome, someone out there was still at least one step ahead 

of him. And still he had no fucking clue as to who or why. 

 

Cato looked out of the aeroplane window at the dry, hazy hills of eastern Timor where 

the rebels had held out under Indonesian military occupation as long as possible and 

much longer than anyone expected. That ability to adapt, to survive, to exceed 

expectations; did he have that in him? He doubted it, as he doubted it of most of his 

compatriots. Australia, like many developed capitalistic nations, measured resilience 

in broadband speeds, aircon power outages, proximity to dog beaches – at least it 

seemed that way if you read the wrong newspapers. Maybe that was no bad thing 

when it all came down to it. A life of first world problems was what we all aspired to, 

wasn’t it? He had received his bollocking from Driscoll in serene silence over 

breakfast that morning. It was pretty quick, done in the time it took José to go up to 

the buffet and reload his plate. 

 ‘Let Lafaek decide?’ Driscoll shook his head. ‘It’s not Paul the Octopus 

picking who gets into the quarter-finals, mate. Fuck’s sake.’ 

 By the time José returned it was all over and Driscoll was taking a call from 

Maddie at the embassy telling him the Timorese authorities wanted them all out on 

the afternoon flight. Cato waited until José went for a coffee refill before asking one 

final favour – could Driscoll organise a car to take him out to the site of the aid 

project Peters and Drummond had worked on? He had acquiesced, grudgingly, and 

arranged for a driver who could also translate if needed. José was happy to hang out 
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in his room, pack, maybe have a swim in the pool, do some internet shit. He was, in 

that regard at least, easy to please. 

 The water-well project was back in the petty kingdom of Ximenes. As a 

project its job was now done. Water had long since been reliably supplied to the 

village and, as well as the houses having it piped in, there were two community 

standpipes for emergencies or simply for meetings if people felt nostalgic for the old 

days. There was also a phone relay mast on a nearby hill so that they would want for 

nothing. What was there for Cato to see now? The village head had taken Cato on a 

tour of the original diggings and, through Eurico the driver, explained how hard life 

was before the Aussies came to help them. 

 ‘That’s great,’ Cato had said, with Eurico translating. Just a short way down a 

rocky incline and half-hidden in undergrowth and rubbish there was a dilapidated, 

semi-ruined building. A collection of rubble really. It was maybe the size of Cato’s 

old two-bedroom place in South Fremantle – the width of a garden shed, perhaps 

twice the depth. Not much bigger as far as he could see. ‘What’s that?’ 

 The old man had shaken his head and tried to lead them away but Cato was 

insistent. 

 ‘Nobody uses it,’ explained Eurico after a brief exchange. ‘From the bad 

times.’ 

 And in the telling of the story Cato came to see why the two Australian 

pensioners had developed an interest, indeed a morbid fascination, in João Ximenes. 

His link with the horrors perpetrated in that building was clear. But it still didn’t 

explain their deaths twelve years after they dug into a small part of this nation’s 

history, and almost twenty years after the terrible events in question. Between leaving 

Rosa at the hospital and getting to the airport he’d phoned DI Pavlou and Sharon in 

that order. Pavlou was upbeat. 

‘If there’s enough on this Ximenes bloke to pin our murders on that’d be good. 

No need for the weight of evidence and a trial if the crocs have eaten him.’ Cato had 

outlined his doubts. ‘No,’ she’d replied acidly. ‘Heaven forbid we should make life 

easy for ourselves.’  

Sharon was just glad he was finally coming home. 
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 Cato glanced across the aeroplane aisle to Driscoll. He wasn’t the same man 

who’d run circles around him in Shanghai five, six years ago. This version was far 

less sure of himself. What had happened in between? Cato recalled a conversation 

they’d had in Fremantle back then when Driscoll showed up unexpectedly to tidy up 

some loose ends on the Shanghai connection – entrapping an oligarch who would end 

up before a Chinese firing squad. Driscoll was on a fitness regime and hanging out at 

the SAS base in WA, training for his next job tackling the people smugglers. The 

incoming government was committed to stopping the boats and Driscoll was part of 

their armoury. Was that the source of this new weighed-down version of the 

international man of mystery?  

 ‘That mate of yours who died. Close?’ 

 Driscoll looked at him, puzzled. 

 ‘You took a call a few days ago. Someone had died?’ 

 Driscoll shook his head. ‘No, he wasn’t a mate. Just a … colleague, I guess.’ 

 ‘Sorry. You looked like it hit you hard. I just thought …’ 

 A shrug. ‘Nah.’ They were getting ready to land in Darwin: tray tables, seat 

backs and all that. He gestured for Cato to lean closer, away from José’s earshot. ‘You 

and me have some unfinished business. How about we hop off at Darwin and ditch 

the Perth connection?’ He saw Cato’s confusion. ‘Reinado? Wasn’t he from Darwin?’ 

 ‘What about Nivea?’ 

 ‘She can push on to Melbourne, your mate there can head back to Perth. 

They’ll be fine.’ 

 Cato wasn’t sure they should be abandoning Nivea after what she’d been 

through and said as much. 

 ‘Mate, she’s been living with that for twenty years. She’s tougher than you 

think.’ 

 It was time to fasten seatbelts. José nudged him. ‘What were you and Austin 

Powers talking about?’ 

 Cato told him about the plan for a Darwin stopover to check out the Reinado 

angle with Driscoll. 

 ‘Just you and Driscoll? That wise?’ 
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 ‘Loose ends, mate. May as well while I’m in the area.’ He thumbed back in 

the direction of where Nivea was sitting. ‘Can you keep half on eye on her until she 

gets her onward connection? Be nice and all that?’ 

 ‘No worries.’ 

 

Sharon was relieved Phil was on his way home. She’d been worried about him. This 

time more than others? Previously she’d known him as a persistent, tenacious man. 

Genuine, when he wasn’t lying by omission to be what he thought was protective. 

She’d warned him off that when they’d gone through their rough patch after the attack 

on his son Jake. Lots of heart to hearts. 

 ‘Lying to protect me is still lying. Got it?’ Yes, he’d nodded. ‘And who says I 

need that kind of protection?’ She’d reminded him of her AFP training and the 

likelihood that she could outrun and outpunch him if it came down to it. ‘Capiche?’ 

 He’d lifted his hands in mock surrender. ‘Got it.’ 

 A persistent, tenacious man both as a husband/lover and, no doubt, as an 

investigator. But since the attack on Jake something new had crept in. A dark 

recklessness and disregard for his own safety and survival. An impulsiveness that 

sometimes sparked things up in the bedroom yet left her both exhilarated and 

unmoored. Afraid of what he might now be capable of. 

 Ella stirred. She’d gone down early after a big day in the park where Julie had 

deliberately let her run herself out. Usually it was a good strategy but now and then 

Ella became over-tired and her sleeping patterns defied logic. Julie had slipped away 

back to her own place once Ella was asleep. She had been patient with the sleepover 

demands of Phil’s absence and Sharon’s work but she was well and truly ready to go 

back to her own life and her own personal space. Besides, she had a new boyfriend 

she wasn’t seeing enough of. Sharon breathed her own sigh of relief. Phil would be 

home tonight. Things could get back to normal. Then she noticed her phone was 

flashing with an unread message. It must have come through when she was 

supervising Ella’s bathtime. Phil: sorry. One more night. Darwin.  

Shit. 
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 She tried to return the call and give him a piece of her mind but it went 

straight to messagebank. ‘Fuck you’ she wanted to say. But she never would; what if 

they turned out to be the last words he ever heard from her? A ring on the doorbell. 

She checked her watch, nearly eight. Julie back already? A surprise visit from Jake? 

Another ring. Ella started crying, fully awake now. 

 ‘Coming,’ she said, irritably. She flicked on the porch light, unable to 

remember if she’d latched the security grille. An unfamiliar shape beyond the glass. 

She opened the door. 

 

Cato and Driscoll checked into a hotel near the airport. They were re-booked onto 

their respective connections to Perth and Melbourne for the same time the following 

day. Twenty-four hours to look into Paul Reinado’s role in this whole sorry affair. 

Should they check in with NT police, for protocol’s sake? Driscoll counselled no. 

 ‘Why upset the apple cart?’  

Speaking of food they agreed to assemble in the hotel lobby after they’d 

dumped bags and freshened up and then go in search of dinner. Cato had messaged 

Chris Thornton seeking useful local contact details and let Sharon know about the 

change of plans then turned his phone off while he grabbed a quick shower. To be 

honest he was too much of a coward to face Sharon’s wrath. He’d talk to her in the 

morning. He and Driscoll took a taxi downtown and opted for an Indian place.  

It was still Top End sultry mid-evening and Cato welcomed the cold beer and 

aircon. He cracked a poppadum and dipped it in some chutney. ‘So what do you know 

about Reinado and his link with this mate of yours, Guthrie the spook?’ 

‘Not that much on both counts and Guthrie’s a colleague, not a mate.’ 

‘Nobody’s a mate in your world, only colleagues.’ 

‘Sound familiar? Don’t tell me it isn’t the same for you.’ 

Cato conceded the point. ‘So tell me the ‘not much’ you do know.’ 

‘Reinado’s family took Nivea in when she left Timor. Fostered her if you like. 

Paul would have been a de facto brother to her, maybe five or so years older?’ 

Some bhajis and samosas arrived and they tucked in. ‘Did the Reinados also 

take in Nivea’s son who would be, what, twenty by now?’ 
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Driscoll shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Assume so.’ 

‘And we have no idea where this son is now?’ 

‘Gap year, travelling, according to Nivea.’ 

Cato waited for more but nothing came. ‘That’s it?’ 

‘I don’t know the details of Paul’s connection to Guthrie. I can only speculate 

that he was a source of information to us and/or a channel of disinformation from us.’ 

‘About what?’ 

‘Community gossip. The Reinados are, or were, major players, connected into 

the old cadres back in Dili. People like Ramos Horta, Xanana, will often stop by on 

their way through. Sometimes respected expats might hear something too sensitive for 

ears back in the homeland. Or they could be used to funnel something useful back 

there.’ 

‘Oil gossip?’ 

‘Maybe. But that’s not the only item on the agenda. Who’s forming alliances 

with who. Who’s mixing with the wrong crowd. Transnational crime. What other 

governments, for example China, are doing. All of that.’ 

‘What was in it for him?’ 

‘Money? Revenge? Influence? Maybe Guthrie had something on him? Who 

knows?’ 

‘Are you able to ask anybody?’ 

Driscoll studied him. ‘I could try. Tell me your end of this first.’ 

‘Reinado was found dead, swinging under the railway bridge in Fremantle. He 

had my name and phone number in his pocket.’ Cato gave the background: the 

disturbed flight from Darwin, Sharon’s involvement, the previous arrest many years 

earlier, the warning from Guthrie to leave well alone. 

‘But suicide hasn’t been ruled out?’ 

‘It’s the preferred option for some. Less paperwork. But it doesn’t stack up.’ 

‘I can understand why Rob Guthrie would prefer to keep it that way.’  

The main meal arrived next accompanied by naan breads. Cato tore off some 

garlic naan and dipped it into the saag lamb. ‘So the three areas of crossover between 

our two agendas are Ximenes, Reinado, and Guthrie. Would that be right?’ 
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‘On the face of it.’ 

‘Old crimes, politics, and spies.’ 

Driscoll raised his beer in grim salute. ‘It’s what pays our mortgages.’ 

‘Not yours though, eh?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘You gave the game away. Isn’t that right?’ 

‘A simple fisherman now, like I said.’ 

‘But you came back because Ximenes threatened it all. That night in his house 

when he threatened to chop you up. Those injuries of his, the eye, the ear. He blames 

you for it. What was the name he mentioned? Abdullah?’ 

‘A people smuggler. My next job after Shanghai was Sovereign Borders. 

Ximenes had shifted to Kupang in West Timor by then. He was helping us out 

although I didn’t deal with him directly.’ 

‘Do you know who did?’ 

‘There’s a couple of candidates.’ 

‘An informer. So now there’s a fourth crossover between us. Border control.’ 

Driscoll paused, puzzled. Cato explained about Peters and CPS. ‘He was a guard at 

Christmas Island.’ 

‘Interesting,’ said Driscoll. ‘That’s where Willie Mason just died.’ 

 

Sharon invited him in and offered him a seat. She had no real choice, he was pointing 

a gun at her. In her room Ella was screaming fit to bust. 

 ‘I need to go to her.’ 

 ‘No problem,’ he said. ‘I’ll watch.’ 

 Ella took nearly half an hour to settle again. Some milk and a song helped. All 

that time he stood in the doorway, watching. Just watching. He hadn’t offered a name 

but Sharon had recognised him immediately from the ANU class photos. Rob 

Guthrie, the security services guy who had warned Phil off the Reinado case.  

 ‘Is that why you’re here?’ she’d asked on their return to the kitchen. 

‘Reinado?’ 

 ‘You need to stop digging.’ 
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‘Okay, whatever, but the gun in my face is a bit of overkill.’ 

He held it palm upwards as if he’d forgotten it was there. ‘This? I suppose so.’ 

‘I promise I’ll stop digging. So you can leave now. Or do you want me to sign 

something?’ 

He shook his head. ‘No need.’ 

Sharon stood up. ‘Well, thanks for coming.’ 

‘Sit down.’ 

He had come to kill her, not just to scare her. Sharon could see that now – it 

was written on his face. Ella mewled but that was it; she was on her way to sleep. 

Tears ran down Sharon’s face. And when her baby awoke? ‘There’s no need for this. I 

haven’t learned anything and I won’t look further. Whatever your secrets, they’re 

safe.’ 

Guthrie stood up suddenly, went to the kitchen counter and took one of the 

knives from the wall magnet. ‘If we can do this quietly it will be better for your 

daughter. She’ll live.’ He filled a glass with water. ‘I can phone it in afterwards.’ 

Her insides froze. He really meant to do this. ‘Please.’ Her voice cracked. 

‘You don’t have to. I’ll stop. Finished.’ 

‘Some people need to be sent a strong message.’ He smiled sadly. ‘Two birds, 

one stone.’ 

She pushed her phone face down across the table towards him. ‘Phone Phil. 

He’ll stop too. None of this will go any further. Believe me.’ 

‘He has a reputation. Sorry.’ Guthrie sat down again; gun in one hand, knife 

on the table in front of him. He placed the glass of water in front of her and pulled a 

foil of pills from his pocket. ‘Take them,’ he said. ‘All of them.’ 

She recognised the name on the back of the foil. Sleeping pills. Another tear 

slid down her face. ‘No.’  

‘Quickly, now. It’s for the best. Otherwise your daughter will be next.’ 

‘You fucking bastard.’ Sharon pressed one out of the foil, took it, swallowed 

some water.  

‘Another’ he said. ‘Keep going.’ 

Sharon did, fighting back the choking sobs.  
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‘Nearly there. Good girl.’ 

Suddenly she started coughing violently as the pill stuck in her throat. She 

clutched at her neck, panicking, eyes wide. In that moment of his distraction she 

ground the water glass into his face, grabbed the knife and whipped it across his 

throat. The spray went across the wall. Slumped forward, head on the table and blood 

sluicing from a sliced carotid he was dead within another minute. She leaned into his 

ear. ‘You should have listened to me. I was happy to stop digging.’ 
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Friday 11
th

 May 

 

 

Cato had taken the first plane out when he heard. Driscoll could look after the 

Reinado affair in Darwin. He got back to the house early afternoon and the crime 

scene team was still in place. Sharon had summoned Julie to get Ella out of there and 

they had taken up residence at a neighbour’s granny flat down the road. She’d 

undergone a preliminary interview with state cops and with AFP internal affairs. It 

would be the first of many. For all that she seemed to be in good form. They sat on a 

bench outside the granny flat, nursing mugs of tea and enjoying the thin sunshine on 

their faces. 

 ‘He’s the first person I’ve killed. Hopefully the last, too.’ 

 Cato shook his head. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve done it again.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘Brought danger into our home.’ 

 ‘Give me some credit. Why’s it always about you? I was the one investigating, 

digging. The one who wouldn’t leave it alone. Odds on it was me who triggered this 

bloke.’ 

 ‘Right.’ 

 ‘See that ute parked down the street? That’s his. He was the one who followed 

me home from work that night, I’m sure of it. He’s been onto me for ages.’ She 

clinked mugs with him. ‘That psycho is all my own doing thank you very much.’ 

 Was she putting on a brave face or was this the real kick-ass Sharon Wang 

he’d met and fallen in love with in Shanghai and somewhat taken for granted since? 

 ‘Yes,’ she said, seemingly reading his thoughts. ‘I am being brave and I 

probably will crack up sometime soon. But I’m also proud that I remembered my 

training, kept my cool, picked my moment, and defended myself and my daughter. 

Our daughter,’ she added quickly. 

 ‘You’re amazing,’ he said. ‘I love you.’ 
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 ‘Good. You can prove it later on.’ 

 He nodded in the direction of their home up the street. ‘What’s happening with 

all that?’ 

 ‘We’re in a hotel tonight. Forensics are far from finished. Hopefully my phone 

recorded enough to back up my story. Already from internal affairs and state CIB I 

get the impression of machinery working in the background to bury this whole thing.’ 

 ‘Who from CIB is on it?’ 

 ‘They brought some Ds up from Mandurah to run it because of perceived 

conflicts of interest with both Fremantle and with Major Crime. You being the 

common denominator.’ She smiled wryly. ‘They’ll do as they’re told apparently.’ 

 ‘But we’ll never learn what Guthrie was up to?’ 

 ‘Not through official channels, no. Heard from Driscoll lately?’ 

 ‘Not since I left.’ 

 ‘Will he bury whatever he learns on Reinado too?’ 

 Cato thought about it a second. ‘No. I think he’s become a truth-seeker of late. 

He’s a changed man.’ 

 ‘What brought that about?’ 

 ‘Too many dark deeds done cheap. I think he’s seeking redemption.’ Cato’s 

phone buzzed. He checked the caller ID. ‘Speak of the devil. Rory?’ 

 ‘Nivea’s missing. Again. I called to check she got home okay. No answer after 

several tries. Checked with her workplace. They haven’t heard from her. They sent 

somebody around to her apartment and they reckon from the neighbours that 

nobody’s been there for yonks.’ 

 ‘She never arrived? Talked to José? Did she make her connecting flight?’ 

 ‘He’s not answering either. And your colleagues at Bunbury Ds haven’t heard 

from him.’ 

 

There were any number of scenarios. Maybe the spooks had changed their minds 

about charging Nivea and grabbed her in transit once she’d raised a flag entering 

Darwin. Maybe she’d just taken off to lie low, hide out, sort herself out after a 

traumatic few weeks. Maybe the same people who’d taken Ximenes out of the frame 
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now had their sights set on her once she was on her own and more vulnerable. All 

these maybes. And maybe José was more dangerous than he seemed. Once again 

Driscoll was stuck for ideas. Kwong could follow up some enquiries at his end; up 

here Reinado still might provide some answers. He was due to meet the widow in an 

hour, after she’d picked up the kid from school. Meantime he wanted to know what 

Aunty had to say for herself. In case she hadn’t already heard, he gave her the update 

– Kwong’s wife, the inimitable Sharon Wang, had killed Rob Guthrie, an experienced 

agent who people tended not to mess with. ‘What was Guthrie up to, Aunty?’ 

 ‘Your guess is as good as mine, Rory.’ 

 ‘I doubt it. The through line here with Ximenes, Mason, Guthrie, Reinado, 

now Nivea Soares is nothing to do with oil. It’s all about either the referendum 

atrocities or something linked.’ 

 ‘You think so? I’m surprised atrocities still bother people these days. The 

world is full of them.’ 

 ‘Nivea’s missing. Know anything about that?’ 

 ‘No, I don’t.’ 

 ‘You’d better start helping me soon, Aunty. Work out whose side you’re on. 

I’m on the verge of going commando and you can take that anyway you like.’ 

 ‘Either way, I’m sure it’ll set the cat among the pigeons.’ 

 ‘I’ll take that as a green light.’ 

 ‘Rory, love. So many metaphors I’m getting dizzy. Go ahead, do your worst.’ 

 Enough. He cut the call. Jessica Reinado lived in Fannie Bay, two streets back 

from the ocean, with her six year old son Carlo and a house full of memories of Paul, 

a husband and father. The boy looked like a mini-me of the photos stuck on the fridge 

door. He was planted in front of the TV watching after-school cartoons with a cold 

milo and some rice crackers. Jessica had offered Driscoll an iced coffee and made one 

for herself too. The aircon was on full blast although there was enough of a breeze to 

do without. 

 ‘You’ll be number five or six by now.’ 

 ‘Sorry?’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘Cops I’ve told my story to.’ 
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 ‘I’m not police.’ Again he showed her some spare ID he had. 

 ‘Yeah, yeah. Territory, WA state, federal, I’m losing track. Ask away. Maybe 

one day I’ll say something magic and something will happen. Not holding my breath 

though.’ 

 Jessica was more petite than she sounded on the phone. Her raspy Territorian 

drawl had suggested someone more robust. She looked fifteen and sounded fifty and 

there were dark rings under her eyes. Driscoll got her to recount the tale she’d told all 

the others – the strange goings-on in the lead up to Paul’s death.  

‘And like I told that Sharon chick in Perth, I reckon it all started with that 

angry phone call back in March; the one in Portuguese.’ 

‘And he didn’t tell you what it was about?’ 

‘No. Community stuff, he said. Don’t worry your pretty little head, Chiquita. 

But he was rattled, I could tell.’ 

‘You reported the harassment, the vandalism?’ 

‘Yep. Like I told all the other cops. Nothing happened. Just kids, they 

reckoned.’ 

This would all be on various reports which Aunty could access if necessary. 

Driscoll went off down a line the cops wouldn’t have followed. ‘Did you ever meet 

Nivea?’ 

‘His sister? Once or twice, family do’s, Christmas and that. She lives in 

Melbourne. Why?’ 

‘Were they close?’ 

‘In earlier years, less so lately. Again, why?’ 

Driscoll shrugged. Took a long slurp of iced coffee, it hit the spot. ‘She hasn’t 

made contact since Paul died?’ 

‘No. Is she okay? Does she have something to do with this?’ 

‘She might have, not directly. Did you ever meet her son?’ 

‘Alex? Yeah, again, family do’s. Good kid. He’s on gap year in Europe isn’t 

he?’ 

‘Far as I know.’ 

‘What’s this about? No more answers from me until you tell me.’ 
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‘I think it’s connected to what happened to Nivea back in Timor.’ 

Jessica shook her head. ‘She had a shit life, poor woman. But why would what 

happened back then, be such an issue now, twenty years on? And what’s that got to do 

with Paulie? There’s any number of people in the Timorese expat community with 

stories like hers.’ 

But not so many featuring a central character who was hard-wired in to the 

history, economy and politics of a nation. A man with powerful friends and enemies. 

‘Reckon you can get me an intro to Paul’s mum and dad?’ 

 

Cato had obtained permission to gather some essentials from his house, spacesuited 

up and skipping across the stepping plates and back out again with a couple of 

suitcases and boxes. Then they’d checked into the Esplanade hotel in Fremantle 

awaiting clearance to return home. While Sharon and Ella took an afternoon nap, Cato 

got on the phone to follow up on the whereabouts of Nivea Soares and José 

Carrascalao.  

 ‘Good news and bad news,’ reported Nikki Eades from Bunbury. ‘José called 

in sick in the last hour. Ate something dodgy in transit, too shitty to even drive down 

to Bunbury after he got off the plane. He’s still holed up in one of those No-Tell 

motels on the Great Eastern Highway up in Perth.’ She gave Cato the details. 

 ‘Is that the good or bad news?’ 

 ‘Your colleague Thornton was in touch. The DNA sample you sent from 

Dili?’ Ximenes, leaving his handprints and traces on Driscoll ahead of a planned 

amputation. ‘No match to either of our crime scenes.’ 

 ‘He wasn’t there?’ 

 ‘Or he was very careful.’ A hand over the phone and a brief conversation with 

someone at that end. ‘How are things with you? How’s …?’ 

 ‘Sharon? So far so good.’ 

 ‘Nasty stuff, look after yourselves.’ 

 ‘Cheers.’ Cato closed the call and tried José. No answer. Probably 

incommunicado and staying close to a toilet bowl. He tried a few calls to Melbourne, 

numbers Driscoll had given him, but to no avail. Nivea still hadn’t been heard from. 
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He called his counterparts in Victoria police and started the ball-rolling on a 

preliminary missing persons enquiry. 

 A hand on his shoulder. ‘Hard at it, still.’ 

 ‘Justice never sleeps.’ 

 Sharon bent down and brushed her lips to his neck. ‘I did and feel much better 

for it.’ 

 ‘You bearing up okay, after …’ 

 ‘After slashing some bloke’s throat and letting him bleed out all over our 

kitchen? Yeah, all good. I’m hungry; going to call room service as AFP are paying. 

Any requests?’ 

 ‘Whatever you’re having.’ 

 ‘I should really ravish you during this brief window before Ella wakes up but I 

can’t be arsed and even after two showers I still smell Guthrie’s blood on me. You 

okay with that?’ 

 ‘I’ll survive.’ 

 ‘Wrong answer. You’re meant to be choked with grief.’ 

 ‘Right. That as well.’ 

 ‘Justice never sleeps and romance isn’t dead.’ She picked up the room phone 

and ordered two toasted BLTs with fries. 

 

Alexandre Reinado didn’t look like a former Falintil resistance fighter. Maybe it was 

the wheelchair and the oxygen bottle that did it. ‘Asbestosis,’ he rasped, lifting a 

wasted bony hand in greeting. ‘I survived a decade in the mountains and the 

Indonesian air raids and shelling.’ Grim smile. ‘Many of the buildings the militias and 

army destroyed when they left in ninety-nine were made from asbestos. I just went 

into the dusty rubble to rescue some belongings before we were evacuated.’ 

 Filomena Reinado set down a mug of coffee for Driscoll and a glass of water 

for her husband. She also looked frail but it was the frailty of age and grief rather than 

disease. Still, for all that, there was a steeliness to her gaze. They all waited for the 

noise of another landing fighter jet from the nearby RAAF base to recede. ‘It’s busier 
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now with the Americans using it too.’ She pushed some cake towards him. ‘You are 

the first policeman who has wanted to talk to us about Paulho.’ 

 ‘Really?’ Driscoll clarified, once again, his non-police investigatory status but 

she shrugged it away. ‘Nobody has come to talk to you?’ 

 ‘Nobody. Jessica maybe but not us. Why should they? They do not suspect a 

crime.’ 

 ‘Do you?’ 

 She nodded. ‘I wish it were not so but what else could it be? He wouldn’t kill 

himself, he loved his family, his life, despite everything that had happened.’ 

 ‘Jessica mentioned trouble in the few weeks before that?’ 

 ‘Weeks? It was nearly two months.’ 

 The coffee was good, Timorese of course. Driscoll glanced around the room, 

waiting for Filomena to continue. On the shelves and sideboards, pictures of the 

family through the recent ages, among them Nivea and Paulho. Some famous faces 

too: Ramos Horta, Xanana, Bishop Belo, all had passed over the Reinado threshold in 

suburban Darwin during the last twenty years. At a signal from her husband, 

Filomena went on. She was their voice now, talking would exhaust Alexandre. ‘One 

Sunday morning, early March, Nightcliff market. I help out at a Timorese art and craft 

stall.’ She dipped her head, nibbled on a piece of cake. ‘And there he was, out of 

nowhere, right in front of me.’ 

 Driscoll waited. And waited. 

 Filomena stared at the floor. ‘After all this time we still don’t know his name.’ 

 ‘But you recognised his face. Describe him. Why do you know him?’ 

 ‘He was there when they gave Paulho back to me. Leaning against the door 

frame. Enjoying the sun on his face.’ 

 ‘Malae?’ Driscoll prompted. ‘Not Indonesian or Timorese?’ 

 She nodded. ‘He looked like he wasn’t really there. Like he never existed. So 

ordinary. Bland. Like the man who stamps your passport, or, or …’ 

 ‘Tells you that you have six months to live,’ offered Alexandre. 

 Driscoll brought up a picture of Willie Mason on his phone and showed it to 

her. She shook her head – not him. ‘But Australian, yes?’ 
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 ‘Yes. He spoke English to Ximenes. Loudly, clearly. Like he wanted me to 

know.’ She recounted the story. It was in the months preceding the referendum. After 

a demonstration in Dili by student activists the army and militias had come to the 

village and taken some of the young men, among them Paulho. He had been returned 

to her two days later as a shell. Alexandre was still in hiding in the hills, his 

association with Falintil a death sentence if he was caught. Filomena had passed 

herself off as Paulho’s aunt. If they had known who she really was she too would 

have been killed. Driscoll again asked her to describe him and again she failed: a man 

of average age, average height, average build. Hair a sandy brown nothing. Eyes blue, 

or maybe hazel. 

 ‘Why is he important? Surely Ximenes and his men were the ones who did the 

violence?’ 

 ‘Paulho told us later this man instructed them in every foul terrible thing they 

did. And, in the case of Paulho, he joined in.’ 

 ‘And so one day this man appears in front of your market stall here in Darwin. 

Did he know who you were?’ 

 A bitter, short laugh. ‘Oh, yes.’ 

 ‘Did he say anything?’ 

 ‘He made a show of trying to remember where he knew me from, like we were 

old friends or acquaintances. But he knew I recognised him immediately.’ 

 ‘Was he alone?’ 

 ‘No, there was a woman with him.’ Filomena described her and Driscoll made 

some notes. The description rang no bells, his wife maybe. 

 ‘Did he say anything else?’ 

 Tears filled her eyes. ‘He asked how Paulho was doing. Even remembered his 

name after all this time.’ 

 She’d found her voice then. Raging at him in Tetun, in English, in Portuguese. 

Pointing him out to all those in the vicinity who might listen. Murderer, war criminal, 

beast, pervert. She had caused a scene. Tears flowed down her face as she recounted 

it. The rage and fear still hot. 

 ‘How did he react?’ 
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 ‘Very calm. He said he knew even back then I was Paulho’s mother, not his 

aunt. It was not important to him then, or now. “Water under the bridge, Filomena.” 

He knew my name too. “Cry, no more,” he said. Then he went away with his lady 

friend.’ 

 ‘But the strange happenings began after that?’ 

 ‘Maybe a week later. I told Alexandre. I told Paulho. He wanted to forget it, 

move on. I insisted. We argued and finally he agreed, so we made complaints to the 

police that somebody should do something.’ 

 Was this the argument Jessica overheard? Her husband Paulho rowing in 

Portuguese with someone? This family, he was sure, would speak it among 

themselves. ‘But you didn’t have a name. What could they do?’ 

 ‘Yes,’ Filomena said sadly. ‘That was what the police told us.’ 

 

The Great Eastern Highway was one of Cato’s least favourite roads in the Perth 

metropolitan area, if not the world. The Toorak Motor Lodge had a stunning view of 

the passing traffic and a well-provisioned mini-mart. Was José still in situ? Duty 

Manager Shania checked her computer screen. 

 ‘Carrascalao. Hmmm.’ A frown of her carefully-crafted eyebrows. ‘And you 

are?’ 

 Cato showed her his police ID. She looked at it closely checking his face 

against the photo twice in case he wasn’t who he claimed to be. ‘Satisfied?’ said Cato. 

 ‘I’ll try his room,’ she said, picking up the phone. After about thirty seconds 

she shrugged. ‘Not answering. He must have gone out.’ 

 ‘Which room is it?’ 

 ‘Not sure I should tell you.’ Cato swung her screen his way and saw the 

number. ‘Hey!’ 

 ‘Relax,’ said Cato. ‘Welfare call.’ 

 The room was on the second floor along an open balcony walkway. Traffic 

noise bounced off the concrete. There was an odour of exhaust fumes and a nearby 

fast food joint. The Perth city skyline glinted in the distance as the sun fell. Number 

218 was at the end of the walkway overlooking the pool and its surface of oily grime. 
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A discarded can of Red Bull glinted in the bushes. The curtains were closed and, ear 

to the door, no sound came from inside. Cato unclipped his Glock. There was no 

reason to feel any threat but he felt it anyway. 

 He knocked. ‘José? You there, mate? It’s Phil. Philip Kwong.’ 

 Nothing except the rush of traffic. 

 Cato took out his phone and dialled José’s number. Inside he could hear the 

phone ringing a few times before it went to messagebank. If he had gone out he’d left 

his phone behind. Unusual these days, but not impossible. A scrape behind him and 

the muzzle of a gun behind his ear. 

 ‘Hand me yours, nice and relaxed.’ José’s voice. Cato did as he was told. He 

received the room card in return. ‘Go ahead and open it. We’ve been expecting you.’ 

 We? 

He pressed the card into the slot and twisted the door handle when the light 

flashed green. Edging over the threshold into the gloom Cato was aware of the sour 

smell of vomit and the rotten fruity odour of diarrhoea. ‘You really were crook then.’ 

 ‘Not me.’ José nudged him forward with the barrel of his gun. ‘Her.’ 

 With a twist of his head Cato discerned the prone figure of Nivea Soares on 

the bed under the covers. ‘Spiked her drink at the airport bar in Darwin, changed her 

ticket, made up a story and flashed my cop ID.’ José came around in front of Cato 

and flicked on a bedside lamp. ‘Plain sailing.’ He waved the gun. ‘Want to open a few 

windows?’ 

 Cato obliged. ‘I’m all ears.’ 

 ‘Sorry, mate. Not really one for explanations.’ He shot the figure on the bed 

and whipped the pistol across the bridge of Cato’s nose. 

 

Cato woke with a blinding headache and a hospital smell in his nostrils. After nurses 

and a doctor had checked that he wasn’t terminal he was allowed to receive visitors. 

DI Pavlou and Chris Thornton came in bearing gifts, a coffee from him and a bag of 

grapes from her. 
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 ‘You’re going to look like a panda for the next few days and your nose will 

need re-setting but otherwise the prospects are good.’ Pavlou pulled up a chair. ‘You 

should be fit to stand trial.’ 

 ‘Trial?’ rasped Cato. He took a sip of water. 

 ‘Ms Nivea Soares. Attempted murder. Charges may be upgraded later. See 

how the docs go over the next few hours.’ 

 ‘It wasn’t me. It was José.’ 

 ‘Thought that might be your story. Over to you, Chris.’ 

 Thornton leaned against a wall and scrolled through his iPad. ‘José 

Carrascalao. Born 1974, Rio in Brazil, Aussie mum and local dad. Moved to Australia 

at the age of three. Lived in and around Bunbury until he left school. Went to UWA, 

excelled in languages – Portuguese, Spanish in particular. Returned to Brazil in his 

early twenties for a decade or so – call of family, roots et cetera. Plus his mum had 

died of breast cancer and dad wanted to go home. Believed during this time he was 

recruited by …’ he paused. 

 ‘ABIN,’ said Cato. ‘Brazilian intelligence.’ 

 ‘You know all this already?’ Pavlou looked put out, as did Thornton. 

 ‘Not all. So, let’s guess, he finds himself in Timor around independence 

referendum time, late nineties?’ 

 ‘Seems so. Apparently the Brazilians and Portuguese, speaking the same 

language and all, were interested in staking their claim in a future free Timor.’ 

 ‘Where’s your info coming from? Not Google surely?’ 

 ‘In part, yeah, but also been chatting to your mate Driscoll. He’s on the next 

flight down.’ 

 ‘José’s our killer?’ 

 ‘His DNA is on the body in the skip …’ 

 That last call to José’s phone. ‘Ryan Hodgson?’ 

 ‘Yep. Maybe he was in a hurry.’ 

 Pavlou interrupted. ‘We’ll put this all together in good time but any ideas why 

and where he might have disappeared to?’ 
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 ‘Why? I’m guessing something to do with past atrocities but it seems far-

fetched. Where? Some embassy or consulate? He could just go and hide under cover 

of whoever he was working for at the time. I assume you’re watching the airports and 

such?’ 

 ‘Yep, and his family and workplace.’ 

 ‘DSC Nikki Eades?’ 

 ‘Is in the loop.’ Pavlou checked an incoming on her mobile. ‘By the way have 

you got insurance?’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘He scarpered in your car.’ At that moment a flustered Sharon came into the 

room with a very excited and chatty Ella. ‘We’ll be in touch.’ Pavlou popped a grape 

in her mouth. ‘Get well soon. And don’t leave town.’ 

 

Driscoll got into Perth around nine that evening. He collected a hire car and headed 

for RPH. Security gave him a wary look as he approached the counter but he flashed 

some official-looking ID and made like a cop and they waved him through to where 

Kwong was resting up. His black eyes had blossomed and his face was a wreck. 

 ‘Surprised you’re still here, Kung Fu Panda. Didn’t think a broken nose 

warranted a hospital bed?’ 

 ‘They want to know if I’ve got concussion or not.’ 

 ‘Fair enough. I asked at reception, they said Nivea’s in ICU?’ 

 ‘Bullet in the chest will do that to you. They say she’ll pull through.’ 

 ‘Good. Any ideas where José’s gone?’ 

 ‘You probably know him better than we do. Or at least his likely MO.’ 

 Driscoll shook his head. ‘Kidnappings. Shootings. Half-arsed frame-ups. He’s 

erratic. Attention-seeking secret agents tend not to last too long. Either he’s forgotten 

his training or this is all part of the plan.’ 

 ‘Maybe he’s hiding in plain sight. Tell me about Darwin. Did José get a 

mention?’ 

 ‘No. Some other foreigner is in the picture.’ Driscoll filled Kwong in on what 

he’d learned. 
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 ‘And this fearsome marketplace stranger isn’t your mate, what’s his name?’ 

 ‘Mason. No. And I zapped Filomena a pic of José en route when I heard what 

happened to you. Not him either.’ 

 ‘Guthrie?’ 

 ‘Nah. He was never up in Timor best of my knowledge.’ 

 ‘Do we then assume that Guthrie and José, maybe even Mason too, were all 

working for somebody else, our mystery man?’ 

 ‘If so this bloke’s got a lot of clout.’ 

 ‘And perhaps more to lose if his secret gets out?’ 

 ‘A public figure.’ Driscoll thought about Aunty and her PR consultancy. 

Taking in other people’s dirty laundry. ‘Only people in the public eye worry about 

secrets.’ 

 Kwong was looking weary. ‘If the reason you, this Mason guy, and perhaps 

Nivea were in the crosshairs was nothing to do with oil then that leaves your fourth 

man as the odd one out.’ 

 ‘Brian Simmonds?’ 

 ‘I’ll take your word for it. You haven’t mentioned him much.’ A foil of pills 

on the bedside table. Kwong popped two and took them with a swig of water. 

‘Headache,’ he said, slipping the foil into his drawer. 

 ‘I should leave you in peace.’ 

  I’ll be out of here in the morning.’ A weak smile. ‘Ding, ding round two.’ 

 Driscoll took his leave, musing on the way out about Kwong’s anti-depressant 

medication and why he felt the need to pass it off as paracetamol. 

 

Ella was asleep in the hotel-provided cot. Phil was staying in hospital but was going 

to be okay, so Sharon made the call. Half an hour later there was a knock at the door – 

one she was expecting this time. She invited Mick Hutchens over the threshold and 

offered him a hotel teabag and UHT milk. 

 ‘Great,’ he said, settling in. ‘Cheers.’ 

 ‘You’re looking well. Retirement agrees with you.’ 

 ‘Thanks.’ He took the mug offered to him. ‘Cato okay?’ 
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 She nodded. ‘Face like a dropped pie but he’ll live.’ 

 ‘And the woman?’ 

 ‘Her too. More serious, but all good.’ 

 He took a sip and tried not to wince at the weakness. ‘So what’s this about, 

Shaz?’ 

 She gave him the story then pushed the phone across the table towards him, 

along with the separate battery and SIM. ‘Guthrie’s. I hid it before the techs arrived.’ 

 ‘Why?’ 

 ‘I don’t trust the usual channels. Somebody out there has clout and reach. It 

could disappear.’ 

 Hutchens took a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket and prodded the 

phone with it. ‘You haven’t tried turning it on yet?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘I thought all these Get Smart people spoke into their shoes.’ He picked up the 

SIM and squinted at it, held it to the light as if it might give up its secrets there and 

then. ‘And you want me to do something about it?’ 

 ‘Can you?’ 

 ‘You really don’t trust your own mob? Or Chris, or Deb?’ 

 ‘I want to, just playing safe I guess.’ 

 ‘Right.’ He frowned. ‘Marj won’t like it if I get spirited away to Guantanamo. 

She’s got this holiday booked in Aix-en-Provence. Still …’ he grinned. ‘Might get my 

exegesis finished if they put me in solitary. Leave it with me.’ He pushed his cup to 

one side. ‘You okay after … everything?’ 

 ‘Yeah. Maybe I shouldn’t be. It might hit later but, you know.’ 

 ‘Fair enough. But don’t bottle it up if it begins to show.’ 

 ‘Not my style.’ He had a look on his face. ‘Spit it out.’ 

 Hutchens leaned back in his chair. ‘Has Cato … Phil been okay these last few 

months?’ 

 ‘Seems to be. Why?’ This time the look was on her face, she couldn’t hide it. 

 ‘The meds the docs put him on. Take them for too long and they do funny 

things. Had some myself after the bashing. Threw them away after a few weeks.’ 
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 ‘Phil said he wasn’t on them anymore.’ 

 ‘When was this?’ 

 ‘Six months ago, maybe.’ 

 Hutchens smiled sadly. ‘Believe him, Shaz?’ 

 No, she realised. She didn’t. She never had, but was content to live with the 

denial and focus on Ella and on her job. 

 ‘I was telling Cato. I don’t miss the job at all. Thought it would kill me being 

out of it.’ Hutchens shook his head. ‘Nah. Never looked back.’ 

 ‘What are you saying?’ 

 ‘I’ve seen all this before and I know a downward spiral when I see one. 

Ultimatum time. He won’t take the initiative so you’ll have to. The only thing that 

will break the circuit is fear of losing you and the bub. He needs a sabbatical for all 

your sakes.’ 

 ‘That’s pretty full-on marriage guidance advice, Mick.’ 

 ‘I don’t do subtlety, love. But I mean well.’ 
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Driscoll started the day by turning over Rob Guthrie’s place. It was a nondescript unit 

by the railway line at West Leederville, more suited to a student or somebody on 

welfare benefits than a bloke on a hundred-plus grand a year, not including the extra 

he was making from moonlighting. But it made for a good legend. On the wall a 

poster of Anna Kournikova returning serve and revealing plenty of flesh and 

underwear. Furniture stained and unloved like its owner, the fug of loneliness and 

failure permeated the place and clung to the walls like condensation. This was a guy 

you’d avoid in the street and forget as soon as you met him. That would have suited 

Guthrie perfectly. According to the bills on the fridge and the spare ID in the bedside 

drawer he was living there under the name of Owen Marshall and he had an 

appointment with a social worker that coming Monday. Aunty had supplied the safe 

house address and arranged for a key to be left under the plant pot. 

 ‘ASIO are putting some distance between themselves and him,’ she’d said. 

‘He’s gone off piste.’ 

 There was no laptop or tablet. Missing or never existed? Apparently his phone 

was missing too although Driscoll suspected Sharon might have something to do with 

that. As soon as it was switched on she’d have goons at her door; either from ASIO or 

from Guthrie’s second job. So who else was he working for? On the fridge a photo of 

him, in character as Owen Marshall, in happier times with a wife and small child – a 

daughter. No sign of them living in this hovel. Were they part of his legend or did 

they really exist? Even if they did, what would they know of his secret life? He’d 

shown up at police HQ openly in an official capacity to tell Kwong to back off. That 

must have been sanctioned. But what was the undercover nature of his work, this 

assumed identity and safe house? It was clearly sanctioned and resourced officially 

from Canberra – otherwise Aunty would not have been able to find out about it. 
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 The phone he was carrying when he died would have been his moonlight 

burner. He probably had another for his official ASIO work. Maybe yet another for 

personal or other matters. Driscoll began a search through cupboards, drawers, air 

vents, loose skirting panels, toilet cisterns, freezer – the usual. Nothing. The grouting 

in the shower cubicle was black and the white tiles had turned a yellowy-grey. Down 

in the bottom corner, with some scraping, the tile came loose. In the recess, more false 

ID, cash in a plastic bag, and a spare phone. The ID was a driving licence in yet 

another name, the cash amounted to five grand in fifties and twenties. Driscoll 

dismantled the phone and pocketed the components for further examination along 

with the cash which could come in handy. He locked up, replaced the key under the 

plant pot, and hopped on the next city-bound train out of West Leederville. En route 

he belled Aunty again. 

 ‘Found a spare phone and some cash. Nothing much else of interest.’ He asked 

about the wife and daughter. 

 ‘Estranged. She took the kid back to Ireland and is now remarried to a 

boyhood sweetheart in the Gardai.’ 

 So the atmosphere of failure and loneliness in Guthrie’s home wasn’t all 

confected. ‘Still no whispers as to who he was moonlighting for?’ 

 ‘Maybe the phone will tell us.’ 

 Driscoll kept to himself his suspicions that Sharon Wang might have the most 

useful one in her possession. Why? Maybe he wasn’t so sure about Aunty anymore. 

 

After another head scan and a check on his blood pressure and other vital signs, Cato 

was discharged from the hospital and lowered himself gingerly into the passenger seat 

while Sharon strapped Ella into the back. 

 ‘You sure you’re okay?’ Sharon started the car and backed out of the parking 

space. 

 ‘So the doc says, and she’s the expert.’ 

 ‘We’re in the hotel for the rest of the weekend. They’re not far off finishing 

the forensics on our place and then the cleaners come in Monday morning. Hopefully 

we’ll be back in there by the end of the day or early Tuesday.’ 
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 ‘That’d be good.’ 

 ‘So what do you want to do today?’ 

 Find José Carrascalao maybe. Dig the bullet out of Nivea Soares’ chest and 

make her well again. Undo the knife wound in Rosa Domigo’s gut. Turn back time. 

He became aware that Sharon was looking at him out the corner of her eye while 

negotiating the Saturday morning traffic on South Street. ‘Hmmm?’ 

 ‘You’re miles away.’ 

 So it had happened again. Another zone out. ‘Sorry.’ 

 ‘I was talking to Mick Hutchens last night.’ 

 ‘Really? Why?’ 

 ‘Work stuff. But he mentioned that medication you were on. I told him I 

thought you’d given it up a while ago.’ Another sideways glance. ‘That’s right isn’t 

it?’ 

 ‘Now and then I still use them.’ 

 ‘Really? You never said.’ 

 ‘Do I need to?’ 

 ‘If it affects all of us, yes.’ 

 ‘Does it?’ 

 Sharon signalled left into the forecourt of a petrol station and found a spot 

outside the shop. She turned off the ignition and turned to face him. ‘What do you 

think?’ 

 Cato didn’t need this right now. ‘I’m easing off. Sometimes they take the edge 

away.’ 

 She grasped his hand. ‘They’re not the answer.’ 

 He stared bleakly out at the sunshine and the passing traffic. ‘What is?’ 

 ‘This job is going to kill you, directly or indirectly.’ 

 ‘No. I can handle it.’ 

 ‘You can’t. What’s your biggest fear?’ 

 ‘Losing you and Ella.’ 

 ‘And what would you do to prevent that?’ 

 ‘Anything. Everything.’ 
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 ‘Prove it.’ 

 

Driscoll needed to find José but he also needed Guthrie’s phone. Aunty was on the 

case with the techs looking for any evidence of communication between the two. 

They were also on alert for José using any known phones, credit cards, social media 

and email accounts, but no doubt he would be too well-trained for that. He wouldn’t 

be found until or unless he wanted to be, or purely by chance. So the priority may as 

well be Guthrie’s missing burner phone. He rang Sharon. 

 ‘What’s happening?’ 

 ‘Nothing much. We’re on the way home from hospital.’ 

 ‘Hubby keeping well?’ 

 A pause. ‘Well as.’ 

 ‘I’ll get to the point. Do you have Rob Guthrie’s phone?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘I don’t believe you.’ 

 ‘Not my problem. Hang on,’ said Sharon. ‘I’ll just put you on speaker so I 

don’t cop a ticket.’ 

 ‘How’s the head, Phil?’ 

 ‘All good. Found José yet?’ 

 ‘No. Thought Guthrie’s phone might give us some clues.’ 

 Was it his imagination or was there friction at the other end of the line? 

Anything he could use to his advantage? ‘You guys’ll be needing some quality time I 

expect. Lot of pressure at the moment. Can’t be good.’ 

 ‘Appreciate your understanding, Rory.’ Sharon had that steel in her voice he 

recalled from their time working together in Shanghai. ‘Keep us in the loop, eh?’ 

 ‘If you do come across Guthrie’s phone back at your place I’d advise you not 

to turn it on. Might bring a whole heap of grief back to your doorstep.’ In the 

background a child’s voice, miserable at being woken up. Driscoll knew the feeling. 

 ‘Good advice, mate. Cheers for that.’ 
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 Sharon had it. Definitely. But didn’t want to play ball. ‘Phil? You still with 

us?’ Affirmative. ‘I still owe you for saving me in that cellar in Dili. It’s a debt I take 

seriously, mate. Together we can crack this.’ 

 ‘No worries,’ said Kwong. ‘All good.’ 

 

‘What cellar?’ said Sharon. 

 ‘What phone?’ said Cato. 

 ‘You first,’ she insisted. 

 So he briefly outlined the scene in Ximenes’ cellar and the machete threat to 

Driscoll’s extremities. 

 ‘Should have let him follow through.’ 

 ‘You don’t mean that.’ 

 ‘No,’ she conceded. ‘I probably don’t.’ 

 They were nearly back at the Esplanade. Across the road was the Carriage café 

where, just the previous year, Cato had been called to investigate the third in a series 

of murders of Fremantle’s homeless. This one an ex-soldier stomped to death. And 

people wondered why he needed to keep taking his happy pills. ‘Do you have 

Guthrie’s phone?’ 

 ‘Mick Hutchens has it.’ 

 They pulled into the angle parking in Essex Street and Cato unstrapped Ella 

while Sharon grabbed bags from the boot. ‘I never saw Hutchens as a ‘Q’ type 

figure.’ 

 ‘He was the only person I could think of.’ 

 ‘You suspect bad apples in the AFP?’ 

 ‘And among WA’s finest.’ 

 ‘I guess that does make Hutchens the last resort.’ 

 ‘I heard that.’  

 Cato turned and there he was. For some reason that really cheered Ella up and 

she beamed in adoration. ‘Ganda!’ 
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 Not quite. Hutchens tickled her under the chin and pulled a funny face. 

Looked at Cato. ‘Been fighting again?’ He waggled the phone. ‘Somebody want to 

buy me a cuppa?’ 

 ‘It’ll have to be another hotel teabag in our room.’ Sharon lifted her chin 

towards Ella whose attention was already waning. ‘I can’t see her lasting the distance 

in a café.’ 

 ‘Suits me.’ Hutchens unclipped his bike helmet and chained his machine to a 

rail. He pressed a few buttons on his wristband. ‘Eighteen point four k’s. Did a U3A 

course a few months ago. “Master Your Fitbit.” Never looked back.’ 

 While Ella was distracted with a rice cracker and the Wiggles, Hutchens 

reported on Guthrie’s phone. ‘Three numbers he regularly rang or was called from.’ 

He passed over a sheet of paper with the numbers handwritten. Beside each a letter: 

A, B, and C. ‘That’s what was in the contacts address book.’ He handed over a second 

sheet, the log for the life of the phone. Just a week and totalling less than twenty calls 

made or received. 

 ‘How did you get this without triggering the forces of darkness?’ Cato passed 

him a mug. 

 ‘I didn’t. I went against Sharon’s wishes and just asked Chris Thornton to do 

it. He did so in the bowels of police HQ. If the forces of darkness want to pay a visit 

they’ve got to get past the senior constable on the front door first.’ He turned to 

Sharon. ‘Sorry Shaz, but Chris is top-notch. You really can trust him.’ 

 ‘Hope you’re right.’ She handed Ella some chopped fruit. ‘Did he run the 

numbers?’ 

 ‘Pre-paids, unregistered. Chris cloned the SIM and ran the phone for 

fingerprints and other traces before he gave me it back. In the end though, he’d 

appreciate it being returned and entered into evidence.’ 

 ‘Sure,’ said Sharon, without conviction. 

 Cato scanned the log. ‘Most of the calls seem to be from ‘A’ and primarily in 

the three days leading up to Guthrie’s death.’ 

 ‘You noticed that too.’ Hutchens drained his tea. ‘So what are you going to do 

with this?’ 
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 Cato turned the phone thoughtfully in his palm. ‘Call those numbers and see 

who comes running?’ 

 ‘We don’t want them running to here,’ said Sharon. ‘We need somewhere 

open, public, plenty of witnesses.’ 

Cato still looked like he’d just been hit by a bus. It wasn’t a good idea for him 

to be out in public. ‘How about we do it?’ Hutchens grinned. ‘Me and Shaz?’ 

 ‘No way,’ said Cato and Sharon together. 

 ‘Why not?’ 

 ‘You’re a civilian,’ said Sharon. 

 ‘It’s too dangerous,’ said Cato. ‘For both of you.’ 

 ‘But not you?’ Sharon snorted.  

 ‘If those numbers are for spooks maybe Driscoll should be doing this. It’s his 

world. He speaks their language, probably knows whoever is at the other end.’ 

 ‘Do you trust him?’ Sharon clearly didn’t. 

 ‘Like he said, he owes me after the cellar.’ 

 ‘What cellar?’ said Hutchens. 

 ‘Long story. I think somewhere deep inside, Driscoll’s a man of honour.’ 

 ‘He sidelined me because he knows you’re a soft touch.’ Sharon stole one of 

Ella’s apple slices while the kid was absorbed in Lachy the purple Wiggle. ‘I took the 

initiative to keep Guthrie’s phone, I should make the call.’ 

 Hutchens frowned. ‘Cato’s right, Sharon. This is no time for any of us to be 

taking unnecessary risks. You both have a little kid to be worried about and I have to 

finish my exegesis. Bring the spook in.’ 

 ‘If the phone has been activated in police HQ they’re going to know not to 

touch it with a barge pole.’ Sharon spun it on the coffee table. ‘It’s a waste of time 

anyway.’ 

 ‘Depends whether everybody is in the loop; A, B, and C.’ Hutchens shrugged. 

‘It only needs one of them not to be.’ 

 ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained.’ Cato reached for his mobile. ‘So shall I 

call Driscoll?’ 
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Nivea Soares was well enough to receive visitors by early Saturday afternoon. The 

police guard had checked Driscoll’s name against an approved visitors list and 

examined his ID. Driscoll would let Sharon and Kwong have their game with 

Guthrie’s phone. At some point they’d come to their senses and realise he was on 

their side. He was, after all, wasn’t he? José would make his next move in his own 

good time and that, for the moment, was outside Driscoll’s control. So here he was 

holding Nivea’s cool hand, listening to the machines beep and watching the numbers 

on the monitor. 

 ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘I’m here. You’re visiting me, not the machines.’ 

 The bullet had lodged high in her chest within the pectoral muscle. It had been 

extracted and the internal damage repaired. Driscoll wondered why José hadn’t gone 

for the more certain head shot. He’d have had time. Maybe he wasn’t as cool-headed 

as he pretended. Or he didn’t mean for Nivea to die. Who knew? ‘How are you 

feeling?’ 

 ‘Great. Never better. Maybe we can hit the clubs tonight?’ Her face was grey 

and drawn but the smile was genuine. She coughed and winced with the pain. ‘This 

would be a good time to give up smoking, you think?’ 

 ‘Good idea.’ 

 Nivea shifted in the bed, trying to find some comfort. The machines didn’t like 

it and beeped in protest. A nurse popped her head round the door briefly but didn’t 

stay. Nivea squeezed Driscoll’s hand. ‘Why did José do this to me? What is all this 

about?’ 

 ‘I don’t know. I thought you might. He said nothing to you?’ 

 ‘I don’t remember anything between Darwin and waking up here.’ 

‘It has to be about either the past or your journalism. The oil stuff with Willie 

Mason maybe?’ 

‘Then why didn’t he make his move in Dili?’ 

Driscoll eased a kink in his neck. ‘Who knows? Clearly Ximenes was part of 

the equation.’ A pause. ‘What do you recall of that day of the massacre at the 

church?’ 
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 She lifted her hand away from his. ‘Nothing. Horror. Blood. Noise. I was 

terrified.’ 

 ‘Do you remember seeing any Westerners that day? Malae?’  

 ‘No.’  

 ‘Did you know Willie Mason was there that day?’ 

 She shook her head. ‘You’re lying. He wouldn’t …’ 

 ‘He was.’ He hadn’t told her of Mason’s death yet. Decided against it for now.  

 ‘No. He told me it wasn’t him. Some other malae, but not him, not that day.’ 

 Could that be true? Whose word did they have? Ximenes? Mason himself 

must have seen some truth in the allegation and he was trying to bargain his way out 

of it. Was that because he was guilty or because he could feel a noose tightening 

around him? The noose that caught up with him at Christmas Island. ‘Did Filomena 

ever talk to you about the malae involved in Paul Reinado’s arrest and interrogation?’ 

 ‘His torture and rape you mean? Yes, she did.’ 

 ‘She said she saw him again at the market in Darwin.’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘It wasn’t a story you wanted to write about as a journalist?’ 

 ‘I did some digging but there was nothing to go on. No photograph. No name. 

The description of a thousand nobodies.’ 

 ‘Where did you dig?’ 

 ‘I cannot remember.’ The nurse came back into the room. It was time for him 

to go. Nivea was clearly tired and no longer up for this. 

 ‘Try and think,’ he said. ‘Please.’ 

 His mobile buzzed. Kwong. They had finally come to their senses. 

 

All of the numbers were being monitored both by WA police and by Aunty’s spook 

contacts. Only one was active: ‘B’. Driscoll left the same message on the other two 

and then punched in the numbers for ‘B’. 

 ‘G’day, mate.’ It was José. Of course it was. He was the only one of the three 

whose cover was already blown. ‘What took you so long?’ 

 ‘Let me guess. B for Bunbury?’ 
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 ‘Nah, mate, nothing so deep.’ 

 Kwong was seated close by, taking a direct feed from the techs at HQ if they 

traced any of the numbers. The old guy, Hutchens, had gone his merry way and 

Sharon was looking after the bub. That left the two of them and where more public, 

open, and teeming with witnesses than the Cappuccino Strip on a Saturday evening? It 

was already dark and a brisk wind shook the olive trees outside Gino’s. Driscoll and 

Kwong made a fine pair and were already attracting their fair share of attention. For 

all its claim to multi-cultural laissez-faire, Freo still wasn’t ready for a bashed up 

Chinaman in the company of a tall, and in this mood, dangerous-looking Aborigine. 

Double-takes, open staring, bouncers on alert. It all suited Driscoll just fine. If 

anything happened it would be noticed. ‘Thought you would have skipped town by 

now, José. Or holed up in a friendly consulate. Your job to take one for the team?’ 

 ‘My job to pass on a message.’ 

 ‘I’m listening.’ 

 ‘Let it drop and walk away.’ 

 ‘Just when it’s getting interesting?’ 

 ‘I mean it, mate. It’s high stakes. You, your friends. We don’t want anyone 

else getting hurt.’ 

 ‘Bit late for that. Anyway who’s we?’ 

 ‘Got a fix on my location yet?’ 

 Driscoll checked with Kwong. ‘James Street, Northbridge?’ 

 ‘Yeah, mate. Probably as busy as where you are right now. Look, must dash. 

Don’t waste your time with these numbers, they’re dead from now on. Just take heed. 

We’re done. It’s all over from our end.’ 

 ‘But Nivea’s still alive.’ 

 ‘Say hello from me.’ 

 Driscoll’s screen died. He looked at Kwong. ‘You got the gist?’ 

 ‘Final warning?’ 

 ‘Pretty much. He reckons they’re finished, mission accomplished. Time to 

move on.’ 

 ‘He stayed around long enough to bother saying that?’ 
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 ‘Nah, I don’t believe him either.’ 

 

‘José’s wife and younger son flew out of Australia just over a week ago. She’s 

originally from Brazil and has no other rellies here. They have another son travelling 

on a gap year.’ Thornton had cupped his hand over the phone to talk to whoever had 

come into the room. ‘Their house was rented, lease pre-paid to the end of the July. 

Furniture still in situ, fridge and pantry stocked, but all personal stuff gone save a few 

pics on the fridge and some books and sporting gear.’ 

 ‘Brazil-bound?’ said Cato. 

 ‘Yep, but who knows what his plans are.’ 

 ‘Thanks for coming in on the weekend, Chris.’ 

 ‘Got the boss, beside me. She’d like a word.’ 

 Pavlou came on the line. ‘Who’s this Blasey woman from Canberra?’ 

 ‘That’d be Driscoll’s boss.’ Cato cast a glance at the man himself. They were 

still on the Strip, the crowds had thinned as the wind picked up and the evening wore 

on. The early diners had gone and the hard-core clubbers had arrived, spilling out of 

the Newport as they pre-loaded for a big night. 

 ‘Got tickets on herself. Wants me to send her everything we’ve got with 

nothing on offer in return.’ 

 ‘That doesn’t sound fair.’ 

 ‘Leave her to me. So was this Carrascalao a sleeper agent or something? 

Waiting for the call?’ 

 ‘Not as Tinker Tailor as all that, boss. I’m guessing he was a well-placed 

freelancer and opportunist. I think he really was just paying the bills with his Bunbury 

cop job and probably just picked up the odd bit of moonlighting here and there.’ 

 ‘But somebody knew where to find him. And Guthrie. What the fuck is this, 

like some nursing agency for former spies and assassins? A spooks Silver Chain?’ 

 ‘Nicely put. But yes, somebody knew where to look for him and Guthrie and 

that suggests prior knowledge. Plus, something triggered all this activity over the last 

few months.’ 
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 Pavlou cleared her throat. ‘Which takes us back to our old codgers and the 

Reinados in Darwin.’ 

 ‘Thornton is on the case, boss.’ 

 ‘I’ll put him back on.’ 

 Cato issued a fresh round of instructions and closed the call. 

 Driscoll looked up from his latte. ‘Australia Post?’ 

 ‘An old-fashioned method of communication and freight delivery quite 

popular in the last century.’ Cato ignored Driscoll’s blank stare. ‘Because we haven’t 

found the package I’m assuming our killer has it.’ 

 ‘And our prime candidate for your old men killings would be José?’ 

 ‘He’s up there.’ 

 ‘Intercepting and disposing of some proof on behalf of his employer.’ 

 Cato nodded. ‘In a way that pointed the finger at Ximenes. All tying in to the 

date things started going weird up in Darwin, early March.’ 

 ‘So while your bloke Thornton looks for, among other things, links between 

your old men and Darwin I suggest we go after José; you never know, he might be 

able to tell us what was in that Australia Post parcel.’ 

 ‘And where do you suggest we start looking for him?’ 

 ‘Fuck knows.’ 
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26 

 

Sunday 13
th

 May 

 

 

Cato woke to the buzzing of his mobile. He checked the time: 4.55 a.m. Too early 

even for Ella. A message from a familiar number. 

 Time to come clean 

 His mystery caller since day one. José. He fit the bill, knew who’d killed Doug 

Peters, knew Cato was on the investigation, knew how to contact him. Of course it 

was him. Now they were approaching endgame and José would be looking to pry him 

away from Driscoll who he no doubt judged to be more dangerous. Cato texted back. 

Where and when?  

 Sharon stirred. ‘Who’s that?’ 

 ‘José.’ 

 ‘What does he want?’ 

 The mobile buzzed again and Cato checked the screen. ‘A meeting. Alone.’ 

 ‘Great idea. Of course.’ Ella stood up in her foldaway cot and demanded milk 

and stories. ‘Turn your phone off and attend to your daughter.’ 

 He did. All the while thinking it through. If José had wanted Cato dead he’d 

have done it earlier when he had the chance, shot both Nivea and him and made sure 

of the job. And what had been his motive in sending those messages anyway? José 

didn’t strike him as a man who did things for the sheer hell of it. A simple hired gun 

would just strike his target, take the money, and run. José wasn’t doing that. Was 

there another motive to his actions? Something driving him personally? Cato had 

thought from early on that his mystery caller was someone who knew the truth, would 

be damned for his involvement in it, and sought some kind of redemption through this 

contact. His job wasn’t finished until he’d achieved it. And the only way José could 

get redemption was by revealing the truth. 

 ‘I need to do this,’ said Cato. He outlined his reasoning to Sharon. 
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 ‘Maybe he didn’t kill you then because the timing wasn’t right. And now it is.’ 

The toaster popped up. Sharon spread some marge and vegemite on a slice and 

quartered it for Ella. Ditto for the second slice which she saved for herself. ‘Want 

some?’ She dropped two more in at his nodding. 

 ‘If I don’t keep this meeting he’ll probably disappear into diplomatic 

protection and we’ll never find out the truth of the matter.’ 

 Sharon licked some vegemite off the end of her finger and started a count. ‘If 

it was an official operation you probably won’t get the truth of the matter anyway. If 

he was moonlighting he won’t be getting any diplomatic immunity. If he wants 

redemption tell him to write up his confession and name names, sign it, and hand it 

and himself into police HQ. You don’t need to be part of this.’ 

 She was right. Still. ‘You said yourself, whoever he’s working for or 

protecting they possibly have enough clout to bury this and that’s why you don’t 

entirely trust the cops, state or federal.’ 

 Sharon shook her head. ‘Take Driscoll with you.’ She handed over a plate of 

toast. ‘Things have to change around here. Really.’ 

 

Driscoll had slept well. No ghosts had visited him in the night. A longer lie-in would 

have been nice but a shower, a coffee, a bacon and egg toastie from the local deli, and 

a loaded gun under his armpit and he was ready to take on the world.  

Aunty had booked him into a chain motel on Canning Highway near the river. 

She’d been grumpy that the state cops weren’t doing her bidding. ‘Some prissy little 

arriviste called Pavlou. Quid pro quo, she says. Like we’re equals or something.’ 

‘Sounds like you’ve met your match.’ 

‘That’ll be the day.’ 

 ‘How do you want me to handle Carrascalao?’ 

 ‘I’m tempted to have him put down, dead men tell no tales.’ 

 ‘I’d like to hear his tale first.’ 

 ‘Redemption?’ she’d muttered. ‘Is your man Kwong on something?’ 

 ‘Anti-depressants. Makes him see the bright side.’ 

 ‘José is our only lead to who’s behind this, isn’t he?’ 
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 ‘At the moment, yeah.’ 

 ‘Find out what you can and we’ll decide what to do with him later.’ 

 ‘It’s hard to imagine.’ 

 ‘What?’ 

 ‘That we don’t already know who it is; if Mr X does have a service 

background like Mason and Guthrie. We must have known who we had in Timor at 

that time.’ 

 ‘It is strange, isn’t it?’ 

 ‘And you won’t let me look at the files from then?’ 

 ‘You’re no longer on the official payroll, Rory love. You haven’t got 

clearance.’ 

 ‘You have though.’ 

 ‘Not that level.’ 

 It was then that Driscoll was convinced Aunty was lying to him. Maybe he’d 

suspected all along. But was she lying for a good reason and could he trust her not to 

sacrifice him to a higher cause? ‘So if I’m not on the team as far as information-

sharing then I’m free to go my own way.’ 

 ‘Always have been.’ A sigh. ‘Rory, I’m not your auntie. I’m a taxpayer-

funded mandarin and my job is to solve the government’s secret problems and keep 

them secret. I use people. Always have, always will. Folks live and die because of me. 

Trust me as much or as little as you like. I’m not in the business of reassurance.’ 

 That was her way of saying she wouldn’t sacrifice him today. ‘Hope springs, 

eh?’  

 Driscoll terminated the call. He and Kwong would rendezvous at Perth train 

station on the high concourse connecting Northbridge and the city and looking down 

over the Armadale, Midland and Fremantle platforms. He checked the time, 9.40: 

Kwong was due in five minutes, José at ten. The latter was probably already here and 

had no doubt already spotted him. That didn’t matter. José couldn’t have realistically 

expected Kwong to run this alone. At least this way he knew it was just going to be 

them and not a fifty-strong SWAT team. Still intimate enough for the sharing of 

secrets and the benediction of redemption. They were in a big public place in broad 
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daylight with lots of witnesses and more CCTV cameras than you could point a stick 

at – what could possibly go wrong? 

 Driscoll ordered his third coffee of the day and took a spot at the bakery café. 

The table was near the entrance and his seat faced out to the world. José would have 

his back to the crowd, a minor disadvantage. Kwong appeared at the top of the 

Fremantle platform escalator and made his approach. He ordered something on his 

way past the café counter, the young woman behind the cash till doing a double-take 

at his battered face. He flashed his cop ID and she got on with her job. 

 ‘No sign of José?’ he said scraping a chair out next to Driscoll. 

 ‘Not yet. But he’ll be around. Making sure we haven’t brought 

reinforcements.’ 

 ‘Except for you.’ 

 ‘He’ll cope. Any updates from your mate Thornton?’ 

 ‘Australia Post tracking say it was definitely delivered to the address in 

Bunbury. It was a standard A-five padded envelope, weighed next to nothing.’ 

 ‘Thumb drive?’ 

 ‘Or camera chip. Something like that.’ 

 ‘Any Darwin connections?’ 

 ‘Nothing on phone or email but there were communications with Melbourne. 

We’re filtering them, watch this space.’ 

 ‘Nivea?’ 

 Kwong shrugged. ‘Peters has a daughter in Melbourne. Shouldn’t get ahead of 

ourselves.’ 

 ‘Here he comes.’ 

 José placed his order and took the remaining seat – blocked in hard against the 

wall with his back to the passing foot traffic. Strategically Driscoll couldn’t have 

asked for any more. Except that if the balloon really went up then strategic seating 

would count for very little. Their coffee orders arrived plus a sausage roll for José. 

‘Bon appetit,’ he said, taking a bite. 

  ‘Time to come clean?’ prompted Kwong. ‘You sent me those text messages in 

the early days. Why?’ 
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 ‘I’d heard you weren’t the kind of bloke to accept the bleeding obvious. The 

original truth-seeker. Wanted to make sure you lived up to expectations.’ 

 ‘Again. Why?’ 

 ‘It suited me.’ 

 ‘You wanted to be caught? Why not just hand yourself in?’ 

 ‘Then you wouldn’t have been at the centre of it. All-knowing.’ He swiped 

some flakes of pastry from his chest. ‘These are good. You should try one.’ 

 ‘I’m not all-knowing yet,’ said Kwong. ‘Fill me in.’ 

 José glanced at Driscoll. ‘Uncharacteristically shy today, Rory?’ 

 ‘I’m a gatecrasher. Here to observe, for the moment.’ 

 A nod and another bite of sausage roll. ‘I’m not a natural born killer. Before 

Peters and Drummond there must have been a good ten years or so where I never hurt 

a fly.’ 

 ‘Congratulations,’ said Kwong. 

 ‘You’ll have got a taste for it in the favelas though, eh?’ Driscoll tilted his 

head. ‘Bit of Death Squad slum clearance to test you in your early days with ABIN?’ 

 ‘Didn’t think you’d hold your tongue for long, mate.’ 

 ‘So it’s just your job and you don’t see yourself as a bad man.’ Kwong pushed 

his cup away; frothy dregs like a river after a chemical spill. ‘But you were very 

convincing with Peters and Drummond, the mutilations. Laid it on thick.’ 

 ‘And sent you after Ximenes as intended.’ 

 ‘But Ryan Hodgson must have worked out it was you he saw that night. One 

of his last calls was to your phone.’ 

 ‘No, he hadn’t, fully. But he was on the right track. He’d have sussed it sooner 

or later. Kid thought he was being helpful.’ 

 ‘Why did you want us to target Ximenes?’ 

 A shrug. ‘Mine not to question why, mine but to do or die. Orders, mate. It 

was in the brief.’ 

 ‘Whose orders?’ 

 José grinned at Kwong. ‘Patience young Padawan.’ 
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 ‘What did you do with the thumb drive?’ Driscoll cricked his back, he’d need 

to stand up and stretch soon. ‘Or camera chip. Whatever.’ 

 ‘Safe-keeping.’ 

 ‘I’m guessing that wasn’t in your brief. That was your insurance?’ 

 ‘All part of the game, mate. You’d know.’ 

 ‘And now that you’ve become disposable to your employers you want to cash 

in.’ 

 ‘Hole in one.’ 

 ‘What is it you’re after?’ said Kwong. ‘I’m not going to let you get away with 

murder.’ 

 José shrugged. ‘We can let the lawyers thrash it out.’ 

 ‘No promises, no deals.’ 

 ‘So why are we here?’ 

 ‘You can tell me who you work for, or where to go looking, and hand over the 

thumb drive you stole from Drummond and Peters.’ Kwong glanced over his shoulder 

and Driscoll saw what he was looking for. Bodies taking position, a pattern in the 

formless crowd. Easier to discern in the Sunday morning quiet. Kwong had picked up 

a thing or two from Rosa the Timorese cop, taking the initiative and calling his own 

reinforcements. 

 

Cato hadn’t called in the TRG. It didn’t require that kind of scene. Nor had he 

informed Pavlou of his intentions. Any leaks, any pressure linked to a man of 

influence, were likely to be focused on HQ. Instead he’d opted for a joint Bunbury 

and Fremantle operation. It was Nikki Eades who placed her hand on José’s shoulder 

and leaned down with her mouth to his ear. 

 ‘Nice and calm, buddy. Keep your hands on the table where we can see them.’ 

 Meanwhile Paddy McMahon and his minions were emptying the café and 

creating a safer and less cluttered working environment. Discouraging the almost 

instinctual need for some to raise their smartphones for another social media posting.  

 José shook his head. ‘This isn’t going to achieve anything.’ 
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 It looked like he and Driscoll agreed on that at least. ‘Phil, mate, can you give 

us a minute?’ 

 ‘You and José? Sorry, you’re a civilian. Maybe you can step over there with 

the others, for your own safety.’ 

 Driscoll sighed. Turned as if to join the onlookers then brought José’s head 

down to the tabletop and prodded a gun into the man’s ear. ‘A minute, mate. That’s 

all I need.’ 

 Gasps, shrieks, a hundred smartphones clicking and flashing. Half-a-dozen 

cops with guns and tasers drawn. And José, chuckling. ‘What the fuck?’ 

 ‘You can’t do that, Rory.’ Cato lifted a palm in supplication. ‘Gun down, 

hands up.’ 

 Driscoll pressed the pistol further into José. ‘Who’s your boss?’ 

 ‘You aren’t gonna shoot me. Not with everybody watching.’ 

 The finger tightened on the trigger. ‘Last chance.’ 

 ‘Rory.’ Cato could see uniform cops and Transperth security heading their 

way. A circus forming. ‘Enough.’ 

 José’s right index finger waggled in a gesture for Driscoll to come closer. He 

bent down. ‘You and Mrs Blasey need to talk more. She’s playing you.’ He started 

laughing. ‘Help. Get this madman away from me. Police! Help!’ 

 Driscoll stood up, took his gun from José’s ear. That was when Nikki Eades 

pulled her trigger. 

 

Driscoll had never been tasered before and didn’t ever want to be again. He’d never 

felt so much pain. Intense, comprehensive, absolutely incapacitating – just as it was 

designed for. It felt like a violation. He thought his training would have enabled him 

to deal with it. He was wrong. 

 ‘Sorry,’ said the female cop. Eades? ‘I got carried away.’ 

 He’d been picked off the floor and sat in a chair. Offered a bottle of water. Not 

sure of the science of it, he wondered if the water would be dangerous with all that 

electricity in his body. José had been taken away and Kwong was talking to an older 

cop who kept glancing their way. ‘No worries,’ said Driscoll, weakly. The crowd had 
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dispersed save for a handful of rubberneckers. Driscoll felt a weightlessness under his 

armpit. ‘My gun?’ 

 ‘Confiscated. You’ll get it back once your status has been confirmed.’ She had 

nice eyes and a ready smile. 

 ‘Status?’ 

 ‘Nobody seems to know what to make of you.’ 

 Kwong returned from his pow-wow. ‘That went well. How you feeling?’ 

 ‘Outplayed, yet again.’ 

 ‘That’s what José said. Maybe he’s right, maybe you and your Mrs Blasey 

need some quality time together.’ 

 ‘I’ll call her. I assume you’re going to grill José and I’m not allowed anywhere 

near?’ 

 ‘Correct. Update from Thornton; none of those Melbourne numbers connect 

Peters or Drummond to Nivea or anyone else of consequence to our enquiries.’ He 

patted Driscoll’s shoulder. ‘Maybe when you’re feeling better you can pay her 

another visit in hospital. See if she knows anything more?’ 

 ‘Will do.’ Kwong left and Driscoll took another slug of water. 

 ‘Need to make tracks too.’ Eades stood from her crouch, hands on hips. ‘Sure 

you’re okay?’ 

 ‘Yep. Thanks.’ 

 ‘Where’s home?’ 

 ‘Victoria. On the coast.’ 

 ‘Nice?’ 

 ‘Can be.’ 

 ‘You’ll have to show me around there one day, if I’m ever passing through.’ 

She handed him her card. ‘Mobile’s on the back if you want to sue me for assault.’ 

 ‘Noted.’ He slipped the card into his shirt pocket and enjoyed the view as she 

walked away. 

 

Cato and Thornton took the running on the José interview with DIs Pavlou and 

McMahon watching the monitor in the adjacent room. It was mid-afternoon. They’d 
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needed time to prepare for the interview and to brief Pavlou so she could head off any 

media enquiries or flak arising from the café incident which was trending on Twitter. 

Cato had played humble and apologetic. 

 ‘Forget it,’ she said drily. ‘It’s what I get paid all those extra bucks for. 

Covering your arse.’ 

Thornton did the preliminaries for the recording. José had declined a lawyer 

for the time being. Cato got him to go through the circumstances of the Drummond, 

Peters and Ryan Hodgson murders, the attempt on the life of Nivea Soares, and the 

assault on Cato himself. Almost two hours later, detailed confession in the bag, Cato 

changed gear.  

‘So these murders were carried out under instructions from another person?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘I’m unable to say without receiving certain assurances from you.’ 

‘You’re already facing life inside. What kind of assurances are you after?’ 

‘My own safety, that of my family. Consideration in my sentencing for co-

operation. That kind of thing.’ 

‘No,’ said Cato. ‘I am unable to provide any assurances.’ 

‘Then I can’t give you a name.’ 

‘This bloke forced your hand. Made you abduct Nivea Soares. Before that 

nobody was looking at you. He blew your cover.’ 

A shrug in reply. 

‘But, like you said, you’re not a natural born killer. Particularly once you 

know you’ve been hung out to dry. No more cash, no more protection. There was no 

motivation for you to kill Soares or me. We were his problem from now on, not 

yours.’ 

‘Fascinating.’ 

Cato then tried to ascertain the communication method. The receipt of 

instructions. The payment of expenses. Of fees for services. No comment all the way. 

‘This bloke has a lot of reach. Probably all the way to Brazil. You sure you want him 

being a threat to your family for the next twenty-odd years?’ 
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‘He will be anyway, even if he’s locked up. And if he is locked up on my say-

so then he’ll be after revenge.’ 

Cato gave the time and announced a toilet and tea break for the recording 

before switching it off. ‘Chris, want to organise some cuppas?’ He looked up at the 

CCTV camera. ‘Make sure the boss and DI McMahon are looked after as well?’ 

‘Sure, sarge.’ Thornton took the orders along with a whispered instruction 

from Cato. 

The room emptied. ‘Need a piss, José? I’ll escort you.’ 

They went along the corridor, a uniform stationed outside the door, then took 

their places at the urinals. 

‘This scumbag you’re protecting, I don’t want to see him in prison.’ 

José stared at the tiled wall in front of him. ‘No surprise. Got to you already, 

eh?’ 

‘You miss my point. People like him, connections like that, the most he’ll be 

done for is conspiracy. You’ve done all the dirty work. If he serves any time at all it’ll 

be a couple of years on a prison farm. Then he’s free to get on with threatening you, 

me, anybody else in his way. The world increasingly revolves around people like him. 

Makes me puke.’ 

‘Only just worked that out?’ 

‘Yeah, but we get our noses rubbed in it every day now, eh? Just turn on the 

TV news.’ 

‘So?’ 

‘So we’re not bound by the same rules as, say, Rory Driscoll.’ Cato lowered 

his voice a notch. ‘You saw him in the café this morning. Mad as a cut snake. Give 

him a name and that person’s no longer anyone’s problem. He’s not even tied to 

ASIO, ASIS, whatever any more. He’s out. PTSD or some such. He doesn’t give a 

fuck about anything.’ 

José zipped up. ‘Can’t see it. If anything they’ll circle the wagons and look 

after their own.’ 

‘That’s my point.’ Cato doused his hands under the tap and set the dryer 

roaring. ‘Driscoll’s outside the circle. No family. No job. No future. Nothing to lose. 
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And this Mr X’s got his name on a list too.’ He waited while José checked himself in 

the mirror. ‘I’ve seen Rory in action in Shanghai. He doesn’t mess about when 

somebody gets in his way. I watched him shoot a guy and tip him in the river, right in 

front of my eyes. Dinkum.’ 

José smiled. ‘Got any biscuits coming with those cuppas?’ 

 

Driscoll had tried Aunty but she wasn’t answering the phone so he’d dropped by to 

see Nivea instead. En route he had retrieved his gun from Kwong who’d advised him 

to refrain from waving it about more than was absolutely necessary. Asked how the 

interview was going with José, the Chinaman had gone all inscrutable. It was now late 

afternoon and he was still a tad groggy from the zapping but, he reflected, if you’re 

going to be tasered by anybody it may as well be DSC Eades. Was this the twenty-

first century version of Cupid’s Arrow?  

Nivea seemed even further improved from yesterday, sitting up and with fewer 

tubes and wires coming off her. ‘On the mend?’ he enquired. 

‘So they tell me.’ 

‘The cops have José in custody.’ 

‘Good.’ 

‘Did he ever say anything while you were with him? Reasons why, anything 

like that?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

‘How about before, when he found you in the airport bar?’ 

‘That’s a blank; he spiked my drink.’ She was getting upset, time to ease up. 

Driscoll glanced out the window. Clouds had built over the city with the 

promise of rain. Maybe winter was finally on the way. By now his shack down at 

Warrnambool would have felt the odd icy blast but here in WA who knew? The sun 

and the blue sky seemed unrelenting. If you liked that kind of thing it would be 

paradise. If, like him, you craved relief from the heat and the glare it would become a 

kind of hell. José Carrascalao had made this place his home, playing the part of the 

sleepy small-town cop, supplementing his retirement fund with the odd moonlighter, a 

freelance fixer not unlike Driscoll himself. It had extended to murder, visiting a 
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nightmare on those two old men and possibly on Paul Reinado. Or was Reinado 

someone else’s doing? Guthrie had probably been running him. Did Reinado make 

the fatal mistake of trusting and confiding in his handler? My mum saw this bloke at 

the Darwin markets, the one who was there when the Indos had me. Any chance you 

could help me put a name to him? Describe him, says Guthrie. I’ll try, says Paulho, 

writing his own death warrant. Next time you’re in Perth we’ll meet up, says Guthrie. 

Sort this problem of yours out, once and for all. Guthrie and José. Somebody 

recognised their worth and their potential and offered them a job. Somebody who 

either knew them, or of them. Mason too? Or was he just a handy fall guy? 

‘Any news of Willie?’ Nivea, speaking of the devil. 

‘No,’ he lied. ‘What do the docs have planned for you?’ 

‘They say maybe I will be well enough for medical transfer home in another 

week.’ 

‘Home?’ 

‘Melbourne, I suppose.’ 

‘You have people to look after you there?’ 

‘Friends.’ She didn’t sound convinced. ‘Maybe Darwin is best but Filomena 

already has enough to worry about with Alexandre.’ 

‘How about your son Alex?’ 

‘I don’t want him to know. I want him to finish his travels.’ 

‘You’re in touch?’ 

‘Facebook, Skype, email. But not since all this started.’ She waved a hand 

uselessly at the tubes and wires. 

‘Where is he now?’ 

Her face darkened. ‘I don’t want to tell you.’ 

A simple Facebook or Google search would solve that. ‘Fair enough.’ Driscoll 

hesitated. ‘I’ll be heading back to Victoria soon. If you do want to return to 

Melbourne and there’s any way I can help, I’d be happy to.’ 

‘Thank you.’ She nodded, pensive. ‘Brian. Any news of him?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

‘It’s strange, isn’t it?’ 
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‘What?’ 

‘Such a weak man. All that crying, the weeping and wailing. His poor wife 

and her cancer. That’s why he needed the phone that showed them where to find us. 

Then he cheered up and we heard no more about it.’ Nivea took a sip of water from 

the plastic cup at her bedside. ‘Did you have any enquiries from her or her doctor 

since her husband was arrested by your security services? Did she suddenly get 

better?’ 

Or, thought Driscoll, did she even exist? 

 

They had a name. But that person seemed to have disappeared off the face of the 

earth. 

 ‘Nothing?’ said Cato. 

 ‘Nada,’ confirmed Thornton. ‘Maybe Carrascalao is bullshitting us.’ 

 ‘Not beyond the bounds.’ Cato examined an incoming text from Sharon 

replying to his home ETA. She’d ended with a smiley face so all good. ‘And 

Driscoll’s phone is still off?’ Affirmative from Thornton. ‘José isn’t in a great 

position to waste our time. He’s Casuarina-bound for the rest of his natural and his 

only interest now is protecting his family. Jerking us around doesn’t achieve 

anything.’   

 ‘The guy couldn’t lie straight in bed. Maybe he doesn’t realise he’s doing it.’ 

 ‘Driscoll is the short cut to this. Keep trying.’ 

 The name wasn’t of the man behind this whole sorry mess but of somebody in 

the food chain. José might not be jerking them around but he was drip-feeding. 

Holding out on the last name as it was all he had left. Watching and waiting to see 

how things developed. Maybe he still harboured hopes of getting away with murder. 

Still they were one step closer. The name wasn’t new to Cato. He’d heard mention of 

it from Driscoll. 

 Brian Simmonds. Meek suburban lawyer. Odd man out. 

 So far Thornton had a last known address in regional NSW where Simmonds 

hadn’t been seen since early April. Bank accounts, credit and Medicare cards et cetera 

hadn’t been used since around the same time, likewise mobile phone, emails and 
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social media. His only family was his wife who had lain in a coma in a hospital in 

Newcastle NSW for the last three months – cancer of some sort. They had no 

children, he had no siblings, and neither had living parents. The wife had a brother 

overseas apparently but they had been estranged for decades. Simmonds’ name had 

been on that death list Driscoll had talked about, four people who ostensibly were 

about to blow the whistle on nefarious dealings between Australia and East Timor 

over oil reserves. Except that was all smoke and mirrors. The real reason seemed to be 

tied in to atrocities in Timor’s recent turbulent history. Driscoll, Nivea Soares, and 

this bloke Willie Mason had ties to the atrocities story through their connection to the 

militia leader Ximenes. Two of those people, Mason and Ximenes, were now dead 

and there had been an attempt on Nivea’s life. Last man standing – Driscoll. Odd man 

out – Simmonds. He had no apparent link to the atrocity angle and was simply the 

holder of some diaries and a manuscript from a former diplomat. Except he wasn’t as 

meek, mild and innocent as he seemed. 

 According to José Carrascalao, Simmonds was the link man – the point of 

contact – for all the freelancers: Guthrie, José himself, and others called in to do 

certain jobs for the cause. He ran the ‘Spooks Silver Chain’ agency. So what qualified 

him? He couldn’t ask the man himself. Simmonds was either in secret service custody 

or flown the coop, perhaps dead – a loose end snipped off. In the absence of Driscoll, 

who must surely be able to answer some of these questions, the options were limited. 

But maybe there was somebody who could help. 

 

‘Brian Simmonds?’ A nod. ‘Yeah, I remember him.’ 

 Associate Professor Steven Brown was keen not to miss the last of the Sunday 

blues sesh at Clancy’s in Freo. Cato didn’t fancy the noise but it was on his way home 

and he was, in the end, the consummate professional. In a welcome break between 

sets and over some gassy boutique ales they retreated to an outside table. They had 

plenty of privacy for sensitive matters, rain and a biting wind kept everyone, bar the 

hardened smokers, inside. Cato recalled a body found some years ago just four metres 

from where he was sitting now. Fremantle carried many such memories for him. Pity. 

 ‘He was at the embassy the same time as you? The INTERFET mission?’ 
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 Brown nodded. ‘Bit of a nonentity. Second assistant acting pen pusher, 

something like that.’ 

 ‘Was he really that boring or was that good cover?’ 

 ‘He certainly had me fooled.’ 

 ‘You heard about Ximenes?’ 

 ‘A fitting end. Must have trod on one too many toes.’ 

 ‘Do you remember who, among the Australian spooks, passed through the 

embassy then?’ 

 ‘Probably most if not all of them I imagine. As for names I either don’t or 

won’t recall. There are laws about that kind of thing can get you sent away for a long 

time.’ 

 ‘Apparently Brian Simmonds was detained for exactly that.’ 

 ‘Well there you go.’ 

 ‘But I don’t believe that’s the reason he’s out of circulation. I think he’s either 

in hiding or dead.’ 

 Some tentative drumbeats from inside, the twang of guitar. The band was 

getting ready to come back on. Brown drained his drink. ‘I remember Deborah Chan. 

She was in the ascendancy. Keen not to rock the boat, make waves, whatever. But 

careful and smart too. Always observing and making notes to protect her arse. Put 

some noses out of joint for sure.’ 

 ‘Anyone in particular?’ 

 ‘The hawks. The hard arses. Naming no names, not allowed to, but if you look 

closely enough you’ll find them on the public record.’ 

 ‘Any steers?’ 

 ‘Sorry, mate.’ He waggled his glass. ‘Good to talk again. Stay in touch.’ 

 ‘If I found some candidates and put them before you, could you tip a wink or 

wiggle an earlobe or something?’ 

 The opening bars of When Love Comes to Town. Brown shuddered, perhaps 

because of the wind. ‘Some matches are made in heaven, some in hell: Stevie Wonder 

and Paul McCartney, BB King and U2 …’ 

 ‘Deborah Chan and Brian Simmonds?’ 
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 ‘He definitely wouldn’t have been her type. But hell hath no fury like a 

nonentity scorned.’ 

 

Near to midnight Driscoll turned his phone on and saw nine missed calls and as many 

messages; mostly from Kwong’s offsider, the young dogsbody Thornton. They were 

on to the Simmonds track too. José must have coughed up the name, sending them off 

down the path that would hopefully lead them to Mr X but would also buy time for 

José to consider and develop his options. Driscoll didn’t believe for a second that 

Brian Simmonds was being detained against his will; it was either protective custody 

in a safe and secret location, or down a mineshaft beyond the black stump. Far from 

being the terrified innocent bystander caught up in events beyond his control he was, 

in fact, a key player ensuring he was at the centre of things and guiding them where 

he wanted. Driscoll had used a burner to phone Aunty’s secure line. 

 ‘How long have you known about Simmonds?’ 

 ‘Do you realise what time it is over here?’ 

 ‘He was part of this cabal that you’re dismantling. Him, Guthrie, Colonel 

Bogey from the Dili embassy. You’re getting me to flush them all out for you.’ 

 ‘Only it’s not our side who snatched him and Mason in Darwin.’ 

 ‘But you told me it was.’ 

 ‘The fog of war, Rory dear. I was misled by people I trusted. Things are only 

really taking shape now.’ 

 ‘Sometimes Aunty, I wonder if you’re making this up as you go along. Do you 

even know whose side you’re on?’ 

 ‘Everybody’s. Nobody’s. Bear with me.’ 

 ‘Mason wasn’t lying, somebody was trying to set him up.’ 

 ‘He and Ximenes both. Neither of them particularly nice blokes and all the 

more suitable as stooges.’ The click of a lighter and a deep sucking inhalation. 

 ‘You know who’s behind all this, don’t you?’ 

 ‘Pretty much.’ 

 ‘So?’ 
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 ‘So it has to be an organic process, Rory. The best thing for your continued 

wellbeing and for that of this great nation of ours is if these people don’t win and the 

consequences of their actions are swift and decisive.’ 

 ‘You want him dead.’ 

 ‘I would never suggest such a thing.’ 

 ‘But you want to keep your hands clean.’ 

 ‘Rory you need a good night’s sleep it’s very late.’ 

 ‘I don’t do that stuff anymore. We need evidence, proof, and the rule of law. 

I’ll get Kwong onto it.’ 

 ‘I took a look at his case bible today. His boss gave me a sneak peek. Tell him 

he’s got the answer under his nose, has had from early days. Wind him up, Rory. Set 

him marching. Ni-night.’ 
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Monday 14
th

 May 

 

 

Cato was woken early by his phone flashing and dancing silently to a call from 

Driscoll. Really early, like pre-Ella. ‘Do you realise what time it is?’ 

 ‘Why does everybody think I don’t know the time?’ 

 Sharon stirred and grumpily turned away from him. ‘This better be good,’ 

hissed Cato. 

 ‘I need access to José. This morning. Through him I’ll get you Brian 

Simmonds and whoever is behind all this.’ 

 ‘What are you going to do, tear his fingernails off?’ 

 ‘I’ll meet you at, what’s the remand place called? Hakea? One hour.’ 

 Cato made it an hour-fifteen out of spite, taking time for a shower, a cuddle 

with Sharon and Ella, and a drive-thru Muzz Buzz coffee. Magpies warbled and 

crows aarked. The rain had passed through and the earth and trees smelled fresh. Cato 

had made a few calls en route clearing the visit with José himself, the Hakea 

authorities, and with DI Pavlou. 

 ‘I was talking to my spooky counterpart yesterday while you were scaring café 

patrons at Perth station. Comparing notes on you and your mate Driscoll, we could 

write a book.’ 

 ‘Might have to self-publish. It’s pretty cut throat out there.’ 

 ‘Keep a leash on Driscoll,’ she’d insisted. ‘We’re bound by rules even if he 

isn’t.’ 

 Cato kept schtum about his conversation with José in the toilets and the 

persuasiveness of Driscoll’s MO. ‘It feels like we’re getting close.’ 

 ‘Hmmm. Mrs Blasey said as much too. I gave her a squiz at the files.’ 

 ‘Was that wise?’ 

 ‘I’m hoping so.’ 
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 Driscoll was leaning on the bonnet of his hire car, enjoying the thin early 

morning sun and chewing on an egg and bacon toastie from the deli back down the 

road. It was the only place for miles and profited richly from the proceeds of crime: 

cops, screws, journos and social workers all needing a feed and some time to think. 

He crumpled up the wrapper and binned it.  

 ‘You’ll need to play nice today.’ Cato drained his flat white. ‘Leave the gun in 

the car and take your manners in there with you.’ 

 ‘Absolutely.’ 

 ‘I’m surprised he agreed to talk to you.’ 

 ‘Hope springs eternal, he’s probably thinking.’ Cato filled Driscoll in on the 

empty promise made to José; that rogue male Rory would be let off the leash to deal 

with José’s enemies. Driscoll smiled. ‘So you’re using me and I’m using you. Sounds 

fair.’  

He wouldn’t elaborate and Cato let it go. 

They were signed in and checked through, anything dangerous left in a locker 

near the x-ray machine. Cato had lost count of the times he’d walked these corridors, 

smelled these sad sour smells, shared a nod with familiar faces. José was waiting there 

in prison greens. He’d be in isolation given he was a cop and quite a few knew it. He 

could probably handle himself but one day he would be outnumbered, too slow, and 

his luck would run out. Even after just a day the strain of that inevitability showed, no 

matter how well he tried to hide it. 

 ‘How can I help?’ 

 ‘We need to find Brian Simmonds,’ said Cato. ‘Quickly.’ 

 ‘What’s the rush? It’s already been a while.’ 

 ‘The sooner we find him and wrap this up,’ a sideways glance at Driscoll was 

the cue for an imperceptible assassin’s nod. ‘… the sooner you have fewer worries.’ 

 ‘What makes you think Simmonds is still of this world?’ 

 ‘You gave us his name.’ Driscoll stayed civil but had maintained the in-

character terseness to his manner. ‘You don’t have time to mess about having us 

running around after a dead man.’ He made a show of checking his watch. ‘If you 

think you do you’re an even bigger fool than I took you for.’ 
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 ‘Look, your guess is as good as mine, maybe even better. We operate on a 

need-to-know basis. I don’t need to know where he is.’  

 ‘Maybe you do, bro.’ Driscoll was piling on the hard-boiled noir but José 

remained unimpressed. 

 ‘If I could help, I would.’ 

 ‘The thumb drive,’ said Cato. ‘Hand that over, tell us where it is.’ 

 ‘I was bluffing. I handed it over, had to so they’d pay me the next tranche.’ 

 ‘No copies for your own insurance?’ 

 ‘Nah.’ 

 Cato wasn’t convinced. ‘Your employer owes you. You didn’t need to break 

cover if things had been better planned.’ 

 ‘I doubt he sees it that way. He’s the kick-down type like most of his breed.’ 

 ‘And yet you’re not giving him up. Staunch, mate.’ Driscoll stood and readied 

to leave. ‘Nobody’s coming to your rescue, José. No last minute twists and turns. 

You’re going to be buried in here, or somewhere like it, forever. The try-hards will be 

lining up week after week to take a pop at you and that’s without Mr X paying 

somebody to do the job properly.’ He nodded at the guard to open the door. ‘Way 

back in the day, those CIA training courses, I marked you down then as a lightweight, 

too busy providing comic relief to learn anything. Our friend saw you coming a mile 

off.’ 

 José smiled sadly. ‘He saw us all coming, I reckon.’  

 

It was decision day for Sharon. Ella was at day care, Julie would pick her up and be 

with her until Sharon got home. Phil was God knows where. A rare nine-to-five day: 

meetings with the boss and her team in Investigations. A business lunch. Sharon felt 

like she was being wooed and it was very flattering. The disciplinary matter that had 

seen her sent home in disgrace from China a few years ago was a receding memory. 

Her conduct, reliability, and occasional flair in the airport busts had been noted. Even 

her dispatching of a rogue spy in spectacular and bloody fashion was seen as a plus. 

Sharon was officially kick-ass and welcome back in the fold. Girl power. Somebody 

with her experience, particularly in sensitive foreign fields like Beijing, along with her 
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language skills made her an asset. It was now or never. There were plenty of younger 

and more eager colleagues lining up behind who could do the job in Investigations. 

But none of them were as good as her. She wanted this move, she realised. She 

wanted it badly, and now. Could she have it all? It wasn’t a question asked of men, 

the answer was always an assumed yes. There were precious few famous examples of 

women having full-on careers, fulfilling family life, and a perfect partner to boot. If 

they did it tended to involve bottomless wealth and an army of nannies: think royalty 

or Beyoncé. The only other role model was the Kiwi prime minister who managed to 

make motherhood and international political leadership seem natural, normal and 

down to earth. Would Phil embrace the role of stay-at-home dad? Only if Sharon put a 

rocket under him. 

 Lunch was at a posh place overlooking the Swan River. Her would-be boss 

was taking the measure of her. There was a hint of Scandi in her cool gaze, and the 

confidence that comes and stays with those born tall, blonde and good-looking. 

‘Senior Investigator. Team leader. It would involve the occasional interstate and 

overseas travel, possibly long periods away from home, and often irregular hours. It’s 

a job you could do standing on your head.’ She smiled. ‘But we all know that 

standing on your head requires a fine sense of balance.’ 

 Her way of saying the unsayable. Can you juggle the professional and 

personal. 

 ‘The job is yours, Sharon, if you want it and starts first Monday in the new 

financial year.’ A sip of sparkling mineral water. ‘So?’ 

 Sharon glanced out across the river. A rowing duo from the uni boat club 

slicing the surface of the water. Precise, strong, focused. Absolutely in unison. ‘Yes,’ 

said Sharon. ‘I’m in.’ 

 

Driscoll and Kwong had gone their separate ways for the rest of the morning. He’d 

passed on to Kwong the hint from Aunty that the perpetrator had been under the 

detective’s nose from very early days.  
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 ‘And you guys reckon José’s a joker.’ Kwong had shaken his head 

dismissively. ‘If you know the name spit it out. Otherwise go back to your fishing 

village and let us get on with our jobs.’ 

 ‘Bit harsh, mate. Just passing on a message.’ 

 Kwong hadn’t bothered replying. Understandable. Driscoll too was over the 

game playing and the idea of returning to his fishing village was very appealing. 

Except now he did have a strong inkling of who the mystery man was. Driving around 

and around filling in time and dredging up memories.  

 He saw us all coming, I reckon. 

 José was right. He did. A winter’s morning in mid-west USA in the mid-

noughties. Snow halfway up the doors, minus fucksake outside. Inside it was 

downright balmy. A talk on the technological innovations used by and against the 

terrorists. War on Terror this, War on Terror that. As the war dragged on in Iraq and 

people became more and more desensitised to the horrors on the evening news and 

Abu Graibh and waterboarding wormed its way into the international imagination, a 

grey weariness permeated everything. Driscoll still young and keen, making notes, 

making connections, exuding confidence and reliability. José/Rodrigo at the back with 

the bad boys and girls; wisecracking and flirting. Nursing what looked like a 

hangover. A small handful of older men and women in the group. No names or 

lanyards. Quiet and watchful. Recruiters and supervisors he’d guessed. Sizing people 

up. Talent-spotting. Writing off the blowhards. Maybe that was when José’s career 

started its downward trajectory until he ended up a detective in regional WA, rejected 

by his adoptive fatherland. Or maybe that was the perfect legend. One of those 

watchers so grey and forgettable he might never have been there. Driscoll recalled 

steel-rim glasses and an English accent. Maybe that’s what threw his own memory in 

more recent times. The assumption he was British and probably with MI5 or 6. At the 

end of the session Rory had quietly asked a question of the woman who’d done the 

presentation. Trying not to draw attention to himself, seem like an over-keen swot. 

Something about the latest GPS phone tracking capabilities. José had drifted by 

cracking a joke in Portuguese about Rory the teacher’s pet. The grey man in the steel 

rim glasses had said something in reply to José which wiped the smirk off his face.  



300  
 

 He would have had ten years or so on Rory. Perhaps the same vintage as 

Willie Mason, early fifties. Could a picture be conjured out of a hazy fifteen year old 

memory? Back to the city along Perth’s clogged arteries. Wispy clouds in a blue sky 

and a post-rain freshness and clarity. He buzzed Kwong and arranged yet another 

catch-up with the grumpy old bastard. 

 

Cato had spent the morning poring over the case files looking for what was 

supposedly right under his nose from day one. Thornton had dropped by mid-morning 

with an update on various matters. 

 ‘Telcom and emails for both men going back as far as their reunion on 

Christmas Island. I’ve had some of the civilian analysts trawling through earlier stuff, 

nothing so far but as soon as anything shows I’ll let you know.’ 

 ‘Any highlights?’ 

 ‘Good to reacquaint, enjoyed the fishing, best wishes to each other’s families. 

An exchange of happy snaps in memory of fun times in the tropics.’ 

 Cato took a look at them. Innocuous smiling faces, beers held aloft, fish 

trophies, et cetera. Nothing jumped out. ‘Reinado?’ 

 ‘Had a spare phone, provided by Guthrie, for their communications. His 

number is one of those on the Guthrie phone we examined: under ‘C’. The call times 

and pinged location of the recipient number in Darwin corresponds to their likely 

timeline of dealings. The number wasn’t used after Reinado’s death and the actual 

phone hasn’t been found.’ 

 ‘So ‘B’ is Carrascalao, ‘C’ is Reinado. All we need now is ‘A’. Do we have an 

analysis of those calls and locations?’ 

 ‘During the short period of operation since March obviously we have Guthrie 

mainly in Perth or surrounds and the recipient ‘A’ all over the place: Perth, Canberra, 

Sydney, Melbourne, Darwin, Townsville.’ 

 ‘Any patterns or crossovers with say Reinado?’ 

 ‘No discernible patterns with other numbers but Guthrie made sure to report in 

regularly to ‘A’ at least once a week.’ Thornton prodded a spot on the printout. 

‘Monday mornings, eight forty-five, without fail.’  
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 ‘Duration?’ 

 ‘Varied, but not usually more than a couple of minutes.’ 

 ‘So any detail was provided some other way.’ 

 ‘Or via an intermediary.’ 

 A call came through from Driscoll. Cato wasn’t really in the mood for him but 

answered anyway. ‘Got anybody there who’s good at drawing?’ 

 ‘Depends. What’s the subject?’ 

 ‘A nobody.’ 

 

The e-fit artist had little to work with but it gradually took shape. Steel-rimmed specs, 

sandy-brown hair, the facial structure of a Ken doll – and equally lifeless and plastic. 

To Cato’s eye he looked like any of the last three or four Australian prime ministers, a 

man who would fail to make an impression at the world leaders photo op in the funny 

shirts. As Driscoll visibly strained to remember the details of a briefly-encountered 

nobody from at least thirteen years ago, Cato found his own memory was being 

triggered. 

 ‘I know him. I’ve seen him recently.’ He asked the e-fit artist to do a version 

with a few adjustments: a fatter and older face, the specs now dark framed, hair more 

closely-cropped. Cato nodded. ‘Graham Winter. CEO of Cormann Logistics Group.’ 

The faceless face of a heartless organisation.  

 They zapped both the remembered and updated e-fits off to Filomena Reinado 

in Darwin. Yes, came the swift reply. That’s him. Driscoll wanted to run it past his 

Canberra boss, Mrs Blasey, but Cato persuaded him out of it. 

 ‘She’s known all this time and not shared it with you, with us. Whose side is 

she really on?’ 

 No need either to run it past José. As long as he held out on the missing thumb 

drive and on whatever else he knew then he was no further use to them. Cato got 

Thornton to put together as much as he could on Winter in the next sixty minutes. 

They’d peruse that and make their move. 

 ‘We pull him in too soon and without enough evidence he’ll disappear.’ 

Pavlou was understandably nervous. ‘We’ve got to be watertight.’ On that at least all 
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three agreed. Although Cato thought he detected in Driscoll’s manner a certain 

impatience to expedite matters.  

It was mid-afternoon before Thornton’s profile of Graham Winter landed on 

Cato’s desk. A copy too for Driscoll plus an electronic version in Pavlou’s inbox. 

Unsurprisingly the man didn’t leave much public trace before ten years ago when he 

married Susan Cormann, daughter of the ailing Gregory Cormann, founder of the 

ever-expanding blue chip Cormann Logistics Group. CLG seemed to have a profitable 

hand in everything that Australia was good at: oil, gas, mineral resources, channelling 

aid funds to Australian businesses, and locking people up. Winter, with his vague 

security background and experience in the Asia Pacific region, had been offered a 

position in the protective services division and, after marrying the boss’s daughter, 

found himself fast-tracked to head that division within a year. Mr and Mrs Winter 

were both on their second marriages and she already had two children from first time 

around. A further two arrived and the Cormann-Winter blended family took shape. 

They lived in a riverside mansion at Peppermint Grove, as befits a man on his kind of 

money, and had a holiday home in the south-west near Dunsborough as well as pieds-

a-terre in Sydney and Melbourne. 

‘The Brady Bunch,’ said Driscoll. ‘Minted.’ 

Traces of Winter before that were sparse. At least in the records Thornton had 

access to. No doubt Driscoll and Mrs Blasey could provide a fuller picture if they 

chose. Winter was born in Portsmouth in the UK, where his father was a high-ranking 

officer in the Royal Navy, and emigrated to Australia with his parents as a teenager. 

They’d settled in Adelaide where Winter senior worked at the then newly-established 

Osborne Naval Shipyard while Graham completed his schooling at St Ignatius 

College, a prestigious Catholic establishment. He then joined the Army and went 

through the officer training academy at Duntroon. At which point he dissolved into 

thin air before re-morphing two decades later in Camp Cormann, rising through the 

ranks to end up figurehead CEO of the whole Cormann Group – answerable to a 

board of venture capitalists and their avaricious shareholders. A marriage certificate 

dated 1994 and a 1997 decree nisi citing ‘irreconcilable breakdown’ are all that exist 

during those missing years. 
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‘No Medicare number, no driver’s licence, no passport, no bank accounts. 

Nothing during that time.’ Cato shook his head. 

‘They’ll have existed but under different names.’ Driscoll cricked his neck. 

Desk duties didn’t suit him. ‘Sure you don’t want me to dig further?’ 

‘Not yet.’ They examined his current social media accounts: Twitter and 

Facebook, essentially adjuncts to the business model with posts about the great work 

and fantastic people in Cormann-land. ‘Probably administered by a flunky.’ Cato 

rubbed his weary eyes. ‘So what’s at stake that he’s prepared to pull all these strings 

and spill all this blood to protect his secrets?’ 

‘Hard to imagine anything big enough these days. Nothing is shocking 

anymore. A world leader could commit murder live on prime time TV and his 

supporters just go, meh, fake news.’ 

‘But this guy hasn’t got a hardcore following. Maybe he’s just used to his 

privacy, pulls strings because he can, and places no value on those who get in his 

way.’ 

‘Like the high cadres’ children in Beijing.’ Driscoll nodded. ‘Rough 

somebody up in a road rage incident, use your influence to get away with it, bump off 

the victim if they don’t shut up.’ A weighing up of options – to share or not to share. 

‘That might apply to our man. But also he does have a hardcore following of sorts.’  

Cato listened as Driscoll outlined a tale of rival cabals in the secret service, 

hawks and relative doves, of lines in the sand, and battles for hearts and minds, and 

resources. ‘These wankers would do that to protect their turf? Be that destructive? Kill 

innocent people?’ 

Driscoll had seen Aunty in full flow at times over the years, reserving most of 

her bile for miscreant colleagues, and she was on the side of the demi-angels. He had 

no trouble at all imagining the capabilities of the dead-eyed desk jockeys if poked. 

He’d read old DFAT reports on Timor in preparation for his posting there. Aunty had 

recommended he acquaint himself with the kind of people he might be dealing with. 

Handwritten notes in the margins of heartbreaking reports of atrocities against 

defenceless civilians. Rape, torture, murder, massacre. ‘Boo-hoo’ chortled one, ‘TFU 

princess’ chided another. But the evidence of such people was everywhere in plain 
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sight. ‘Look at your average government leadership spill. Look at how vicious the 

partisan media can be with people who refuse to zip it; survivors of high school 

shootings, victims of frat boy pack rape, you name it. The hardliners here have had 

power and influence beyond their wildest dreams for the last decade or two. Now it’s 

on the wane and they don’t intend to cede without a fight.’ 

‘But what’s the point? Worlds turn. Even if they are on the way out their time 

will come round again.’ 

‘Entitlement.’ Driscoll stifled a yawn. ‘A strutting rooster when everything’s 

going good. A caged feral cat when the end is in sight.’ 

‘So what’s Graham Winter clawing and hissing at?’  

‘That, I expect.’ Driscoll prodded page three of the profile-cum-backgrounder, 

half way down. 

 Cato leaned in. Yep, he’d certainly seen people killed for less. 

 

‘Our problem is we have nothing to charge him with, as yet. So what’s the point of 

paying him a visit?’ 

 Pavlou was right. There was no trail, electronic or paper, leading from the 

murders of Peters and Drummond and the suspicious death of Paul Reinado to this 

man Winter. Given his background, and the resources supporting him, it hadn’t been 

difficult to firewall him against future prosecution. They didn’t even have any 

whistleblowers prepared to turn against him; José wouldn’t testify in any trial where 

the likely outcome was acquittal or at most a pathetically short sentence. José’s hopes 

rested on a loose cannon like Driscoll taking matters into his own hands, and Cato had 

sold that as a convenient lie. Outside there was a soft orange end-of-day quality to the 

light. 

 ‘Simmonds?’ Pavlou checked her notes. ‘This military attaché, Mark Rintoul. 

Are they likely to spill?’ 

 ‘Simmonds has disappeared and Rintoul has taken long-service leave and 

buggered off to Europe.’ Driscoll tapped his knuckles restlessly on the arm of 

Pavlou’s guest chair. ‘If you really want to apply pressure to Winter you need Aunt … 

Mrs Blasey’s help. She’ll have the righteous dirt on him.’ 
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 Cato shook his head. ‘I’m not convinced she’s on our side. She’s just as likely 

to tip him off.’ 

 Pavlou back to Driscoll. ‘You don’t agree?’ A shake of the head in response. 

‘So convince me.’ 

 ‘No, take my word for it or not. I don’t have to explain myself to you. There’s 

nothing stopping me calling her right now. I’m showing you respect by not doing so. 

Maybe you guys should show some back.’ 

 Pavlou tried staring him down but this was a man with years more practice 

behind him. Cato stifled a smile at the squaring off. ‘Okay then. Let’s hear what 

Aunty’s got to say.’ 

 ‘Aunty?’ said Pavlou. 

 Driscoll already had his phone out. ‘Pet name for my boss.’  

 Pavlou caught the expression on Cato’s face. ‘Don’t even think about it.’  

 

Jacinta from PR was still smiling all these weeks later. She gave Cato a matey elbow 

nudge and lifted her chin towards Driscoll standing a few metres away talking on his 

phone. ‘Who’s your friend?’ 

 ‘Rory.’ Cato checked the clock on the wall. Just after 5.30 p.m. and a steady 

stream of CLG office workers homeward bound. Through the floor to ceiling 

windows the freeway was clogged north and south at the Narrows bridge. It was 

nearly dark and there were a few spots of rain on the plate glass. ‘We’ve been waiting 

five minutes. Enough is enough. This is official police business.’ 

 Aunty had come up with the goods and Pavlou had given the go-ahead for a 

preliminary interview. ‘In his office is fine by me but happy for you to bring him back 

here too. Your call.’ 

 They’d phoned ahead and lined up an appointment. This brief delay now was 

probably down to gamesmanship or some last minute advice from a lawyer. 

 A tinkle on Jacinta’s phone and a few monosyllables later she led them down 

the corridor to Winter’s office. ‘You local, Rory?’ she said over her shoulder. 

 ‘Victoria.’ 

 ‘Seen any of the sights while you’ve been in town?’ 
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 ‘On previous trips, yeah.’ 

 ‘So you come and go a bit then? Great.’ She opened a big, wide, impressive-

looking heavy wooden door and ushered them through. ‘Maybe see you around the 

traps.’ 

 Winter had dismissed the lawyer, or else he or she was listening in from 

another room. By the look he gave Driscoll he clearly didn’t expect this to go by the 

book. The carpet was thick and the room befitted his status as big cheese even if there 

was a spartan chill to it. Still he presented them with a smile and invited them to sit.  

 ‘Thank you for taking the time to see us, Mr Winter.’ 

 ‘No problem.’ He pushed his specs back to the bridge of his nose. ‘I don’t 

think I’ve met your colleague, Mr Kwong.’ 

 ‘Driscoll,’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘Right. And you’re a detective too?’ 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘On whose authority are you here, then?’ 

 Driscoll nodded at Cato. ‘His.’ 

 Winter could see this was going nowhere. Any further challenges to Driscoll’s 

right to be there and Cato would simply swap him for Deb Hassan or Chris Thornton 

both sitting downstairs in the foyer café. ‘We’re hoping you can help us with a few 

matters, Mr Winter.’ 

 ‘Call me Graham if you like.’ 

 ‘Cheers, I’m Phil and this is Rory.’ 

 ‘All mates, eh?’ said Driscoll with a grim smile. 

 ‘What matters?’ Winter fiddled with a flash looking pen and straightened a 

notepad. The only items on his desk save for a closed laptop. 

 ‘Do you recognise either of these gentlemen?’ Cato slid printouts of driving 

licence photos of Peters and Drummond across the desk. 

 He studied them. ‘No. Should I?’ 

 ‘Or him?’ A photo of Paul Reinado. 

 ‘No.’ 

 ‘You sure?’ said Driscoll. 
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 ‘Absolutely.’ 

 ‘Maybe you didn’t get a good look at him, and it was a long time ago.’ 

Driscoll brought up a photo on his phone and spun it around so Winter could see. 

‘How about her? That’s his mum, Filomena. You must recognise her, you bumped 

into each other in March at the Darwin markets.’ 

 Winter focused back on Cato. ‘What’s this all about?’ 

 ‘Those people are all dead. Murdered.’ 

 ‘I know. I read the paper, watch the news. What’s it got to do with me?’ 

 ‘There’s a thread through their lives and deaths, and through recent events, 

and through people connected with their murders. You’re it.’ 

 ‘A thread? Interesting legal concept. You’re occupying my precious time with 

this … thread?’ 

 ‘He’s right,’ said Driscoll, grabbing his phone and getting wearily to his feet. 

‘This is bullshit.’ 

 ‘Is it?’ Cato waved him back into his seat. ‘A multi-billion dollar pipeline deal 

to take the oil back to the Timorese mainland. None of the other multi-nationals or 

Aussie players will touch it because of the logistics and geology. It’s less risky, they 

reckon, to run it all the way back to Darwin rather than the shorter distance over the 

Timor Trench. One big storm, the pipe ruptures. Disaster. But faint hearts never won 

fair maidens, eh?’ 

 Winter picked up his phone. ‘Jacinta can you get security in here to remove 

these jokers? Then when you’ve done that connect me through to the Police 

Commissioner.’ 

 Driscoll took up his cue. ‘Picking the winning side, always tricky isn’t it? Bit 

of a gamble. The Indonesians in seventy-five. Got that right. The Indos and the 

militias in ninety-nine. Oops. Never mind, move on. Next time stack the decks 

maybe? Load the dice. The inside running on the oil negotiations. Bingo. Quid pro 

quo from friends in government and jackpot for you on mandatory detention and 

offshore processing business.’ 
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 A knock on the door and four beefy blokes in suits. ‘Off you go, lads.’ Winter 

looked at Driscoll. ‘Pity I can’t have you sacked too.’ He picked up the phone and 

found a smile in his voice for the Commissioner. ‘Lesley!’ 

 As they were led out the door Driscoll had a parting shot. ‘The BIN file on 

you makes sense now. Those Indonesians know how to pick winners too, eh?’ 

 Winter lifted his hand in a dismissive wave but the smile had dissolved 

somewhat. 

 

‘Think it worked?’ 

 They were back in the car park behind Curtin House. Detectives of all shapes 

and sizes ending or starting shifts. Driscoll wondered briefly about that world, 

whether he could hack the protocols, rules of evidence, all that shit. ‘If it didn’t 

you’ve got bog all else to poke him with. Filomena’s testimony that she saw him 

twenty years ago outside a building in Timor where her son had been abused. José, a 

man facing life in the slammer, claiming a respected captain of industry told him to 

commit murder but he never actually met him face to face, just thinks he talked to him 

on the phone. Simmonds? A sad little yes man who finally got picked to be on the 

team and show the pretty girls and bullies he was something after all. Only he’s 

probably in a ditch somewhere.’ 

 ‘The Indonesian intelligence file?’ said Kwong, jangling his car keys. ‘The 

missing thumb drive?’ 

 ‘Can you see the prosecutors running with that?’ Driscoll didn’t need an 

answer. ‘The best we can do is stuff up his deals, his job, his life. Bring it crashing 

down. Hopefully provoke him into a tantrum.’ 

 ‘He seems pretty cool-headed.’ 

 ‘Nah, mate.’ Driscoll grinned. ‘He’s pissed beyond measure. He’ll lash out 

pretty soon I reckon.’ 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘I’ve been needling these private school wankers my whole life. I can spot a 

revved-up Gubba a mile off.’ 
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  They could do little now but sit and wait; if nothing happened they could try 

another poke in the morning. Maybe send his BIN file to the Timorese with the 

question did they realise who they were going into business with? Or the Hague 

committee still deliberating on those maritime boundaries – the outcome of which 

also impacted the pipeline deal. Did Mrs Winter know she had married a war 

criminal? Prod, prod, prod and watch the fur fly. 

 

When Cato got back to the hotel Sharon had two bits of news for him. ‘We’re cleared 

to go back in the house tomorrow.’ 

 ‘Great.’ Ella had climbed up into his arms for a goodnight cuddle. Julie had 

fed and bathed her before the handover back to Sharon and all that needed to happen 

now was stories and sleep. ‘And?’ 

 ‘I’ve accepted the job in Investigations.’ 

 ‘Wow.’ Cato tried and failed to hide his surprise. ‘Congratulations. When does 

it start?’ 

 ‘Early July.’ 

 ‘No fallout from the Guthrie thing then?’ 

 ‘If anything it enhanced my CV. If only I’d known that earlier in my career.’ 

Sharon slopped some shiraz into two glasses and handed him one. ‘Happy days.’ 

 They ordered room service dinner for an hour hence and set about the semi-

military covert operation of getting a two year old to go to sleep. Dimmed lights, quiet 

voices, two seafood risottos and a second shiraz later and they were ready to resume 

the conversation. 

 ‘It’ll mean time on the road and shitty hours. Pretty much like your job.’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ said Cato. ‘It would.’ 

 ‘And I really want it. I’m ready for it.’ 

 He looked at her. Yes, she absolutely was. ‘I can see that.’ 

 ‘But?’ 

 He knew now what this meant. He could see how important this was for 

Sharon, for both of them. He looked at Ella sleeping in her fold-out cot. All of them. 

It all made absolute sense in his head. So why did it feel like a gut punch? Could he 
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actually step up and do the right thing? ‘But nothing. There’ll need to be some big 

changes in the way we do things.’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘Sacrifices.’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘I’ll need to let Pavlou know. Give her notice. Work something out.’ 

 ‘Yep.’ 

 ‘A year do it? More? Maybe two, get Ella to pre-school?’ 

 ‘Sounds about right.’ She reached across him, planting a smacker on his lips 

en route. ‘Top up?’ 

 ‘Cheers.’ 

 ‘And while we’re on a roll; the meds?’ 

 ‘Yep?’ 

 ‘If you need them to stay on top of things, fine. It’s been a tough couple of 

years. But get the doc to check the dosage or look at alternatives. Fading out on the 

people around you isn’t a good look.’ 

 ‘Okay.’ 

 ‘Ella needs full attention.’ 

 ‘Got it.’ 

‘Great.’ 
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28 

 

Tuesday 15
th

 May 

 

 

Driscoll’s phone lit up on the passenger seat. A text from an unknown sender. 

 USB in PO Box 8 Cloverdale, JC 

 A second message had the QR scan code for opening the box. 

 Cloverdale, out near the airport. Had José had a change of heart and mind? 

Borrowed a phone from inside to give Driscoll the news. Interesting timing. Maybe 

Winter was behind the move. Or perhaps Winter had already made a move on José, 

nudging the Brazilian into decisive action. A whole lot of maybes. He checked the 

time on the dashboard. Nearly two a.m. He’d been driving around aimlessly for the 

last hour or two, too wired to go and sit quietly in a hotel room waiting for someone 

else to take the initiative. Realising he’d had no dinner he’d grabbed a drive-thru 

burger on his travels and the smell of it haunted the rental car. Should he contact 

Kwong and advise him of this latest development? No, the man needed some normal 

family time. Whereas Driscoll didn’t. Or maybe he did. His mind turned to DSC 

Nikki Eades and the brief fantasy of a walk along the shoreline near Portland, arms 

encircling each other’s waists like Mason and Nivea at Blackman’s Bay in Tassie. 

Yep, that ended well too. Bullshit. Long term hook-ups never worked. His life was a 

series of lies, half-truths and fables. Who wants to commit to that? Even now he was 

out of the game evasion was in his modus operandi. He didn’t trust easily and didn’t 

deserve any back. He did zap off a message to Aunty though, so somebody knew 

where he was headed. She replied with a raised eyebrow huh? emoticon. It gave him 

some comfort to know he was interrupting her sleep. 

 Cloverdale in the small hours was as bleak and deserted as he would expect 

and after pulling up near to the lockers he instinctively reached into the glovebox for 

his gun. The area was as suburban and forgettable as Brian Simmonds. Driscoll 

wondered if he really was already dead. Snatched in Darwin there were a million 

places he could be mouldering in his grave. Interesting that of all the suburban 
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lawyers Deborah Chan might have chosen to guard her racy secrets and memoirs she 

chose him, a former embassy colleague. A man who would, despite his claims to the 

contrary, have known exactly the implications of her coded diary and journal entries 

and the truth behind the fictionalised scenes. At least for the Timor chapter anyway. 

Accident or design? Design surely. Simmonds seemed a tad low rent to be the usual 

solicitor for someone like Deborah Chan. She would have been a socialite of sorts. 

The type to add both levity and gravitas to a dinner party or barbecue. Witty and 

weighty. She would have known and dealt with higher-powered and more dynamic 

lawyers than Brian Simmonds. Did he present himself, once the word was out on her 

literary aspirations, as her very own and very ‘umble Uriah Heep at her service? 

Maybe she thought his brief and fringe diplomatic career might be an asset to her; his 

understanding of the need for discretion and loyalty. He had that in spades, just not 

for her. It would be good to get a read of those diaries and journals – the whole lot. 

Maybe that Timor chapter wasn’t what got her bumped off a winding mountain road 

in NZ after all. Note for Aunty – when else might Winter’s and Chan’s paths have 

crossed? 

 Driscoll stepped out of the car, felt a few spots of rain and a snatch of wind, 

and headed for the lockers. Number 8 was a big locker for just a thumb drive; big 

enough for a case of wine or a holdall or a small body. He scrolled through his phone 

for the QR scan code and held it up to the keypad. A click and a green light on door 

number eight. Then a thunderous crack and a flash that lit up the night sky over 

Cloverdale. 

 

Cato took the call just after four and was out there by five. It was still dark although 

the eastern sky did show signs of life. A steady rain fell and the wet roads reflected 

the flashing lights of the emergency vehicles. Police cars blocked approach roads and 

an ambulance had taken Driscoll away. The bomb had started a blaze in the adjacent 

building and the firies were damping it down. Until they’d finished, the scene 

investigators would have to wait. An outer cordon tape marked the limit of Cato’s 

approach and that was fine by him. Cannington detectives covered this patch and they 

were already knocking on nearby doors and accessing private and public CCTV. The 
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O-I-C was Amy Trimboli who, after her brief stint in Major Crime where he last 

encountered her, had seized an opportunity for advancement with the always busy 

Cannington Ds who covered the badlands of the eastern suburbs. She looked as 

bookish as ever and he noted on her lanyard that she had been promoted to Senior 

Constable. Not bad for someone of her tender years. 

 ‘Keeping well?’ she enquired, noting his ever-present limp. 

 ‘Fantastic,’ he said. ‘What’s the word?’ 

 ‘Your … colleague asked us to ring you. Driscoll, right?’ 

 ‘He’s okay?’ 

 ‘He received a crack on the head when the locker door blew off but that 

probably also shielded him from greater damage. He’s a bit fried and singed by the 

flash but most of it went over the top. The paramedics reckon he’ll have some blisters 

and peeling skin for a few days but nothing to write home about. What was he up to, 

do you know?’ 

 ‘Search me.’ 

 ‘He was armed and doesn’t have a permit. Or even a job as far as we can make 

out. Mind you, that’s not unusual round these parts.’ 

 ‘I can vouch for him. As will DI Pavlou.’ 

 ‘Yeah, that’s what he said.’ She handed Cato a phone. ‘His. We confiscated it. 

Looks like he was responding to that text message.’ 

 USB in PO Box 8 Cloverdale, JC 

 Trimboli pushed her specs back up her nose. ‘JC?’ 

 ‘A source.’ 

 ‘We ran a location check on the number. Last time it was switched on it was in 

Hakea. Would JC be the Bunbury D you hauled in for the old men murders?’ 

 ‘You’re wasted at Cannington.’ 

 ‘No,’ she assured him. ‘I’m not.’ 

 Cato lifted his chin towards the charred and twisted ruins of the lockers. 

‘Lucky escape or crap bomb?’ 

 ‘Both, according to the prelim from the fire investigators. Either amateurs or 

…’ 
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 ‘A rush job.’ 

 ‘Again, both are possible. Do you have a perpetrator in mind?’ 

 Cato noticed officers rummaging around in Driscoll’s hire car parked just 

down the street. ‘I have suspicions but they lack foundation as yet.’ 

 ‘Care to share?’ 

 ‘Sorry. Give DI Pavlou a ring, she’ll explain everything. Anything recovered 

from the offending locker?’ 

 ‘I’ll let you know once the forensics team have been allowed closer.’ Trimboli 

smiled. ‘We’ll drop Mr Driscoll’s car at the hospital car park and leave the keys at 

reception. He can come and see us if he wants his gun back.’ 

 Birds were beginning to chirp and warble and some early risers had gathered 

with their smartphones to take selfies. ‘Who was the locker registered to?’ 

 ‘A certain J. Carrascalao. But it had been under a different name until today. 

Some blah blah holdings limited. We’re looking into it.’ 

 ‘Keep me posted. Please.’ 

 ‘Love your manners.’ 

 

Driscoll was collecting his discharge paperwork from hospital reception when Kwong 

strolled through the automatic doors. ‘Fancy brekky somewhere?’ He waggled his car 

keys. ‘Need to move the motor before I get a ticket.’ 

 There was a café a block down from RPH back over on Murray Street. Mainly 

junior lawyers and office workers grabbing takeaway coffees on their way into work. 

Kwong surveyed Driscoll’s injuries, as did a number of their fellow patrons, gauze on 

the face and hands, steri-strips over the gash on the bridge of his nose. Embarrassing 

bald patches and pink blistered skin where clumps of hair had burnt off. ‘You were 

lucky.’ 

 ‘They reckon I’ll be presentable again in a day or two. Meantime might need 

to get myself a beanie or stay indoors.’ 

 Their coffees and breakfast rolls arrived. Fried food might not have been the 

best choice right now. ‘Mr W didn’t waste any time making his move.’ 
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 ‘Neither did I. I’ve forwarded the BIN file to my mate Jens from the Hague 

sub-committee. Also sent it to Paul Reinado’s parents who’re well-connected into the 

Timorese leadership. That should start a few ripples. Holding back on ruining Mrs 

Winter’s day for a bit longer.’ 

 ‘Don’t pull your punches do you?’ 

 ‘Nah. What about you? Commissioner Lesley come gunning?’ 

 ‘Not so far. She and Pavlou are old mates. I should be firewalled for a while.’ 

 ‘Winter will be frothing at the mouth today. Meltdown. You watch.’ 

 ‘Maybe we should be talking to José again. If he played a part in that bomb set 

up he’s just got himself into more trouble.’ 

 ‘Whether he did or not we can use it on him anyway.’ Kwong checked an 

incoming message on his phone. ‘Anything?’ said Driscoll. 

 ‘Home stuff.’ 

 ‘Nice to see you and Shaz hitting it off. Good for each other, I reckon.’ 

 ‘So far so good.’ 

 Driscoll finished chewing his breakfast roll. ‘That Bunbury cop. Eades? Seems 

a good sort.’ 

 ‘Yeah, she does, doesn’t she? Forgiven her for tasering you, then?’ 

 ‘Just doing her job.’ 

 ‘Love is in the air …’ crooned Kwong. 

 ‘Know anything about her home life?’ 

 ‘She’s got a kid, school age. Otherwise, no. Want me to ask?’ 

 ‘I can do that myself, cheers.’ 

 ‘If you hadn’t been in a fire recently I’d say you were blushing.’ 

 ‘Faint hearts and that.’ Another message came through on Kwong’s phone. 

‘Busy boy.’ 

 ‘Cannington Ds would like a chat, if you’re up for it, and you can pick up your 

gun while you’re there.’ 

 They dodged across the Causeway against the flow of rush hour traffic and hit 

Albany Highway. Half an hour later they pulled into Cannington cop shop. The 

woman who’d interrogated him briefly while his hair was smouldering was there to 
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greet them. ‘Nothing serious, then?’ she said noting his injuries. She held out a hand. 

‘Amy Trimboli.’ 

 Driscoll offered up his bandaged hands in apology. ‘Rory.’ 

 She and Kwong seemed to already know each other. They were taken into an 

interview room and Trimboli was joined by a colleague, male and about the same age. 

They wanted to know what he was doing in Cloverdale in the small hours. ‘As I said 

at the time, I got a message to go and collect a parcel.’ 

 ‘And this message came from a phone within Hakea prison. Do you know 

who sent it?’ 

 ‘I believe it was sent by José Carrascalao. The initials on the message said JC.’ 

 Trimboli nodded. ‘Are you aware Mr Carrascalao was attacked overnight?’ 

 ‘No.’ He exchanged a glance with Kwong. News to him too, ‘Is he okay?’ 

 ‘He’s in RPH. Haven’t got the details.’ 

 ‘If I’d known I wouldn’t have discharged myself so soon. Could have stayed 

there and had a chat.’ 

 She shrugged. ‘Sorry to inconvenience you. I understand you’re assisting 

Major Crime with a murder investigation?’ 

 That was one way of putting it. ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘But the exact nature of your assistance is classified?’ 

 ‘Yes.’ 

 ‘Get well soon, Mr Driscoll.’ She slid his gun and a receipt pad across the 

table. 

 He signed the form and pocketed the pistol. ‘That’s it?’ 

 Trimboli glanced at Kwong then back at Driscoll. ‘Not sure if my colleague 

has brought you up to speed but it’s looking like Mr Carrascalao wasn’t the lessee of 

that parcel locker and probably didn’t send you that message.’ 

 ‘News to me.’ 

 ‘Call yourself an Intelligence Officer?’ 

 

‘So do we go and visit José or press a few more buttons on Mr Winter?’ 
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 Cato pulled back into the RPH car park. Driscoll’s hire car had been ticketed. 

‘I think we need to step back a bit from Winter and see whether your needling 

strategy is having the desired effect.’ He lifted his chin at the higher floors of the 

hospital. ‘I’ll check in on José, or at least enquire after him. Maybe you should get 

some rest, buy a beanie, whatever. We can regroup later in the day.’ 

 Driscoll frowned. ‘I’m not good at sitting and waiting.’ 

 ‘Never too late to learn. I’ll be in the office with the mobile on if you need 

me.’ He rested a hand on Driscoll’s upper arm. ‘ Seriously, mate. You need to chill.’ 

 Driscoll nodded glumly, scrunched up the parking ticket and tossed it in a 

nearby bin. ‘Catch you later.’ He climbed gingerly into the car, nursing his burns, and 

took off.  

 José would live but he’d been scalded with boiling water and stomped and 

kicked a few times while he was down. No visitors allowed at this stage. Cato was 

happy to leave it for now. José had been given a warning of the likely consequences if 

he chose the wrong side. He wouldn’t be so lucky next time. Back at Major Crime 

there were a whole bunch of post-it notes on his desk and computer monitor, missed 

message notifications, and an inbox full of emails. Where to start? DI Pavlou popped 

her head around the door and got in first. 

 ‘Since when did Cloverdale become Aleppo?’ Bit of a stretch but Cato got the 

point. ‘Amy Trimboli filled me in. Plus the Commissioner is taking an interest for all 

sorts of reasons.’ Pavlou dragged up a chair. ‘This isn’t going to backfire is it? Your 

mate Austin Powers isn’t about to drag us down with him is he?’ 

 ‘Maybe he’ll win the day and we’ll bask in the reflected glory.’ 

 ‘Love your optimism. In the meantime Chris Thornton is working on 

compiling actual evidence, remember that stuff, for the Carrascalao brief and we’ve 

got DPP keen to assess whatever’s developing with Winter. I suspect we’ll get strong 

word to back off if nothing is forthcoming soon.’ She stood. ‘And I’ll be inclined to 

accept their advice. How about we take stock at COB today?’ 

 ‘Today? Isn’t that a tad premature?’ 
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 ‘All I’m talking about is dumping the loose cannon. If anything solid turns up 

on Winter at any time of course we’ll be back onto him. But we can’t play by 

Driscoll’s anarchic rules indefinitely.’ 

 ‘Do anarchists have rules?’ 

 ‘Stop being a pedant and do what you’re told.’ Pavlou left the room. 

Chris Thornton took her place. ‘Got a sec?’ 

‘Sure.’ 

‘Forensics have got fibre traces linking Carrascalao to the Peters, Drummond, 

and Ryan Hodgson crime scenes now, along with pings on his phone whenever he did 

turn it on which supports our timeline of his whereabouts.’ 

‘I thought he would have been more careful.’ 

‘Maybe he was too confident of never being in the frame.’ 

‘Anything concrete linking him to Winter?’ 

‘Nada, except for the burner phone with the ABC numbers on it. It won’t be 

enough.’ 

‘Anything else?’ 

‘We’ve analysed the communication records for Peters and Drummond around 

that Christmas Island trip in twenty thirteen.’ He slid his iPad Cato’s way. ‘Check this 

out.’ 

An email from Bevan Drummond to Doug Peters. Great to catch up after all 

these years and really enjoyed the fishing trip. Pity I’m bloody useless at catching the 

things. Must be the only bloke in the world who could drop a rod off Flying Fish Cove 

and not get a single sniff all day. The new job sounds full on and can’t say I envy you 

but certainly pulls in a quid – way better than teacher’s wages. Hope I didn’t put your 

boss offside with my two cents worth about ET. Sometimes don’t know when to shut 

up. 

ET, East Timor, presumed Cato. And the reply from Peters. No probs. It was 

great to see you again. Fond memories. Don’t worry about the big cheese, he’s got 

the attention span of a goldfish. Plenty other stuff on his plate without letting an old 

lefty like you rile him. Obviously been there and knew his stuff, even that village 

where we did the wells. Each to his own, eh? Stay in touch and keep well. 
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‘Winter was the visiting big boss?’ 

‘Yep,’ said Thornton, swiping some photos on his screen. ‘Found these on 

other people’s Facebook feeds at the school. There he is, happy snaps from the Quiz 

Night where Bevan won the fishing trip.’ Another shot on the fishing trip itself 

accessed from the charter company’s archives. Five blokes holding up their 

impressive catches. Drummond excepted. Winter among them holding a monster. 

‘Drummond spoke out of turn. Thought he was just having an honest and frank 

exchange of views about Timor over a beer on a boat.’ 

‘During which maybe he gives something away, perhaps unknowingly. The 

village name, for instance. Puts Winter on alert. Not overly so but maybe enough to 

keep half an eye on him.’ 

Cato nodded. ‘And on his employee Peters who he now knows was also there 

in Timor.’ 

‘A call to his snoop mates and tick, sorted.’ Thornton shrugged helplessly. 

‘All supposition and useless in court.’ 

‘But in March this year, shortly after he’d been identified by Reinado’s mum 

in Darwin, something drew his attention back to Drummond and Peters.’ 

‘Nothing shows in the emails.’ 

‘The phone records?’ 

‘No, nothing,’ said Thornton. ‘But around the same time Drummond starts his 

internet search on Ximenes.’ 

‘Just a few weeks after he was pictured at the oil and gas industry conference 

in Perth in the company of various industry bigwigs.’ 

‘You’ll never guess.’ Thornton swiped again. Yep, there was Ximenes in a 

group photo in a seminar about the technical challenges posed by the oil pipeline and 

the pros and cons for taking it to Timor or Darwin. Third from right, Ximenes. Second 

from left, Winter. ‘Drummond is a retired science teacher. He’s into stuff like this. 

The rest of his internet search history shows that. Science, climate change, human 

rights, Timor. They all figure strongly. But this time he spots a familiar face in Winter 

and a familiar name in Ximenes and gets to thinking.’ 

‘But that still doesn’t explain why he suddenly becomes a threat to Winter.’ 
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‘That other Rotarian who was there with them on the well-digging project. 

He’d described their change of demeanour during that trip.’ 

‘Find him. Invite him in. Today. This morning preferably.’ Cato recalled the 

developments he’d seen during his visit to that Timorese village: the wells, the new 

school building, the mobile towers and solar panels. The latter courtesy of AusAid 

and Cormann Logistics. A village elder with sad memories of a recent past. ‘And see 

if you can track down a number for me.’ 

 

Driscoll was unable to relax, never mind sleep. His view from the motel at Canning 

Bridge showed a brown-grey wind-whipped river. The window didn’t open and 

perhaps it was just as well as the dull whine of constant traffic would have become a 

roar. Clouds scudded up from the south-west and more rain threatened. The skin on 

his face and head felt tight and hot and stung like crazy. He’d put a few calls through 

to Aunty but she wasn’t picking up. Did her radio silence presage anything sinister? 

Some enquiries after his health and wellbeing would have been nice. Surely by now 

she’d have heard about the bomb and his trip to hospital. A coldness jolted through 

him. He was over-tired, his skin burned, he’d nearly been killed and he was 

sometimes as dumb as a rock. All roads led to RPH. He’d been there and checked 

himself out unexpectedly early. Nivea was still there recuperating from her gunshot 

wound. And now José was back in after his prison beating. Coincidence? Or 

unfinished business. 

 Driscoll snatched up his car keys and raced downstairs. He buzzed Kwong en 

route, telling him to drop everything and get over to RPH. ‘Check the police guard is 

still in place and double it, and get Carrascalao locked down if it’s not too late.’ 

 On arrival at the hospital twenty minutes later it was clear he was already too 

late. Half-a-dozen police cars, what looked like a tactical vehicle, lots of uniforms – 

some of them paramilitary and heavily-armed. Patients, visitors, and staff huddled 

outside awaiting instructions. Kwong met him at reception. ‘Third floor of that wing 

has been cleared already. They’re assessing how much more needs to be emptied and 

working through it. But that’s where he is, in Nivea’s room with her and a nurse as 

hostage and the police guard dead.’ 
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 ‘Fuck. What about the people who were meant to be in charge of him?’  

‘The prison escort service for medical transfers? Privatised. Securimat – 

partially-owned subsidiary of CLG.’ He gestured towards a couple of hard-faced 

morons in cheap khaki uniforms being leaned over by TRG. ‘They were only obeying 

instructions, they say.’ 

They headed for the stairs. ‘Are we in communication?’ 

‘Yep. Both hostages unharmed. José is awaiting your instructions.’ 

‘Mine?’ 

‘Their lives in your hands, it seems.’ 

They were blocked on the second floor by a phalanx of ninjas. One of them 

placed a big gloved hand on Driscoll’s chest. ‘And you are?’ 

‘Driscoll.’ 

The man turned to Kwong. ‘He with you?’ 

Kwong looked around theatrically as if there was anybody else Driscoll could 

have been with. ‘Yep.’ Then he made the introductions. ‘Rory, this is Dave.’ No 

handshakes, just nods recognising existence. 

‘You’re the one he’s asking for,’ said Dave. Fact, not question. ‘Done hostage 

stuff before?’ 

‘Yep.’ But not here in Australia, thought Driscoll, and the outcome was often 

less formal.  

‘We need to mike you up.’ Dave summoned a minion. ‘Tristram will do the 

honours.’ 

He was also given a stab vest. ‘So no firearms involved?’ 

‘Only ours. He’s got something sharp against the nurse’s throat.’ Dave showed 

him a live image on a laptop screen. CCTV feed from inside the room. Nivea lying 

still. Unconscious? Dead? Monitor lights flashing regularly, along with the beep. The 

nurse grim but seemingly calm and composed. José jittery and watchful. Eyes darting 

back and forth between the door and the camera high on the wall. Dave nodded at 

Driscoll’s holster. ‘I see you’ve come prepared. Who did you say you worked for 

again?’ 

‘I didn’t.’ 
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‘Tristram will patch you through to him via the tannoy system. Start talking 

when you’re ready but if I lift a hand for you to stop, you stop. Got it?’ 

‘Yep.’ 

‘No sudden words or thoughts. No codes. No threats. All nice and calm.’ 

‘José, you there mate?’ 

A glance up at the camera. ‘Cato with you?’ 

‘Yeah, we’re all here. You wanted to chat?’ 

‘Been thinking.’ On screen the hand holding the knife relaxed a little, resting 

on the woman’s shoulder. ‘This …’ A shake of the head and a sad smile. ‘All gone to 

shit hasn’t it?’ 

‘Not yet, mate. Still plenty of time to save the day.’ 

‘They won’t let me though.’ 

‘They?’ 

A warning glance from Dave. No interrogations, just reassurance. 

‘You know.’ José adjusted position, brought the knife up again. ‘Doesn’t 

matter anymore for me. But my family. They won’t leave them alone. Ever.’ 

‘We can protect them, José. New lives, new identities, new country.’ 

‘Wouldn’t work. These people know where to look. Best if I just do what I’m 

told, eh?’ 

‘That wouldn’t guarantee their safety. Winter and his crew don’t like loose 

ends. That’s why he’s got you here today in with Nivea. And when you’re gone the 

only loose end left is your family. He doesn’t know how much they know. Can’t take 

the risk.’ 

‘Ease off,’ hissed TRG Dave. 

‘Rock and a hard place.’ José looked up at the camera. ‘I need convincing, 

Rory. There’s only one way you can do that.’ 

‘Tell me,’ said Driscoll, knowing the answer. 

A chuckle. ‘Winter’s head in a basket. Can you do that for me, hotshot?’ 

 

‘Not sure that’s allowed, buddy.’ TRG Dave took the stab vest back and handed the 

mike to Tristram. He turned to Cato. ‘Maybe you can explain to him?’  



323  
 

 ‘I think he understands the implications.’ 

 ‘Do you mind not talking about me as if I’m not here?’ 

 ‘You shouldn’t be making promises you can’t keep,’ said TRG Dave. ‘Heads 

in baskets. It’s not on.’ 

 ‘He was speaking metaphorically.’ 

 ‘Didn’t sound metaphorical to me.’ 

‘I’ll go and see the man. Go through the motions. Buy time. You guys can 

have a think until then.’ Driscoll left Kwong and the TRG bozo. Eschewing the CBD 

traffic and parking nightmare he hopped on a CAT bus that dropped him fifty metres 

from the foyer of Winter’s skyscraper on St George’s Terrace. He wondered idly how 

many assassinations had been carried out from the convenience and comfort of the 

Central Area Transit bus system.  

Jacinta from PR was waiting for him on the twenty-third floor with a 

welcoming smile. ‘You’re back!’ 

‘He in?’ 

‘Yes, he’s expecting you. Follow me.’ 

At the end of the carpeted corridor she opened up the big wooden door and 

ushered him through. Winter was indeed home and expecting him. He’d left the 

shelter of his enormous desk and parked himself in one of the comfy chairs 

surrounding a coffee table. There was a plunger of coffee, milk, cups, saucers and 

bikkies. And Aunty was playing Mother. 

‘White and none, Rory love?’ 

‘What the fuck is this?’ 

‘Have a seat,’ said Winter. ‘Please.’ 

Aunty slid a cup and saucer his way and offered a plate. ‘Tim Tam?’ He shook 

his head. ‘We’re calling a truce.’ 

‘Meaning?’ 

‘Meaning we all stop this, go home and get on with our lives.’ 

‘You’re joking.’ 

She scrutinised his injuries. Found her empathetic face. ‘You okay? Been in 

the wars a bit, eh?’ 
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Driscoll flicked his fingers towards Winter. ‘Ask him.’ Drank some coffee. 

‘Do you realise what’s going on down at the hospital right now? This tosser has got 

Carrascalao holding a knife to a woman’s throat.’ 

‘Nothing to do with me. The bloke must have lost it.’ 

‘Aided and assisted by your goons from Securimat.’ 

‘A regrettable error. Negligence. They will be facing disciplinary action.’ 

‘See how hard all this is, Rory? It’s chewing up a lot of time, energy and 

resources.’ She bowed her head. ‘And I’ve shown poor judgement at times too. Beat 

not the bones of the buried, Rory love. Let sleeping dogs lie.’ 

Driscoll studied them both for a moment. ‘The pipeline deal. Too much 

potential revenue at stake. Is that what’s behind all this?’ 

Winter shrugged. ‘The government royalties alone would halve the deficit and 

pay for a couple of pork-barrelling election promises. The Timorese don’t have 

anybody else prepared to take the geological risk with that pipeline that we will.’ 

‘Ximenes, the Hague committee, the whistleblowers, Willie Mason stirring the 

pot.’ 

‘All of it troublesome and bad timing.’ Winter took a sip of coffee. ‘João was 

an ingrate. I created him, turned him from village thug to ghastly celebrity. He got 

greedy. Playing oil magnate with the big boys. In the end the consensus was he was 

more trouble than he was worth.’   

‘But, for a while at least, protected by somebody in the Presidential Palace. 

That’s why you wanted him out of the way locked up in Australia. You couldn’t just 

kill him.’ 

Winter shrugged. ‘And even that luck ran out for him eventually. We did try to 

warn you off but you were all very persistent. Look, Mrs Blasey’s star is on the rise 

and she’ll likely be the new head of a reformed cleaned-out agency free of the 

ideological turmoils that beset it these last few years. Clean sheet all round.’ 

‘Win-win,’ said Driscoll. ‘Except for Paul Reinado, Dougie Peters, and Bevan 

Drummond.’ 

‘You have your culprits for them. Guthrie, José.’ 

‘And Nivea Soares, Willie Mason? Handy him suiciding under your watch.’ 
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Winter broke a Tim Tam in half. ‘Mason was no angel. Don’t fret about him. 

Ms Soares? Her future is in your hands.’ 

‘How so?’ 

‘I can give you the guarantee José wants that would end all this. In writing if 

you like – coded of course but he’ll get the message. But I need to know you’ll let this 

drop and go back to your fishing.’ 

‘Or?’ 

‘Or things could get ugly down there. José is a desperate man.’ 

‘All this blood spilled to protect you.’ 

‘Not so much me, although yes, I do pay my way. That ideological line in the 

sand that I represent, us and them, persuaded my friends to circle the wagons for one 

of their own. Rally to the cause if you will.’ Winter smiled fondly towards Aunty. 

‘Here’s to a less binary future.’ 

‘And what if I did say yes? Kwong doesn’t give up so easily and play the 

game. He’s one of life’s truth-seekers.’ 

‘He’s on a deadline. If he hasn’t made any progress by day’s end his boss is 

pulling the plug.’ Winter checked his watch. ‘And this little psychodrama at RPH is 

eating into his precious time.’ 

‘Commissioner Lesley doing your bidding?’ 

‘Not exactly, but she’s a pragmatist. The state government is also rubbing its 

hands together at the prospect of a slice of the jobs and construction boom. The Police 

Minister doesn’t want zealots or personal vendettas rocking the boat.’ 

‘What do you say, Rory?’ Aunty fidgeted with her cigarettes and lighter. ‘Call 

it a day?’ 

 

Cato tried to phone Driscoll but nothing doing. José was getting agitated, wanting to 

know what was going on. Issuing threats. The nurse was losing her calm too, bottom 

lip trembling, tears running down her face. And still no sign of life from Nivea. Out 

cold. The hours and minutes were ticking down and the prospects for a peaceful and 

bloodless settlement receding. Driscoll wasn’t going to get a result. Winter wouldn’t 
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budge and, much as Driscoll might want to, he wouldn’t kill him to appease José. 

Cato was going to have to intervene. He tapped TRG Dave on the shoulder. 

‘I need to talk to him.’ 

‘He hasn’t expressed an interest in talking to you. Some people are like that.’ 

‘Make the offer. He’s not going to last until Driscoll returns.’ 

TRG Dave nodded at Tristram and the tech patched him in. ‘José, mate. Dave 

here. Need a cool drink or any food in there? Been a while.’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Stephanie’s looking a bit upset. Can I have a word with her?’ 

‘She’s fine.’ A nudge with his spare hand. ‘That right?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Nurse Stephanie. ‘I’m fine.’ 

‘Cato here was wondering if you’d fancy a chat?’ 

‘What about?’ 

‘Anything, mate. The Dockers, the government, the weather.’ He looked 

outside at the rain spattering the window and at the news drones and helicopters 

competing for a picture. ‘All a bit depressing I suppose. Anything you like, José. 

Cato’s a chat machine, wind him up and off he goes.’ 

‘What are you offering, Cato?’ Head cocked up at the camera. ‘Anything 

new?’ 

‘You know Driscoll can’t deliver what you asked for. You’ve always known.’ 

‘Yeah, suppose.’ 

‘I find it hard to believe you did those old men and the kid, Hodgson, just for 

money. You just don’t seem that kind of guy. Did Winter have anything on you?’ 

‘Oh, you should have seen me in my heyday.’ A bitter snort. ‘Course he did. 

Carrot and stick, typical security services approach. I had the choice of doing it for 

lots of money or not doing it and having the gangs from the favelas come knocking 

once he’d tipped them off. And a couple of them would too, they’re politicians and 

captains of industry these days.’ 

Small world. ‘Nowhere to run but you keep on trying, ducking and weaving, 

looking for a result.’ 

‘Never say die.’ 
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‘You might have to, mate. You can’t guarantee yourself or your family. Why 

not just do the right thing, whatever the consequences, this one last time.’ 

‘Nudging him towards the precipice wasn’t what I had in mind, Cato.’ TRG 

Dave slipped his Darth Vader helmet on, issued some instructions, and they took up 

new offensive positions. 

‘What’s happening?’ José tightened his grip on Stephanie and backed further 

into the corner of the room. 

‘They’ll be making a move soon.’ 

José pulled Stephanie’s hair back and there was a yell of pain. ‘They better 

not.’ 

‘Shut the fuck up!’ TRG Dave glared at Cato and signalled to Tristram to cut 

the connection. 

‘One last go,’ whispered Cato. A nod between ninjas. ‘José? How about I 

come in there, there’ll be no shooting with me in the way. We talk, sort this out, end 

it. Live to fight another day. Yeah?’ 

Silence. 

‘José?’ 

They all glanced at Tristram’s screen. José couldn’t say anything because he 

was being garrotted by Nivea with her hospital tubes and wires. 

 

The machine was beeping like billy-o when they got to the room and José was turning 

blue. The knife was on the floor and Stephanie was shouting abuse at José and landing 

the occasional punch and kick on his flailing body. 

‘Yeah, die you fucking coward. You’re going purple, mate and it fucking suits 

you.’ 

Nivea showed no sign of letting go. 

TRG Dave stepped in. ‘You can stop now, love.’ 

‘I’m not your love.’ 

‘Yeah, right on, sis,’ said Stephanie smacking José hard on the cheek. 

Tristram ushered Steph out the door while Dave eased Nivea’s grip on the 

improvised garrotte. Finally José slumped to the floor, gasping for breath and 
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clutching his throat. He yielded gladly to the TRG officers and paramedics paying 

him attention. 

Cato crouched down beside the prone José. ‘It’s over, mate. You’re going to 

be okay.’ 

José still couldn’t speak too easily. He gurgled something and Cato leaned 

closer. ‘Nikki Eades’ desk. Top drawer right. Taped underneath.’ 

‘The thumb drive?’ 

He nodded. ‘Fuck Winter. Fuck youse all. Do what you want with it. I’m 

dead.’ 

A shadow over both of them. Cato looked over his shoulder. Driscoll. ‘Got 

something for you.’ He took a sheet of paper out of his jacket pocket. ‘Dear José, You 

need have no worries about your family. I will ensure they are safe and cared for. 

Yours faithfully. Signed and witnessed by two others.’ 

‘How’d you get that?’ asked Cato. 

‘Don’t ask.’ 

‘Just did. Is it worth anything?’ 

Driscoll nodded. ‘He’ll keep to it. He’s in Aunty’s pocket now.’ He surveyed 

the scene, finishing with an appraisal of Nivea, flushed and pleased with herself. ‘You 

seem perky. On the mend, then?’ 



329  
 

29 

 

 

 

Within the hour Eades sent through the contents of José’s thumb drive, the copy of the 

one he’d taken from Bevan Drummond after killing him. The drive itself would 

follow by courier. It contained an unredacted incident report from the Christmas 

Island detention centre from when Doug Peters was supervisor of the punishment 

block – White 1, along with a signed and dated statement from Peters to be read “in 

the event of his death”. 

 ‘Usually when I see or hear something like that I reach for the TV remote and 

switch channels.’ Cato pressed print and Driscoll collected the copies from the 

desktop printer. 

 ‘Except he wasn’t wrong.’ Driscoll dragged up a chair. ‘Read and digest?’  

 STATEMENT BY DOUGLAS JOHN PETERS 22/03/19 

I feel a bit foolish writing this but I don’t suppose it can harm. My 

acquaintance Bevan Drummond recently drew my attention to a 

possible connection between my former employer – Graham Winter 

CEO of CLG Group – and an alleged war criminal from the period of 

Indonesian occupation of East Timor – one Joao Ximenes. Bev had 

been paranoid about leaving a trail – he told me all about it over a few 

beers at my local. He was right to be antsy. I wouldn’t be writing this 

except that weird things have been happening lately. Our landlines 

ringing several times in the middle of the night, dog and human shit in 

the letter box, unsolicited pizza and flower deliveries. Kids possibly, 

probably. But both Bevan and me, all of a sudden? I used to be a 

copper and coincidences were a rarity in my experience. What Bevan 

and I have in common, apart from being gnarly old bastards, is that we 

both went on a Rotarian trip to East Timor in 2006 to dig wells. Why? 

He’s a do-gooder and I just fancied getting away from the ratbags for 

a while. The previous year there’d been this death in custody incident. 
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Not my fault but I still felt cut up about it, responsible in some way. 

Maybe the trip would clear my head.  

Bevan’s weird but you can’t help like the bloke. Takes himself and life 

too seriously. He reads all the news about how the world is going to 

the dogs be it from climate change, pollution, war, famine, or general 

nastiness. Maybe it’s a catholic teacher thing. So he knows all about 

ratbags like Ximenes and about how corrupt and dangerous the oil 

industry is. He calls himself a student of history. He’s been putting two 

and two together. I’m hoping he’s got his sums wrong but I suspect he 

hasn’t because I’ve been doing some adding up too. 

Anyway, back to the point. I couldn’t get away with this shit on a 

police report but that’s the good thing about retirement – you get to 

ramble on and nobody can stop you. We were supervising this well 

project in a village east of Dili in May 2006. Bloody warm and I was 

choking for a beer. We needed to clear the area and flatten it to lay 

some concrete slabs but there was one corner of the field had this old 

fallen down building. Rubble, that’s all it was. I’d asked the elder to 

organise some young blokes to clear it away but he point blank 

refused. He was jabbering away in Tetum and there was no point me 

arguing – no skin off my nose. Diabu, diabu, diabu – devil, fiend, 

whatever. And Lafaek, their name for the crocodile or grandfather or 

something. One of the interpreters later told us some bad stuff had 

happened there during the Indonesian occupation. A torture house, 

sounded like. They had let it go to ruin since but weren’t game to touch 

it. Put a damper on the trip but that’s what you get when you take on 

these things. Put the willies up us and we were glad to get away not 

long after.  

It was late afternoon and Cato was aware of the clamour for a report on 

today’s incidents, for an update on the case against Winter, a hundred things lining up 

to be dealt with but this, at last, was the truth of the matter. Or at least one version of 

it. Driscoll had, in vague terms, outlined his encounter at CLG during their return trip 
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from the hospital to Cato’s office. A truce, he’d said, a deal to let drop everything that 

had gone before in exchange for, among other things, a guarantee to protect José’s 

family. It stank, even if Driscoll and his cronies were pragmatically right and Graham 

Winter would never face the consequences of his actions. It still stank. Driscoll 

returned from the kitchen with a fresh plunger of coffee. They poured and read on. 

It must have been a good 6 years or so later when I met up with Bevan 

again - 2013. I’d left the Job and been offered a post at Christmas 

Island Detention Centre. More custody sergeant work basically. Most 

of the poor bastards who used to inhabit the place had either been sent 

home or to Nauru or Manus. A handful were there for administrative 

reasons, waiting to be deported, and the rest were bad bastards being 

cleared out of our jails. Kiwis, Poms, nasty sorts not welcome 

anywhere. Bevan was on temporary secondment to the island high 

school – he was something of a guru in science education apparently. 

There’d been a quiz night to raise money for some school trip and 

Bevan won a raffle prize of a fishing trip through a charter company 

owned by CPS. Lovely night and great to catch up. Soured a bit on the 

fishing trip when Bev had a run in with the CEO, Winter, who was on 

one of his grand tours. Bev couldn’t catch a cold never mind a fish. 

Maybe he was bored and drank a bit more than he usually does. He 

was going on about what bastards the Aussies were in East Timor, 

turning a blind eye to Indonesia, stealing their oil, blah blah. Winter 

wasn’t having any of it – said Oz saved the Timorese and they should 

be grateful. The rest of us just wanted to drink and fish and made that 

pretty clear by keeping out of it. They got the message and eased off. 

 Cato reflected on how a few crossed words on a boozy fishing trip could end 

up in those visions of hell in the suburbs a few years later. But maybe that wasn’t so 

unusual. For some whose number is up hell can be conjured at the blink of an eye.   

Something else funny happened during those few days. History 

repeating. A man had died in custody at the Centre. Indonesian, early 

forties. He’d been arrested when his boat was intercepted carrying 
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asylum-seekers a few years before. He’d served his prison sentence for 

people smuggling and was at the centre waiting to be deported back to 

Indonesia. He hadn’t been in the punishment block – my block – until a 

day or two before but had been sent there since the visit by Winter. 

Apparently he’d started acting up and misbehaving. None of us knew 

or, to be honest, cared what he was saying, we just wanted him to shut 

up and behave. I wasn’t on duty that night, overnight, when the 

incident occurred. Bloody Meeka re-run. The man died after a 

confrontation with ERT: ruptured spleen, fractured skull, internal 

injuries, you name it. It was my job to supervise the packing up of his 

few belongings for shipment back to Indonesia with his body. There 

had been a slip of paper inside a rolled up shirt with words that meant 

nothing to me at the time. After that death in custody in Meekatharra I 

got my phone and took photos of the original incident report and of the 

man’s possessions including the note. I never expected to have to 

revisit the matter but since Meeka I’m an arse-coverer from way back 

and one day somebody is going to have to answer for what we do in 

those places.  

Cato caught a movement by Driscoll in the corner of his eye. He too, Cato 

recalled, had played his part in Operation Sovereign Borders. Were these words 

hitting home, irritating, dredging up unwelcome memories? Was it hypocritical of 

Peters to retrospectively criticise the system that had paid him so handsomely? Was it 

any less hypocritical, Cato wondered, for any of us to remain silent and inactive if you 

really despise the things governments do supposedly in your name? 

Bevan Drummond contacted me again four years later, March this 

year, after seeing Graham Winter’s photo in the paper with Ximenes, 

the suspected war criminal. He reminded me of the incident in the field 

in that village near Dili and the elder using those seemingly nonsense 

Tetum words when he talked about the history of the tumbledown 

house in the corner of the field: lafaek – crocodile or grandfather, 

diabu – devil or fiend. I dug out the photos I’d kept on my old phone 
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from Christmas Island – the incident report and the photos of the 

possessions, that note with the Indonesian words: Buaya, Setan, and 

Musim Dingin. I went to good old Google translate – Buaya – 

crocodile, Setan – devil or fiend, Musim Dingin – winter. He’s writing 

of a season, I know, not a name. Did this Indonesian guy, Adie Dipa, 

know Winter in a previous life? Would an Aussie be involved in such 

bad stuff? We were in Vietnam and now we’re in Afghanistan, Iraq, 

etc. Of course it happens. But even then what of it? Bad shit happens 

in wars. End of story, water under the bridge and all that. Except 

suddenly Bev and me get all this weird stuff happening. Stuff the cops 

would laugh at us for if we tried reporting it. I don’t know why 

anybody should get upset about a couple of old duffers like us but it 

feels like we’re being watched, followed, listened to. So, if anything 

bad does happen, someone might read this and wonder. Meantime 

we’ll just have to try and be a bit more careful when we talk to each 

other. 

 

A quick call from Driscoll to a contact in the Indonesian intelligence service BIN 

confirmed that the dead man, Adie Dipa, had been a young soldier in the Indonesian 

army in the unit sent to that village in Timor when Paulho Reinado was taken prisoner 

and abused. Since then he’d returned to his village near Kupang, fallen on hard times, 

and taken to hiring his boat and his skills to the people smugglers. Then the village 

elder contacted by Thornton via the newly-installed mobile towers and the woman in 

the general store, who spoke passable English, confirmed the gist of the story and 

recognised the photos of Winter, Drummond and Peters sent to him. 

 ‘But it’s still not going to be enough, is it?’ said Cato.  

 ‘Doubt it,’ said Driscoll. ‘You guys are the experts on evidence thresholds. 

Still,’ he tapped the statement with his index finger, ‘at least you know what happened 

now.’ 

 ‘Still doesn’t explain Nivea’s part in this. Why Winter would need her dead.’ 
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 ‘She was writing the story supporting Mason’s version of events on the 

bugging of the oil talks. She was on the opposing side.’ Driscoll perked up. ‘Maybe, 

like me, she doesn’t realise what she doesn’t know. Six months in the camp over the 

border with Ximenes and his militiamen. Maybe she saw or heard something she gave 

no significance to. She was fifteen, focused on surviving her time in their grubby 

hands probably.’ 

 ‘But if Winter was there during that time he didn’t want to run the risk of her 

remembering that.’ Cato checked the time. Half an hour until Pavlou’s close of 

business deadline. He wouldn’t reach the evidence threshold she and the DPP and a 

jury would need – not by then, probably not ever. But when something this putrid is 

stinking down the house the only thing to do is open the doors and windows and let 

some fresh air in. 

 ‘You sure?’ Driscoll pushed his chair back, stood up and stretched the kinks 

out of his back. ‘It could all end in tears.’ 
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EPILOGUE 

 

Six weeks later 

 

 

Cato strapped Ella into the bike seat. The day was cool but dry and she was too 

excited to worry about trivial matters like the weather anyway. 

 ‘Which way?’ he said, clipping the catch on her helmet. 

 She lifted her hand and pointed. ‘That way.’ 

 Ella loved the ride down to the beach, especially downhill on Lefroy to the 

junction with Hampdon Road. Cato never relished the return uphill but it was getting 

easier with more practice and he was beginning to feel the benefits too. Sharon had 

started the job the previous Monday and was already neck deep in the long haul of a 

major drug importation investigation. Most days went twelve or fourteen hours and 

with winter setting in she would leave and return in the dark and saw little of Ella or 

her husband. She was thriving and guilty in equal measure. 

 ‘It’ll settle down,’ he’d said over a quick coffee that morning. ‘Once you get 

your rhythm.’ 

 ‘The scrutiny of others,’ she’d nodded. ‘It’s a bugger.’ 

 ‘Stop pretending you’re not enjoying yourself. I didn’t sign up to become the 

poster boy for stay-at-home dads so you could mope and whinge. Get on with it, lock 

up those baddies, make the world a better place.’ 

 ‘Pavlou forgiven you yet?’ 

 ‘She’s too busy to worry about me. José’s pre-trial starts next week and she’s 

still fending off Winter’s defamation claims.’ 

 Cato and Driscoll had cobbled together whatever they had on Winter and, via 

an internet café in Northbridge, Driscoll had sent it out to all the journalists and 

muckrakers they knew between them. It had taken a while for the story to catch. 

Sometimes it would flair and die through one of Driscoll’s overseas sources. Other 

times local Australian outlets would prod it to see if it still showed signs of life. But 

catch it did and after a while even the mainstream outlets showed interest and began 
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gathering new evidence of their own. None of it enough for a jury but plenty of it 

enough for shareholders, business partners, rivals and clients to act decisively. The 

pipeline deal was off. Timorese opposition newspapers had labelled the CLG/Timor 

partnership ‘Blood Money’ and with an election in both countries in the offing the 

price was too high. The dark lords in the Presidential Palace and in Canberra got out 

their barge poles. Meanwhile domestically the government was reviewing its offshore 

detention regime and the related contracts with CPS as public opinion swung away 

from both. Winter was ruined, professionally and personally. Had he been involved 

in, actually participated in, the rape torture of the teenage Paulho Reinado? Nivea 

hadn’t recalled him being around during her incarceration with Ximenes, but dimly 

recalled a malae being present when she was traded back for imprisoned militiamen. 

Whether he was there or not Nivea was more than happy to contribute to the 

aspersions on his character. Both Pavlou and “Aunty” were predictably hoppy about 

developments. Cato and Driscoll had put them on speakerphone as they drove out to 

the airport to drop Driscoll off for his flight back to Melbourne. 

 ‘Rory, for fuck’s sake, what part do you not understand about the word truce?’ 

 ‘Sorry, Aunty. Just he’s a prick and I don’t live in your world anymore.’ 

 Then Pavlou. ‘Philip I can see where you’re coming from but while you spend 

the next two years on sabbatical being a model dad I’m going to be fighting a 

rearguard action to save my own career and keep the lawyers from taking your house 

off you. I hope you appreciate that.’ 

 ‘I do, boss. You’re a diamond.’ 

 The calls closed as they’d pulled into the airport car park. ‘She seems like a 

good sort that DI. On balance.’ 

 ‘She is,’ admitted Cato. ‘And I suspect your Aunty’s heart is in the right place 

too.’ 

 ‘Yeah.’ They’d shaken hands. ‘No offence but I’d prefer not to see you again 

for yonks. Look after Shaz, eh?’ 

 ‘I will. Any word on DSC Eades?’ 

 ‘July. A long weekend. We’ll see how it goes from there.’ 

 ‘Keep me posted.’ 
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 ‘Nah, mate.’ He’d smiled a final farewell. ‘I won’t.’ 

 Cato crested the hill at Christ the King ready for the descent towards Freo and 

the beach. How would the two year ‘sabbatical’ play out? Who knew? He’d jettisoned 

the medication and after a shaky start was feeling better for it. As for the rest? ‘You 

ready, Ella?’ he shouted as they picked up speed into the downhill. ‘One, two, three 

… Wheeeeeee!’ 

  

Driscoll told Yakov the story as the old man laid out the chess pieces … murder, war, 

atrocity, greed, ambition, ideology in pure evil form, hatred for otherness. It all 

sounded wearily familiar to a man who had survived a concentration camp. He tried 

to explain the vicious ideological internecine struggle between two camps of the 

security services. Hawks versus Doves didn’t do it justice. But now, he said, it was 

hopefully all over. Aunty had taken over the agency and, with the blessing of the new 

government swept to power on a wave of positivity and goodwill with the minimum 

of pork-barrelling, set about reforming and re-professionalising the spooks under her 

charge. 

 ‘The dimwits, the time-servers, the spiteful fascists, all gone or going Rory, 

my dear. Fancy your job back?’ 

 No, he didn’t, he’d told her. The fishing was good at his place near Portland 

and he was too busy trying to make his shack seem less blokey and more homely in 

time for Nikki Eades’ visit next weekend. She was taking some overdue leave, would 

drop her kid with the grandparents, and fly in to Melbourne. He’d pick her up from 

the airport and drive back along the Great Ocean Road, show her the sights. Just a 

couple of things to sort out in the meantime. In Melbourne he’d also drop by and see 

Nivea – well and truly on the road to recovery. She was putting together a series of 

articles and a podcast on the Timor story: Crocodile Tears – a tale of murder, spies, 

and dirty tricks. A major newspaper was supporting both; true crime podcasts were all 

the rage – money-spinners and audience builders. Brian Simmonds had still not been 

found and his wife had slipped away in her coma. The Chan diaries and novel 

manuscript had been released by the authorities and there was whisper of a lucrative if 

posthumous publishing deal. 
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Meantime Driscoll was fulfilling a promise to an old man. A soft rain fell on 

the still waters of Blackman’s Bay and the sun disappeared behind the hills. ‘So,’ he 

concluded. ‘Last time you saw us we thought it was all about the bugging of the oil 

negotiations. But it wasn’t.’ He thought a moment. ‘And yet in some ways it still 

was.’  

‘It’s hard to cheat at chess,’ said Yakov after pause for thought. ‘You cannot 

tamper with the pieces, dive and claim a non-existent foul, manipulate the rules for a 

cheap advantage to deliver you victory. It’s not that kind of game. Sure, wire yourself 

to a sneaky hidden computer if you’re desperate, but really.’ He took a sip of whisky. 

‘Cheating at chess would be like cheating on yourself.’ 

 Driscoll made his opening move. ‘I’ve come across plenty of people prepared 

to do just that. Winning is the thing. It’s un-Australian not to do so.’ 

 ‘You think so? When I was growing up here, yes, I encountered bullying and 

ignorance but the main thing that sticks in my memory is of all the instances of 

ordinary human decency. My parents had seen it extinguished at Ravensbruck and I 

had never known it until we came to Australia.’ 

 Driscoll gave away a pawn. ‘If you arrived today, fresh out of Ravensbruck, 

you would be sent to Nauru out of sight out of mind.’ 

  ‘And so I would look for the remnants of goodness in the situation. They are 

always there, even if it rests with a handful of stubborn resisters prepared to speak 

truth to power.’ 

‘I envy you your generosity of spirit.’ 

 The old man gave him a sharp look as if he’d just been patronised. ‘Maybe 

that is where Australia lets itself down, confusing generosity, compassion and 

decency for weakness.’ He moved his knight. ‘Check. This pathological need to win 

at all costs, it shames and cheapens you, blinds you to the goodness and badness both 

in yourselves and in those you meet. It drives you to cheat on the playing fields and in 

the courtrooms, to bully and cajole those weaker and better than you and to pander to 

those mightier and worse.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘And it makes you fragile, takes 

away your resilience. You are resistant to failure and to difference in yourselves and 

others.’ 



339  
 

 ‘You this, you that. Who is “you” in all this? Not me.’ Driscoll blocked the 

check with a pawn and promptly lost it. ‘I don’t need convincing.’  

Click. Clack. Click.  

‘Check again. Don’t you? You don’t feel you belong to this thing I’ve 

described? So what was that job you’ve just been doing the last ten years or more?’ 

He helped himself to another of Driscoll’s pawns. ‘Myth-making is not just the 

prerogative of the Australian ruling classes. We’re all capable of doing exactly that in 

our own lives. You tell yourselves lies about yourselves and you learn to believe 

them.’ 

‘You sound like an old Commie.’ 

‘That’s exactly what I am. It runs in the family and I’m proud of it.’ 

‘Mate, I wasn’t expecting to have a strip torn off me.’ 

‘Huh,’ said Yakov. ‘Glass jaw.’ 

‘Shut up.’ Driscoll felt himself smiling. 

‘Pathetic.’ 

Click. ‘Check.’ 

Click. Clack. Click.  

‘Mate.’  
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EXEGESIS: RING OF FIRE 

 

CRIME FICTION AS A MEANS OF EXAMINING 

PROJECTIONS OF AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL 

IDENTITY INTO THE ASIA-PACIFIC REGION 
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PRELUDE 

 

Oh, East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet, 

Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat; 

                                             Rudyard Kipling, “The Ballad of East and West”,1-2  

 

It is Australia Day, 2017 at an open water swimming event in Adelaide where 

they are about to sing the national anthem. Everybody has been told to stand. There 

must be several hundred people gathered, all good natured, some nervous, some 

excited; we are here to swim and to celebrate being Australian. The problem is, I 

don’t do flags, anthems, or nationalism so would prefer not to stand, as required. My 

home town, Fremantle, has been in the news lately for scrapping the fireworks, 

moving the celebration to a few days later, and concentrating on community rather 

than nation. The sky might not have fallen in but social media was predictably 

outraged (except for all those who agreed) and the Federal government certainly came 

down like a ton of bricks: “Turnbull government warns Fremantle council to move 

back its Australia Day celebrations” (WA Today). 

Thus it is a curiously uncomfortable feeling for me and some piercing looks 

come my way as I remain seated. “Advance Australia Fair” is not the worst national 

anthem (“God Save the Queen” is excruciating) and there is probably nothing wrong 

with taking pride in this great country girt by sea, rich in nature’s gifts and wealth for 

toil et cetera. In recent years, though, “fair” seems to be more about skin and hair 

colour rather than social justice and equity. If they had sung the second verse about 

how those gifts could and should be shared with those who come across the sea then 

maybe I would have joined the crowd. But no, it was just the first verse as usual. That 

is a pity, because a deeper reading and the longer version could remind us, and the 

world, of the generosity of spirit residing in many Australians. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rudyard_Kipling
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Similarly, those first two lines of Rudyard Kipling’s “The Ballad of East and 

West” are often, when taken alone and out of context, used as an example of his 

apparent racism and imperialism. It is only when you proceed with the next few lines 

that you see an alternative perspective: “But there is neither East nor West, Border, 

nor Breed, nor Birth, / When two strong men stand face to face, though they come 

from the ends of the earth!” (3-4) 

Whether Kipling’s East and West are simply geographic points of the compass 

or opposing civilisations destined never to connect, the theory is that when two 

“strong men” (or equals) meet, then the “baggage” of race, caste, religion, class 

ideally becomes meaningless. What matters is mutual respect for each other’s 

character, prowess, and integrity. Perhaps this is most clearly articulated in his 1901 

spy novel Kim (regarded by some as his masterpiece) populated by heroic sympathetic 

central characters of white-skinned Irish, of Indian, of Chinese, and of Pashtun 

descent. Kipling – a popular and successful poet, children’s and adventure author and 

chronicler of Empire – was, and remains, a divisive and controversial figure. George 

Orwell, for example, described him as “a jingo imperialist … morally insensitive and 

aesthetically disgusting” (par. 1). And there might be any number of examples from 

Kipling’s life and work to strengthen such accusations (“The White Man’s Burden” 

could be a good place to start but views differ even on that – rampant racist 

imperialism or clumsy irony?). Appraisals of Kipling and his oeuvre based only on 

racial interpretations would be limiting and simplistic; literature and story are multi-

faceted constructions after all. At the height of his career Kipling was a multiple 

bestseller, awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, and a man of some considerable 

influence in literary, social, and political circles. And still today Hollywood continues 

to resurrect his stories, even if they do tend to eschew the more gung-ho, boy’s own 

adventures in favour of the more gender-fluid Jungle Book films.  

If a more critical reading of our national anthem and some Kipling verses 

offers up new interpretations of the message, the medium, the author’s intent, and the 

society it speaks of – what then of other popular modes of storytelling?    
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction 

 

As with many British children in the 1960s my own early reading experiences 

were very much in the mystery adventure mould of the Famous Five or Secret Seven. 

These fictional encounters came with all the complex ideological “Little Englander” 

implications of the moment – white, middle-class insularity, post-war xenophobia and 

Cold War anxiety. Hence my early impressions of villains were that they were, as 

Enid Blyton’s characters might say, foreigners. And a rather rum, queer or suspicious 

lot at that. But this was de rigeur with many novels written in the first half of the 

twentieth century, as Colin Watson points out in Snobbery with Violence: English 

Crime Stories and their Audience: “Foreign was synonymous with criminal in nine 

novels out of ten and the conclusion is inescapable that most people found this 

perfectly natural” (123).  

Growing up in the 1960s in a mainly mono-cultural north-east of England 

those early impressions remained largely unchallenged while I progressed to the Cold 

War thrillers of Alastair MacLean and Desmond Bagley. Then the teenage hormones 

kicked in and reading went out the window for a decade or so. After a brief 

undergraduate sojourn with “highbrow” literature (by the likes of Günter Grass and 

Salman Rushdie) I returned to crime in the 1990s, circuitously, via Graham Greene’s 

Brighton Rock and the spy thrillers of John le Carré, followed by the police 

procedurals of Ian Rankin. By then, thankfully, the world had turned – and me with it 

– making great leaps forward in the recognition and acceptance of cultural difference. 

By the early 1990s I had immigrated to Australia. This place seemed at once 

familiar yet strange, big yet small, bright and optimistic – yet dark and cynical too. 

Still, in those days, Australia (pre-Howard) seemed a refreshing change from 

Thatcher’s Britain, as it displayed as more egalitarian, meritocratic, bolshie, and a 

whole lot more multicultural than same-same Sunderland. Now I recognise this as the 

“Honeymoon Period” and I was, as yet, uninformed of the complexities of race, class 

and history in Australia. Following a brief tenure with Community Aid Abroad 
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(Oxfam Australia) I returned to my career as a documentary filmmaker and, over the 

next twenty years, I learned the other side of the Australian story and did my best to 

contribute towards the telling of some of it: the racism, the dispossession, the 

xenophobia and misogyny, the inequality. Working closely with filmmakers from our 

near neighbours in the Asia-Pacific enabled me to see Australia through their eyes: at 

once familiar yet strange, big yet small, bright and optimistic – yet dark and cynical 

too.  

Crime stories continued to have a powerful appeal, representing so many 

complex nexus points between race, class, gender, culture and politics. They capture 

the anxiety and violence of intersecting interests and, in doing so, provide insights 

into myriad global locales – a genre of particular resonance in my new migrant life. I 

lapped up Ian Rankin’s stoic and sarcastic Edinburgh, Martin Cruz Smith’s stark and 

brutal Russia, Henning Mankell’s sombre and unsettling Sweden, James Lee Burke’s 

lush and poisonous Louisiana. The bestseller lists show just how well crime fiction 

sells; your average Top 10 usually contains a fair sprinkling of crime. At any airport 

just about anywhere in the world, or in any bookshop or library, you’ll find crime 

novels prominently displayed. Crime fiction is addictive – no sooner have readers 

finished with one book than they seek out another. And they are welded-on loyal, 

impatiently awaiting the next in the series featuring their favourite characters. Ticking 

clock thrillers, fiendishly inventive serial killers, cosy bucolic mysteries, hard-boiled, 

soft-boiled, slow-burning, you name it. For me crime fiction at its best, with 

compelling characters and narratives, should also tell us a little more about the 

societies and times they portray. As Dennis Palumbo puts it: 

 

Crime fiction offers what no sociology text can provide … Since its 

inception as a genre, crime fiction has both mirrored and commented 

on society’s often-tumultuous change. In short, it told the truth about it 

… the best crime fiction – like all great fiction, period – shows us who 

we are. (pars. 6-11)  
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 Well-researched reportage may provide similar information but, for many, is 

far less engaging. Crime novels are plot-driven, peopled with heroes and heroines 

who are complex, troubled, lucky and unlucky, gifted and cursed, idealists and 

cynics, promiscuous and chaste, thugs and drunkards, and those characters fulfil our 

fantasies, voice our fears, try to make wrongs right. No wonder a genre employing 

such devices remains so popular. By its very nature crime fiction invites us to 

actively participate as readers in the solving of a puzzle – to engage potentially more 

deeply than with any other forms of literary fiction. As John Cawelti points out in 

Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: “Because of the basic intellectual demands it 

makes on its audience, the pure mystery has become one of the most sophisticated 

and explicitly artful of formulaic types” (43). 

Australian crime fiction displays distinct differences from its counterparts in 

Britain and America – inhabiting neither Agatha Christie’s cosy middle England nor 

Raymond Chandler’s mean LA streets. The specificities of Australian places have 

called for an aesthetic and narrative structure that connects to our complex colonial 

past and geographical and cultural isolation. Thus postcard images of red outback dirt, 

the exotic tropical islands to the north, and the sun-burned cities clinging to the coast 

are inscribed with additional layers of meaning and metaphor. Australian crime tales 

often favour neither the amateur sleuth nor the tough “gumshoe”, and they sometimes 

seem ambivalent or cynical about heroes and even sympathetic to villains – as one 

might expect from a society born as a penal colony. In Garry Disher’s contemporary 

Wyatt series, for example, you don’t have to dig too deep to find echoes of the 

bushranger tales of yore and a modern, albeit perhaps more individualistic, “Ned 

Kelly” sensibility. For all that, Australian crime fiction can still tell us something 

about ourselves: the dark, corrupt and cynical Melbourne of Shane Maloney and Peter 

Temple, Peter Corris’s bright, brash, gritty Sydney, Garry Disher’s “haves” and 

“have-nots” on the Mornington Peninsula. Further afield is Malla Nunn’s apartheid-

era South Africa, with meditations on race, culture and identity which have their own 

echoes in Australia past and present, and more recently Jane Harper has successfully 

mined the zeitgeist of the drought-ridden interior. What all these stories have in 

common (apart from crackling plots and characters) is, for me, the lifting of a veil on 
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certain places at certain times, and an insight into what makes those places and people 

“tick, tick, tick” and sometimes explode. 

The focus of my own fiction writing is Australia’s dark side as revealed 

through the world of crime – a complex response to my adopted “lucky” country. 

Prime Cut (Fremantle Press, 2011) explores the underbelly of the Western Australian 

mining boom, lifting the lid on the exploitation of migrant workers and the 

undercurrents of racism at work in Australia. It was followed by Getting Warmer 

(2013) and Bad Seed (2015) – again Fremantle Press. All are contemporary crime 

fiction police procedurals set in Western Australia, featuring the same protagonist: 

detective Philip “Cato” Kwong, who investigates cases as disparate as gang drug 

feuds, missing children, corruption, and murder. In each novel I aimed to hold a 

mirror up to a society that, to my mind, was steadily becoming less empathetic and 

more xenophobic. A standalone novel, Marlborough Man (Fremantle Press, 2017) is 

set in New Zealand and won the 2018 Ngaio Marsh Award for Best Crime Novel –

race and identity are among its underlying themes. A fourth “Cato Kwong” novel, 

Heaven Sent (2018), examines themes around homelessness and wealth disparity. 

Across the “Cato” series the character of Chinese-Australian detective Philip “Cato” 

Kwong is a vehicle for exploring ideas of race, culture and identity in Australia.  

A common observation in the reviews of my books is the placing front and 

centre of contemporary social issues. While much has been theorised about crime 

fiction’s potential to capture the Australian zeitgeist, the aim here is to examine to 

what degree it can also be used to interrogate our sense of identity and our place in the 

world. It is towards this contested territory that I address my doctorate novel and this 

exegesis, in order to explore the question: “How has Australian crime fiction worked 

to reinforce or undermine projections of Australian national identity into the Asia-

Pacific region?”   

If crime fiction does hold a mirror up to society, how true is that reflection in 

this case? This exegesis considers Palumbo’s hypothesis (and others similar) in the 

context of the research question. Accompanying the exegesis is a crime fiction novel 

addressing the same themes. This new novel – Crocodile Tears (working title) – is the 

fifth in the Cato Kwong series and reunites him in equal-billing with a character 
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introduced in Bad Seed (2015): Rory Driscoll, a government “spook” (intelligence 

agent) used as an off-the-books trouble-shooter in the Asia-Pacific region. The 

synopsis-cum-blurb for the novel is as follows: 

 

Rory Driscoll is seen as Canberra’s “go to” guy when things get sticky 

in the Asia-Pacific. Resourceful, multi-lingual, and hard as nails, he’s 

just the man for the job – whether thwarting people smugglers or 

jerking the leash of a fledgling island nation. But, haunted by the 

ghosts of his past, he wants out. No such luck. He’s needed to 

chaperone a motley group of whistleblowers with a price on their 

heads. And on his, too.   

Detective Philip “Cato” Kwong, now working for the WA Police 

Major Crime Squad, is investigating the death of a retiree found 

hacked to death in his suburban Perth home. The trail leads to Timor 

Leste and its recent blood-soaked history. At every turn Cato’s quest is 

blocked by unseen and hostile forces. As Cato digs deeper the threats 

close in, and a familiar figure emerges from his past – Rory Driscoll.  

 

The novel is set against the historic backdrop of Australia’s troubled 

relationship with Timor Leste – in particular the recent decades during which the 

territory and its people were effectively “sacrificed” to Indonesia for reasons of geo-

political and economic pragmatism; the apparent “White Knight” intervention by 

Australia in the days leading to independence; and the machinations behind oil and 

gas negotiations. Crocodile Tears uses the narrative conventions of police procedural 

and spy fiction, each characterised by cynicism, fatalism and moral ambiguity, to 

interrogate Australia’s place in this corner of the Asia-Pacific. This murky world is 

viewed through the jaundiced eyes of two post-colonial detectives, Cato Kwong and 

Rory Driscoll – “detective” in this sense also meaning a “seeker of truth”, rather than 

simply a police or private detective. Ed Christian, in The Post-Colonial Detective, 

writes: 
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Post-colonial detectives are always indigenous to or settlers in the 

countries where they work; they are usually marginalised in some way 

… they are always central and sympathetic characters; and their 

creators’ interest usually lies in an exploration of how these detectives’ 

approaches to criminal investigation are influenced by their cultural 

attitudes. (2) 

   

As post-colonial detectives, the characters of Cato Kwong and Rory Driscoll 

offer a host of plotting and characterisation challenges and opportunities. They are 

brought to life on the page mindful of the long literary tradition of those that preceded 

them, and the wealth of analysis on those successes and failures. Both Kwong and 

Driscoll are outsiders in their jobs – many of their colleagues do not completely 

accept them – and they are outsiders in their theatre of operations, both seen by locals 

as different, as “foreigners”.  They float between worlds and belong to none. 

Both the novel and this exegesis aim to explore historic and contemporary 

themes of Australia in the Asia-Pacific, along with Australia’s criminal literary 

presence in the region. The exegesis also examines narrative strategies utilised to 

foreground themes of national identity and nationalism, and interrogates the 

relationship between the post-colonial hero or heroine, their author/creator and 

audience, referencing Shameem Black’s concept of “border-crossing fiction” (3). The 

imagining of alterity is a significant issue both as a topic of the exegesis and as a 

mode of expression in my novel. 

 There is a substantial body of academic study on theories relating to the 

production and reception of crime and detective fiction in general. Critical and 

scholarly work on Australia’s relationship with the Asia-Pacific is also easily located. 

But of the two together? Stephen Knight explores the “Islands” novel in a chapter of 

his Continent of Mystery but otherwise it is “slim pickings” within studies of the 

crime genre. The discipline of Island Studies and, in particular, the work of McMahon 

and of Crane and Fletcher, offers some interesting perspectives on the crossover of 

geography and genre. My intention is to examine a range of Australian novels 

containing a crime or thriller plot set in the Asia-Pacific region, even though the 
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nature of the crime or the telling of it may not qualify as crime fiction in the strictest 

sense – e.g. Christopher Koch’s 1978 political thriller The Year of Living 

Dangerously. Applying such strict parameters would mean that the novels available 

for study, already relatively few, would be even further curtailed.  

 

Holding up a Dark Mirror to Troubled Times 

 

There have been a number of important fictional representations of Australia’s 

vexed past and present relationship with its neighbours in the Asia-Pacific region. 

One need only reference, for instance, Nevil Shute’s A Town Like Alice (1950), John 

Marsden’s Tomorrow When the War Began (1993), or Koch’s The Year of Living 

Dangerously (1978) to grasp just some of the anxieties, fears and presumptions 

underpinning the relationship. The stories we choose to tell, the ways we choose to 

tell them, and who gets to tell them seems even more pertinent in this increasingly 

divisive, inward-looking, protectionist, and xenophobic age.  

 In a geo-political context, in recent years the global “War on Terror” has pitted 

Australia as the US’s “Deputy Sheriff” in the Asia-Pacific region – whether by 

intervention in situations such as the East Timor independence transition, propping up 

so-called “failed states” in the Pacific, or as a launching pad for the US military from 

shared bases in Darwin and elsewhere. While there is (or at least pre-Trump there 

was) a strategic logic to an alliance with the US, in the hope of future protection if 

needed, there are perils for an isolated outpost of Empire (British or US). In the 

meantime Australia continues to send out mixed messages about where it stands in 

relation to its Asia-Pacific neighbours – one day patronising
1
 and bullying, the next 

imposing western values into complex situations like that in Timor Leste while eyeing 

off their oil and gas reserves, or “offshoring” our international refugee convention 

responsibilities to Nauru and Papua New Guinea (PNG). Common to each of these 

examples is a high-handed patrician approach: Australians as “master of all we 

survey”. This is little changed from Alan Renouf’s heavy-handed, blustering, rude, 

bad-mannered Frightened Country of forty years ago.  

                                                           
1
 One example being Peter Dutton’s joking about rising sea levels in Pacific Island nations (Keany).  
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 In the early years of the twenty-first century, new priorities and loyalties have 

emerged with China asserting itself economically, geo-politically and militarily, 

especially within the near Asia-Pacific region. Meanwhile, Australia domestically has 

undergone an emboldened renaissance of the xenophobia that accompanied the birth 

of the nation in 1901, with “border control” and foreign ownership of Australian real 

estate emerging as hot political issues during and since the 2013 federal election. 

Politicians seem to be falling over each other to seem tough on “outsiders”. Now, with 

President Trump in direct confrontation with China over trade, the South China Sea, 

Taiwan, and with North Korea also jostling for attention, Australia’s ongoing role as 

“Deputy Sheriff” or “spear-carrier” in the Asia-Pacific will come under even more 

scrutiny. Having neglected the region in recent years, as a diplomatic, aid and 

development priority, Australia more recently has been scrambling to make more 

generous amends to try to counter growing Chinese influence in its “backyard”, all the 

while undermining regional efforts to combat the effects of climate change, an issue 

of most concern to our neighbours. 

   

Interrogating the Zeitgeist: Australia, Race and Identity 

 

It was during the course of writing my third novel, Bad Seed, that my mind 

turned to Australia’s relationship with its Asia-Pacific neighbours and to the 

representation of this in crime fiction. I was on a two month writing residency in 

Shanghai in 2013, coinciding with the climax of that year’s Australian federal election 

– the one Tony Abbott won with his “Stop the Boats” slogan. The novel examined the 

property boom and Chinese interest in acquiring both rural and urban property in 

Australia. While investigating a murder tied into the property trade, Cato travels to 

Shanghai and a sub-plot develops exploring Cato’s sense of identity as a Chinese-

Australian, particularly against the backdrop of a divisive and xenophobic election 

campaign. During this time my hosts from the Shanghai Writers Association, 

observing from afar the Australian election, seemed perplexed and saddened and 

wanted to know why we (Australians) apparently hated them (Chinese) so much. I 

had no answers – apart from, “Well, not all of us do, and you get this kind of 



351  
 

intemperate rubbish during the elections” – but it was a jolt to see “us” through 

“their” eyes. As a family who had hosted an Afghani refugee for four years following 

the Tampa incident, it was a question we had faced before and even closer to home – 

why all this hate?  

In Bad Seed (2015) Cato is introduced to an intelligence agent, working out of 

the Australian consulate in Shanghai, whose job seems to be to thwart Cato’s 

investigation and keep him from rocking the diplomatic and trade boat. The agent is 

Rory Driscoll, a resourceful and unorthodox trouble-shooter, accomplished linguist, 

and a difficult man to pin down in terms of absolute notions of good and evil. One 

thing he does share with Cato is his status as an outsider – he is Aboriginal and, like 

Cato, he can be as talented as they come, but barely a week goes by without 

somebody reminding him that his face does not fit. As Driscoll explains to Cato: 

 

“People like you and me, when we’re not sticking out like a sore 

thumb, we’re invisible. Me? When I’m at the top of my game I can 

stop governments from toppling, but I can’t stop a cab in King’s Cross 

at the wrong time of night.” (158) 

 

To my mind who better to interrogate the Australian zeitgeist than an 

Australian-born Chinese cop and an Aboriginal spy both at the top of their game, yet 

always having to prove and re-prove themselves? Without fully realising it, at the 

time, I had strayed into the territory of the Post-Colonial Detective and potentially 

opened up a large can of representational worms. Writing across race is an ethical 

minefield many authors are reluctant to traverse. From my own point of view, 

outsiders make great detective heroes but I am mindful of the pitfalls of writing such 

characters – more on that in later chapters. 
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Australia’s Vexed National Identity 

 

If Australia’s sense of self and its relationship with our Asia-Pacific 

neighbours is problematic, it is no surprise given the even more vexed issue of our 

inability to fully come to terms with our own history and, in particular, the past and 

present of Indigenous Australians in what historian W.E.H. Stanner called a national 

“cult of forgetfulness”
2
. It is an issue summed up and revisited every year by the 

debate over whether January 26
th

 – the date seen by many Indigenous people and 

others as “Invasion Day” – really is the best day to celebrate being Australian. In the 

current climate it sometimes seems treasonable to even broach the subject.
3
 Paul 

Daley has observed in a number of articles in The Guardian that Australia’s national 

narrative has become hostage to what he calls the “Anzac birthers”: 

 

Any capacity for quiet reflection on the 62,000 who died in World War 

I, or the 102,000 defence personnel who’ve perished in all of this 

country’s overseas operations, has been drowned out amid the type of 

boisterous jingoism and exclusive you-flew-here-we-grew-here style of 

nationalism that has imbued Australia Day with ever greater potency 

since the 1988 bicentenary. (par. 11) 

 

Australia as a society and a nation – in ongoing denial of, and conflict with, 

our history and our place in the world – seems to be built on shaky foundations, and 

some cracks show more than others. Modern Australia was born out of a penal 

colony, founded just as crime fiction was establishing itself as a distinct genre. This 

uniquely ties Australian crime fiction to any developing notions of national identity. 

Identity, of course, means different things to different people. In Images of Australia 

(1992), Whitlock and Carter describe:  

                                                           
2
 W.E.H Stanner, After the Dreaming, Boyer Lecture, 1968 – from WEH Stanner and the Historians by 

Curthoys, Ann; Beckett, Jeremy ; Hinkson, Melinda in An Appreciation of Difference: WEH Stanner 

and Aboriginal Australia. p.233-250. 
3
 One headline making comment came from Barnaby Joyce, then Deputy Prime Minister, who 

suggested that critics of Australia Day should “crawl under a rock and hide for a little bit” (Belot and 

Holman) 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/apr/23/anzac-day-should-be-quarantined-from-politicians-a-solemn-moment-to-reflect-on-the-enduring-agony-of-war
https://catalogue.curtin.edu.au/primo-explore/fulldisplay?docid=TN_informit523270713458051&context=PC&vid=CUR_ALMA&lang=en_US&search_scope=CurtinBlended&adaptor=primo_central_multiple_fe&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,W.E.H.%20STANNER%20AFTER%20THE%20DREAMING&offset=0
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A multicultural nation, a British nation, an Aboriginal nation, an 

“American” nation, an Asian-Pacific nation, a sporting nation, a nation 

of slobs, a Christian society, a secular society, an egalitarian society, a 

racist or sexist society, the land of the outback, the land of suburbia, a 

workingman’s paradise, a banana republic … (1) 

  

The “Anzac spirit”, the “fair go”, the “larrikin” anti-hero, and “mateship” 

dominate the national discourse on identity, which focuses on, and conjures images 

of, “Diggers”, “Swaggies”, and “Bushrangers” – in essence Anglo constructions 

(manifestations of Russell Ward’s Australian Legend perhaps) reinforced by the 

White Australia policy. Gelder and Jacobs describe in Uncanny Australia a sense of 

home that is both familiar and unfamiliar, simultaneously in and out of place (23). 

Australia seems to be, since its birth, suffering a chronic national identity crisis 

perpetuated by myth and self-delusion. If so, how has that manifested historically in 

crime fiction?  

From convict tales and squatter mysteries to bushranger sagas, the history of 

Australian crime fiction seems over-populated with white, square-jawed male heroes 

who would have felt equally at home in the UK or the US. One character remains 

distinctly Australian – the land itself. As Knight writes in Continent of Mystery, “For 

centuries Australia itself was a mystery, the great continent assumed to be somewhere 

yet undetected south of the equator. Then when it was finally, and slowly, discovered, 

more mysteries followed” (8).  

From the outset place is foregrounded, often becoming a distinct character 

and, as Knight notes: “The country itself can seem a master criminal” (41). In the 

dying days of the nineteenth and early years of the twentieth century there was a rich 

seam of Australian fiction set on the “Islands” – that massive miscellaneous scattered 

territory north of Australia from the Malaysian peninsula over to the South Pacific. 

According to Knight, the tropical archipelago provided fertile ground for inspiration 

for Australian storytellers: “As a self-contradictory source of fulfilment and fear, the 

Islands were a domain equivalent in force to the outback” (165). The stories usually 
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start and end in Australia but spend most of their time and action in the islands to the 

north. Charlotte Jay won an Edgar award for Beat Not the Bones (1952) set in Papua 

New Guinea, and Paul McGuire’s well-regarded Burial Service (1938 – US title A 

Funeral in Eden) had a fictional setting in the Islands. Later, Christopher Koch’s 

Indonesia-set The Year of Living Dangerously (1978) continued a tradition which 

exists right up to the present-day maritime border setting of Jock Serong’s On the 

Java Ridge (2017). Knight observes that for authors such as these, “[T]he Islands 

were not [Joseph] Conrad’s place of free-floating myth and irony, but were places to 

explore the threats and excitements of Australia’s own domain of empire” (165). 

There is a paradox, then, of Australia’s aggressive discourse of certainty – a 

“love it or leave it” expression of national identity – coupled with constant 

manifestations of anxiety, unease and fear in the form of closed borders and minds 

and the media scapegoating of “Others”. Australia, itself an island continent, is 

therefore doubly conflicted and fertile ground for examining the literary 

manifestations of this paradox in the liminal spaces between here and there, between 

“Us” and “Them”. Robert Clarke, writing in Island Studies Journal, quotes Elizabeth 

McMahon on the duplicitous nature of islands in his review of Islands, Identity and 

the Literary Imagination. McMahon observes that literature has often been the place 

where:  

 

[T]he Western imagination repeatedly rehearses and develops the 

enthralment of the island. This island enchantment has created a kind 

of violent ideogram in the collective psyche, one that connects identity, 

space and desire and which has fuelled colonial acquisition as much as 

it has provided mental space of reflection. (259-260) 

 

These themes also manifest in the Islands sub-genre of Australian crime fiction, 

particularly in the period following World War II. 
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Islands, Ideology and Post-Colonial Detectives 

 

The post-war period proved tumultuous for both Australia’s self-identity in the 

Asia-Pacific and for writers trying to make sense of it. Mass migration challenged the 

idea of a “White Australia”, and regionally anti-colonial conflicts demanded of 

Australia – whose side are you on? Trade, tourism, and military/political alliances 

increased Australia’s exposure to its neighbours (and underlined the limitations of its 

predominantly Anglo, colonial mindset and outsider status in a world it was still 

struggling to understand).  Could western literary stereotypes of Oriental villains, 

fuzzy-wuzzy angels and exotic temptation survive in such a challenging milieu? Of 

course, the answer is yes. Triads, bar-girls, steamy taboo sex and one-liner mysticism 

persist but, as Robin Winks et al observe in Asia in Western Fiction:  

 

Of course, Western writers see Asia from a Western perspective. The 

question is, in what ways – not whether – such writers distort reality, 

and whether these ways matter in any important sense. The answer is 

usually that they matter when the distortions lead to unsympathetic or 

uninformed responses to Asian cultures, or that they matter if they 

deaden awareness or lead to false expectations. (2-3)  

 

Beyond our borders the Asia-Pacific region provides plenty of exotic plot 

fodder for expatriate protagonists. Whether through Koch’s cynical out-of-depth 

journalists in the highbrow The Year of Living Dangerously (1978), or Nette’s ex-cop 

Max Quinlan unravelling Cambodia’s darkness in the “hard-boiled” Ghost Money 

(2013), there are ongoing literary forays into the vexed terrain of Australia’s 

relationships with its near neighbours. The next chapter traces the genealogy of those 

forays and interrogates the characteristics of Australian crime fiction as a suitable 

vehicle for transmitting ideology. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CRIME FICTION  

– A CRITICAL HISTORY 

 

Introduction 

 

In taking up the challenge to write a novel exploring the theme of Australia’s 

relationship with its near neighbours, and in choosing the crime fiction genre as my 

creative framework, it is necessary to locate those critical decisions within the context 

of the genre’s history and its power to transmit ideas.  

While the fictional novel is not necessarily a dependable source of reliable 

information about the real world, many people do add to their knowledge of a 

particular era or place from what they glean in novels. This chapter discusses the 

general oeuvres of critical analysis and focuses in on crime fiction as an identified 

genre versus general literature, looking at narrative strategies of characterisation, 

thematic readings, culture and ideology. In essence the aim is to examine in greater 

depth the form, history, and ideological component of the crime fiction genre and its 

value as a vehicle for critical analysis. Any such value derives, in no small part, from 

the enduring popularity and power of crime fiction, which is able to simultaneously 

focus societal anxiety about transgression and criminality, while providing cathartic 

release for a mass readership.  

Cathy Cole’s 2004 interrogation of crime fiction, Private Dicks and Feisty 

Chicks, almost immediately describes the fundamental problem of defining this highly 

popular but defiant literary form: 

 

Writing about crime fiction entails defining and interrogating a genre 

which, like an uncooperative suspect, resists questioning. No sooner 

has a researcher begun to answer the question – what is crime fiction? 

– than the suspect offers another face. (10) 
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Almost thirty years earlier Julian Symons, in Bloody Murder – a historical 

mapping of the genre – encountered similar hurdles: 

 

Historians of the detective story have been insistent that it is a unique 

literary form, distinct from the crime or mystery story, not to be 

confused with the police novel, and even more clearly separate from 

the many varieties of thriller.
4
 (9) 

 

While John Scaggs, in Crime Fiction, traces the genealogy of crime and 

mystery back to biblical, classical or Elizabethan texts (7-13), most commentators 

select Poe’s nineteenth century Dupin tales as the antecedents of the contemporary 

detective story. Later, in the inter-war years, crime fiction divided into two distinct 

camps: classical detective novels, also referred to as “Golden Age” (e.g. Christie and 

Sayers), and “hard-boiled” private-eye novels (e.g. Chandler and Hammett). Since 

World War II, crime fiction has exploded (or fragmented) into sub-genres and 

hybrids, which meld characteristics of those different sub-genres or even mix crime 

with other genres, such as science-fiction or western. So in electing to join the crime 

fiction fold one inherits a strong and well-developed tradition employing tried and 

tested stylistic storytelling devices from a range of experts in the field: Conan Doyle, 

Christie and Chandler to name but a few.  

 It is not just genre writers who write about crime. One could opt for a more 

literary “high-minded” approach to the subject, because why be Spillane when one 

could be Dostoyevsky? In attempting to define and delineate formulaic detective 

                                                           
4
 It may be useful here to highlight the confusion and proliferation of terms. Some commentators 

restrict the definition of “crime fiction” to novels in which the crime or criminal are central, others call 

this “noir” or transgressor fiction (Messent, The Crime Fiction Handbook, 2013, 26). For Knight 

“crime fiction” is synonymous with “detective fiction”, and I am inclined to agree, while Dennis Porter 

in The Pursuit of Crime: Art and Ideology in Crime Fiction even allows spy thrillers under the same 

generic heading (4-5). It seems that what is generally agreed is this: a crime must be committed and it 

must be investigated and resolved. But does such a seemingly simplistic formula then put the likes of 

Charles Dickens, Joseph Conrad, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Graham Greene and Daphne du Maurier 

alongside Arthur Conan Doyle, Mickey Spillane, Raymond Chandler and Agatha Christie? The former 

writers would usually be characterised by their deeper literary and thematic complexity, while the latter 

would be seen as more formulaic. Clearly, even here, exceptions and grey areas undoubtedly exist. 
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fiction from “high literature”, John Cawelti identifies a degree of certitude in the 

former not necessarily found in literary stories about crime, where doubt, relative 

guilt, and moral ambiguity would be the order of the day: “[T]he classical detective 

formula is perhaps the most effective fictional structure yet devised for creating the 

illusion of rational control over the mysteries of life” (137). The “high” literature 

versus genre (and in particular, crime) fiction debate has been around for the best part 

of a century – interrogating which is “better”, more realistic, deeper, more 

conservative, more radical and so on. Cathy Cole argues that the increased interest in 

crime fiction has been the result of a shift away from the plot-driven literary novel 

and the “grand” social narrative. Readers, she argues, crave the apparently lost art of 

linear, direct storytelling:  

 

Crime novels are unashamedly plot-driven … Their heroes/heroines … 

are often frustrated idealists who deal with conflict or disillusionment 

by resorting to violence – or drinking too much. Unlike their 

postmodern (literary) cousins, they are more often than not absolutists 

looking for order-restoring resolution. (15) 

 

The relation between fiction writing and real life is contested territory with 

both “high” literature and genre fiction staking their claims to realism (when it suits 

them, and “artistic licence” when it does not). Whoever has the greatest claim to 

verisimilitude, genre writers or literary authors, hard boiled or classical, it is clear that 

writing about crime is writing about the disruption of social order – raising issues of 

law, justice, morality, et cetera. It has the potential to, inherently and directly, cast 

light upon whatever disrupted the social order, or society, the author chooses to 

describe. As Carl Malmgren notes in Anatomy of Murder: Mystery, Detective, and 

Crime Fiction: 

 

Whatever may be the reasons for the detective story’s remarkable 

popularity … one of the genre’s central features is the kind of light it 

sheds on particular cultures. The criminal act disrupts the social fabric, 
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and the detective must use his unique investigative skills to sew it back 

together again. In the process, the skilful writer can reveal certain 

aspects of a culture that otherwise remain hidden. (55) 

 

Perhaps it is the degree of certitude identified by Cawelti, along with Cole’s 

notion of plot-driven absolutism, that draws me to this genre for the stories I want to 

tell, in order to reveal those members of society who need more of a voice. If, for me, 

storytelling is as much about ideas as it is about entertainment, then how does 

ideology manifest itself in any given work of literature, genre or otherwise? And what 

is the prevalent ideology of crime fiction and its sub-genres? 

 

Modus Operandi: Ideology in Crime Fiction 

 

How does one identify ideological formations and their effects in fictional 

texts?
5
 All types of crime novels may carry ideological references, hence their 

popularity as subjects for academic study. Franco Moretti says, in Signs Taken for 

Wonders: On the Sociology of Literary Forms: “Detective fiction is a hymn to 

culture’s coercive abilities, which prove more effective than pure and simple 

institutional repression” (143).  

While I am loath to enter the ideological fray, principally because it is already 

well-trodden ground, many scholars contend that crime fiction – especially the 

classical British tradition – is conservative, that is, intent on maintaining the status 

quo. In The Crime Fiction Handbook, Peter Messent notes that the American hard-

boiled novels, on the other hand, seem to reflect “a society that seemed out of joint” 

(35). He believes hard-boiled novels are more likely to release “explosive cultural 

material” which raises challenging questions about the dominant social order (21-23). 

Beyond the distinction between hard-boiled and classical (or soft-boiled if you like), 

                                                           
5
 Mike Cormack, in Ideology, observes that we can “answer the interpellation in different ways, even to 

the extent of outright rejection” (20). But, because dominant ideology usually plays a maintenance role, 

and hostile reaction to it is rare, “the strongest effect is likely to be that of reinforcement rather than 

conversion” (Cormack, 20).  
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there are other popular crime genre formations vying for attention: domestic noir, 

psychological thrillers, ticking-clock thrillers to name a few. What to choose?   

 

[T]he current preoccupations of the crime novel, the roman noir, the 

krimi lean to the left. It’s critical of the status quo, sometimes overtly, 

sometimes more subtly. It often gives a voice to characters who are not 

comfortably established in the world – immigrants, sex workers, the 

poor, the old. The dispossessed and the people who don’t vote. The 

thriller, on the other hand, tends towards the conservative, probably 

because the threat implicit in the thriller is the world turned upside 

down, the idea of being stripped of what matters to you. (McDermid 

pars. 3-4) 

 

When British crime fiction doyenne Val McDermid penned her provocative 

opinion piece some wondered whether it was an April Fool’s Day joke, a product re-

branding exercise, or if she had actually meant it? Possibly all of the above, but in 

doing so she was stating what had become obvious with regard to crime fiction at 

least: that the vast majority now, subtly or otherwise, carry a small “l” liberal 

sensitivity. Are thrillers inherently right wing? Two days later thriller writer Jonathan 

Freedland returned fire in the same forum defending his chosen craft: “This is a genre 

whose most frequent theme is injustice: the urge to right a wrong, even if that means, 

to adapt Val McDermid’s words, turning the world upside down” (par. 7). 

Freedland admitted that there were thriller writers, such as Tom Clancy and 

Frederick Forsyth, who were card-carrying conservatives. These, he said, were more 

the exception than the rule. Freedland cited, among others, John le Carré and John 

Grisham, whose sympathies lay with the innocents caught up in geo-political and big-

business machinations. He also queried detective fiction’s claim to be the champion 

of the underdog: 

 

I understand the logic. You can see how McDermid’s own novels … 

do indeed offer a glimpse into the lives of those too often consigned to 
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the margins, those power would prefer to ignore. But does that really 

go for all crime writing, always? If it does, someone forgot to tell Miss 

Marple. (par. 3) 

 

Freedland has a point: fictional detectives have not always been seen as 

standard bearers for progressive ideology. Indeed, William Stowe in “Critical 

Investigations: Convention and Ideology in Detective Fiction” noted that the 

continuing appeal of the detective novel has often been explained by its inherent 

conservatism: 

  

Politically, morally, and epistemologically, detective fiction tends to 

affirm rather than to question, to take social structures, moral codes, 

and ways of knowing as givens, rather than subjecting them to 

thorough, principled criticism. In conventional detective stories crime 

is usually seen as a symptom of personal evil rather than social 

injustice, and the detective is depicted as an ideal incarnation of 

competitive individualism. (570) 

 

This may be true of much of the so-called Golden Age detective fiction of 

Christie and Sayers from the inter-war period, but, since then, with the ascendancy of 

the hard-boiled novels (and with the notable exception of liberal-baiters such as 

Mickey Spillane, and later James Ellroy) the drift has been inexorably towards the 

soft left. 

 My own novels, like many crime novels, operate to a formula and seek, 

through the hero, to restore a disrupted “natural” order – in that sense they could 

arguably be seen to be ideologically conservative in nature. But the plot threads and 

characters often question the supposed “natural” order, drawing attention to issues 

such as racism and social injustice and inequality, and the resolution tends to affirm 

some notion of social “justice”. My detectives are not flawless and are sometimes 

motivated by ego, revenge and all manner of other vices, but they do have a sense of 

where to draw the line between right and wrong and that does not always accord with 
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the rule of law or the designated natural order. The crime may be solved but the world 

continues to turn, “warts and all”. In that regard my body of work falls more into the 

Val McDermid camp overtly using crime fiction as a way of voicing marginalised 

identities. This could be said of much crime fiction from anywhere in the world, but 

is there, in the chosen setting, an additional component that is distinctly Australian in 

character?  

 

Down Under Gothic: Australian Crime Fiction 

 

Australia’s crime-soaked social history embodies a strange paradox: here there 

is a palpable anxiety about otherness even though the nation itself is constituted 

primarily by history’s outcasts. Is this paradox discernible in the Australian crime 

fiction tradition? What are its characteristics and its genealogy and what, if any, 

ideologies lurk within? Stephen Knight sees Australian crime fiction as inextricably 

linked with the national zeitgeist ever since the early days of European settlement: 

 

For centuries Australia itself was a mystery, the great continent 

assumed to be somewhere yet undetected south of the equator. Then 

when it was finally, and slowly, discovered, more mysteries followed 

… It is hardly surprising that the already popular genre of crime fiction 

was used regularly and with great variety by Australians to express 

their awareness of the mysterious world around them. (8)  

 

It is generally agreed that the first Australian novel was Henry Savery’s 

Quintus Servinton (1831). The novel happened to be crime fiction, and told the story 

of a convict’s life. So the genre was there at the birth of white Australian literary 

culture, a mere fifty years after those English ships first landed on the fatal shore. In a 

literal sense, too, crime begat White Australia: the crimes for which people were 

transported to the new colony, the crime of transportation, and the crimes of invasion, 

dispossession and the massacres of the Indigenous inhabitants of the country. Little 

wonder, then, that a nation bathed in blood from the outset would have something to 
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say on the matter of morality tales. In a country where new social values were still 

under construction, the crime genre seemed to map the emerging ethical landscape. 

As Knight observes: 

 

[T]here remains something decidedly unusual about the readiness with 

which the Australian crime novel accepts the viewpoint of the criminal 

and outlines with sympathy the wrongs committed against him – 

occasionally her – by the allegedly law-abiding world. (49-50) 

 

Convicts, Rebels and Bushrangers: Sympathy for the Devil 

 

As the new inhabitants adjusted to their extreme and, at times, hostile 

surroundings, noticeable sub-genres of Australian crime fiction developed, which 

mirrored the social and historical developments in the burgeoning society. Initial 

convict tales such as Quintus Servinton – where the original criminal act occurred 

back in the mother country – gave way to criminality in the new land, in the form of 

bushrangers and their threat to the emerging social order. Then the goldfields 

mysteries came, drawing attention to the new wealth and social mix (prominent 

among these being the oeuvre of Mary Fortune) alongside squatter thrillers of 

obsession and derangement (of these Charles Rowcroft’s bushranger tales stand out). 

Perhaps the most interesting sub-genre to emerge was the criminal saga with its origin 

in the heroisation of the bushranger, as well as, among average Australians, a degree 

of sympathy with those designated “criminals”. With this attitude came an 

ambivalence, verging on hostility, towards those in authority who were doing the 

designating. Knight again:  

 

[A] certain resistance to authority became part of the national psyche 

in the late nineteenth century cultural developments that shaped the 

bushman and the ironic dissenter as central to the national 

consciousness. (14)  
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Michael Pollak and Margaret MacNabb noted these and other themes in 

Gothic Matilda: The Amazing Visions of Australian Crime Fiction: 

  

 Throughout the history of crime fiction in Australia, writers have 

looked at the demons within us, those dark impulses that lead someone 

to kill, to steal, to move beyond the boundaries of civil society. They 

have also looked at the dark forces around us – the malign influences 

of organised crime, of political graft and of a corrupt legal system. (7) 

 

However, Pollak and MacNabb also observed that many of the tales seemed “locked 

in their own era, and full of White Australia racism, blokes-rule sexism and dull, old-

fashioned parochialism’ (8). The elements of Australian self-analysis, the distance 

from Europe and the “motherland”, the size and natural extremities of the country, the 

sometimes unforgiving climate and faith in the independent “larrikin” spirit have all 

influenced or been realised at some point in Australian crime fiction. Russell Ward, in 

his iconic The Australian Legend (1958), strove to articulate the Australian self-image 

that had grown out of iconic images by that time already a hundred years old; images 

that perpetuate today. In 2008, Baron Alder reviewed the idea of Russell Ward’s 

“Australian Legend” fifty years on from its conception: 

 

[The Australian] is in 2008, as he was in 1858 and in 1958, “rough and 

ready in his manners” and disparaging of affectation … He is sceptical 

about “religion and of intellectual and cultural pursuits generally”. He 

is a knocker of eminent people unless they are sportsmen. Probably 

above all, he is fiercely independent and hates officiousness and 

authority. But these vices are in fact virtues that bespeak the 

Australian’s artless decency. His indifference to Old World hierarchies 

reflects his egalitarianism. His disregard for genteel manners and 

refinements reflects his practicality. The other side of his tribal 

wariness of newcomers is his loyalty to his mates. (par. 2) 
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Are these notions of the Australian psyche central and recurrent tropes or little 

more than local attractions or features? Larrikinism, scepticism and disrespect for 

authority can be found in crime fiction from around the world and no doubt Australia 

could add its own vernacular and colour to the mix. Sense of place, however, is 

another matter altogether. 

 

Wake in Fright: Setting in Australian Crime Fiction 

 

 A key preoccupation in Australian literature, and crime fiction in particular, is 

the land itself. Transported from green and merry England (and Ireland, Scotland and 

Wales) or even voluntarily settled, the new inhabitants found the country at once 

baffling, bountiful and not a little terrifying. This was reflected in the literature, where 

metaphors abound in the depiction of place. Knight sees this as distinctly Australian, 

again tied to the bloody and violent birth of the new society:  

 

Where Europeans and Americans use place as a constant, a ground 

against which the human dramas react, the Australian crime drama, it 

begins to seem, is actually making place part of the theme and treating 

it with the same kinds of euphemisation and concealment that are used 

internationally to mediate the problems of violence and treachery. In 

this country, the bloodstains can become a spot on the map that 

obscures, perhaps mercifully, its austere features. (157)  

 

It is interesting that land, or country, has been central to Australia’s troubled 

sense of self since Europeans first arrived. It is literally a contested territory, its 

ownership the subject of claims and counter-claims in the courts and on colonial 

battlefields, and the notion of ownership versus custody is one that demarcates the 

battle lines. Little wonder then that setting should assume such centrality in Australian 

storytelling, and a resonance beyond the history of contested acreage. Knight wonders 

if “place” in the Australian criminal literary landscape has taken on an almost 

supernatural quality: 
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Another way of treating the country in Australian crime fiction is to 

over-emphasise it, and to create an essentially touristic version, 

treating the land in aesthetically possessive terms – it is not so much 

owned as inspected in excitable and alarmed tones. That position can 

frequently present the land itself as an avenger – flood, fire, avalanche, 

snake or crocodile can act as agents of vengeance destroying the 

criminal. (144)  

 

It is not just criminals, rather, anybody who takes it for granted. Although not 

really a crime novel, Joan Lindsay’s Picnic at Hanging Rock (1967) perhaps 

epitomises this notion of the supernatural land. The outback, the bush, the unknown 

interior of Australia became the real and literary source of both excitement and fear, 

expressing white Australia’s awe at the retributive power of nature while conjuring 

dreams of “El Dorado”, a place where repressed desires and hatreds might be 

unhinged and unleashed. The continent is full of places where European explorers met 

their match – all called names such as Starvation Bay, Lake Disappointment and the 

like, instead of their Indigenous names – places that both confirmed and denied the 

guilt of dispossession. 

Western Australia – the primary setting for my Cato Kwong series – the 

largest state, with its own fair share of desert, tropics, dangerous nature, isolation and 

vastness, wealth and dispossession, sees these themes writ large in literature and in 

crime fiction in particular. The blinding sunlight and clear blue skies serve only to 

heighten the darkness and shadows of a criminal underbelly fed from corruption, 

dispossession and the rapacious exploitation of people and land over the last two 

centuries.  
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To the Islands: Liminal Spaces in the Australian Criminal Imagination 

 

 Of particular relevance to this thesis is another place in the nation’s psyche, as 

powerful in some ways as the outback, but which speaks less to white Australia’s 

troubled history of the convict stain, invasion and dispossession, and more to white 

Australia’s sense of its place in the world. Knight notes that the territories and 

archipelago of islands to Australia’s north and east have proven, particularly in the 

early years of the twentieth century, fertile ground for some Australian storytellers:   

 

Crimes there focused on money and sexuality, and both were 

accessible through the natives: white Australia, at once baffled by and 

ashamed of its negative relations with Aboriginals, could project more 

manageable and more enticing forms of negritude on the islanders. 

(165)  

 

 “Islands” crime stories are indeed a potentially rich vein offering sultry 

tropical locations, mysterious and threatening or enticing natives, exotic cultures and 

traditions. Outstanding among these is Paul Maguire’s A Funeral in Eden (1938), a 

“Golden Age” style whodunit, and Charlotte Jay’s Beat Not the Bones (1952). If 

outback crime fiction represents a version of Australia looking inwards on itself to 

examine its own dark fears and desires, does the Islands sub-genre represent an 

outward projection of those same fears and desires? One aim of this exegesis is to 

find an appropriate conceptual structure for examining how Australian crime fiction 

reinforces or undermines projections of Australian national identity into the Asia-

Pacific region. It is useful, then, to interrogate the Islands novels further in order to 

both address the central characteristics of Australian crime fiction, deal with the 

broader patterns of social relations and genre development, and focus in on those 

stories which place Australia and Australians directly within the context of its Asia-

Pacific neighbours. As Knight observes, “This area has major importance in 

Australian writing in the first half of this [twentieth] century, and much work 



368  
 

remains to be done on the meaning of this tract of the globe in the local imagination” 

(164). 

Referencing Homi Bhabha’s concept of hybridity from Of Mimicry and Man 

(1994), Knight also suggests that post-colonialism offers the most appropriate system 

of analysis, “since it deals directly with the foundations of a nation like Australia and 

also attends closely to the nature and character of the culture produced and consumed 

in the countries that were created in the process of empire” (175). That raises a 

number of questions: can Australia be described as post-colonial? Is it an appropriate 

system of analysis for this exegesis? And, can hybridity be ascribed to the Islands 

crime novels?
6
  

Australia and post-coloniality will be examined in the next chapter, but in the 

meantime, do the selected Islands novels fit the bill for hybridity? The “crime” part 

seems clear enough but what about the “Islands” aspect? Are there significant and 

specific aspects of island-set works of literature to warrant their own sub-category? 

Well The Odyssey, Utopia, Robinson Crusoe, Treasure Island, Lord of the Flies and 

The Old Man and the Sea among others suggest that islands do play a significant role 

in literature as places of utopian and dystopian metaphor, adventure, quest, isolation, 

fear, refuge, self-analysis and more. No man, Donne says, is an island. To read a 

novel you know is set either on an island or in a “foreign” place is to have certain 

expectations of that place having a specific impact on plots and characters. Islands can 

be places of escape and fantasy yet also sites of entrapment, incarceration and despair.  

As Crane and Fletcher observe in “The Genre of Islands: Popular Fiction and 

Performative Geographies”, the settings of novels are more than just passive 

backdrops against which characters interact and events unfold (639). Genre fiction is 

placial (to borrow Edward Casey’s term) – and place, they note, is the condition for 

                                                           
6
 Hybrid genres in literature mix together their source material: documentary and fiction, poetry and 

prose (see Christin Galster, 2001), or they can be the bastard offspring of Western and post-colonial 

texts (see Monica Fludernik, 1998). Hybridity might also result from melding recognised sub-genres: 

westerns and science fiction (e.g. Michael Crichton’s Westworld, 1974); crime and war (e.g. Sebastian 

Barry’s A Long Long Way, 2005). Crime fiction, a constantly shifting and evolving genre, is tailor-

made for hybridity. As Cathy Cole observes, “just as a definition takes shape, crime fiction, an expert 

at disguises, reinvents and redefines itself on its own terms” (11). Indeed, one of the more interesting 

hybrids I have read recently was Lauren Beukes’ The Shining Girls (2013) – a novel about a time-

travelling serial killer. 
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the construction and telling of stories. Crane and Fletcher propose a theory of 

“performative geographies” in the reading of island-set genre fiction: 

 

[A] theory of performative geographies grants islands metaphorical 

agency by acknowledging that islands are not passive players in the 

stories we tell about them, but rather that they participate in the 

production of meaning. Time and again both crime and romance 

fictions depict characters approaching a small island by sea or air. 

These ubiquitous scenes of arrival, which typically appear early in the 

text, offer the protagonist as an avatar for the reader entering the 

storyworld. (640)  

 

In some ways the geographical setting of the island is “tailor-made” for crime 

fiction, a hybridity made in heaven. Crime fiction, as Crane and Fletcher observe, 

takes existing themes of containment, limited suspects and isolation and access, and 

superimposes them on island locations where geography becomes an active player in 

the story. For me, the setting of a tale of socially-disruptive crimes in island places 

imbued with utopian and dystopian metaphor, of fear and refuge and self-reflection, 

offers rich possibilities in storytelling. My aim is to take that hybridity a step further 

by sub-genre hopping between a police procedural crime fiction thread and that of a 

conspiracy/political spy thriller within the Islands setting. 

What of those who have already laid the trail for me to follow? I am interested 

in examining in detail the following novels in the Islands crime sub-genre: Paul 

Maguire’s A Funeral in Eden (1938) – as mentioned, a classical-style detective 

mystery, set in an expatriate community on a fictitious Pacific Ocean island, and 

Charlotte Jay’s Beat Not the Bones (1952) – again a classical-style mystery with an 

amateur sleuth set in PNG and carrying a remarkable (for its time) anti-colonial 

message. I will also examine Christopher Koch’s The Year of Living Dangerously 

(1978), which is less a crime mystery and more a political thriller set in the last years 

of the Sukarno reign in Indonesia. Its inclusion here depends more upon the sense of 

mystery or foreboding unfolding as the story proceeds, and upon the underlying 
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presence of guilt. Angela Savage’s The Half-Child (2010) is a private investigator (PI) 

mystery set in Thailand investigating the underbelly of international adoptions. 

Adrian McKinty’s The Sun is God (2014) is a return to the Golden Age style mystery, 

but set in New Guinea at the beginning of the twentieth century. By contrast, Andrew 

Nette’s Ghost Money (2013) is a hard-boiled neo-Noir set in a post-Pol Pot 

Cambodia. Finally, Jock Serong’s On the Java Ridge (2017), set on the maritime 

border between Indonesia and Australia, is, like Koch’s novel, more a political thriller 

than a crime mystery. Together these novels span over a century of tumultuous 

change for Australia and its sense of itself in the world. 

Through the novel and the exegesis, this thesis argues that ideologies and 

attitudes to race and national or cultural identity are significant in this hybrid Islands 

sub-genre. Is post-colonialism, however, the most appropriate interpretative lens for 

such an argument? The questionable post-coloniality of Australia and its value as a 

framework for this study will be examined in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CASE OF THE AUSTRALIAN 

POST-COLONIAL DETECTIVE 

 

Introduction 

 

 The previous chapter examined the vexed question of what crime fiction is, 

and contemplated its capacity for transmitting ideology and ideological discourses. 

Now we return to the research question in order to consider the most appropriate 

theoretical framework for examining how Australian crime fiction has reinforced or 

undermined projections of Australian national identity into the Asia-Pacific. 

 The Islands setting, both of my novel and of those chosen for study, is 

interstitial, both real and imagined; the frontier between Australia’s concept of home 

and self and, over the backyard fence, the foreign “Other”.
7
 Fear of the irrational, the 

unknown, is a recurrent trope in detective fiction be it Australian or from elsewhere. 

Spaces at the edge of, or between, national borders (or other frontiers) become the 

focus of anxiety and atavism – a literary “no man’s land” where social rules count for 

little or nothing. In crime fiction, the Islands exist as twilight borderlands, both 

physical and psychic, where exotic fantasies and fears are projected onto people and 

the environment, and where nothing is as it seems or as one expects or hopes. They 

are an ideal setting for a post-colonial telling, solving and reading of crime mystery.  

 

 Crime stories deal with more than meets the public eye, and a whole 

history of political domination, national and international, the 

responses made to it, and the elisions of that confrontation, is inscribed 

                                                           
7
 In Orientalism, Edward Said’s notion of the West’s construction and projection of the Oriental 

“Other” underpins later post-colonial theoretical discourse whereby the “Oriental” is not just the person 

of the East but colonised peoples everywhere:  

 

The Oriental was linked thus to elements in Western society (delinquents, the insane, women, 

the poor) having in common an identity best described as lamentably alien. Orientals were 

rarely seen or looked at: they were seen through, analysed not as citizens, or even people, but 

as problems to be solved, or confined, or – as the colonial powers openly coveted their 

territory – taken over. (207) 
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in Australian crime fiction for those who read the genre from the post-

colonial position. (Knight 198) 

 

In Continent of Mystery, Knight recommends a reading of the genre from a 

post-colonial position, “Since it deals directly with the foundations of a nation like 

Australia and also attends closely to the nature and character of the culture produced 

and consumed in the countries that were created in the process of empire” (175).
8
 

Knight sees an inherently post-colonial mode of enquiry – both in terms of its own 

timing and its critical premises – as enabling analysis to deal with patterns focusing 

on class, gender and race that are evident in the genre and are central themes in any 

projections of a perceived national identity.  

 

The Scene of the Crime: Australia Writes Back 

 

Writing on the birth and early years of Australian crime fiction, Knight spots a 

clear pattern of clues and modi operandi: “It is possible … to identify two major types 

of crime fiction related to two major socio-political groupings in this country, 

colonizer and colonized” (179). In this case the coloniser and colonised, as 

                                                           
8
 In The Empire Writes Back (1990) Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin attempt to define the post-colonial 

thus:  

 

We use the term “post-colonial” … to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process 

from the moment of colonialisation to the present day. This is because there is a continuity of 

preoccupations throughout the historical process initiated by European imperial aggression. 

(2)  

 

So the “post” in “post-colonial” becomes less a temporal reference and more a state of mind reflected 

by a “continuity of preoccupations” leading to a process of resistive or anti-colonial discourses and 

practices. Thus, in terms of a time frame, it can be argued that colonial and post-colonial exist in a state 

of paradoxical simultaneity or in-betweenness. As Childs and Williams point out in An Introduction to 

Post-Colonial Theory: “[T]here is a form of perverseness in taking the label ‘post-’ for a state which is 

not yet fully present, and linking it to something which has not fully disappeared” (7). So while “post-

colonial” is potentially problematic as a concept of time or an era, perhaps its most useful application 

in this case is as an interpretative lens for examining certain themes and novels for this thesis; that is, 

for post-colonialism to be an alternative reading strategy which searches for hidden layers of meaning 

and subversions of the canon. 
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represented particularly in early Australian crime fiction, seem to be primarily the 

“squattocracy” (landed gentry and nouveau riche settlers) and the labouring classes 

(convicts, ex-convicts, and poor settlers). Knight notes that, “Wide-ranging 

ideological differences are present beneath the surface of most Australian crime 

fiction” (176), and that “the major conflict realised in the genre occurs among whites 

themselves” (176). Given that the primary victims of colonial violence and occupation 

were undoubtedly the Indigenous population of Australia, this preoccupation with the 

white squattocracy, white convicts and white bushrangers in early crime literature was 

perhaps a function of the interests of the white writers, their white publishers, and 

their perceived white readers.  

Knight identifies three formations in early Australian crime writing. He 

characterises them in terms utilised within early nineteenth century Australian culture 

to describe the key socio-political groupings of the time: “Sterling” and “Currency” 

and their hybrid. “Sterling” denotes those landed gentry who had literally landed off 

the boats from England and then taken or seized lands in this country. They and other 

settlers, perhaps less gentrified, who over time would also seize other people’s land 

for themselves would also come to be known as, among other things, the 

“squattocracy”. “Currency” – the local coinage – were those who had grown up here 

and were in one way or another dispossessed. These would include the Indigenous 

people but could also be convicts, ticket-of-leavers, and the labouring classes who 

would struggle for decades, if not generations, for a foothold in society. And, of 

course, there would be hybrids who, at different times, might tick both boxes. Just as 

there were sterling and currency socio-political groupings, so Knight also identifies 

sterling and currency formations of crime fiction, focusing on those groupings 

alongside a significant third hybrid formation. He argues that, in many cases, 

hybridised crime fiction tended to be more successful: 

 

[I]t is those forms that are most strongly hybridised – and so in some 

sense depoliticised – that have been the most successful in terms of 

reception, and also have been accepted as asserting most forcefully the 
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national stereotypes, however invalid – and hybrid – they might 

inherently be. (179)  

 

Crime fiction is usually defined by its detective – be they amateur or 

professional – and this, as a simplistic definition, has historical clarity beginning with 

Edgar Allan Poe. In Australia, around the same time as Poe’s Dupin was stalking the 

back streets of 1840s Paris, other forms of pre-detective crime fiction were 

blossoming, focused on sterling settler tales of wrongfully suspected or convicted 

“gentlemen”, such as in Quintus Servinton (1831) or The Recollections of Geoffry 

Hamlyn (Henry Kingsley, 1859). For the most part, Knight observes, these settler 

tales “inherently show how land-taking is justified in terms of race, birth, and moral 

superiority and will also show how the possibilities of guilt, of all kinds including 

land-seizure, can be displaced and eluded” (180).
9
  

By the mid-nineteenth century, crime fiction was thriving in Australia, with 

mass circulation possible via magazines and small presses. The standout was, of 

course, Fergus Hume’s The Mystery of a Hansom Cab (1886) set in Melbourne and 

exploring class divisions in the city. It went on to sell over half a million copies, 

outstripping the first in the Sherlock Holmes series. Bushranger and goldfields tales, 

such as Celeste Venard de Chabrillan’s The Gold Robbers (1857) and E.W. 

Hornung’s Irralie’s Bushranger (1896), were also popular and the new generation of 

convicts’ descendants or free immigrants were represented in these hybridised texts as 

neither sterling nor currency but as, for the most part, honest, hardworking and 

aspirational people whose aim (once they found gold) was to buy land, settle down 

and become minor versions of the squatter gentry. Sometimes, however, in their 

quests for success they went astray or happened upon unscrupulous types who wanted 

a short-cut to the good life. These stories would evolve into tales of suburban 

mayhem, such as the Sydney gang “Razor Wars” of the 1920s, or mimic the cosy 

drawing-room mysteries of the Golden Age as per Margot Neville, or the Bulldog 

Drummond-style patriotic war/spy stories like J.M. Walsh’s Island Alert (1946) or 

                                                           
9
 Many of these settler fictions survive today but by contrast, Knight notes, the texts representing the 

interests of the colonised are “obscure, damaged in transmission, rewritten by editors” (180) or 

occasionally still glimpsed in sentimental bush ballads. 
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W.T. Stewart’s Yellow Spies (1942). Few exceptions stand out during the pre and 

post-war periods up until the 1950s or 60s, but one does bear further scrutiny as 

possibly, and contentiously, Australia’s first Post-Colonial Detective.
10

 

 

What is a Post-Colonial Detective? 

 

 In The Post-Colonial Detective (2001), Ed Christian argues first of all that his 

subject need not always be the creation of a post-colonial writer, citing H.R.F. 

Keating’s Inspector Ghote as an example whereby nine of the “culturally accurate” 

Ghote novels had been written before Keating even set foot in India (2). Nor does just 

the foreign or “exotic” setting for the detective tale qualify it as post-colonial, even if 

the writer is very familiar with the location. The distinctions, suggests Christian, are 

that: 

 

Post-colonial detectives are always indigenous to or settlers in the 

countries where they work; they are usually marginalised in some way, 

which affects their ability to work to their full potential; they are 

always central and sympathetic characters; and their creators’ interest 

                                                           
10

 For the purposes of this exegesis, and for a frame of reference for the research question, can 

Australia itself even be considered a post-colonial society? One opinion is that Australia is not a 

colonised country at all but a “settler society”. The “essential” Australians in this view were not victims 

of empire but its creators in this country, people who chose to settle, and so colonise, this part of the 

earth. In The Empire Writes Back Ashcroft et al claim Australia shares a similar settler society status 

with USA, Canada and South Africa (27). Is it simply an issue of semantics and nomenclature? What is 

the difference between a colonised country and a settler society and how much does it matter – for 

surely the indigenous peoples of each of those settler societies were treated colonially or worse? And 

how much ‘choice’ did the non-Indigenous transported convicts have in their part in the settlement of 

Australia? Arguably they too were victims of the brutality of colonialism. As Stephen Knight points 

out by quoting Memmi, “I have often noted that the deprivations of the colonized are the almost direct 

result of the advantages secured to the colonizer …” (xii). That situation, says Knight “underlies much 

of the socio-political structure in Australian crime fiction” (177). So the question of relevance to post-

colonial literary theorists is whether the oppression of Indigenous peoples and/or forced settlers has 

been a major formative factor in the national consciousness, as mediated by its literature. And, in that 

sense at least, Ashcroft et al do acknowledge the literature of Australia as being post-colonial.  
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usually lies in an exploration of how these detectives’ approaches to 

criminal investigation are influenced by their cultural attitudes. (2)  

 

Thus, argues Christian, books featuring post-colonial detectives are interesting not 

just because of their plots and the quality of their writing but because they also reveal 

the diversity of cultures and interrogate society. Referencing Said’s concepts of 

filiation and affiliation – the call of blood, culture and tradition versus the social 

construct of the individual – Christian observes that post-colonial detectives are often 

sites of tension between the two: “It is their affiliation that frees them to detect, but it 

is their filiation which makes them better detectives than those from the west who 

have taught them, who have imposed the methods of detection on them” (10). 

Christian also cites Bhabha’s notion of mimicry as a key component of the post-

colonial detective: mimicry to fit in and be accepted, as well as mimicry to get one 

over on the oppressor. They also occupy Bhabha’s concept of the liminal space – a 

hybrid space between the coloniser and colonised: 

 

Some are angrier than others. Some are more resistant than others. But 

they are themselves sites of hybridity. They are themselves blendings 

of western police methods and indigenous cultural knowledge, and 

their abilities are greater because of this hybridity. (13)  

 

Which brings us to Arthur Upfield’s “half-Aboriginal” detective Napoleon 

Bonaparte – or “Bony”. On many of the counts above he qualifies as Australia’s first 

post-colonial detective: Indigenous, marginalised, a central and sympathetic character, 

conflicted between the filiative and the affiliative, a hybrid occupying the liminal 

space between coloniser and colonised, and a better detective for it.
11

 Marilyn Rye’s 

essay in Ed Christian’s The Post-Colonial Detective, “Upfield’s Napoleon Bonaparte: 

Post-Colonial Detective Prototype as Cultural Mediator”, positions Bony as “an 

                                                           
11

 Written between 1929 and 1964 by an English immigrant, this nearly thirty-book series features a 

detective of mixed cultural background – born to an English father and an Aboriginal mother – named 

after a famous Frenchman and modelled on Sherlock Holmes as well as a half-caste Aboriginal tracker 

met in the outback. 
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argument for cultural integration” (55). Rye points out, however, that since Upfield 

himself was not a man of both races, he was not a truly neutral observer, and his use 

of the detective fiction genre ultimately placed a greater value on “reason” and its 

association both with English culture and the detective tradition. Often when 

Bonaparte introduces himself, or is introduced, this is explicitly stated: 

 

From his white father Bony had inherited the precious gift of reason, 

and from his mother the equally precious gift of patience. Reason and 

patience, developed by an undying passion for knowledge, produced in 

this half-caste a force for good seldom found among the white races 

and almost never among the black. (Upfield 68)
12

  

 

For all that, for the first time, Australia had an Indigenous literary hero front 

and centre in a series that spanned three decades and proved immensely popular on 

the international stage. The patronising “noble savage” depiction did at least, observes 

Rye, foreground an Indigenous hero and Indigenous culture as being positive and 

valuable and, in doing so, Upfield “invites a reversal of the assumption that 

Aborigines are inferior” (58). Furthermore, says Rye, Upfield invites a rereading of 

Australian history from a point of view sympathetic to Aboriginal Australians: ‘By 

invoking the history of colonization, its effect on the unspoiled earlier civilization, 

and the unfavourable position of the Aborigine in a modern Australia that devalues 

and destroys their culture” (61). As a post-colonial “writing back to the centre”, 

Upfield’s Bonaparte is a flawed hero, a sign of Aboriginal presence, if not an accurate 

presentation of its reality. Rye ends by asking us not to judge Upfield too harshly or 

by today’s more exacting standards, pointing out that he valued the cultures of both 

the colonisers and the colonised and wrote to lessen the distance between them: 

 

Rather than judge Upfield’s work according to his ability to present an 

accurate and neutral depiction of Aboriginal culture … Upfield’s 

                                                           
12

 Upfield, Arthur. Murder Down Under (US title) first published in Australia in 1937 as Mr. Jelly's 

Business. 
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novels’ function, as they make us aware, is to reshape the society they 

describe. (70) 

 

The Bonaparte series concluded in the 1960s with Upfield’s death, but by then 

other crime heroes were ready to stake their claim on the Australian landscape.
13

 

Contemporary Australian crime writing features a lot more women, a lot more 

diversity, and no longer gets away scot-free with Pollak and MacNabb’s observed 

“White Australia racism, blokes-rule sexism and dull, old-fashioned parochialism” 

(8). Indeed with the writings of, say, Malla Nunn – a Swaziland-born Australian 

woman writing about a mixed-race male detective in early-Apartheid era South Africa 

– or Sulari Gentill and her Golden Age-esque protagonist Rowland Sinclair, Australia 

can now possibly lay claim to fully post-colonial authors and post-colonial heroes. 

But while Australian crime fiction, and literature in general, might be more sensitive 

these days, one issue never goes away. 

 

Ventriloquising the “Other” 

 

 In venturing to write a novel with not just one but two post-colonial detective 

protagonists – a Chinese-Australian policeman and an Indigenous spy – one question 

arises almost immediately: who do I think I am? 

 

Those who embrace a vast range of “identities” – ethnicities, 

nationalities, races, sexual and gender categories, classes of economic 

under-privilege and disability – are now encouraged to be possessive 

of their experience and to regard other peoples’ attempts to participate 

in their lives and traditions, either actively or imaginatively, as a form 

of theft … Taken to their logical conclusion, ideologies recently come 

into vogue challenge our right to write fiction at all. (Shriver par. 10) 

                                                           
13

 Upfield, it could be said, laid the groundwork for future Indigenous writers, particularly crime 

writers, such as Eric Wilmott, Philip McLaren, and more recently Paul Collis, to introduce their own 

heroes and their own stories. That list might have been extended to Archie Weller and to Mudrooroo 

Narrogin/Nyoongar (Colin Johnston) but their Indigenous credentials have since been brought into 

question (see below). 
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When US author Lionel Shriver (perhaps best known for her 2003 novel We 

Need to Talk About Kevin) gave a speech entitled “Fiction and Identity Politics” as her 

opening address to Brisbane Writers’ Festival, and declared, “I hope the concept of 

cultural appropriation is a passing fad”, she predictably caused an uproar.
14

 The 

gauntlet had been well and truly thrown down. Within post-colonial literary theory the 

identity and experience of the colonised Other is what is written back from the 

colonised margins to the colonial centre, and to culturally appropriate that identity and 

experience can be, even with the best of intentions, an act of recolonisation, or what 

Gayatri Spivak in Can the Subaltern Speak terms “epistemic violence” (282-283). It is 

over this terrain that Shriver ignited hostilities. The thrust of her Brisbane speech was 

that the politics of cultural appropriation were an attack on her rights as a writer. 

Shriver took exception to the need to seek “permission”, wondering aloud if she was 

meant to set out a stall in the street and solicit signatures of approval from passers-by. 

The flippancy did not win Shriver any friends, even among fellow writers who might 

have shared some sympathy with the general concept of the authorial freedoms which 

Shriver, in her inimitable way, sought to defend: 

 

Because who is the appropriator par excellence, really? Who assumes 

other people’s voices, accents, patois, and distinctive idioms? Who 

literally puts words into the mouths of people different from 

themselves? Who dares to get inside the very heads of strangers, who 

has the chutzpah to project thoughts and feelings into the minds of 

others, who steals their very souls? … What stories are “implicitly ours 

to tell,” and what boundaries around our own lives are we mandated to 

remain within? I would argue that any story you can make yours is 

yours to tell, and trying to push the boundaries of the author’s personal 

experience is part of a fiction writer’s job. (pars. 21-30)
15

 

                                                           
14

 The speech was published in full in The Guardian five days later, on 13.9.16. 
15

 The debate and controversy ran and ran. As much as two weeks later, on 1.10.16, The Guardian was 

still on the case with a selection of esteemed authors responding to the Shriver doctrine in an article 

entitled “Whose life is it anyway? Novelists have their say on cultural appropriation” (Kunzru et al). 
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 The furore sparked by Shriver’s address was nothing new. Cultural 

appropriation is an issue that never really goes away and regularly manifests (and re-

manifests) not just in literary circles but also in cinema, television, fashion, music, the 

visual arts and more besides. There is, however, a degree to which Australia seems, 

over the years, to have found itself under extra scrutiny for this charge – maybe as 

befits a nation born out of theft and appropriation. Australia, for instance, seems to 

have produced more than its fair share of literary and other artistic hoaxers and 

thieves: Elizabeth Durack passing herself off as fictional Aboriginal artist Eddie 

Burrup, then there is the Ern Malley Affair, Helen Darville/Demidenko, Mudrooroo 

Narrogin/Nyoongah-Colin Johnson and so on.
16

 However it goes beyond passing off 

or unproven identity claims. One particular literary cultural appropriation controversy 

goes back four decades, features a celebrated and iconic work by a celebrated and 

iconic author, and as recently as June 2017 was reignited in no small part by the 

Lionel Shriver furore. At an event at the former Darlinghurst jail, Thomas 

Keneally tried, once again, to lay an old ghost to rest, apologising for “assuming an 

Aboriginal voice” in his 1972 novel, The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith.
17

  

 

“I have apologised before this for writing The Chant of Jimmie 

Blacksmith from the point of view of an Aboriginal,” he said. “I am 

here to make peace with the ghost of Jimmy Governor, who was 

imprisoned in this jail and hanged within a short walk from here.” 

(Qtd. in Zhou par. 2)  

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
The question was put: “So should there be boundaries on what a novelist can write about?” The 

answer, on the whole, was no – but with caveats: the author, they agreed, needs to be respectful, 

humble, do their research, and not take their privileges for granted, or get too precious if anyone bites 

back. 
16

 In Johnson’s case the argument has been put that it was possibly more a genuine case of mistaken 

identity rather than deliberate fraud. Johnson/Mudrooroo would himself become the subject of 

academic study e.g.: Maureen Clark, Mudrooroo: a likely story, identity and belonging in postcolonial 

Australia (University of Wollongong, 2004), and Patrick Brantlinger, “Notes on the postmodernity of 

fake(?) Aboriginal literature” (2011).  
17

 Keneally was speaking at “Borrowed Voices: Freedom of Expression vs Cultural Appropriation”, a 

debate hosted by Vivid Sydney. 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/thomas-keneally
https://www.theguardian.com/books/thomas-keneally
https://www.vividsydney.com/event/ideas/borrowed-voice-freedom-expression-vs-cultural-appropriation
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Keneally’s bestselling Booker-nominated novel told the story of an Aboriginal 

man driven to revenge by a series of racially motivated injustices – on the face of it, a 

laudable, oppositional, post-colonial reading of the history and tragic results of white 

racism in Australia. Keneally was here to apologise for it, however, once more 

echoing comments he made over sixteen years ago – that, in hindsight, he would not 

do it again: 

 

“We can enter other cultures as long as we don’t rip them off, as 

long as we don’t loot and plunder, as long as we treat them with 

cultural respect … That is cultural appropriation and it is dangerous,” 

he said. “I don’t think it should be the subject of jail sentences, but it 

should be subject to some opprobrium.” (pars. 5-7) 

 

Over the years following the release of the novel, opprobrium is certainly what 

he got. Denise Vernon, in an essay entitled “The Limits of Goodwill: the Values and 

Dangers of Revisionism in Keneally’s ‘Aboriginal’ Novels” questioned “the potential 

for tokenism and cultural plunder in Keneally’s writing” (159). She quotes 

Mudrooroo Narogin’s assessment of privileged white writers taking on Aboriginality 

– an “Otherness” they have never experienced and can never really know: 

 

“If a Patrick White, a Thomas Keneally, a Dorothy Hewett decides to 

write about Aborigines, after they have done with them, they are 

discarded. The fringe after all is but a subject for their literary skills, it 

is not the reality which confronts them each and every day.” (Narogin, 

165)
18

  

 

What are we to make of this in terms of a post-colonial reading? Should 

Keneally not have bothered and kept well away? And what of other writers, 

particularly in the crime fiction genre of most relevance to this exegesis, who wish to 

                                                           
18

 From Narogin, Mudrooroo. Writing from the Fringe: A Study of Modern Aboriginal Literature. 

.Hyland House. 1989. 

https://www.theguardian.com/film/australia-culture-blog/2014/sep/12/the-chant-of-jimmie-blacksmith-rewatched-beautiful-but-savage
https://www.theguardian.com/film/australia-culture-blog/2014/sep/12/the-chant-of-jimmie-blacksmith-rewatched-beautiful-but-savage
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/latenightlive/should-the-chant-of-jimmie-blacksmith-have-been/3486946
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/latenightlive/should-the-chant-of-jimmie-blacksmith-have-been/3486946
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explore other identities and raise issues about society and history? There are no 

shortage of examples of white crime writers appropriating Otherness for their crime-

fighting heroes and heroines: I own up to Chinese-Australian Detective Philip “Cato” 

Kwong for instance, along with Aboriginal “spook” Rory Driscoll. Also for 

consideration are Kel Robertson’s Inspector Brad Chen – another Chinese-Australian 

– Adrian Hyland’s Aboriginal cop Emily Tempest, P.M. Newton’s Vietnamese-

Australian detective Nhu “Ned” Kelly, and Andrew Nette’s Vietnamese-Australian 

P.I. Max Quinlan. There are no doubt others out there, but what is to be made of these 

hybrid Post-Colonial Detectives and their creators? Are they, as Vernon suggests, 

compromised by their very nature? Are they merely modern-day versions of Upfield 

and his half-caste Tracker hero, Bony? Referencing Stephen Slemon’s idea of the 

Second-World writer, a white writer in a settler society, Vernon argues: 

 

The Second-World writer is inescapably complicit in the political 

system that places his cultural values above those of other races. Even 

as he becomes a sincere and insightful critic of/apologist for his 

culture, even as he criticizes the imbalance of power and the 

asymmetries of representation, he will be necessarily blind to the 

machineries of power that sustain him. (172) 

 

Or can you, in fact, be very aware of “the machineries of power” that sustain 

you and yet still try to find a way to ethically “write across borders”? Fiction, by its 

very nature, draws attention to the texture of life through plot, character, action and 

dialogue. In that sense the novel is almost always participating in some form or other 

of social border crossing – as Shriver might say, writers make stuff up – including 

other people. However, when the literary function of those “made up others” is to 

articulate or represent specific social difference based on oppression, marginality or 

ideological notions of inferiority, that is when problems arise.  
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Rising to the Challenge: Border-Crossing Fiction 

 

 Is any attempt by a “Second World” writer (such as myself) to conjure up 

others or “Others” inevitably contaminated as a hegemonic exercise of 

representational violence? Shameem Black in her introduction to Fiction Across 

Borders proposes a new “interpretative lens” for the ethics of representing alterity (2). 

She observes that in a globalised world of mass migration, mass media, and shifting 

landscapes of community, identity and connection there seems to be, simultaneously 

and contradictorily, the possibility of and a resistance against surmounting social 

difference. Through mass and social media, through travel, we feel we can know and 

identify both with others and Others, yet at the same time the fundamentalists and 

xenophobes both among and within us anxiously resist any such connection. This is 

an age of breaking down some barriers while constructing others. This is also an era 

of rapid systems of publication, of translation, and of dissemination enabling works of 

fiction to reach audiences in many parts of the world quickly. As always the control of 

those resources and technologies, the markets and the marketing, rest in the hands of 

the few, although writing across borders at the turn of the millennium, says Black, “is 

arguably both easier and harder than it has ever been” (4).  

 As Keneally and others would attest, a novel, however highly-praised by 

some, brings a potentially burdened history to the ethics of representation but, as a 

literary form far more widely consumed and distributed than say poetry, a novel’s 

accessibility allows an ideological shaping of readers’ perceptions on life, society, 

history and such. Fiction, by adopting many voices, is well-suited to offering diverse 

and conflicting perspectives simultaneously. And that is the point of storytelling – to 

transport us into other worlds, other people’s lives, and to imagine ourselves in such 

a place, in such a situation. Just as the worst of novels and novelists can foster a 

closing down or constraint of world view, the best can expand it. In asking why 

imagining others has been considered such a problem, Black proposes an alternative 

metanarrative to the influential post-colonial critiques of “discursive domination”: 

“[D]eveloping an ethics of border crossing requires thinking about its underlying 

principles of identity and imaginative projection” (9). She offers instead the notions 
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of “crowded selves” and “crowded styles” – images of subjectivity and literary form 

that counteract forms of “invasive imagination” in their encounters with alterity. 

Through their engagements with difference – or significant Otherness – these 

crowded selves and styles model acts of perception and self-reflection and strive to 

challenge and diminish their own privileges. This is possible, she says, not only in 

works of high literary merit but also in those she considers “middlebrow”, “popular” 

or “subliterary” genre fiction. Crime writers thus have little to fear if they put in the 

effort.  

For Black, “Socially shaped selfhood and language, critical self-reflection, and 

diminishment of privilege” are the cornerstones of the ethics of representing others 

(13). Recognising selfhood as socially-shaped – from experiences such as reading, 

viewing, encountering and experiencing others, being taught, being told, or being 

influenced by them – particularly in this world of instantaneous electronic social 

connection – is a recognition that there no longer is (and perhaps never was) a pure 

and authentic self; certainly not the kind of self from which one derives absolute 

authority to speak and articulate an identity. Identity formation is not always 

voluntary. Unchosen experience, like oppression and discrimination, provides crucial 

and privileged forms of self-knowledge. In recognising and acknowledging such 

limitations on imagination, Black suggests that, through a socially-shaped (or 

crowded) and empathic selfhood then the divide between who can and should write, 

and what, becomes more permeable: “Subjectivities are forged in the libraries as well 

as on the streets, in the cacophony of written histories as well as in the crucible of 

embodied encounters” (25). 

In addition, Black advises a rejection of the Shriverian doctrine of “monarch-

of-all-I-survey” in order to understand more the inequalities in power, privilege, and 

access, and reflect that understanding in your writing choices (the characters you 

create and the things that they do and say, and the things that are done and said to 

them). There should also be an allowing for the idea of not fully knowing or 

understanding something, while rethinking also the assumptions, prejudices and 

stereotypes that abound in Orientalist or other imaginings by western writers, be they 

seemingly benign or less so. Much of what Black proposes as a new interpretative 
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lens for representing alterity bears some resemblance to what those writers surveyed 

by The Guardian had to say in response to the Shriver doctrine: a little research, 

empathy and humility goes a long way. In the end, however, no representation of 

Otherness by a “Second World” writer will ever be above criticism or untouched by 

the workings of inequality.  

For my part, the characters of Philip “Cato” Kwong and Rory Driscoll are 

created in recognition that I do not (and can never) fully know or understand many 

aspects of their experience; my aim is for empathy and humility informed by research. 

Most of my pre-author career was spent as a documentary filmmaker for SBS, which 

gave me around twenty years within a context actively reflecting the diverse reality of 

contemporary Australian society, and constantly questioning assumptions, prejudices 

and stereotypes. One of my first films – Here Comes the Judge (1996) – documented 

the reality of ‘conveyor belt’ justice in the Kimberley through the eyes of a rookie 

Aboriginal lawyer. It went on to form the basis of a successful drama series on SBS, 

The Circuit. Later TV projects such as Winds of Change (2000, SBS/BBC/RTHK) 

examined the social and political changes in south-east Asia through the eyes of 

filmmakers from those countries working in equal partnership with our production 

company to provide the kind of intimate access and insight that a western filmmaker 

would have struggled to achieve. To my mind, Kwong and Driscoll exist not as flag-

bearers for my philosophies but as part of a diverse ensemble cast who, to me, seemed 

natural and authentic long before I even began writing novels or studying post-

colonialism. Cato Kwong is based on a real police officer met during the course of 

filming an observational documentary series on the police – his colleagues had 

nicknamed him Cato. This was two years before I became a crime fiction writer, but 

in developing my lead character and looking for a hero figure, both outsider and 

insider, that late night encounter in a suburban police station returned to me. In 

creating the character of Cato I deliberately, and perhaps lazily, presented at first a 

man who felt Australian but was often reminded by his colleagues and others that, in 

their eyes, he wasn’t. A man out of touch, too, with his Chinese heritage and still with 

much to learn. Over the course of the series this is explored further as he, and the 

author, learn more. Likewise with Rory Driscoll, another insider-outsider character 
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whose hero detective skills are informed by his status as such. Driscoll lives the urban 

fast-lane life of a successful and powerful heroic figure, but again is constantly 

reminded by those around him that his face does not fit. In that regard, the manuscript 

for Crocodile Tears has been read and commented upon by Gunditjmara man, Walter 

Saunders (formerly director of the Australian Film Commission Indigenous 

Department and a man I first met over twenty years ago), for comments and advice on 

the representation of the Driscoll character. He was happy enough with my 

representation, offered the term “Fighting Gunditjmara” and provided some useful 

geographical advice given that he is a fisherman based in the same area I have placed 

Driscoll. 

Emboldened by the crime fiction tradition that precedes me and enlightened 

by the perils and pitfalls of ethical representation that attend, the task now is to 

analyse some examples of hybrid Australian “Islands” crime fiction novels. What 

evidence do they provide of a range of attitudes to race, class and gender along with 

notions of Australian national identity and its sense of place in the world – in 

particular in relation to its Asia-Pacific neighbours?  
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CHAPTER FOUR: MEANS, MOTIVE & OPPORTUNITY: 

A CLOSE READING OF SOME HYBRID “ISLANDS” 

NOVELS 

 

Introduction 

 

This chapter examines a range of hybrid “Islands” novels for strategies of 

characterisation and plot, as well as for supporting or subverting ideologies of race 

and Australian national identity. It blends some of the post-colonial theoretical 

considerations discussed in previous chapters. With any critical analysis of literature 

there is the risk that isolated passages of text might be extrapolated to illuminate a 

particular point the critic wishes to make, thereby misrepresenting the entire narrative 

from the evidence of a small extract.
19

 For instance, what happens when narrative is 

viewed through a post-colonial prism (highlighting issues of race, representation and 

cultural appropriation)? How does that affect strategies of characterisation and 

plotting, and how does such an interpretation account for author intent and reader 

response?
20

  

                                                           
19

 James Phelan, in Reading People. Reading Plots: Character, Progression, and the Interpretation of 

Narrative, warns about the possibility of decontextualising “any one character, or incident, or narrative 

comment” to support any one of “countless messages” (169). 
20

 In that regard, Charlotte Jay’s 1990s response to readings of her 1950s novel Beat Not the Bones, 

discussed later in this chapter, is an interesting case in point. A further caution in the methodology 

resides in the enthusiasm for broadening the historical or conceptual framework of post-coloniality. 

Does it run the risk of becoming a catch-all, rendering it analytically useless? As Aijaz Ahmad argues 

in “The Politics of Literary Postcoloniality”:  

 

“Colonialism” then becomes a trans-historical thing, always present and always in process of 

dissolution in one part of the world or another, so that everyone gets the privilege, sooner or 

later, at one time or another, of being coloniser, colonised and post-colonial – sometimes all at 

once, in the case of Australia, for example. (9)  

 

With Australia, under such an analysis, being colonial, post-colonial and neo-colonial all at the same 

time – a sort of value-added one-stop shop for studies of all forms of coloniality – Australia and its 

people and history are always at a site of possibly being over-determined. This can create excess, 

which in turn creates added meaning and thus becomes a potentially interesting, if possibly distorted, 

literary case study. 
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Mindful of the potential pitfalls, I begin with an overview of the novels as a 

group, particularly the narrative strategies found therein, and then proceed to more 

specific and detailed examples from each. It is also useful to outline in brief the wider 

historical, social and geo-political contexts for the writing and settings of the selected 

novels, from which notions and projections of Australian national identity developed 

over the seven decades encompassed by the texts.  

 

Overview 

 

From relatively early in the development of Australian crime fiction there are 

a number of hybrid crime novels and political thrillers set in the region to the north 

and east of Australia herein referred to as the “Islands” (the places are sometimes real, 

sometimes fictional). The tropical settings often reflect the kind of displacement that 

white Australians also feel for the “red centre” of the continent – a place of mystery, 

adventure, danger, temptation and “Otherness” – a perfect recipe for crime fiction. 

Many of the stories, to be brutally honest, are forgettable and very much of their time, 

tainted by racism, xenophobia, sexism, and one-dimensional depictions of people and 

place. Many are also tainted by downright bad writing, although it would be impolitic 

(as a fellow writer) for me to presume to name and shame. Instead, let us focus on the 

positives. Some are remarkable for their explicit attention to more complex notions of 

race, colonialism, national identity and the ethics of representation, as well as for 

interesting characterisations, plotting and depictions of place. These novels are of 

particular relevance to the subject of this thesis, and they are listed chronologically 

below: 

 

AUTHOR   TITLE     YEAR 

Paul McGuire   A Funeral in Eden (Burial Service)  1938 

Charlotte Jay   Beat Not the Bones    1952 

Christopher Koch  The Year of Living Dangerously  1978 

Angela Savage  The Half-Child    2010 

Andrew Nette   Ghost Money     2013 
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Adrian McKinty  The Sun is God    2014 

Jock Serong   On the Java Ridge    2017 

 

The criteria for inclusion in this list are: a crime of some kind has been, or will 

be, committed (be it a crime by an individual or a group against another individual or 

group); there is a “sleuth” (professional or otherwise) investigating or seeking the 

“truth”; and the primary setting for the story is the previously described Islands region 

of the Asia-Pacific – Australia’s back or front yard, so to speak. Each novel’s 

investigation may be motivated by a crime or mystery in the conventional sense (as 

with those by McGuire, Jay, Savage, McKinty and Nette) or motivated by a moral 

dilemma or search for meaning or truth (as with Koch’s reporter-protagonists or 

Serong’s compromised politician). The novels range from genre formulaic or “pulp” 

as in, for instance, Ghost Money, through to The Year of Living Dangerously, which 

many would consider to be at the literary or “highbrow” end of the spectrum. One 

additional criterion they all share is that the writing makes for good reading for one 

reason or another – a subjective judgement, yes, but life is too short to read terrible 

books.  

The selection, and the criteria applied, is not aimed at comprehensiveness
21

; 

rather it is a survey aimed at extracting examples of common and recurring themes 

supporting or subverting ideologies of race, culture and Australian national identity. 

The selected novels also trace – historically and culturally – a rapidly changing 

nation in a century of violence, anxiety and shifting cultural allegiances from the early 

days of Federation and White Australia, through two world wars and then beyond, 

into anti-colonialism, new world orders, globalisation and mass-migration. The post-

                                                           
21

 The list could easily be extended; not all the Thailand-set novels by Angela Savage, for instance, 

have been included nor others by Charlotte Jay with a tropical island setting. Nor have I included 

Koch’s later, Cambodia-set, Highways to a War, which some regard his best work. The list could also, 

arguably, be retracted – is Koch’s The Year of Living Dangerously, for example, a political 

investigation of Australian colonial and racist attitudes against the backdrop of an Indonesian Cold War 

coup, or simply a tropical melodrama? Could similar be said of Serong’s On the Java Ridge? And what 

of the exclusion of those more easily-defined crime novels where the setting is both Australia and its 

near neighbourhood, such as Garry Disher’s Port Vila Blues, or my own Bad Seed which has a 

significant Shanghai setting, a “post-colonial” detective hero, and examines themes of identity and 

race? Or other works such as the Hong Kong-set Yellowthread Street series, or the Philippines-set 

Manila Bay series, by Australian-born expat William Marshall?  
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war period, in particular, being one of regional political realignment, regional 

instability and the reworking of traditional colonial hierarchy. All of which, in turn, 

fostered anxiety in those not used to such rapid change. 

 

Summary of Recurring Themes 

 

It has been possible to find and isolate useful threads connecting the example 

texts by utilising elements of post-colonial literary theory as an interpretative lens to 

identify common and recurring tropes. In the novels I was looking for evidence of 

ideology or characterisation which supports or undermines a sense of regional 

isolation and/or unease. This might manifest in inter-racial or inter-cultural 

encounters, in narratives which turn upon the meeting of two cultures, or in characters 

bridging two worlds. Post-colonial tropes (divided into two very broad categories: 

“Otherness” and “Ownership”) revolve around race and identity, civilisation versus 

savagery, faith versus superstition, taboos and temptations, hybridity, mimicry and the 

role of the “subaltern”. Evident themes concern the contestation of land and place, 

naming and mapping, language, possession, the ownership and telling of histories, 

and settler guilt and denial. Characters placed within this complex milieu, at sites of 

connection or conflict or contradiction, are more likely to reveal ideologies of identity 

– both national and personal.  

 Of the seven novels closely studied, four utilise a retrospective framing 

narrative: a decade or so for Koch, Savage and Nette, and a century for McKinty. The 

retrospectivity allows reference to changes – real or imagined – caused by the events 

of the story or the lapse of time. For example Koch (and his narrator, Cookie) know 

that in the months and years following the events portrayed in The Year of Living 

Dangerously, up to half a million people will die violently across the Indonesian 

archipelago. Likewise, McKinty can give intimations of the coming world wars and 

the potentially genocidal consequences of racism and zealotry. The “retrospective 

prescience” of earlier events seen through a late twentieth or early twenty-first century 

prism brings the author/narrator/protagonist ideologically closer to the reader – both 

have the prism of hindsight through which to observe the events of the time. For 
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Savage, the retrospective framing narrative may also be as much to do with an attempt 

at veracity, that is to tie the telling of the story into her own experience and memory – 

she was there, then. Thus there is a kind of “truth” in her depiction of that place and 

that time.  

Post-colonial themes of Otherness and contested Ownership abound across all 

of the novels: Kaitai’s asphalt, Bava Valley gold, Khmer treasure, Thai orphans, 

borders – all are up for grabs. Place is foregrounded and often anthropomorphised, 

highlighting issues of displacement, from McGuire’s watercolourist Dorothy Roper 

being unable to get the colours of Kaitai right, to Jay’s Stella Warwick pitting herself 

against the “savage land”, and Koch’s Indonesia often being described as “sly”. The 

Buchanan clan’s spurious claim to Kaitai conjures up Robinson Crusoe, that is, the 

self-declared master of all he surveys.
22

  

The stories centre around control over land, resources, possessions and people 

or the struggle for control over truth, history and belief. Race is often at the core of all 

these contests; it is a theme which remains potent over the seven decades covered by 

the survey. Subalterns and hybrids mimic and subvert across nearly all of the books. 

There is, however, a development over that period in the ethics of representation of 

alterity, and that shift is evidenced in these novels. Tracing a path from McGuire’s 

crude caricaturing of the natives in A Funeral in Eden, through Nette’s imagining of 

the point-of-view of his Vietnamese-Australian hero Quinlan, and Savage and 

Serong’s depictions of their Thai and Afghani characters, there is a growing aspiration 

towards Shameem Black’s notion of “crowded self and crowded style” – a more 

respectful and researched imagining of alterity.  

In some of these novels, particularly the later ones, there is a distinctly 

“Australian” national identity projected – McKinty’s novel is possibly the exception 

here, although it could be argued that his anti-colonialism and well-developed class 

                                                           
22

 As Lennard Davis observes in Resisting Novels:  

 

Novelistic space … is involved in a series of more or less hidden, ideological presuppositions 

about the nature of property and lands, foreign and domestic, the relationship of various races 

and classes to those lands, and the ways Europeans at various times found it necessary to 

represent, describe, and control terrains and property – their own as well as others. (54) 
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consciousness also have an Australian twang to them. Savage references Pauline 

Hanson’s ascendancy, her anti-Asian views, and their perceived impact on Australia’s 

reputation in the region. Serong alludes to a character having an Australian “bush-

battler mythology masking the reality of a volcanic bully” (267). Neither image is a 

positive one for Australia and little changed from that projected by Jay five decades 

earlier of a nation who’d solved their “Aboriginal problem” by extermination or exile 

into the desert and, as colonisers and men, manifested as racist, predatory, weak and 

hypocritical. In others (those of McGuire and McKinty in particular) there seems to be 

more of a generalised notion of white/western/European/male wealth and power 

versus everything else – Serong’s image of a “pasted-on empire” (300) comes to mind 

here.  

Do any of the “hero/heroine” characters in the novels embody representative 

national characteristics of Australianness? If, by that, we’re looking for what Knight 

refers to as “sturdy stiff-jawed bush heroes and bush heroines as warm-hearted as the 

sun was hot” (4), then the answer would be no. McGuire’s Buchanan, for instance, 

comes across as an English “fop”; Jay’s Stella Warwick manifests initially as shy and 

waif-like. Koch’s narrator, Cookie, I imagine as a young Jack Thompson, so perhaps 

he comes close, but the hero in Koch’s novel has to be either Billy Kwan or Guy 

Hamilton, neither of whom characterise Ward’s “Australian Legend”. Perhaps, under 

the skin there are elements in all of them – from Buchanan through to Calvert and to 

greater and lesser degrees – of Ward’s observation of rough and ready manners, 

scepticism about religion and intellectual and cultural pursuits, disrespect of eminent 

people and a fierce independence and hatred or distrust of officiousness and authority. 

They are all ironic (even if sometimes idealistic) dissenters, cynics too, as is fitting in 

the shadowlands of crime and corruption they inhabit.  

Is there any evidence in these novels of any other “Australianness”, such as 

the anti-establishment egalitarian laconic larrikin, the down-to-earth bush battler, or 

the fiercely loyal “fair go” mate? No doubt those treasured stereotypes linger like 

“flies around a barbeque” but there is surprisingly little evidence in the close readings. 

There is the odd glimpse of mateship in The Year of Living Dangerously, as Cookie 

risks life and liberty to remove Billy Kwan’s files before the secret police raid his 
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home; Savage’s fair-go egalitarian Jayne Keeney can sink a beer and hold her own 

against the Yanks on the pool table, and the “ironic dissenter” threads through many 

of the characters. Arguably, however, the dissenter is a classic of crime fiction 

generally.  
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THE “ISLANDS” NOVELS 

 

Paul McGuire: A Funeral in Eden (1938) 

 

Background 

 

Paul McGuire (1903-1978), author and diplomat, was born in rural South 

Australia just two years after Federation. What would become popularly known as the 

White Australia policy was one of the first pieces of legislation enacted by the newly-

formed Commonwealth, and the Boxer Rebellion in China and the Boer War in South 

Africa had been keeping the British imperial forces busy. McGuire was thus born into 

typically turbulent times for the Empire. His childhood was marked by mourning: 

four brothers were killed in WWI, another died of tuberculosis, and his sister died 

shortly after childbirth, along with her baby. McGuire’s fifteen mystery novels were 

written during the period between the two world wars. Two, in particular, cemented 

his reputation: Burial Service (1938, published in the US as A Funeral in Eden) and 

The Spanish Steps (1940).
23

 

 The blurb for A Funeral in Eden reads as follows:  

 

The remote Pacific isle of Kaitai shimmers in exotic splendor during 

that haunting period between the wars when the British Empire reigned 

supreme. An odd group of refugees-from-life comprise the colonial 

population of this tropical idyll and when murder disrupts their routine, 

George Buchanan, the self-styled “Sultan of Kaitai,” and the attractive 

                                                           
23

 Later, non-fiction, works by McGuire, blending history and social analysis, would reflect an 

emerging view (particularly after the fall of Singapore and the Japanese bombing of Darwin) that 

Australia needed to chart a new course less dependent on Britain (who seemed ready to sacrifice 

Australia to the Japanese at the drop of a slouch hat). He argued for a refocusing on the US as an anti-

communist ally and a protector of the Asia-Pacific. During WWII McGuire joined the Royal Australian 

Naval Reserve. Then, sent to Europe in 1945 as a war correspondent, he claimed to have undertaken 

“special intelligence operations”. Post-war he was involved in the non-party anti-Communist 

campaign, “A Call to the People of Australia”. Background sourced from the Australian Dictionary of 

Biography http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/mcguire-dominic-mary-paul-10965. Accessed 1.4.19. 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/mcguire-dominic-mary-paul-10965
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Dr. Alicia Murray very adeptly investigate the ill-assorted collection of 

expatriates to determine how paradise was lost. 

 

Written and published when McGuire was in his mid-thirties, A Funeral in Eden is a 

classic Golden Age mystery tale in a tropical setting. The essence of this book, in the 

context of the research question, is Kipling’s notion of the “White Man’s Burden”: the 

idea that the English colonial master (or his Australian proxy) is responsible for moral 

authority over, and protection and guardianship of, the “natives”. In some ways it 

could be seen as a reflection of Australia’s sense of anxiety and responsibility as a 

colonial outpost at that time, recently charged with the stewardship of PNG and with 

an increasing awareness of the impact of colonialism on local populations. Written 

between the two world wars, it is overshadowed by the haunting spectre of mass 

mechanised slaughter and a fear-filled future.  

From the opening paragraphs we establish that the fictional Kaitai is an Edenic 

paradise: it is neglected and unnoticed by the outside world, and redeemed from 

uncivilised savagery and cannibalism by the intervention of its self-appointed British 

“ruler”: 

 

Not a statesman in Europe had so much as heard of it: and those 

wandering seamen of the white races who might have told them had 

mostly been ceremonially eaten on the long beaches. But that was 

before Mr Buchanan settled in. (3-4)  

 

But, as alluded to on the lurid book cover (see Figure 1), a serpent is about to 

invade the Garden of Eden. 
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Figure 1: Artist unknown. A Funeral in Eden. Paul McGuire. Perennial Library, Harper & Rowe, 1985. 
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The Cast and Plot 

 

The characters assemble at the “Club”, the expatriates’ watering hole, because 

they have all seen a ship approaching – it is a blight on their otherwise cloudless 

horizon. These refugees-from-life include Captain Hawkesbury, a salty sea dog and 

teller of tall tales; Mr Cooper, a mild-mannered solicitor; and Nicholas Swan, a shrill, 

argumentative type who fears the incriminating photos of him and the young native 

girls held in the Sultan’s archives. There is also Dorothy Roper, a sharp-tongued and 

abrasive landscape artist, described as “one of those English spinsters whom one 

meets in the most unexpected places … they comment on the un-Englishness of 

foreigners with point, vigor, and no restraint whatsoever” (31). Not forgetting 

Mitchell, the Sultan’s manager of affairs on Kaitai, who is an Australian expat and 

disgraced politician, and Bernard, an enigmatic loner who keeps to himself and is 

haunted by the horrors of war, along with there is Thompson, an ex-Scotland Yard 

copper who suspects, and keeps files on, everybody. Last of the main characters, but 

by no means least, Dr Alicia Murray is businesslike, scientific, independently-minded 

and has a soft spot for the Sultan: George Buchanan. She observes that he is a 

remarkable man, who “ruled the island without, apparently, any exertion whatsoever”, 

and who conducts his affairs “with equanimity and tolerance” (26). There are other 

minor characters, such as natives and people of other races, who serve a different 

purpose. For now my focus is the expats (who will all, except one, become suspects in 

the murder) waiting, like the cast of a Cluedo game, for the victim on the horizon to 

arrive. 

The “serpent” intruder initially answers to the name of Goulburn (but he turns 

out to be called plain old Smith) and he is a suspicious and dislikeable type: he is 

menacing, sneering and threatening blackmail, and has obviously been researching the 

backgrounds of the expats of Kaitai. He is after mining concessions on asphalt 

deposits on the island, something which will ruin this Garden of Eden according to 

Buchanan, who wants no part of Goulburn/Smith’s plan: “‘I have seen what has 

happened to native populations in other places, and I do not propose to sacrifice the 

bodies and the souls of my people to make myself – or you – a millionaire” (56). The 
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disagreeable interloper is found dead on the beach after a few days, and an initial 

diagnosis of misadventure turns to murder after a closer examination of the body by 

Dr Alicia Murray. Nearly everyone among the expats is a suspect (including the 

Sultan himself, who was the last person to see Goulburn/Smith alive). With the 

subsequent murder of the ex-policeman, Thompson, it is clear that paradise remains 

under threat and that the real serpent perhaps was not the interloper but rather 

someone among them: an enemy within.  

 

Echoes of Kipling and “The White Man’s Burden” 

 

The sleuth-cum-suspect, George Buchanan, has “inherited” Kaitai from his 

great-uncle, “Buchanan the First”, a dour Scottish Presbyterian tug-boatman who 

believed the end was nigh and ran away to the South Seas to “save the natives”. He 

was the first white man to “survive the cooking-pot” (43) and, as last man standing 

following a protracted diplomatic dispute between various imperial powers over who 

“owned” Kaitai, he claimed it by default (there are echoes of Crusoe here too). 

“Buchanan the First” assumed the title “Sultan” because he did not want to offend 

British colonial powers (with whom he now had a treaty of governance) by usurping 

their titles. While George Buchanan does not agree with his great-uncle’s autocratic 

style of leadership, he does nevertheless take his inheritance seriously: “What has 

been given to me, I keep. Where I am served, I serve’ he says (45), perhaps in a 

biblical reference to Luke 22:27.
24

 And so, as ruler of Kaitai, he assumes 

responsibility for solving the murder of Goulburn/Smith. It is a task requiring certain 

sensitivity:  

 

“I have to think of the general welfare and interests of the island at 

large. We are a small community, we whites, and we cannot afford to 

let suspicion and fear loose amongst us. Further, I hold the natives 

chiefly by prestige. By, in a sense, moral suasion.” (80)  

                                                           
24

 “For who is greater, the one who is at the table or the one who serves? Is it not the one who is at the 

table? But I am among you as one who serves.” Luke 22:27 (NIV) 
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Later he observes that the murder is bad for island morale, but perhaps it is the 

expatriates’ morale he is referring to: “the natives themselves are convinced that 

Smith was killed by one of us. It is partly why they are enjoying the affair with such 

gusto.” (141)  

 If Knight’s notion of sterling and currency stories is a useful designatory 

exercise, then McGuire’s novel, in occupying the point-of-view of Buchanan, appears 

to belong to the former category. Along the way there is the diverting hope that 

perhaps the murderer comes not from the small band of white expatriates but perhaps 

from the crew of the ship which brought Goulburn/Smith to Kaitai: a Chinese cook, 

John Sym Lung, and an Aboriginal crewman, Charlie Lord Nelson. An early and 

seemingly “natural” question of Lung from ex-copper Thompson is, “Have you stolen 

anything, Sym Lung?” (73). Nobody among the expats trusts Sym Lung and he is 

thereafter referred to as “the heathen Chinee” (120), and “[t]hat Chink … a nasty 

item” (187). When Sym Lung and Nelson up anchor and flee, with suspicion still on 

them, there is a degree of relief, and Dorothy Roper voices it: “The air feels cleaner. 

What a tremendous relief it is not to suspect, any more, one of ourselves. I feel that 

the Devil has left the island” (215). 

Inevitably, though, the Devil has not left the island and the real killer is still 

amongst them, presenting a dilemma for Buchanan. Later, in a letter to the now 

unmasked killer, he writes: “A private execution is out of the question. A public 

execution would be extremely bad for our prestige as a ruling race and for the 

general morale of my native subjects” (267 Italics in original). Thus a gentlemanly 

solution must be found whereby the killer, the mild-mannered accountant Mr Cooper, 

is given the option of doing the honourable thing and taking his own life. One 

wonders if such a “gentlemanly” solution would have been afforded to Sym Lung or 

any of the natives had they been the culprit. 
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A “Golden Age”: of Imperialism and Orientalism? 

 

Although written by an Australian and set in Australia’s near neighbourhood, 

A Funeral in Eden projects perhaps less a distinctly Australian identity and is more in 

keeping with notions of a Great Britain at the centre of Empire: the key expatriate 

characters all hail from there, bar the Sydneysider Mitchell. At first glance the novel 

seems to reinforce post-colonial notions of “Otherness” in the racist and paternalistic 

representations of the natives and the Chinese and Aboriginal characters. The natives 

of Kaitai, consistently infantilised and usually referred to as “boys” or “girls” – 

whatever their age – are also established early on as liars (5), thieves (5; 9), and, for 

the most part, simple people content to be ruled by their relatively benevolent dictator.  

  There are attempts to “voice” the native language of Kaitai via Buchanan, who 

speaks it “fluently”, particularly when he is chastising them. The fictional language of 

Kaitai, in its English translation, is a crude caricature drawing upon stereotypes of 

pagan superstition, animism, cargo cultism, et cetera: 

 

“There will be no mercy in me, as there is no mercy in Tka, the 

blue shark. I shall flog until Tka himself may seem a friend … I shall 

give to the poet who makes the most shameful song about you, eighty-

two pigs, a licence to re-marry, a case of preserved peaches, two 

bottles of the gin which is normally and properly forbidden to you, six 

copies each of Vogue and The Sketch, which vanquish the hearts of 

women.” (169)  

 

Reading such material with twenty-first century sensibilities, it would be 

tempting to dismiss A Funeral in Eden as a reinforcement of the racist, paternalistic, 

sexist, and colonialist attitudes which underpinned British and Australian national 

identity at the time. These emerge through recurrent themes of Otherness – natives 

and foreigners versus the Anglo expatriates, civilisation versus savagery, and various 

other binary oppositions. Themes of ownership abound – Kaitai itself, the natives, the 

resources of Kaitai – as well as themes of belonging – expatriate refugees-from-life, 
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strangers in a strange world. However there are elements within the novel which also 

undermine and challenge the colonial ethos directly. The very choice of transposing 

what might otherwise be a cosy English or Australian country manor locked-room 

mystery onto a distant tropical isle overtly draws attention to the colonial situations 

which place English expatriates in foreign lands, the impacts of this on local 

populations, and the choices made on how that relationship might manifest. George 

Buchanan, the “Sultan of Kaitai”, reflects on these matters at length with his 

confidante, Dr Murray:  

 

“The tragedy of the colored peoples is this, that their own way of 

life is smashed before they can enter ours. We have worked for time. 

Time to bridge, time to form new associations, to give them the new 

experience. It is all we can do for them. We can no longer hope to save 

their own life, inviolate. It is not desirable that we should.” (87) 

 

 Is there a hint here of Social Darwinism? Or, simply, a fatal pessimism about 

the colonial enterprise? We also get intimations, through Buchanan, of perhaps what 

drives the author McGuire, writing in between one war which has taken half of his 

siblings, and on the eve of another which will cast the shadow of totalitarianism over 

Europe for decades to come: 

 

“Human society is not a machine, it’s an organism ... It consists of 

living parts. You can’t take it to pieces and remake it, any more than 

you can take a baby to pieces and remake him. And we Europeans 

have been damnably, damnably busy taking other people’s societies to 

pieces, in Africa and Asia and all through Oceania, and now our own is 

going.” (87-88) 

 

 A Funeral in Eden encapsulates the conflictions of the so-called “White Man’s 

Burden”: spurious claims to moral authority, to ownership and stewardship, and 

anxiety about whether there was any point to it at all. Less than two decades later, 
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similar themes – of colonial impacts on local populations, and of racism, otherness 

and ownership – recur. This time, however, with a more clearly expressed Australian 

identity. 
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Charlotte Jay: Beat Not the Bones (1952) 

 

Background 

 

Geraldine Mary Jay (1919 – 1996) was born in Adelaide, South Australia. In a 

writing career stretching over four decades, from 1951 to 1995, Jay produced fifteen 

books – seven under the pen-name of Charlotte Jay and seven as Geraldine Halls 

(another was published under the name Geraldine Mary Jay). Beat Not the Bones, one 

of three books Jay set in PNG, was informed by her time working in the court system 

there, in 1949.
25

 The novel won the inaugural Edgar Award in 1954. Despite PNG’s 

proximity and connections to Australia, surprisingly few crime novels by Australian 

writers have been set there before or since Beat Not the Bones.
26

 The title of Jay’s 

novel is taken from a quote from Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost: “The sweet 

war-man is dead and rotten; / Sweet chucks, beat not the bones of the buried” (281). 

In essence, the referenced quote boils down to “let sleeping dogs lie, the old ways are 

over”. Not unlike McGuire’s fictional Pacific isle of Kaitai, the islands and the people 

of what would become PNG were left unmolested by colonial adventurers until the 

late nineteenth century. The Melanesian inhabitants of the area had lived in relative 

peace (apart from sometimes quarrelling among themselves) since around 3000 BC. 

In 1884 Germany annexed the northern sections, and in 1888 Britain annexed the 

south, renaming it British New Guinea. In 1906 the relatively new Commonwealth of 

Australia took over the British controlled area. In 1942 the Japanese military occupied 

parts of New Guinea and Papua while the Australians occupied the rest.
27

 

                                                           

25 Sourced from “About the Author” notes inside book and Wikipedia via DebraAdelaide’s Australian 

women writers: a bibliographic guide, (1988) London, Pandora. 
26

 Exceptions include Gavin Holt’s Storm (1930), Adrian McKinty’s The Sun Is God (2014) and a few 

pulp novels and short stories. One notable other exception is travel writer and novelist Beatrice 

Grimshaw, described by some as the Papuans’ Kipling. She lived in New Guinea for 27 years (1907-

1934), and wrote several PNG-set romance/adventure stories during the very early twentieth century in 

which the main focus is the lifestyles of the white settlers – the natives are either to be feared, despised, 

ignored or subdued. For more on the life and times of Grimshaw, the article “Beatrice Grimshaw: Pride 

and prejudice in Papua”, by Eugenie Laracy & Hugh Laracy, is a good starting point. 
27

 Port Moresby hosted Allied bases, with thousands of troops stationed in the area, as the Allies began 

pushing back the Japanese advances. The Allied re-taking of the New Guinea territories from the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adelaide,_South_Australia
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After World War II the country was reunited as the Territory of Papua and 

New Guinea and placed under UN trusteeship, with Australia taking up the 

responsibility of that stewardship. A massive influx of Australian expatriates, 

fulfilling government administrative and judicial duties (but over time supplemented 

with medical, education, and anthropological personnel, as well as Australian and 

other international commercial interests), fuelled rapid economic growth in PNG.
28

 

Colonialism wasn’t popular in the post-war period (all across Africa and Asia 

European colonial masters were beating a retreat, forced or otherwise, against the 

backdrop of the Cold War between the US and USSR/China), and Australia was 

urged to prepare PNG for independence. This came into effect in 1975.  

Beat Not the Bones was thus written against the historic backdrop of 

Australian stewardship and governance of PNG, a recent bloody war and enormous 

sacrifice on its soil, growing anti-colonial sentiment globally, and an Australia 

asserting its presence in the region independent of the Empire, turning its gaze more 

to the US as both the new world power and protector in the Pacific. As early as the 

1950s, Jay is already raising direct questions about the destructive impacts of 

colonialism on PNG and Australia’s moral fitness as a colonial governor. The blurb of 

the novel reads as follows: 

 

A young Australian woman comes alone to Marapai on the island of 

New Guinea to find out why her husband, a distinguished 

anthropologist in charge of protecting the natives from exploitation, 

committed suicide. It is hard for her to believe that drink or debt, the 

common causes of despair among the Australians stationed in the 

protectorate, could have affected David Warwick. As she meets those 

who knew him, Stella learns more than she ever dreamed of about the 

lure of gold and the magical means used by the Papuans to protect 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Japanese was a particularly bloody affair, with enormous loss of life and the Kokoda Trail campaign of 

1942 has achieved an iconic pilgrimage status rivalling Gallipoli in the Australian national imagination. 
28

 The expatriate population grew from about 5,000 at the end of the 1940s to more than 50,000 in 

1971. 

http://www.lonelyplanet.com/destinationRedirector?atlasId=362249
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themselves. But she must penetrate deep into the heart of the jungle to 

solve the mystery of her husband’s death. 

 

The Cast and Plot 

 

While the first character to appear is a shifty hustler, Alfred Jobe, the first 

character to be described is the place itself, New Guinea, and the little island town of 

Marapai (Port Moresby). At this point we are inside the head of Jobe so, it is assumed, 

this description of place is through his jaundiced, misanthropic lens. For Jobe, PNG is 

a place which glitters in the pristine sunlight, but “[f]ear and death were no strangers 

here … for though she was light-hearted, she was also savage” (1). It is a place that 

also corrupts, and, frequently, it was the white man who succumbed, shrugging off 

whatever moral constraints he might have felt at home: 

 

He found himself developing tastes and traits he had known nothing 

of. A latent nature within him stirred and took command. People who 

had known him down south would barely recognise him, for he 

instinctively realised the futility of following rules of conduct that had 

come into being in lands where flowers were small and dim, birds were 

drab and seas were cold. Some worked out satisfactory substitutes for 

the discarded life, and some ran amok. (2) 

 

Alfred Jobe is fresh from an expedition into the jungle, and he is bearing 

looted treasure, a strong sense of entitlement and festering resentment against a 

changing world and the PNG locals: “His instinctive reaction with natives was to hit 

them. He had been born too late and belonged to an earlier, less disciplined age. Now 

there was a law against striking natives … It was scandalous the way things were 

going” (3). Jobe fumes at the idea of taxpayers’ money being wasted on native 

advancement, a concept that, in his view, will be the ruination of a country he regards 

as his. On learning that his gold claim has to be assessed by something called the 

Department of Cultural Development, it all becomes too much:  
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It was the Australian government. They’d ruined the place with their 

native education and tommy rot. Cultural development was the last 

straw. Culture was churches and music and theatres. Any fool knew 

that. And they talked about native culture! Dirty coons … It was all 

very well for the Australians. They’d pushed their natives off into the 

middle of the desert and abandoned them, or killed them off. And now 

they sit back and tell us what to do. (9)  

 

Jobe personifies disgruntled white-male resentment at a changing world, as 

well as a diminution of the powers and privileges he takes for granted. It is a 

sentiment that would have been potent for a man such as Jobe, a man used to 

enriching himself from colonial enterprise. He is not only angry at the changing 

world, he is angry at the class structure within it, the system which ensures he does 

not get what he regards as his fair share of booty. Jobe, in this sense, could be an 

incarnation of the dark side of Ward’s Australian Legend. Jobe’s first impressions of 

Trevor Nyall, the Director of the Department of Survey, are of a man with “a strong 

but good-natured face and arresting eyes, but he was too clean … Mr Jobe distrusted 

cleanliness. It was a sign, for one thing, of education, and everyone knew that 

education produced dishonest men” (7). Which is perhaps a bit rich coming from 

someone who has just stolen gold artefacts from the native population. Nyall then 

calls in “Sterling” anthropologist David Warwick, one of the island’s “aristocrats”:  

 

Here the aristocracy were not those of blue blood or noble occupations 

but the ones who had lived here longest … To that minute section of 

humanity who had any interest in this primitive island, he was a 

celebrity. (10)  

 

Between them the two men get the story of where and how Jobe acquired the gold 

artefacts (up country and outside of the patrol area, and clearly by deception and 

theft). And they explain to him that these items are of cultural significance, and that 
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the tribe’s rights need to be protected. Jobe is temporarily placated, however, when it 

is agreed that an anthropological expedition will be mounted by Warwick to 

investigate the matter further. 

Another expat character to be introduced early is Tony Nyall (Warwick’s 

assistant and Trevor’s younger brother) who sits with his feet on his desk, threading 

garlands of flowers and ignoring the telephone. His manner infuriates Warwick, who 

asks him if he has nothing to do. Tony replies unperturbed:  

 

“Plenty, but this seems the least destructive. This at least I shall 

not have to answer for. When our brown brothers ask us for excuses 

and explanations I shall be able to say, “You’ve got nothing on me, I 

only played with flowers …’” (17)  

 

One more character is introduced briefly, before the novel’s heroine, Stella, is 

due to arrive. This is Sereva, one of Warwick’s clerks and a former houseboy, the 

modern incarnation of the noble savage: 

 

Although he was educated – as far as Papuans could be called so – he was not 

superficially westernised and had none of the blind regard for anything 

imported. He did not despise his village customs and preferred to wear a rami 

rather than shorts and shirt. (18)  

 

Flash forward several weeks and into this mix flies the young and recently-widowed 

Stella Warwick, here to find out why her distinguished anthropologist husband, 

David, supposedly committed suicide following a recent jungle expedition. At first 

glance she seems ill-equipped for this “wild and savage land”, as one seasoned expat 

observes of her, a “pale, little, tenderly raised creature” (30). What becomes clear is 

that, if all of the men introduced so far (with the exception of Sereva) seem to harbour 

secrets, weaknesses and vices, the women appear to be made of sterner stuff. Stella’s 

housemate – the worldly, cynical and faintly disreputable Sylvia Hardy – finds 

Stella’s earnestness and naïve belief in truth and justice somewhat “un-Australian” 
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(35). Sylvia is in an abusive co-dependent relationship with the remaining key 

expatriate character still to be introduced: Phillip Washington, an alcoholic, highly-

strung young man in Trevor Nyall’s employ, who believes himself to be more 

sympathetic to, and knowledgeable about, the natives. Washington “had an easy, 

friendly manner that was only occasionally condescending, and he was rarely as rude 

to the Papuans as he was to white men. But he was inconsistent and this bewildered 

then (82). 

Thus the cast of characters are assembled and the crime(s) – or mystery(ies) – 

established: why did David Warwick commit suicide and was Sereva really the victim 

of tribal sorcery? Stella refuses to believe that her husband committed suicide and, at 

first, she is convinced that the only man who can help uncover the truth is her dead 

husband’s good friend, Trevor Nyall. She also believes that the person who has real 

questions to answer is the elusive Alfred Jobe. Along the way she is increasingly 

frustrated, first by the unfriendly and unhelpful Tony Nyall (younger brother of 

Trevor) and then by the deceptive and discouraging Trevor Nyall himself. Trevor 

seems charming at first but, in the end, fails to deliver. Stella rarely holds back on her 

true thoughts and feelings, and she is quick to tear a strip off people she believes are 

betraying or blocking her; for a timid typist in the tropics she seems capable of 

remarkable strength of character. Over time, the more Stella learns about her husband 

and PNG the more she realises that suicide is, indeed, an option and she loses faith in 

her quest for truth and justice:  

 

It was not that life here was unbearable, but it was different. People 

changed; they were no longer recognisable as Australians. Aberrations 

of behavior seemed normal and did not startle you. Frustrations and 

misfortunes festered into wounds here, deranged the mind and 

poisoned the blood. No, suicide was not impossible. (102) 

 

On the verge of giving up and leaving, she learns that Washington was also on 

the fateful expedition and, in a bizarre encounter with Washington himself, it becomes 

clear to Stella that the answer lies deep in the remote jungle up the Bava River where 
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the gold was found. In what has distinct echoes of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, Stella 

decides she has no choice but to go there and find out for herself.  

 Stella Warwick’s timid “everywoman” – a seemingly fragile flower 

transplanted to the intemperate tropics (a character perhaps not unlike Jay herself, the 

court stenographer) – draws our sympathies in her quest to uncover the truth behind 

her husband’s death. The timid and fragile gender stereotype is, however, no sooner 

established than it is also reversed, as Stella begins to become the controller of events 

and an agent of change. The power relationships shift and this bewilders all who come 

into contact with her, not least the arrogant, rude, and woman-bullying Phillip 

Washington: 

 

It struck him that she had changed; that she was no longer silly, 

deluded and helpless, that the jungle that had robbed him of reason and 

strength had given these very qualities to her. He had been rejected and 

she had been chosen. (177) 

 

The Hills are Alive: Anthropomorphism as a Narrative Trope 

 

Anthropomorphism of the land, in particular the jungle, is a central feature of 

this novel. It acts to illustrate the displacement and disassociation of the white 

colonial inhabitants, and is perhaps a projection of white Australia’s sense of 

geographical isolation and unease. Stella’s transformation from “silly and deluded” to 

“strong and reasonable” is tied to the idea of her being “chosen” by the “savage land” 

she had matched herself against:  

 

It struck her that this country had passed the limits of beauty and 

richness and dived off into some sort of inferno. She was one of those 

from whom the tropics drew an immediate and passionate response. To 

respond with joy at such a time was unthinkable to her … But she 

could not deny having responded in some way, and decided, as so 

many who feared for their own passions had decided before her, that 
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the country was evil. The flowers around her might have gorged on 

blood. (37) 

 

Such descriptions of place – ascribing it with human or animal characteristics, and 

agency or personality – also act as a meta-narrative, an undercurrent of inner turmoil, 

brooding menace and loss of control: “In the tropics decay is as swift and violent as 

growth. Overnight, mould will bristle up on a hat or shoe; in a few hours a body will 

rot, in a few weeks a personality will crumble” (Jay, 47).  

Anthropomorphism is also used to heighten the menace and fear of 

exotic Otherness faced by the heroine as she journeys further into the heart of 

darkness in search of truth. In the jungle, “the rules of the golf club and the 

private school would no longer apply” (154). The jungle is presented as a 

living, breathing, hostile thing – a potential enemy, or a caged beast: Stella felt 

that the jungle was more animal than vegetable, that there would be danger in 

touching a leaf or breaking a twig, that the plant thus assailed would retaliate 

in a hungry, primordial fashion of its own. (162) 

If the menacing Otherness of place is one of the defining features of this 

novel, then another major theme is the notion of faith versus superstition – one of the 

binary oppositions between claims to civilisation over savagery and the coloniser over 

the colonised. Perhaps, too, the idea that Australia, and particularly white Australia, 

somehow carries the “burden” of moral authority or superiority in the region. 

 

Faith and Superstition 

 

Sorcery abounds in this novel, but Jay’s portrayal usually tends to be 

menacing and avoids the tacky sensationalism that characterised many similarly 

themed tales from that period (although you might never guess this from the cover of 

the 1955 Avon edition of the book – see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2:  Artist unknown. Beat Not the Bones. Charlotte Jay. Avon, 1955. 
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Phillip Washington, the young man who believes he understands the Papuans 

better than anyone else in Marapai and, to some extent, a man who has “gone native” 

himself, fears the purri purri of the vada men
29

; he is plagued by insomnia and jumps 

at shadows, and he wonders if he might be living under a curse. He seeks advice from 

anthropologist Tony Nyall, deputy to the deceased David Warwick, about whether 

native belief includes the notion of payback by dead sorcerers. Nyall replies: 

 

“They’ll believe just about anything. The sorcery is elastic and 

constantly changing. But for the most part they seem to forget the 

dead. They revere and fear them a little, but not as strongly as we do 

… The notion of a spirit seeking revenge is more European. With 

Papuans the living make revenge, and death dilutes their power. They 

don’t have, perhaps, such a complicated sense of guilt as we have.” 

(86) 

 

Thus an anthropological discussion on sorcery and comparative Western 

beliefs is used as a plot device to suggest Washington as a possible suspect, 

harbouring some un-named guilt, and to highlight the fact that superstitious beliefs are 

not just the prerogative of the natives but also of Europeans. Later, when Washington 

suggests to Stella that perhaps the death of her husband and his Papuan assistant, 

Sereva, was the result of a curse by the vada men of Bava Valley, she questions why 

he would believe such a thing. He mansplains: 

 

“It’s obvious that you’ve only just arrived in this country, Mrs 

Warwick. Don’t forget that these people have lived here for thousands 

of years – or so we assume. Isn’t it smug of us to laugh at the beliefs 

that they have built up through centuries? We’re always looking for 

ways of living in the tropics without going off our heads, but it never 

occurs to us that they might have the answer.” (132) 

 

                                                           
29

 In simple terms – the voodoo or sorcery of the witch doctors or magic men of the village. 
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Heading deeper into the “heart of darkness” on the path to the remote Bava 

Valley, the cool-headed Stella notes the increasingly hysterical and erratic behaviour 

of Washington who has taken to copying the natives by hiding his faeces so the vada 

men can’t use it to curse him. Stella is disgusted: “‘That’s not for you!’ she said. ‘It’s 

for them. It’s all right for them. They manage. They know all the ways out and the 

loopholes and evasions. But you’re a westerner! Don’t be a fool!’” (181) Washington 

replies:  

 

“A fool! You don’t know what you’re saying. Only fools are safe! 

Westerner! What place has the west here! Good God, this is the 

tropics! ... In every tropical country, there are native peoples who have 

survived and built up cultures of their own. And always, always, with 

the people who survive you find witchcraft, magic, sorcery and a 

conglomeration of methods for harnessing and counteracting the forces 

of evil. They recognise evil. They recognise it and survive. But we 

don’t survive. Not the whites, the westerners, as you call them, because 

they won’t acknowledge what they can’t explain as a scientific 

formula.” (181-182)  

 

Washington is wrong, however, for the Papuans of the Bava Valley have failed to 

recognise true evil and, consequently, failed to survive. The victor in this case is not 

native intuition and sorcery but cold, cruel, Western science and greed. Any claim to 

‘White’ moral authority is, in this case, nullified.  

The final theme of central interest in Beat Not the Bones is, of course, the 

subject of colonisation and race. New Guinea (and later PNG) – having been the 

subjects of Australia’s relatively brief colonial enterprise – makes the setting of a 

crime novel in this territory at that time a potent vehicle for those wishing to explore 

projections of Australian national and colonial identity into the Asia-Pacific.  
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“The White Man’s Burden”: Australia the Coloniser 

 

Beat Not the Bones echoes similar themes to McGuire’s A Funeral in Eden, in 

that Jay vividly portrays the paternalism of the so-called White Man’s Burden in 

PNG. Colonial administrator Trevor Nyall gives his assessment of New Guinea to 

Stella:  

 

“[A] young, savage, uncultivated land, full of people who are 

amongst the most primitive in the world. I wonder if you understand 

what that means. We must not only teach them from scratch our 

western ideas of law and religion, we must drag them, as it were, in a 

few years, over aeons of time. And so much that we have done has 

been wrong. It’s not always been our fault; the problem is immense.” 

(62-63)  

 

 The infantilisation of the Other is a recurrent trope. Time and again New 

Guinea is not only portrayed as a child, but a rather recalcitrant and disappointing one 

at that. As Trevor Nyall continues to explain to the newly arrived Stella: 

 

“Think of this country as a young child whom we are trying to 

turn into a respectable adult. People like David have in mind a 

bright, strong youth, with all our knowledge and none of our 

corruptions, but what does he find himself producing? A cheap, 

shoddy waster, who isn’t an adult and isn’t a child. A sort of sly, 

seedy ten year old, who isn’t even happy. It’s terrible.” (Jay, 63) 

 

That Australia, as early as 1906 – just five years after federation – should be 

charged with the responsibility of colonising and governing another country seems 

both ambitious and absurd. By the early 1950s, when this book is set, the post-war 

social divisions between those wanting to cling on to the colonial past and those 

wanting to sweep it away would have been evident. Jay, a keen observer during her 
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own time there, uses the characters of Trevor Nyall, his brother Anthony, and the 

professed idealist Phillip Washington to voice those divisions. We have already heard 

from Trevor Nyall, who he sees New Guinea as an unhappy, cheap shoddy waster, a 

sly and seedy adolescent needing to be brought into line. His younger brother, Tony, 

harbouring guilty secrets of his own, sees Australia’s colonial project as futile: 

 

“I feel that every step we make towards the so-called progress of 

these people is a step towards their destruction. There is only one thing 

to do, one reasonable course of action and that is to do nothing. Leave 

them alone and they will slowly imbibe our culture, force them and 

they will take only our greed and corruption.” (138) 

 

Perhaps the most interesting and conflicted character is Phillip Washington, an 

assistant in Trevor Nyall’s office, who claims an affinity with the Papuans and 

believes the Australians are ill-equipped for the colonial task in these changing times. 

In a terse exchange with the jaded Tony Nyall he declaims: 

 

“I’ve never liked the average white man here, carrying up from 

Australia with him his pub, racecourse and golf links. When I sail I go 

in a canoe, not in a yacht. I like Papuans, and I’m interested in them. If 

there were a few more who made an attempt to understand them, 

instead of imposing on them half-baked canons of white conduct, we 

might get somewhere.” (88) 

 

Nyall then coolly points out that Washington hypocritically sacked all his 

Papuan servants, accusing them of being thieves: “You’ll never understand the 

Papuan, Washington, and you know it. We’re here to guide and guard, not to 

understand” (87). It is through the eyes of the newly-arrived ingénue Stella that an 

alternative view develops, neither paternalistic nor cynically defeatist or idealistic: as 

she meets people and notices the disparity between their words and their actions she 

observes “that people up here only worry about the Papuans when it suits them” 
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(143). To capture the true horror, violence and hypocrisy of colonialism depicted in 

this novel one must return to the idealist Washington, and to Trevor Nyall the 

paternalistic bureaucrat. Washington’s task, on this last trek into the dense jungle 

which represents the sum of all his fears, is to murder Stella because she is getting 

close to the truth and will not be dissuaded otherwise. He meditates on his task and 

the relative morality of it: 

 

He genuinely loved the Papuan people, but it did not seem to him that 

the death of a few of them, or even of a whole community, mattered. 

As he saw it, death for them was more natural, more likely, followed 

more closely and inevitably on the heels of life. Death for a white man 

was something to shudder at, to resist and fight against … But a 

Papuan was different. He did not regard them as inferior, but as nearer 

to natural law, one with rock, river, tree, bird and fish, and destined for 

the same struggle and violent extermination. (175-176) 

 

 When Stella confronts him about both the theft of gold from the Papuan 

villagers and her own husband’s role in it, Washington continues to justify the crime 

in the context of the larger picture of colonial violence and destruction:  

 

“It’s not as bad as giving them shirts that get wet and give them 

pneumonia or teaching them to value valueless things. We do it all day, 

not only here but all over the world. We teach them to gamble and 

drink. We give them tools and spoil their craftsmanship. We take away 

their capacity for happiness. We give them our diseases … We’re 

shocked by their head-hunting and blow them up in our wars. 

Whenever you have an advanced culture in contact with primitive 

peoples the same thing happens. They perish.” (195) 

 

 This statement, and many others similar, echo sentiments espoused in 

McGuire’s novel: the gold standard of false colonial discourse in the late nineteenth 
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and early twentieth century, Social Darwinism, with the weak inevitably dying out 

and ceding to the strong. In this particular case, the horrible truth of what happened up 

the Bava River is worse than most of those things Washington lists. The villagers 

have all been deliberately murdered with poisoned tins of bully beef, supplied by the 

seemingly friendly and understanding anthropologist David Warwick and his 

unknowing servant/guide, Sereva – who, on learning what he had done, ate the 

contents of one of those tins in shame. After the murder, the gold was then looted and 

brought back to Marapai to be shared between Washington, Warwick (who had also 

committed suicide in shame) and Trevor Nyall, the mastermind behind the plan. Nyall 

will never face true justice for what he has done, and Stella recognises that his is the 

real heart of colonial darkness: 

 

He spills blood by remote control. The whole thing to him was as 

passionless as algebra … He sits behind his desk and thinks up 

monstrosities, keeps his hands clean and sleeps at night without 

dreaming. (213) 

 

Anti-Colonial? Me? The Author Begs to Differ 

 

Beat Not the Bones has been compared to Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, 

written fifty years earlier
30

. The obvious parallel of a physical journey in search of the 

truth of colonial violence and horror is clearly evident on a basic level, as is the 

anthropomorphism of the environment as an agent acting on human conduct. 

However, in Jay’s novel, the environment not only corrupts, as with Phillip 

Washington and David Warwick, but also empowers, in the case of Stella. Rather than 

journeying with Conrad to the heart of a philosophical or psychological puzzle, Jay’s 

quest is the solving of a specific crime – although both have at their core the larger 

crime of the colonial misadventure. But how anti-colonial was the intent? Shortly 

after the 1992 re-release of the book by Wakefield Press, Jay was interviewed by 

                                                           
30 See, for instance, Colonial and Postcolonial Rewritings of "Heart of Darkness": A Century of 

Dialogue with Joseph Conrad (2005) by Regelind Farn. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heart_of_Darkness
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Carmel Shute for the Melbourne Sisters in Crime Newsletter. The exchange was 

reproduced by Cole in Private Dicks and Feisty Chicks (2004): 

 

“The picture you paint of whites in Marapai (Port Moresby) and 

the colonial administration is really quite a damning one,” Shute 

commented in her interview. “Was your depiction of racism and 

colonisation a cause for comment in 1952 when the book was first 

published?” (223) 

 

Jay’s response highlights the generational shift in attitudes to Australia’s former 

colony: 

 

“It didn’t cause any concern at all, nor was it intended. I admired 

the Australian administration of New Guinea. I thought they did a jolly 

good job. You take two characters and they are corrupt or bad – you’re 

not damning the whole thing … But you have to have a story, and it’s 

only an adventure story. You’ve got to have goodies and baddies.” 

(223) 

 

In this case the crime is portrayed as being spurred by personal greed and weakness 

rather than colonialism, although the conditions of colonialism allow greedy and weak 

men to prosper where they might not otherwise. Shute gamely pursues her point with 

Jay, again detailed in Private Dicks and Feisty Chicks: 

 

“But in Beat Not the Bones you don’t portray the whites as 

particularly beneficent to the Papuans,” Shute replied. 

“No, but then again you’re speaking of two people – Trevor Nyall 

and David Warwick. Phillip Washington is just a mixed-up kid … he 

really loves the Papuans but he gets hooked into this enterprise and he 

can’t get out of it. Otherwise, I don’t think I had anything else to say 

about the administration. I don’t think it was racist. The people in 
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Papua New Guinea at that time were very, very primitive. It’s all very 

well to say I’m anti-colonialist. And in a sense I am, in that (I believe 

the) country should run itself in spite of the mess it might make … 

Papua New Guinea was bursting with gold, and if Australia had not 

been there, someone else would have been. What would they have 

done?” (223-224)   

 

Do writers have the right to insist on their own interpretation of their works 

being the correct one? Not according to Barthes’ ideas in “The Death of the Author” 

(1967). But, of course, some still do – as to whether anyone will listen is another 

matter. For most readers there is a wealth of nuance and meaning in novels such as 

Jay’s, which that either deliberately or unconsciously capture the politics of their day 

and, whether the author intends it or not, the reader will draw from it what they will.
31

 

Flash forward a quarter of a century and another novel, less a traditional crime 

mystery and more a political adventure/thriller, would explore Australia’s seemingly 

dispassionate witnessing of a massive tragedy unfolding on its doorstep.  

 

  

                                                           
31

 As Lennard Davis points out in Resisting Novels (1987), in referencing Iser’s notion of the “implied 

reader”, there is “necessarily posited a reader who is situationally present and who … is first and 

foremost a) in the world and b) in relation to texts that only ‘take on their reality by being read (108).” 

That is, we are not limited to the words on the printed page in our search for insights and meaning in 

the constructs that we read. 
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Christopher Koch: The Year of Living Dangerously (1978) 

 

Background 

 

In an obituary for Christopher Koch (1932 – 2013) in the Sydney Morning 

Herald  (24.9.13), Marc McEvoy observed that Koch was of a generation defined by 

Australia’s post-war engagement with Asia (para 7). The Year of Living Dangerously 

is set against a backdrop of the horrific events unfolding in Indonesia in the mid-

sixties. Overshadowing everything is the Cold War, which had already seen, in the 

previous decade, Australian troops sent both to Korea and to assist in the Malayan 

Emergency (a colonial adventure for the remnants of the British Empire), and would 

soon embroil them in the war in Vietnam. Yet the novel was written in 1978, just after 

the end of the Vietnam War, and reflects Australia’s perilous position as a mainly 

Anglo outpost in a populous and volatile region. Times were rapidly “a-changing”, as 

were attitudes. Having fought futile wars for the British Empire, and being drawn into 

more under the new geo-political masters, the US, while at the same time trying to 

chart a more pragmatic course of engagement with the region, a question on many 

Australian lips was: “Whose side are we on?” A novel about a bunch of fence-sitters, 

dispassionately observing and reporting on an unfolding neighbouring holocaust from 

the comfort of an air-conditioned expat bar, was very timely.
32

 The blurb reads as 

follows:  

 

Jakarta, 1965. Waiting for explosions, the city smells of frangipani, 

kretek cigarettes, and fear. It is the Year of Living Dangerously. 

The charismatic god-king Sukarno has brought Indonesia to the edge 

of chaos – to an abortive revolution that will leave half a million dead. 

For the Western correspondents here, this gathering apocalypse is their 

story and their drug, while the sufferings of the Indonesian people are 

scarcely real: a shadow play. 

                                                           
32

 The book was banned in Indonesia during the Suharto regime, but the ban was lifted in 1998.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Order_(Indonesia)
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Working at the eye of the storm are television correspondent Guy 

Hamilton and his eccentric dwarf cameraman Billy Kwan. In Kwan’s 

secret fantasy life, both Sukarno and Hamilton are heroes. But his 

heroes betray him, and Billy is driven to desperate action. As the 

Indonesian shadow play erupts into terrible reality, a complex personal 

tragedy of love, obsession and betrayal comes to its climax. 

 

The Year of Living Dangerously takes its title from Sukarno’s term for the 

year in which the novel is set. Koch’s first-person narrator, “Cookie”, recalls the 

events – political and personal – from that tumultuous time when Sukarno was 

deposed and a US-backed army officer, Suharto, took control of Indonesia (and would 

remain in power for the next three decades). In the novel, Sukarno’s fate is linked to 

that of Guy Hamilton, Billy Kwan and Jill Bryant. Two parallel plot threads are 

connected by Billy Kwan, who sees himself both in Sukarno and in Guy. Both of 

whom, in his view, betray him.  

Post-colonial literary tropes of identity (and the related concepts of duality, 

hybridity and mimicry, both on personal, emotional levels and on a national, political 

one) are what I find particularly interesting about this novel. Koch has a fascinating 

hybrid subaltern central character in the form of Chinese-Australian dwarf Billy 

Kwan, through which many post-colonial themes are voiced. The Otherness of 

Indonesia – its chaos, mystery, superstitions, temptations and “slyness” (“sly: is an 

oft-used adjective in this book) – also highlights Australia’s often uneasy and 

sometimes volatile relationship with its populous near neighbour. Thematically, it 

could be argued, that by exploring these notions of identity, particularly through the 

hybrid character of Billy Kwan, the novel also explores the ways in which Australians 

began to conceptualise themselves as different from both Europeans and Americans in 

the post-World War II era – that they began to see themselves more in relation to their 

neighbours in the region, a relationship necessitating increased engagement rather 

than the previous default settings of wary observation and containment. 
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The Cast and Plot 

 

The narrator, Cookie, is a veteran reporter, and acts as a father figure to many 

of the characters in the novel. He tells the story several years later, in retrospect. 

Cookie, who is a stand-in for the author Koch, is reliable, reasonable, loyal and 

competent – he could be the Australian that Koch believes we all are, or should be. 

Though, while Cookie might well be the narrator, it is the Australian-Chinese dwarf 

cameraman Billy Kwan who is at the centre of the explorations of identity in the 

novel, and it is him the reader first encounters. From the opening line of the book, 

Kwan is underestimated, considered as a curious and convulsible oddity. As Cookie 

observes:  

 

There is no way, unless you have unusual self-control, of disguising 

the expression on your face when you first meet a dwarf. It brings out 

the curious child in us to encounter one of these little people. Since 

Billy Kwan added to his oddity by being half Chinese, it was just as 

well that we met in the darkness of the Wayang Bar. (Koch, 3)  

 

Introduced into the expat correspondents club (mainly made up of Australians, 

now that the British and Americans have been expelled) by the repugnant and racist 

Peter Curtis (who perhaps sees Billy less as a colleague and more as a source of 

entertainment), Kwan is destined to have an ambivalent relationship with these 

cynical, dispassionate, destructively competitive men. The Wayang Club is 

hermetically-sealed from the chaos of Jakarta “in an artificially heightened good 

fellowship” (Koch, 10). As Robyn Claremont notes in his essay “The Novels of C. J. 

Koch”, published in Quadrant, July 1980:  

 

The Jakarta of this book is an achieved otherplace, a stage in the 

journey for the group of foreign correspondents gathered there to 

watch, with the inquisitive detachment of the professional outsider, the 

last year of Sukarno’s rule. For most of them it is a place of licence, a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/News_agency
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place to dally with dreams in a way not permissible in their ordinary 

lives. (27) 

 

And dally they do: veteran Wally O’Sullivan enjoys his brown-skinned boys, Curtis 

frequents the prostitutes of the cemetery, Condon guiltily relishes his voyeurism along 

the canals – where he hopes for a glimpse of poor, bare-breasted Javanese women. 

For others it is the place where careers are made, a trouble-spot posting where other 

people’s disasters make the material of good copy. Most of the foreigners in the book 

have as little time for self-examination as for an attempt to see the essential life of the 

people about them, or even the forces which are engaged there. In this group of the 

self-obsessed, Billy Kwan is obliged to shoulder the racist jokes and the size-ist jibes 

(as he has done all his life). He is required to play the court jester when called upon, 

and to pull his head in when not; to fit in on the terms of others – he’s only a stringer 

cameraman after all, not a real reporter. But Billy, a “disturbingly intelligent” man 

(5), well-read and erudite, has bigger fish to fry. It is Kwan who is the true 

investigative reporter, or sleuth, of this novel: his immense curiosity about the lives of 

others, and his desire for definitions, is revealed in the dossiers he compiles (which 

lead some to believe that he must be a paid spy – how else to explain such passionate 

absorption in the otherness of those around him?).  

Enter Guy Hamilton, a parvenu foreign correspondent for an Australian news 

network (a thinly-disguised ABC). He arrives in Jakarta to replace his failed, clapped-

out predecessor – who sabotaged the network of contacts Guy needs to do his job. 

Guy’s an ambitious, man entering a highly-competitive environment, and he can 

expect to receive little or no support from his peers – except Billy, who sees Guy as a 

“brother”, a complement to himself or even, perhaps, as someone he can mould into 

the image of what he would like to be. Hamilton sounds British and sees himself thus, 

although he grew up in Singapore (evacuated as a child when the Japanese invaded) 

and travels on an Australian passport. Kwan, the Chinese-Australian dwarf, 

recognises Hamilton as a fellow traveller: “You’re a hybrid, old man, and so am I” 

(90). 
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Just as Billy doesn’t see himself as Chinese, but rather as Australian (and in 

Jakarta can pass for a local instead of a NEOKOLIM)
33

, Guy can pass for an 

Australian journalist rather than the recently-banned British – although Sukarno, at a 

press conference, directly remarks to Guy that he sees Australia as a lackey of British 

imperialism: “Your troops fight ours in Malaysia. A pity, that” (28). Nevertheless a 

team is born. Billy helps Guy, his “giant brother” (157 Italics in original), obtain 

interviews with key players in the unfurling drama of Indonesia, and his reputation as 

a journalist soars. This upsets his rivals in the Wayang Club (particularly Curtis) and, 

among other vengeful acts, “Sir” Guy – and especially Billy – are humiliated by the 

“buying” of another “pet” dwarf, a Jakarta street beggar, for Guy. The narrator and 

observer of this scene, Cookie, finds it all a bit unsettling, but chooses not to intervene 

(a metaphor perhaps for their fence-sitting on other matters too).  

 Billy embarks upon Guy’s education, guiding him through the street markets, 

through the smells of kretek and sate, through the extreme poverty, quoting the bible 

and Tolstoy in addressing the Otherness of the rich-poor divide. Kwan is also an 

agent provocateur, challenging Guy to take a position, to commit, to get involved, to 

choose to intervene: “Think – five American dollars would be a fortune to one of 

these people; it would keep him for a month – more. Why don’t you do it? You can 

afford it” (23). Hamilton declines, believing that Indonesia’s poverty is Sukarno’s 

problem. Billy, adopting his elaborately “light” tone, which usually signifies 

disapproval, observes: “Most journos have a standard set of phrases for dismissing 

pain, don’t they? Put a label on it, and it somehow doesn’t exist any more – it just 

becomes a problem’ (24).  

Billy introduces Guy to Jill Bryant, a beautiful young diplomat at the British 

embassy, and her pukka sahib boss Colonel Henderson, an old-school colonialist. 

Billy and Jill are close friends (indeed Billy claims her as his girlfriend at first – he 

may have wished it so, but it’s not true), and he engineers events to ensure that Guy 

and Jill continue to encounter each another. Inevitably they fall for each other, sharing 

a yearning for the Old Country – “a curious common homesickness” (151). It is Jill 

who informs Guy of Billy’s fixation on him: 

                                                           
33

 Acronym for “Neo-Colonial Imperialist”, coined by then President Sukarno. 
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“You’re everything he wants to be.”    

“Nonsense.”                                                                                                                          

        “It’s not nonsense. You’re terribly unaware aren’t you? You’re the 

one everybody envies, in that journalist crowd – you’re not really 

aware of that, and you take it for granted that Billy should be your Man 

Friday.” (125) 

 

Over time, and not without some painful lessons along the way, Guy comes to 

learn that there is more to life than his shallow ambitions – loyalty for one. The 

retrospective reading of Billy’s dossiers on Guy, Jill and others is that, at times, Billy 

was indeed following and spying on them but for his own purposes, not as a secret 

agent for anybody else. His dossier on Guy reveals, “a distinct nostalgia for the 

vanished Empire …” (202 Italics in original) and a footnote scrawled in Billy’s hand, 

“He is myself! I should have been him. Why not, God? Why not?” (202 Italics in 

original). 

 

Identity and Hybridity: Duality, Duplicity and Mimic Men 

 

Cookie, the narrator, makes a number of observations about Billy which often 

seem cold, cynical and free of any understanding of what Billy would face every day: 

“He was safe from rejection and snubs and he knew it. No one wanted to dismiss a 

dwarfish half-caste Chinese in our age of conformist tolerance” (73). Cookie reflects 

further: 

 

But who did Billy truly wish to be? Perhaps, with his archaic slang and 

public school accent, his “old man” drawled in mockery (of himself or 

of us?) he played an upper-middle-class Australian or Englishman of 

the pre-war era. Yet sometimes he played a special role as an Asian: he 

was to go through Confucian Chinese and Japanese Zen phases. It was 

as though, since his race was double and his status ambiguous, he had 
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decided to multiply the ambiguity indefinitely. In the Middle Ages he 

might have found his true function as a vagans, a wandering scholar. 

(74) 

 

During a discussion with Guy about their respective senses of identity, Billy 

declares that he chooses to see his heritage as European, like Guy’s, but that nobody 

would ever let him make such a choice: “It’s rather a bore to be half something, you 

see, old man. There’s no great problem belonging to any one race – but a man needs 

to be able to choose” (92).  

Billy Kwan’s other primary source of duality is Sukarno himself: allusions are 

made to god-kings and to Semar – the dwarf clown, drawing from the stories enacted 

in the wayang plays. From his early defence of Sukarno against the cynicism of the 

correspondents (and from the files he keeps), it is clear that Billy identifies strongly 

with the apparent idealism and compassion of Sukarno. This is another hybrid: 

“Muslim-Socialist, Hindu-Christian, king-peasant, god-mortal. “I could have been 

him” (107), Billy says. Billy deplores the extreme poverty afflicting Indonesia and is 

doing his bit by supporting a local woman, Ibu, and her young child, with food and 

money.  

The novel charts the progress of Kwan’s disappointment and disintegration as 

his sources of identification disintegrate: Sukarno is all talk and monuments while his 

people starve, and Hamilton betrays those closest to him by putting his ambitions over 

friendship and loyalty. Tipped off by Jill that there’s a secret shipment of Chinese 

weapons bound for the PKI (Indonesian communists), Guy breaks his promise to her 

not to use it as a story; because of this their relationship crumbles (it is also exactly 

the kind of information that could and would set in train the enormous tragedy to 

come). Billy abandons Guy at about the same time, dismayed at his abuse of Jill’s 

trust. “Man Friday” bites back: 

 

“Stories! Is that what life’s about? What’s a bloody journalist 

really? Nothing but a Peeping Tom. You slow idiot. I put you on 

course; I made you see things; I gave you the woman I loved, who 
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loved you, who’s carrying your child: she needed all your 

understanding, your constancy.” His voice rose to a flat shout. “I 

created you!” (260) 

 

Billy Kwan’s ultimate lesson for Guy, and for all the other dispassionate observers of 

tragedy from the comfort of the Wayang Club, is that talent and ambition are nothing 

without heart and soul.  

However, Guy is not yet ready to learn that lesson, and he comes to rely on his 

Indonesian assistant, Kumar (secretly a PKI member), for news tips. There are a 

number of interesting exchanges and observations between Guy and Kumar alluding 

to another duality (beyond Billy and Guy, or Billy and Sukarno) where Kumar also 

imagines that he could, and should, be in Guy’s position. They are subversive 

encounters, recalling Bhabha’s notion of “mimic men” and the metonymies of 

presence: “Hamilton had once asked him to use his first name, but Kumar never did, 

preferring ‘boss’: which was nicely balanced, Hamilton sometimes thought, between 

respect and sly joke” (.80) 

Identity, duality and mimicry are recurrent themes in Koch’s novel, on many 

levels. Another example of Bhabha’s notion of subversive mimicry is Billy Kwan’s 

caged pet bird Beo, short for membeo – the West Javanese name for this bird, roughly 

translated as “following what the boss says”. Billy has taught the bird to say “G’day, 

sport,” in a ghostly Australian accent; “It took bloody ages to teach him to say that”, 

he says (85).  

 

Post-Colonial Disillusionment 

 

Disappointment and disillusionment thread through many of the crime and 

mystery novels under analysis. Is this a post-colonial theme or a recurrent theme of 

the genre in general? I would suggest both. In a parallel storyline Billy discovers that 

Wally, one of the most senior and respected bulay (foreign) journalists in Jakarta, has 

been exploiting poor Indonesian men and boys for sex. Wally coins it differently; he 

sees it as “helping” them. At a party for Pete Curtis (recently promoted to a posting in 
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Vietnam where the world’s attention is inevitably shifting, and which will suit the 

Indonesian shadow-players very well), Billy “outs” Wally who is subsequently 

expelled from Indonesia by the authorities. Billy is blamed for the expulsion and 

ostracised by the Wayang Club. Increasingly isolated, disappointed by the men he 

placed his faith in, and dismayed by the poverty of ordinary Indonesians, Billy enters 

a downward spiral when he learns that the child he has been supporting has died of 

malnutrition and disease. For this he blames Sukarno, who he believes has betrayed 

the ideals of the people who put him in power. Billy stages a one-man anti-Sukarno 

protest during a visit by the President to the Hotel Indonesia – home of the foreign 

correspondents’ Wayang Club – and is killed by Sukarno’s guards. While Guy 

Hamilton is questioned by Indonesian security about Billy, Cookie goes to Billy’s 

home and removes the files he had collected on various people. Cookie reads in 

Billy’s self-destruction a cry for help, for acceptance and belonging: “But whatever 

had happened to Billy, I said, had happened because he had been made an outcast 

from the Wayang Club – the only community to which he had ever really belonged” 

(277). Cookie’s assertion as to whether Billy “really belonged” to the Wayang Club is 

questionable, in that he seemed to be often the butt of their jokes and more tolerated 

than accepted. Besides, Billy seems to have dreamed bigger dreams than simply 

belonging to a club of shallow, self-obsessed expatriates who exist in an air-

conditioned bubble while the world turns to hell outside.  

Tension mounts, rumours fly, the city disintegrates and crowds run amok. 

Finally the PKI attempts a coup d’etat which is quickly and efficiently suppressed by 

the US-backed General Suharto. Guy and Kumar drive to the Presidential Palace, where 

Guy attempts to gain entry but is prevented by an army officer who hits him in the face 

with his rifle butt. Badly injured, Guy is saved by the pukka sahib colonialist Colonel 

Henderson and taken to the British Embassy. He loses sight in one eye – a blinded 

“Peeping Tom” – and finally has the intimations of mortality which Billy Kwan wished 

upon him.  

There is one final encounter between Guy and Kumar, whose immediate future 

is bleak in the upcoming holocaust which will see half a million slaughtered in what 

starts as an anti-communist purge, develops into an anti-Chinese pogrom, and becomes, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saigon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hotel_Indonesia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coup_d%27etat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Istana_Negara_(Jakarta)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buttstroke
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in the end, a bloody nationwide settling of neighbourhood grudges. Kumar is reflective, 

less sure of himself, but still considers himself Guy’s equal: “If I had been born in 

Europe, I would be as good as you … why should I live like a poor man all my life, 

while stupid people in your country live well?” (316). He also voices the anti-colonial 

thoughts that Billy once espoused: “‘Mr Billy Kwan was right,’ Kumar said suddenly. 

‘Westerners have not many answers any more’” (317).  

An in-depth reading of these Islands novels so far, ranging from a 1930s 

classic detective story through to a political epic of the 1960s/70s, reveals 

preoccupations with themes of race, identity, and the impacts of colonialism. In terms 

of projecting Australian national identity there are recurrent motifs of the idea of 

Australia as an outpost or bulwark of “civilisation” and order. Yet, even in the earlier 

novels where the language is sometimes overtly racist and paternalistic, there seems 

also to be some unease about Australia’s claims to such civilisation, manifest in 

hankerings for the “Old Country”, a displacement and alienation from the immediate 

Otherness of the environment, and cynical detachment from the suffering caused by 

colonialism and racism. 

In the later Islands crime novels, all from the supposedly more enlightened 

twenty-first century, one might expect evidence of attempts to curb racism and 

paternalism, rein in stereotypes, articulate an alternative Australian history and 

changing world view, and engage more with the region.   
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Angela Savage: The Half-Child (2010) 

 

Background 

 

The Half-Child is set in Thailand in 1997; it examines the “underbelly” of the 

international adoption business, but also has something to say about an Australia 

grappling with the kind of national identity it wishes to project into the region. After 

thirteen years in power the ALP have been ousted in the 1996 federal election. 

Replaced by John Howard’s Liberal/National coalition and, in just one of the shifts 

evident regarding the level and nature of Australia’s engagement with the region, the 

shutters are coming down. Meanwhile, newly-elected independent politician Pauline 

Hanson has made her maiden speech in Parliament about the threat of being 

“swamped” by Asians. 

Savage lived in Asia for six years from 1992 – 1998, based in Vientiane, 

Hanoi and Bangkok, and working for the Australian Red Cross. She has returned to 

South-East Asia from her home in Australia many times since, including spending a 

year in Cambodia in 2008
34

. It would be fair to say that during her time there, and by 

the nature of her work, she made it her business to get to know and appreciate local 

customs, language and issues; it shows in the writing of this novel. At the core of The 

Half-Child is the “in-betweenness” of the mixed-race “half-child”, a commodity 

bridging two worlds and belonging to neither. It explores whether “White Australia” 

(even a more tempered version) can ever really fit or belong in the region, and it 

highlights the gap in understanding and empathy between cultures. The blurb is thus:  

 

Jayne Keeney is a feisty thirty-something Aussie who has been living 

in Bangkok for many years. She has been hired to investigate the 

alleged suicide of a young Australian woman in a seedy Thai coastal 

town.  

Maryanne Delbeck was happy and harmless, her father refuses to 

believe she took her own life. Jayne immerses herself in the case, 

                                                           
34

 Background from author’s biographical notes. 
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navigating the backstreet world of Thai ladyboys, monks, strippers, 

expats and corrupt officials. 

Maryanne’s death is not the only mystery awaiting Jayne among 

Pattaya’s neon signs and go-go bars. While working undercover at the 

orphanage where Maryanne volunteered, Jayne discovers something 

far more sinister. 

Now her life is in danger, her case is still unsolved and she barely 

has time for dinner with her handsome new love interest, Rajiv. With 

love and death both circling, Jayne now has two cases to crack and 

very little time to do it. 

 

The Cast and Plot 

 

Jayne Keeney is indeed not your everyday detective; for a start she is more 

culturally sensitive than your average “gumshoe” hero or heroine: her virtual fluency 

in Thai, and her awareness of local customs and idioms, is not just a character trait 

but also informs her actions, decisions and the unfolding of the narrative. Working as 

a private investigator, Jayne travels the “mean streets” of Bangkok (mean, not just 

because of crime but because of the pot-holes, traffic, and construction perils) trying 

to blend in like a local: “She cursed herself for taking the motorbike, but after more 

than four years in the Thai capital, it simply didn’t occur to her that she might walk 

anywhere. Only crazy farang tourists walked” (8).  

 In the scene quoted above, Jayne is meeting Queenslander Jim Delbeck, who 

wants her to investigate his daughter’s alleged suicide of the previous year. Jim sees 

Bangkok as a typical “Asian hellhole”, and he is bewildered by what he perceives as 

disrespect for his grief: 

 

“One bastard even had a stupid bloody grin on his face the whole 

time he was talking about Maryanne’s death. If he hadn’t been a cop, I 

would’ve bloody well decked him.” Again, Jayne held her tongue. 

Smiling in the face of tragedy was a form of stoicism in Thailand, but 
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this wasn’t the time to give Jim Delbeck a lesson in cultural sensitivity. 

(16-17) 

 

 Jayne’s cultural sensitivities, and her own political views, paint an unflattering 

picture of Australia and Australians: 

 

She leafed through the Bangkok Post. Yet again the only news from 

Australia was Pauline Hanson and her One Nation party that had risen 

to prominence in the wake of the previous year’s election. The local 

media had a macabre fascination with One Nation’s racist agenda and 

gave Hanson so much coverage most Thais assumed she was the 

Australian Prime Minister. (41) 

 

The young woman whose suicide Jayne is investigating is Maryanne Delbeck, a 

volunteer at the New Life orphanage in Pattaya, a town south of Bangkok and a 

known haunt of expatriate men in search of cheap sex. The orphans most in demand 

for international adoption are often the product of such inter-racial couplings 

producing what the Thais called look kreung, literally “half-child”, but meaning half-

Thai. As a local police chief puts it, in the novel: “You’d be surprised how many 

tourists drift into my office with the idea that a Thai baby would make the perfect 

holiday souvenir” (168). 

To investigate, Jayne decides to go undercover as a volunteer at New Life. 

The place is run by Frank Harding, an American evangelist, who believes that he is 

“saving” children from a Pattaya he sees as a kind of Sodom and Gomorrah, a “place 

where the devil spent his holidays” (89). Frank explains the orphanage adoption 

policy to Jayne:  

 

“While the basic criteria for prospective adoptive parents is 

stipulated under Thai law, our centre prioritises applications from 

Christian couples in the United States, Europe and Australia.” 
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“Christian couples,” Jayne repeated, keeping her voice neutral. 

“And the Thais don’t object, this being a Buddhist country?” (77) 

 

Ways of Seeing 

 

Having lived and worked in Thailand for many years and made an attempt to 

assimilate, Jayne sees things differently from your average farang (foreigner); she 

often turns the tables on default expectations of what is the “right” way to behave or 

the “right” world view. For instance, when she is in the company of two women who 

have babies in the orphanage – which also accepts children whose parents have 

difficulty caring for them – and hears them competing with each other to denigrate 

their own child: 

 

Jayne knew such banter was designed to keep jealous spirits at bay, the 

same reason they gave their babies unflattering nicknames like Moo 

meaning “pig” and Kob meaning “frog”. She smiled to think of the 

horrified looks that would greet mothers in Australia who spoke so 

disparagingly of their offspring. (101) 

 

A passing observation of an expat bar proves an opportunity to not just 

comment upon the inequities of the sex trade, but also other aspects of the tourist 

trade and the power relationships that come into play: 

 

In the muay thai ring, a sweaty Thai boxer posed with a pudgy shirtless 

tourist, pretending for the photographs that the farang had beaten him 

up. Not for the first time Jayne was struck by how accommodating 

Thai people were. (199) 

 

Real clues as to Maryanne’s death emerge in her private diaries and 

correspondence. Yes, there is a nefarious trade in infants from the orphanage for 

international adoption, but the real reason behind her death is a breakdown in cross-
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cultural communication between the pregnant Maryanne and Sumet, her Thai lover. 

Sumet wants them to go and live in Australia together because he sees no future for 

them in Thailand, where there is so little money and work, and where her farang ways 

would be frowned upon: 

 

She didn’t belong in Thailand and never would. Maybe Sumet didn’t 

belong in Australia either, but he could adapt. Sumet was used to 

farangs whereas Maryanne, by her own admission, had grown up in a 

part of Australia where there were no Asians. (272) 

 

 From Maryanne’s point of view she sees no future for them back home in 

Australia, as she considers her father a racist who would never accept their look 

kreung, half-child:  

 

I’m not sure I ever want to take my Thai husband and our baby 

anywhere near my family home. They live in Ipswich, for God’s sake, 

the heartland of Pauline Hanson, the woman who stood up in 

Parliament last week and said she believed Australia was “in danger of 

being swamped by Asians”. (285) 

 

Then, Maryanne voices what must have gone through the minds of many during the 

rise (and even the recent re-emergence) of Pauline Hanson: “It’s hard to talk about 

what’s going on in Australia. It makes me feel ashamed” (285). 

 

Ways of Thinking 

 

 Savage also takes an opportunity to examine the post-colonial notion of who 

owns history, using the region of Kanchanaburi as case study. Here she chooses to 

situate the home village of her key Thai characters, Sumet and his sister, Mayuree. 

This is Bridge over the River Kwai territory, the real-life setting for the iconic war 

film. For Mayuree, it is a film that means very little, and usually puts her to sleep if 
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she ever tries to watch it – still, she was happy to sell the video, among other knick-

knacks, to tourists from her parents’ store. For Westerners, however, it is a place of 

sacred national mythology: 

 

While the Thais visited for the spectacular scenery and floating discos, 

the major attraction for Western tourists was the province’s World War 

II history. Under the command of the Japanese Imperial Army, some 

16,000 Australian, British, Dutch and American prisoners of war had 

died building the Death Railway from Thailand to Burma. Their stories 

were commemorated with museums and monuments from 

Kanchanaburi Town to as far away as Hellfire Pass in the province’s 

northwest, their remains interred at two Allied War Cemeteries. More 

than 70,000 Asian labourers also died building the death railway, 

press-ganged from colonial Malaya, Burma, Thailand and what is now 

Indonesia. There were no monuments to them, only a mass grave 

allegedly covered by an orchard of limes and banana trees. (292) 

 

Savage does not let her culturally-sensitive heroine get away with too much. 

When it is revealed that Mayuree’s child, Kob, is not dead (as she has been told by 

Harding) but has in fact been adopted out without her permission to an African-

American couple, Jayne tries to persuade Mayuree to fight to get her child back. 

Mayuree, after careful consideration of her own lifestyle as a bar worker, feeling 

guilty for her neglect of Kob and believing he has a better chance in America, rejects 

Jayne’s advice. Jayne is devastated and believes she knows better. She looks to her 

Indian lover Rajiv for moral support, but unfortunately he agrees with Mayuree: 

 

As an Indian national, surely he’d take umbrage at the assumption a 

child was better off growing up in the West? Instead he was using his 

Third World credentials to suggest she was in the wrong – the 

exploiter, the one who failed to understand. (302) 
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It is an interesting and potentially controversial position for the author to take. 

Ideologically insensitive farang or not, Jayne probably has a point about challenging 

assumptions of whether or not the west is best for an adopted child – and it would be 

within character for her to believe so. By allowing the character of Mayuree to decide 

for herself, and to have that backed-up by Rajiv, Savage is able to deflect possible 

criticisms of such an ideology. She might have doubly covered herself by making the 

adopting couple African-American rather than white. With complex layering and 

table-turning of racial politics, cultural (mis)communication and perception, as well as 

re-appraisals of history this novel offers plenty for those looking for post-colonial 

motifs and for projections of a certain kind of Australian national identity. 
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Andrew Nette: Ghost Money (2015) 

 

Background 

 

Although Ghost Money was published in 2013, it is set in Cambodia in 1996, 

where the long-running Khmer Rouge guerrilla insurgency is fragmenting and rival 

factions of the unstable government are jostling for control. The brutal and genocidal 

Pol Pot regime (under which an estimated two million people died) was undone by 

their neighbours, Vietnam, and this led to some strange double-think in the closing 

years of the Cold War, as the US and China backed the murderous Khmer Rouge 

guerrillas in the civil war against the Vietnamese invaders and their “puppet” Hun Sen 

regime.  

For Australia, the impact of the Cambodian civil war had led to, between 1989 

and 1992, a surge in “unauthorised” boat arrivals comprising predominantly 

Cambodian nationals.
35

 The Keating government’s response was to introduce, in 

1992, mandatory detention as an “interim measure” which, thirty-six years later, is no 

longer interim and seems as permanent a part of the Australian landscape as Uluru. 

By 1996 the Cold War was over and a new world order was in the making, and the 

US had engaged in the first Iraq war (with Australian military support) following the 

invasion of Kuwait; John Howard was embarking on the beginning of a decade-long 

tenure as Prime Minister, and Australian nationalism was resurgent, manifest in an 

increasing fetishisation of Australia Day, ANZAC Day and the national flag. To what 

extent does this social, historical and geo-political backdrop play out in a book written 

twenty years later? There are clear echoes. America’s anti-Communist crusades of the 

1960s and 70s (and Australia’s active support and participation) helped foster the 

                                                           
35

 Whether out of a desire to be seen as a good international citizen, or for the self-interested purposes 

of border control and domestic politics, the Australian government had closely followed events in 

Cambodia and invested heavily (in diplomatic terms) to push the parties towards a peace agreement. 

The subsequent UN peacekeeping mission to Cambodia, aimed at re-stabilising the country in 

preparation for “free and democratic” elections in 1993, had a large contingent of Australian military 

personnel involved. It was Australia’s most significant post-war peacekeeping mission to date, and 

reflected a growing engagement with, and self-confidence in, the region, laying the foundations for its 

future role in Asia. Background source from DFAT country brief: 

https://dfat.gov.au/geo/cambodia/pages/cambodia-country-brief.aspx. Accessed 1.4.19. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Khmer_people
https://dfat.gov.au/geo/cambodia/pages/cambodia-country-brief.aspx
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Khmer Rouge and the brutality, regional instability and refugee exodus that ensued. 

Little has changed since, except the theatre of war has shifted from Asia to the Middle 

East. This is the blurb for Ghost Money:  

 

Cambodia, 1996, the long-running Khmer Rouge insurgency is 

fragmenting, competing factions of the unstable government 

scrambling to gain the upper hand. Missing in the chaos is 

businessman Charles Avery. Hired to find him is Vietnamese 

Australian ex-cop Max Quinlan. But Avery has made dangerous 

enemies and Quinlan is not the only one looking. Teaming up with a 

Cambodian journalist, Quinlan’s search takes him from the 

freewheeling capital Phnom Penh to the battle scarred western 

borderlands. As the political temperature soars, he is slowly drawn into 

a mystery that plunges him into the heart of Cambodia’s bloody past. 

Ghost Money is a crime novel, but it’s also about Cambodia in the 

mid-nineties, a broken country, what happens to those trapped between 

two periods of history, the choices they make, what they do to survive. 

 

The Cast and Plot 

 

Ghost Money is of particular interest for me because of the pulp fiction, hard-

boiled, style adopted for the tale (a style championed by the author on his Pulp Curry 

website) and the choice of a “hybrid” post-colonial hero-protagonist. Max Quinlan is 

an ex-cop turned private investigator, born in Vung Tau of a Vietnamese mother and 

Anglo-Australian father, who met while the latter was on active service during the 

Vietnam War in the mid-60s. Max’s mother died in a bomb blast when he was three 

months old, so he was brought back to Australia by his father in a “last act of bravery 

before drink and bitterness consumed him” (14). Max has a vivid memory of himself, 

at the age of ten, witnessing his father’s reaction to the TV news reports of the fall of 

Saigon, marking the West’s defeat in the war: “Lester Quinlan had yelled at the 

newsreader like an irate football fan castigating an umpire for a bad decision” (14). 
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We learn from Quinlan’s recollections of his youth, and of his days as a police 

officer, that he felt no connection with the Vietnamese refugee communities in his 

city – those scooped up and transplanted,  

 

Roots and all, into the vast expanse of suburban Melbourne … They 

were just part of a long tradition of people who had escaped war and 

poverty, only to have the shit kicked out of them upon arrival here 

until they could pass the baton to the next group of desperate buggers. 

(134)  

 

It didn’t take long for Quinlan’s appearance to be “sussed out” on the street for what it 

was, just an appearance:  

 

On the street, the Asians usually began by treating Quinlan as though 

he was in on some secret, until they realised the resemblance was 

purely skin deep: he couldn’t speak the language and knew nothing 

about them and their customs. (134)  

 

Just as Quinlan didn’t belong in the Vietnamese community, neither did he fit 

in with his colleagues: 

 

Behind his back colleagues started calling him Charlie Chan after the 

fictional 1930s Chinese-American detective. The truth was most of the 

time he was just scared of showing any weakness or sign that he 

acknowledged his outsider status. By never reacting to his nickname or 

any of the others taunts levelled against him by his fellow officers, 

Quinlan masked the fact he was tougher and more ambitious than any 

of them gave him credit for. (136)  

 

In Max Quinlan we have a hybrid character, bridging two worlds and 

belonging to neither, and all the stronger and better for it – a consummate post-
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colonial detective. Max does, in flawed hero style, carry the emotional baggage of a 

job gone badly-wrong, a colleague betrayed by him and his ambitions, and (like any 

good crime fiction protagonist) he is badly in need of redemption. What better place 

to atone for your mistakes than Cambodia, a “beautiful, broken country” (99). Max 

has been hired by a rich woman in Australia to find her missing brother, a man who 

has ties to the gem trade and other nefarious activities in Thailand and Cambodia. 

Nette’s PI derives his authority two-fold, from his professional background as a cop 

and, like Billy Kwan, from his mixed race (Vietnamese-Australian) status. 

Appearances count, for some, and it’s enough for the well-heeled Madeleine Avery to 

hire him to find her brother:  

 

“I mean your people would understand how business is done in 

that part of the world.” 

Quinlan raised his eyebrows. “My people?” 

“I didn’t mean to insult you, Mr Quinlan, I was merely trying to 

point out, that, you know …” she hesitated at the apparent faux pas. 

“My mother was Vietnamese, my father third generation 

Australian. I was raised here in Melbourne. My upbringing was about 

as Anglo Saxon white bread as it gets.” (46)  

 

Appearances aside, Max is well-equipped to take on the job: he’s an ex-cop, he speaks 

Thai reasonably fluently – courtesy of some time there when he was still in the police 

force – and he can merge into the crowd in Phnom Penh, where he can pass for “any 

mid-thirties Asian businessman out for a night on the town” (34). Unfortunately, his 

half-Vietnamese looks can also get him into trouble here too, where the Yuon
36

 

invaders are not well-regarded. 

The trail leads from the expatriate drinking haunts of Bangkok to the 

Cambodian capital Phnom Penh, and then to remote rural Cambodia where the last 

                                                           
36

 “Yuon” in translation simply refers to Vietnam or Vietnamese, but, under the Khmer Rouge regime, 

it acquired an insulting or derogatory connotation associated with “barbarian” or “savage”.  Sourced 

from the Phnom Penh Post: https://www.phnompenhpost.com/analysis-and-op-ed/word-

%E2%80%98yuon%E2%80%99-and-its-origins. Accessed 1.4.19. 

https://www.phnompenhpost.com/analysis-and-op-ed/word-%E2%80%98yuon%E2%80%99-and-its-origins
https://www.phnompenhpost.com/analysis-and-op-ed/word-%E2%80%98yuon%E2%80%99-and-its-origins
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pockets of Khmer Rouge resistance remain to be flushed out, so the region can join a 

future promising peace and prosperity. Along the way the reader learns about 

Cambodia’s brutal past, about the gem trade and its financing of the civil war, and 

about rumours of buried treasure – a “Maltese Falcon” that men will kill and die for. 

Among the cast of supporting characters is Harold Bloom – Quinlan’s sometime 

informant – a seedy, alcoholic expat fraudster on the run. Quinlan would never admit 

it publicly but he likes the old man: 

 

They had one thing in common: people underestimated them because 

of their looks. Quinlan’s Asian appearance made him come off as mild 

and unassuming. More often than not Bloom looked like a drunken 

bum, which meant people were careless with what they said around 

him. (52) 

 

 The expat supporting characters are of three main types: seedy and 

disreputable – Bloom and Fenton (the latter a duplicitous old colonial heroin addict); 

ambitious and self-serving – Gillies, a young journalist, and Hazard, an embassy 

intelligence agent; thuggish – Mainwaring, an Aussie gangster. Gillies and 

Mainwaring each articulate a view of the situation in Cambodia as seen through 

western eyes, and Hazard provides the official government line of the time, educating 

Max about Australia’s involvement in the peace process as a “good international 

citizen”: 

 

“We have a big interest in ensuring the stability achieved so far in 

Cambodia is maintained. If an Australian businessman is trading with 

the Khmer Rouge we want to know about it and stop him. It’s vital that 

we’re seen to have our own house in order, given the pressure on the 

Thais to terminate their links to the guerrillas.” (115) 

 

Other characters, neither Cambodian locals nor Australian or British expats, include a 

human rights researcher, Carla Rivas – she is an alluring US/El Salvadorean love 
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interest for Quinlan. As well as a swathe of bad guys (both foreign and local) two 

“good guy” local characters, Sarin and his sister, Rachana, are noteworthy as 

“Subaltern” characters.  

 

The Subaltern: Mediating the “Other” 

 

 Sarin, a Cambodian survivor of the Khmer Rouge killing fields, is working as 

a fixer/assistant for the journalist, Gillies. He is assigned by the journalist to help 

Max with his enquiries into the missing Charles Avery. After Gillies’ death and 

Max’s beating at the hands of the villains, Sarin teams up with Max. Sarin’s role is 

that of “Subaltern”, here denoting Spivak’s notion of the subordinate and oppressed 

local or “native”, mediating Max’s engagement with the people, and the ways, 

culture and history of Cambodia. However, he is no “Man Friday”: he helps on his 

own terms and does not automatically acquiesce to Max’s curiosity about the Other – 

in this case, the experience of living under the Khmer Rouge: “Do you want a Khmer 

Rouge horror story? I have lots of those. Most of the people sitting in this restaurant 

do. Do you want me to ask them for you?” (79).  

When Max paternalistically turns down Sarin’s offer of help to find Avery (in 

return for Max’s help to find the rumoured gold), telling him it is for his own good, 

Sarin retorts angrily: 

 

“I survived what the Khmer Rouge did to our country, then what 

the fucking Thais did to us in the camps. You are no better than me … 

It’s not right that I am poor while others less smart than me grow rich 

only because they have influence and connections.” (100-101) 

 

Likewise Sarin’s sister, Rachana, another survivor of the Pol Pot years, is no 

pushover for Max’s insatiable “western” curiosity: 

 

“Are you aware, Mr Quinlan, in my country it is considered rude 

to ask so many questions? ... It embarrasses the person you’re asking 
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and makes them lose face due to the implication they are not smart 

enough to satisfy you with their first response.” (108) 

 

Initially Rachana is presented as a possible love interest for Max – alluring, attractive 

and available – and, indeed, there are scenes of flirtatious conversation. However, 

when Rachana does make a pass at him he rejects her: 

 

Quinlan didn’t need the complications that would have flowed from 

involvement with Rachana. But most of all, he couldn’t shake an 

unsettling feeling that getting close to her would somehow be 

replicating his parent’s history. (164) 

 

Max is alluding to the power imbalance between his father and his mother – a 

power imbalance of Western affluence and Asian poverty – reflected in many of the 

expat hangouts in Bangkok and Phnom Penh. Instead he allows himself to fall for 

Carla Rivas, the US-based El Salvadorean human rights researcher – somebody he 

considers closer to his equal.  

  

The Call of the Wild: Depictions of Elsewhere 

 

Nette’s descriptions of Cambodia, and in particular Phnom Penh, range from a 

“wild west” Otherplace – as per Harold Bloom’s homily: “People come to this fair 

city for all sorts of reasons: money, drugs, sex, romance, a last chance. Fuck, Phnom 

Penh is the world capital of last chances” (19) – to an idyll of beauty, spirituality and 

calm. There is also the wry observation that all the former French colonial era villas 

now hosted Western NGOs, alluding to a new form of colonialism. As in many crime 

books, Asia would not be Asia without the promise of sex, displayed here on the 

infamous Street 51, or Rue Pasteur: 

 

Having spent time in Bangkok, Quinlan had seen sex being sold on the 

street and considered himself inured to sights he knew would be 
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inconceivable in Australia. But he hadn’t seen sex sold so publicly or 

on such a scale. Street 51 was one long open air brothel. (48) 

 

There are tropes of Asian Otherness, particularly of place, and examinations of 

race, identity and hybridity – principally through the protagonist Max and his 

relationship with the subaltern, Sarin. Australian identity is referenced through 

allusions to the recent history of national engagement in the region, like Max’s 

father’s participation in the Vietnam War (and its consequences, such as Max’s 

mixed-race heritage and the communities of refugees in suburban Melbourne) along 

with Hazard’s articulation of the “good international citizen” doctrine, plus references 

to the Australian expats in the region who are often predatory in one form or another.  

Both Savage’s and Nette’s novels, written with retrospective hindsight a 

decade after they are set, have a certain twenty-first century awareness of cultural 

sensitivities which filter the narrative and representations. A year later, another novel 

– a Golden Age style “locked-room” mystery, set a century earlier on a tropical island 

– brings us almost full-circle, perhaps to imagine how a novel like A Funeral in Eden 

might have been handled by a latter-day crime writer.  
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Adrian McKinty: The Sun is God (2014) 

 

Background 

 

Adrian McKinty was born in Northern Ireland and is now based in Melbourne. 

He is best known for his multi-award winning Sean Duffy series, which features a 

Catholic policeman in the predominantly Protestant Royal Ulster Constabulary during 

the 1980s, the last decade or so of “The Troubles”, leading up to the Northern Ireland 

peace agreement.  

The Sun is God – a temporary break from the Duffy series – is based upon the 

true story of August Engelhardt (1875-1919) a German author and the founder of a 

sect of sun worshippers on the island of Kabakon in the Bismarck Archipelago, in 

1906. The novel is set in what was then German New Guinea, but now is part of 

PNG. At the time, the administration of the New Guinean islands was shared between 

Germany and Australia.
37

 Engelhardt believed that the sun was the source of all life 

and, since coconuts were the fruit which grow nearest the sun, they must be the ideal 

diet. Engelhardt’s philosophy, “cocoivorism”, culminated in the ultimate belief that 

eating coconuts leads to immortality. The sun-worshipping colony – “Sonnenorden 

Kabakon” (Order of the Sun Kabakon) – was populated by mainly German nationals. 

Engelhardt and other “real” people appear as characters in McKinty‘s novel, and the  

plot revolves around actual suspicious deaths reported in the colony at that time. Here 

is the blurb:  

 

                                                           
37

 Historically, both the Boer War and Boxer Rebellion had recently ended, but other colonial 

skirmishes persisted in Africa. Meanwhile, Australia was recently federated and celebrated its new-

found nationhood with the early enactment of the White Australia policy and a status as coloniser of 

the New Guinean islanders. Natives from these islands, and others in the South Pacific, were being 

“blackbirded” (kidnapped) for slave labour on the Queensland sugar plantations and elsewhere. 

Meanwhile, in Europe, the major imperial powers were creating the conditions that would lead to 

World War I. German New Guinea was captured by the Australian army on 11.9.1914 – their first 

victory in the Great War. In early 1915, Engelhardt was interned for three weeks in a camp 

in Rabaul as a POW, but dismissed as a crank. He returned to Kabakon to resume his sun worship and 

coconut diet. Sonnenorden background courtesy of sourced Wikipedia references: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/August_Engelhardt. Accessed 1.4.19. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bismarck_Archipelago
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Adrian_McKinty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabaul
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/August_Engelhardt
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Colonial New Guinea – 1906: a small group of mostly German nudists 

live an extreme back-to-nature existence on the remote island of 

Kabakon. Eating only coconuts and bananas, they purport to worship 

the sun. One of their members – Max Lutzow – has recently died, 

allegedly from malaria. But an autopsy on his body in the nearby 

capital of Herbertshöhe raises suspicions about foul play. 

Retired British military police officer Will Prior is recruited to 

investigate the circumstances of Lutzow’s death. At first, the eccentric 

group seems friendly and willing to cooperate with the investigation. 

They all insist that Lutzow died of malaria. Despite lack of evidence 

for a murder, Prior is convinced that the group is hiding something.  

Things come to a head during a late-night feast supposedly given as a 

send-off for the visitors before they return to Herbertshöhe. Prior fears 

that the intent of the “celebration” is not to fete the visitors but to make 

them the latest murder victims. 

 

The Cast and Plot 

 

The Sun is God  has the feel of the 1930s Golden Age mystery, and features a 

familiar theme from that era – the “locked-room” puzzle – or, at least, a tropical 

island variation on it.
38

 As a twenty-first century projection of Australian national 

identity through an early twentieth century story setting, the distinctly Australian 

references in this book are few. The hero, Prior, is an Englishman, and his 

investigative assistants are a Miss Marple-like matronly English “bluestocking” and a 

stiff and proper young German army officer – Bessie Pullen-Burry and Hauptman 

Kessler respectively. There is the cameo appearance of Evans, an aggressive 

Australian butler in the household of Queen Emma, a member of the cult, and, 

offstage, Australian pirates are kidnapping Kanaks for the Queensland plantations. 

Otherwise, any colonial references are related to the British or German imperialists. 

                                                           
38

 It was a preoccupation of McKinty’s at that stage in his Duffy series too (along with a number of his 

contemporaries, such as Philip Kerr, author of the Bernie Gunther series) as the structure of locked-

room mysteries can be a major test of a crime writer’s plotting skills. 
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The retrospective “knowing” eye of a twenty-first century Australian-Irish writer, cast 

over the colonial misadventures of the previous century, is what I find most of interest 

here. It is echoed, to some extent, in the author’s retrospective “knowing” eye cast 

over the recent colonial history of Northern Ireland and elsewhere.  

  The hero-protagonist is Will Prior, a class-conscious Yorkshireman and Boer 

War veteran harbouring guilty nightmares from his part in the massacre of the black 

inmates of one of the infamous concentration camps established by the British in 

Africa. Following a campaign and inquiry into the inhumane conditions for Boer 

prisoners in these camps, where thousands died from malnutrition and disease, 

conditions had improved for Boer (white) prisoners of war – not so for the native 

African prisoners: “No one in England or Germany or anywhere else got terribly 

worked up about the well-being of inmates in the ‘kaffir’ camps” (2). 

Sent to quell a demonstration undertaken by starving inmates, Prior’s plan was 

for the British troops under his command to fire a warning volley over the heads of 

the demonstrators and then drive them back to their tents in the camp. Instead, they 

fired into the crowd, killing nineteen and wounding scores of others. Will is horrified 

by the carnage, but it barely warrants a mention in the press, and he is given a medal 

for his “heroic” actions. Appalled, he engineers his discharge from the military and 

winds up in idyllic tropical exile in East New Britain, with a beautiful, loyal and feisty 

servant woman, Siwa, to warm his bed at night. 

There are observations, in the novel, of the negative impact of colonialism on 

native populations. Summoned to the colonial residency of Queen Emma Forsayth 

(who really existed) at Herbertshöhe (now Kokopo), Prior notices:  

 

There were no Europeans on the muddy street and save for a few 

miserable natives chewing and spitting betel juice, not another living 

soul. The natives were naked, emaciated, their mouths stained purple. 

Most of them were infected by ringworm and they scratched 

incessantly when they were not spitting. (31)  
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He remarks to the German officer Kessler that he “should do something for the poor 

devils”, to which Kessler replies, “What can we do?” (31). Once again, there are 

echoes here of the Social Darwinist “survival of the fittest” fatalism which threaded 

through the earlier selected novels.  

At Queen Emma’s residence Will is introduced to the Englishwoman, Miss 

Pullen-Burry (who also really existed), and is described as “a writer of impressions 

and places” (53) whom, Will notes, “had not been out from Dover long enough to 

cultivate that poisonous mix of fatalism and melancholia which characterized the 

English abroad” (53). She holds suffragist views but she is no left-wing progressive, 

and despairs how the British government “winks at the seditious gospel of Kier 

Hardyism and is careless of how it imperils the lives of our fellow subjects and 

threatens our supremacy in India …” (56). 

Place as an anthropomorphised living and breathing Otherness also features: 

“The day belonged to man, but the night belonged to the things that crept and crawled 

and flew from tree to tree in the dense, ancient, primordial jungle” (36). And, with 

twenty-first century “retrospective prescience”, Will foresees the 1994 volcanic 

eruption that will engulf nearby Rabaul (then known as Simpsonhafen): 

 

After another quarter of an hour the entire settlement was 

indistinguishable from jungle. No road, no telegraph office, no 

plantations, nothing: just the brown, primeval forest. Will found this 

comforting. Undoubtedly, after the Germans and the other Europeans 

had left this stretch of coast … it would return to its natural condition: 

a state of war with all the works of civilised man. And perhaps the 

menacing volcanoes behind Simpsonhafen would put an end to 

European folly sooner than everyone was expecting. (67) 

 

 Arriving on the island of Kabakon, Will and his investigative colleagues, Miss 

Pullen-Burry and Hauptman Kessler, encounter a flat, dull and brown place: “It 

certainly wasn’t Will’s idea of Paradise” (72). The German sun-worshippers might be 

naked and dishevelled and covered in mosquito bites, but they have imported solid, 
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fine furniture and prefabricated huts (some looking like alpine chalets) all the way 

from Bremen. When Miss Pullen-Burry suggests directly asking the Germans about 

the mysterious deaths, rather than investigating behind their backs as Will intended, 

she chides him: “This is not some English colony where the population has been 

browbeaten into silence by generations of oppression by the Red Coats – these are 

free Germans; they will tell us everything we need to know with open hearts” (77). 

 The Sonnenorden colony consists of various German and other nationals, 

ranging from the enigmatic if eccentric leader Engelhardt, to a snobby Countess and 

her entourage, through to younger, stockier “henchmen” types. Prior reflects, in a 

meta-reference to the Golden Age style of the novel: “These people, he supposed 

were his ‘list of suspects’, just like in a Wilkie Collins story” (107). The Countess 

articulates the “doomsday cult” element of their endeavour, an end-of-times anxiety 

which never seems to go away whatever era we live in. There is further opportunity, 

too, for the “retrospective prescience” of a twenty-first century writer observing early 

twentieth century concerns: 

 

“War is coming! Everyone knows it. Civilization will be 

annihilated!” the Countess said with a touch more glee than regret. 

“England and Germany will fight to control the oceans. The ensuing 

apocalypse will embroil the whole world. They will all be destroyed, 

but we will be safe on this island,” … “I am sure wiser counsels will 

prevail. There has been no general war in Europe for a long time,” 

Kessler asserted. (111) 

 

Twenty-Twenty Hindsight: Retrospective Prescience and Cultural Sensibility 

 

Although the novel is set in the early twentieth century, there is little trace of 

the free-flowing racism of some of the other, earlier, Islands novels written in that 

period. The condition of the natives comes under examination as collateral damage of 

the colonial endeavour, as does exploited labour, but there is none of the “lazy, 

thieving, savage” material as in, for example, McGuire and Jay’s books. McKinty 
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allows Will some post-colonial correcting of a racist stereotype, when the subject of 

opium comes up, in conversation with Christian, one of the young German 

cocoivores:  

 

“Opium!” Christian said. “Do you take us for Chinamen, sir?” 

Will offered him a thin smile. The Chinamen he had come across 

actually worked for a living. No one around here apparently did much 

of anything. Except the blacks, of course. (McKinty, 144) 

 

Through the character of a German doctor, Bethman, there are forward echoes of 

how far the world would go with the kind of racial superiority theories that 

underpinned colonialism: “But Germany has become decadent. The race has become 

weak. Herr Darwin and Herr Malthus show us the way and no one listens. If 

Germany is to survive and I say if advisedly, we must get rid of the weak before they 

are even born!” (175). 

In the end, while it is Will who comes close to the truth behind the mysterious 

deaths, he also succumbs to weakness from the combined effects of heroin-laced arak 

and malaria. It is the redoubtable Miss Pullen-Burry who saves the day, staving off 

the attack of the crazed Sonnenorden and rowing the protagonists to safety like the 

true bluestocking Amazon she always was. Perhaps that re-ordering of heroic power 

relationships is the ultimate post-colonial message here?  

The last novel for close reading brings us up to date (as of the time of writing) 

with a story set mainly at sea, along the maritime border between Australia and 

Indonesia. It is focused firmly on one current Australian national preoccupation: that 

of “Us” versus “Them”. 
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Jock Serong: On the Java Ridge (2017) 

 

Background 

 

In April 1976 a small boat carrying a handful of Vietnamese refugees sailed 

into Darwin harbour. They were Australia’s first latter day “boat people” but the Kein 

Giang’s landing barely made the nation’s newspapers. Boat arrivals at that time were, 

for the most part, met with indifference by politicians and the media. The hundred or 

so Vietnamese who arrived during this period were quickly screened by quarantine 

and immigration, then quietly resettled in the community. Following the 1977 

election, Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser achieved bipartisan consensus on the 

acceptance of significant numbers of refugees from Indochina, despite some 

opposition within the electorate. Australian immigration teams were dispatched to 

camps across Asia to process asylum seekers. Soon after, boat arrivals virtually 

ceased. Flash forward forty years, via the Tampa, Siev-X, Children Overboard, the 

last five Federal elections, and there is still bipartisan consensus between the two 

major parties, although now the agreement is that Australia does not accept large 

numbers of refugees from anywhere, and especially not by boat. Asylum seekers not 

arriving via the UN system are processed in Nauru, on Manus Island PNG, or 

elsewhere in the region. No boat arrivals are accepted into Australia, even if found to 

be legitimate refugees; instead, they are settled in Nauru, PNG, and Cambodia – or 

sent back to where they came from. Jock Serong’s On the Java Ridge takes place in 

this context. The acknowledgment passage at the end of the book states that the novel 

examines “the sad circularity of our political responses to refugees. We may have 

escalated the stakes over seven decades, but our indifference is nothing new” (311). 

Here is the novel’s blurb:  

 

Amid the furious ocean there was no human sound on deck: some 

people standing, watching the wave, but no one capable of words. 

On the Java Ridge, skipper Isi Natoli and a group of Australian surf 

tourists are anchored beside an idyllic reef off the Indonesian island of 
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Dana. In the Canberra office of Cassius Calvert, Minister for Border 

Integrity, a Federal election looms and (not coincidentally) a hardline 

new policy is being announced regarding maritime assistance to 

asylum-seeker vessels in distress. A few kilometres away from Dana, 

the Takalar is having engine trouble. Among the passengers fleeing 

from persecution are Roya and her mother, and Roya’s unborn sister. 

The storm now closing in on the Takalar and the Java Ridge will mean 

catastrophe for them all. 

 

The Cast and Plot 

 

Like The Year of Living Dangerously this novel is more a literary political 

thriller than a crime mystery story – there is a crime, but there is no mystery as to who 

the perpetrator(s) is/are. There are people searching for and trying to reveal or 

illuminate a truth about society, though, in this case, the truth-seekers are not always 

who you would imagine. The novel also offers a more clearly articulated – as 

compared to some of the other novels studied – contemporary view of how 

Australians see themselves and others, and of how others see them. The setting and 

the plot focus is that very post-colonial of themes – a literary and geographical 

manifestation of Bhabha’s “liminal space” – that is, the border. The world has turned; 

engagement with our neighbours in the Asia-Pacific is openly hard-nosed and 

selective, as is the application of the “good international citizen” doctrine. The 

shutters are well and truly back down. 

 Enter Cassius Calvert, Minister for Border Integrity, introducing a new policy 

– just a week out from a federal election – whereby no maritime assistance will be 

offered to any boats entering Australian territorial waters. Responsibility for 

Australian border control has either been delegated to the Indonesian authorities or, in 

the case of a breach, to a secretive private corporation called Core Resolve: 

 

The cascading name changes that had preceded his tenure – 

Immigration to Immigration and Border Control to Border Control to 
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Border Integrity – spoke of an evolution that led inexorably to him: a 

man of integrity with no interest whatsoever in immigration. (77) 

 

 His portfolio, like no other, is “a lightning rod for hatred” (77), and he relishes 

it. Calvert, dubbed “Mr Unshakeable” by the media, is the government’s ambitious 

golden boy; he sees things in very stark, black and white terms: “You have a border. 

Desperate people on one side of it who do not consider themselves amenable to the 

rule of law. On the other side, the rule of law” (78). 

Following the death of an Australian naval officer in an earlier boarding party 

incident, the government is resolved that, in the future, “No Australian will be placed 

in danger” (3). Calvert knows that this policy is timely: 

 

He was seen as firm and decisive; the No Duty to Rescue policy 

already an electoral winner, aided by the online advertising with a 

boat full of actors playing brown people looking dirty, poor and 

sinister. (75-76) 

 

Serong has taken the wealth of evidence of what is already on the record for 

Australia’s recent and current border control regime and extended it to a speculative, 

yet sadly plausible, fictional scenario. Already a value system has been established: 

Australian lives are worth more than those of others who will not be rescued in the 

event of a maritime disaster. And, secondly, Australia represents “the rule of law”, 

whereas those wishing to breach its borders are “lawless”. 

 A boatload of the lawless is en route from Indonesia to Australia: Iraqis, 

Afghanis, refugees from the wars Australia has been fighting recently. Among them is 

a young girl, Roya, and her heavily-pregnant mother, Shafiqua. They are Afghan 

Hazaras fleeing the Taliban who have halved their family. Ten-year-old Roya is one 

of the few people on the overcrowded, leaky, rust-bucket of a boat who has some 

command of English, and “… a worn copy of the Pocket Oxford Dictionary, between 

the pages of which she kept the photograph she loved. Her mother. The ring. The 

book and the photograph. Between them she strung the globes of her hope.” (17) 
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 The final piece of the fateful jigsaw is a pleasure boat, the Java Ridge, crafted 

in the Indonesian phinisi fishing boat style and filled with Australian tourists on a 

maritime “surfari” of the best waves in Indonesia. They are skippered by the compact 

but redoubtable Isi Natoli, an Australian of Italian descent: “She was the smallest 

person [there], thanks to what her father called the paesano gene: her skin dark by 

birth and by constant exposure to the tropical sun” (18). The boat, she tells her 

passengers, was built by Bugis fishermen, people with a long history of naval trading 

and fishing in this area – long before the Europeans arrived and started to re-draw the 

maps: “The Bugis were also fearsome pirates who liked slashing up the Dutch in the 

old spice-trading days, which is thought to be where the idea of the Bogeyman came 

from … Bugis Man, Bogeyman …” (19). 

 The story Isi tells is no accident: Australia, recently, has been and is obsessed 

by the “Bogeyman” on its borders. Among the passengers on the Java Ridge is Carl 

Simic, a young, muscular, and competitive/aggressive surfer, the kind who will 

“punch your lights out” if you inadvertently take his wave. He is used to voice the 

views of those Australians who would place their trust and their vote in the likes of 

Cassius Calvert. Isi sizes him up: “She could see a Southern Cross tattooed on his 

shoulderblade. But she’d also seen the brands of his board and gear, bought online 

from overseas. Not so patriotic with his consumer dollar, then.” (26) 

 The inevitable storm blows up and destroys the Takala, the asylum-seeker 

boat, and the tourists on the Java Ridge come to their aid. During the rescue operation 

Isi dives on the wreck and notices the engine has been tampered with, filed from its 

mounts. There are fatalities and casualties not just among the asylum-seekers but 

among the rescuers too. Carl’s cousin, Tim (a do-gooding and right-thinking 

counterpoint to Simic) receives a horrific injury to his leg. Yet, while the survivors 

bury their dead on the beach at Dana Island, Carl decides it’s a good time to go 

surfing. Isi is outraged, but Carl, “seething with wounded entitlement” (159), is 

unrepentant. He is not going to have his holiday and his way of life upset by anybody, 

least of all unwelcome foreigners: 
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“We’re this massive empty continent, all fucken sunny and bright, 

just sitting there. Hardly any of us and let’s face it, we’re half-asleep. 

Time goes on, more and more of these cunts are gonna want to get in. 

They don’t turn up in warships these days, they don’t parachute out of 

the sky – but there’s a shitload of brown people to the north of us, and 

they don’t have enough food and they’re ruled by arseholes and their 

drinking water’s fucken filthy. There’s disease and typhoons and 

beggars and three-legged dogs. You’d have to be a fucking idiot not to 

realise they’re coming over the hill sooner or later.” (148) 

 

When Isi decides that they will head for the atoll at Pulau Pasir, or Ashmore 

Reef as the Australians call it, Carl says of the shell-shocked shipwreck survivors 

“then they’ve got what they wanted, haven’t they” (144). Ashmore Reef, as part of 

the Kafkaesque legal manoeuvring of recent years, had been excised from Australian 

territory for the purpose of border control strategy and immigration law. Isi reflects 

on the absurdity of it: “It was Australia for her and the other Australians on board, 

but not for the people they’d rescued. Would the nature of the coral atoll change 

depending on who stood on it?” (160). 

 

Delusions of Grandeur: Australian Myth-Making & National Identity 

 

Serong, through the character of Isi, often comments upon how, at times, the 

Australians seem not only from a different country to the asylum-seekers, but perhaps 

even a different planet. Carl surfs through tragedy, raids the beer-fridge and pumps up 

the sound system as the boat chugs onward with its cargo of the damned. Isi 

meanwhile reflects upon the comparison with the demeanour of the refugees: 

 

There was a calm in their eyes, of resignation or weary scepticism. 

They’d seen suffering before: not a shipwreck, but certainly the violent 

sundering of lives. A rocket, perhaps, lobbed into a market out of a 

clear blue sky. Not something you’d accept, but something you’d wrap 
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your existence around and through. Life’s grim forward motion. For 

the Australians, every one of them, the last two days had been the most 

harrowing of their lives. Whatever resilience might be built by random 

tragedy, they had none of it. (143) 

 

Even the bad guy, the people-smuggler Ali Hassan, having taken Roya hostage and 

hijacked the Java Ridge, has his own tale of horror and persecution from which he is 

fleeing. But he has some advice for Roya about the Australians: “You think they 

worry for you? You mistake. They worry for no one but themselves. That is my 

warning” (214). 

Meanwhile, back in Canberra, news is slowly filtering out of a tragedy on the 

high seas, and there are conflicting, confusing reports about whether there has been a 

sinking, and whether lives have been lost. There is confusion, too, about the identity 

of the Indonesian-looking Aussie tourist boat. Calvert is beginning to have doubts and 

a gradual attack of conscience – maybe it’s because of his failing marriage and his 

visiting son making him feel lonely and vulnerable, maybe it’s the unexplained 

violent headaches and the fear of what the neurologist might find, or maybe he’s 

beginning to take the “Integrity” part of his ministerial title seriously – but Calvert 

starts looking for the truth of what is happening out there and the Prime Minister is 

not pleased. He wants Calvert to keep off the subject and talk about perennial election 

favourites: “Mortgages. Fucking … I dunno, fucking Chinese land investment. 

Interest rates …” to keep the electorate distracted (235). As the Prime Minister’s 

advisors try to close him down, Calvert seems even more stubbornly determined to 

get to the bottom of the mystery of what has happened in the Java Sea. 

In a meeting with Carmichael, an activist investigator, Calvert is informed (or 

reminded) of the joint Indonesian-Australian boat sabotage program, and he finds 

himself reacting in an unexpected manner: 

 

It was no real surprise that such a program could exist: the calculated 

willingness to risk – even sacrifice – lives to make a point with the 
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electorate. If anything, his surprise was reserved for the surge of 

disgust he felt. (236) 

 

The exchanges with Carmichael are an opportunity to comment upon the last 

few decades of Australian immigration policy: 

 

“The boat doesn’t make it to Australia, and you spin it for electoral 

consumption. What sort of people would put their children on a boat 

this dangerous?” 

“Bullshit. Who thinks like that?” (242-243) 

 

“Deterrence has been at the heart of our policies since Keating – 

detention centres are about deterrence. So are turn-backs, TPVs. And 

so’s this policy.” (244) 

 

“It’s electoral in the end. You’re pandering to a fear that you’re 

also stoking. Kero in one hand, extinguisher in the other.” (245) 

 

Carmichael signs off with what is at the heart of Calvert’s dilemma: the 

different value given to different lives: 

 

“Does it feel a little sharper now you know it’s Australian lives 

you’re fucking with?” (252) 

 

“A few dead brown people, that’s just the price of doing business. 

It’s the Bangladeshi ferry principle. But Australians, Cassius! Young, 

happy ones … if they’re in danger – oh my.” (252) 

 

Meanwhile the hijacker, Ali Hassan, has finally met his maker, courtesy of 

Roya, and the Java Ridge motors on towards the invisible line of the Australia-

Indonesia maritime border. The boat is damaged after a collision with a rogue drifting 
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log and progress is slow. Nevertheless, Isi sees light at the end of the tunnel: soon 

they will be in Australia, soon they will be rescued, soon they will be safe once again. 

She perceives a lifting of spirits among the asylum-seekers: 

 

Word had spread among them that the boat was again headed for 

Australia, and their demeanour indicated that this suited them. They 

had to know about the detention regime. Their ongoing preference for 

it said plenty to Isi about the alternatives. (254) 

 

During this time Isi has another conversation with Carl, who seems to be 

softening with the end in sight. It turns out that he is the son of a refugee from the 

1990s Balkans conflicts, although he seems to have learned little from his own 

father’s experience: 

 

“And he lobbed up in the new country with nothing, had nothing 

but his brains and his hands. … And suddenly he had people workin’ 

for him. Slavs, Indians, Iraqis, Sudanese. He didn’t care. I think he 

thought that people who were down to the bones of their arse were less 

likely to sit on it …” (278) 

 

One day out from the election Calvert has a confrontation with the Prime 

Minister, a Barnaby Joyce-type character (with an extra, menacing edge). Serong’s 

description of the PM could have been drawn from Russell Ward’s Australian Legend 

– he is a prototype of the Australian national character: “The lumbering joker, a farm 

lad who’d brought his earthy common sense to Canberra. The bush-battler 

mythmaking that hid the heart of a volcanic bully, right up to the moment he erupted” 

(267). The PM lays it all out for Calvert, how he believes he has the measure of the 

Australian national mood: 

 

“They’re as fucking stupid as you are. This is Joe Loungeroom, 

right? ‘Do I have to worry about brown people invading us from the 
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north today? No I do not. The PM put it in the hands of a corporation 

and they fixed it.’” (271) 

 

There is a prolonged and incriminating exchange which, unbeknown to the 

Prime Minister, has been caught on tape and video. This will later be his undoing. In 

the meantime, he informs Cassius that he is finished. The fate of the Java Ridge and 

its passengers is now in the hands of the private corporation, Core Resolve, who 

patrol the thousands of kilometres of ocean using a drone remotely-operated by a 

dead-eyed kid in a tiny room in Canberra who does not even have a name on his 

lanyard, just a number. He sees nothing of concern through the drone camera: Isi is on 

deck but her dark complexion condemns her and everybody else in the eyes of the 

drone pilot: “I am N2HD4435 and you are a timber boat on a faraway ocean. His 

fingers raked the keyboard once more. No westerners on board” (290).  

 The drone does not just observe. It is armed, and it blows the Java Ridge out 

of the water, as if it, and its passengers, never existed. There are no survivors. When 

Cassius learns what he has been part of it is all too much; he decides to end it all: 

“Their voices would plead with him to speak their names to the world. And he 

wouldn’t. Because they’d died as they lived: on the wrong side of an invisible line” 

(272). 

 

Monuments to Dark Victories: Subverting Familiar Symbols 

 

Calvert sets off walking past the landmarks of Canberra, en route to the iconic 

Lake Burley Griffin, where he will strip off his clothes and wade into the water and 

not come out again. Along the way there is ironic commentary on the symbols of the 

national seat of power in Canberra, and on the people who inhabit it, past and present: 

 

On the induction tour they’d told him there was a straight line of sight 

from the PM’s desk; clean through the viscera of the new building, 

framing the [War] memorial so it would stare back, a prick to the 
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prime ministerial conscience. He’d never believed it. There was so 

much you couldn’t see from that desk. (296) 

 

The ghosts of Gough and Malcolm frowning on him from the parapets, 

mocking him in baritone: both of them as huge and permanent as moai. 

The gravity. He was just a balloon in their company. (297) 

 

Captain Cook’s fountain, lit by the soft sunshine: so optimistic, so 

pointless. (298) 

 

In his last living glimpse of the world, Calvert sees the futility of the brutal 

endeavour in which Australia has been engaged, from the very outset of the White 

Australia policy at the birth of the nation: an attempt to preserve a restricted vision of 

what the Australian “nation” is, or should be – a vision founded on delusions of 

colonial grandeur concocted long, long ago and far, far away: 

 

He looked up to where the land met the sky. Out there, the tortured 

eucalypts kept vigil beyond the oaks and elms of the pasted-on empire. 

They watched from the ridges, out wide in the plains. In a thousand 

years they’d be down here again, erupting through the concrete after all 

this had passed into memory. (300) 

 

This chapter is informed by a great deal of reading across sub-genres of crime fiction, 

under the umbrella of the Islands hybrid form, building upon theoretical foundations 

referenced earlier. Over several decades of storytelling, surveyed in this selection, the 

pervading image is of Australia as a racist and rapacious bully still uncomfortable and 

out-of-place among its Asia-Pacific neighbours, and of Australians as arrogant and 

brash “ockers”. Is this negativity simply a manifestation of Val McDermid’s “left-

leaning” crime-writers whingeing and dumping on their homeland and fellow 

citizens? Or is it instead a manifestation of Palumbo’s notion of crime fiction holding 

a mirror up to society and showing it for what it is, warts and all? The next, and final, 
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chapter attempts to draw some conclusions from this research, both for the discipline 

of creative writing and for my doctorate novel.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

I created you! These words, when Hamilton reported them to me, told 

me more about Kwan’s “secret system” than anything else had done, or 

would do, before I came into possession of the files. He had gone into 

a region where we could no longer follow him. But I created you! – 

yes, I understood that, I thought.  

Christopher Koch, The Year of Living Dangerously, 260 

 

Introduction 

 

Just as Koch’s reliable, down-to-earth Aussie narrator “Cookie” finally begins 

to grasp the inner ramblings of Billy Kwan’s deranged mind, so too I finally began to 

grasp what I had let myself in for with this PhD – He had gone into a region where 

we could no longer follow him. Indeed. 

 The thesis has two parts: a creative component – the novel Crocodile Tears, 

and an exegesis. Both address the research question: “How has Australian crime 

fiction worked to reinforce or undermine projections of Australian national identity 

into the Asia-Pacific region?”  

The question immediately presented two main areas of study: a predominantly 

post-colonial reading of narrative strategies of characterisation and ideologies, as 

represented by attitudes to race, culture and Australian national identity in selected 

hybrid Islands crime novels, with story settings in the near Asia-Pacific region. It also 

involved an examination of the thematic nature of the Islands sub-genre itself, within 

the wider category of Australian crime fiction and crime fiction in general. In the 

previous chapter a number of hybrid novels in the Islands sub-genre were reviewed to 

examine representations of characters and their attitudes to race and Australian 

national identity.  

This exegesis is not intended as a reflection on my own creative process, but it 

is useful, in this final chapter, to also examine any impact of the research on my own 

characters and their attitudes to race and Australian national identity. This chapter 
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also examines the creative and exegetical components in light of the thesis question, 

in order to ascertain where the research has been fruitful and to identify any potential 

avenues of further study.   

 

The Creative Fruits of My Labours 

 

Writing a novel can be both a thrilling and daunting prospect at the best of 

times. Embarking on the writing of one with the added weight of post-colonial and 

genre expectations adds to the frisson – if that is the right word. Now, courtesy of my 

exegetical research, I have a heightened awareness of the politics and ethics of 

representation, of cultural appropriation, and of the challenges and pitfalls that attend 

the writing process. In some ways that awareness was already there, as a result of my 

work as a documentary filmmaker and tied in to my life experience, my politics and 

my world view generally, but I now have a scholarly and theoretical vocabulary, as 

well as the academic underpinning, to support it. This makes me even better equipped 

to the task and opens up exciting possibilities in storytelling. At the same time, it also 

seems important to try to “unlearn” a little of what has been picked up in the academic 

research, so as to re-discover the fluidity and energy of the crime fiction form:  

 

Australian crime fiction was sustained over the decades by readers and 

writers, not by scholars, and the most inappropriate of all forms for a 

book of this kind would be to re-entomb the genre in a mausoleum of 

academic discourse. (Knight 8) 

 

Knight may well have been cautioning himself (and his implied readers) in 

regard to his own scholarly work, but it is a sentiment that resonated with me when 

embarking on the novel component of this thesis. 

Crocodile Tears is conceived as a hybrid spy thriller, police procedural and 

Islands novel. Islands feature as settings: Australia the island continent, Tasmania the 

island state and Bruny Island as places of both escape and entrapment. Timor Leste, 

which is at the core of the mystery being investigated, exemplifies the troubled 
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relationship between Australia and its Asia-Pacific neighbours. Islands also feature 

within the backstory of the unfolding mystery: the islands of the Indonesian 

archipelago and the islands of Australia’s border control “gulag” archipelago – Nauru, 

Manus, and Christmas Island. All are McMahon’s inherently duplicitous islands of 

the literary imagination, simultaneously places of beauty, isolation and escape, as well 

as of fear, despair, incarceration and terror – as they have been throughout Australia’s 

history since European settlement.  

The spy thriller is the thread followed by the Rory Driscoll character. A 

consummate loner, he is charged with “nurse-maiding” a disparate group of 

whistleblowers with a price on their heads: a former ASIS agent involved in bugging 

the Australia-Timor oil negotiations, a Timorese expat journalist and a suburban 

solicitor. All, including Driscoll himself, harbour secrets, treacherous histories and 

alliances that could prove their undoing. There is an air of cynicism and fatalism in 

the story which characterises many spy novels: the truth is seen as something to be 

buried, alongside the bodies. The ground is constantly shifting and the clock ticking 

on imminent threat or disaster. Nobody can be trusted. There is also the individualism 

and freedom from rules that characterises the spy novel, where all that matters is 

individual survival. Thus, anything goes. In some ways these characteristics, like 

those of Australian crime fiction in general, reflect some of the wider social and 

historical preoccupations since the beginning of European settlement in Australia: 

denial of certain truths, freedom from certain rules (particularly those pertaining to 

identity), the cult of individualism, and, always, the fear of imminent threat or 

disaster. As Bruce Bennett notes in his essay “In the Shadows: The Spy in Australian 

Literary and Cultural History”: 

 

Australian creative writers … with an interest in spies and spying have 

been less concerned with ideological point-scoring than with the 

romance and irony of trans-national identities as these are played out in 

the world of espionage. (32) 
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The character of Cato Kwong drives the police procedural thread. His is a 

world of rules, procedures and protocols and order and stability – of endeavouring 

above all to seek out the truth and to do the right thing. He is bound by the rules of 

meticulous evidence-gathering, of team work, and of accountability – to the hierarchy 

and to budgets. He is also relatively recently married and is accountable to his family. 

Cato is no loner and is obliged to constantly balance the personal and the professional. 

His life revolves around team briefings, forensic detail and resource allocations, along 

with childcare obligations and pencilling-in some quality family time. In a short 

exchange with his boss, DI Sandra Pavlou, Cato gets to experience what many women 

face often in the workplace: the conflicting demands of the professional and personal: 

 

“Fancy a trip to Bunbury?” 

One of the other recent murders. A bludgeoning if he remembered 

rightly. “There’s still a case to build here with Jacobs.” 

“That’ll trundle along in the safe hands of Hassan and Thornton 

with oversight from me.” 

“Short notice on the home front. Sharon’s on nights and Ella’s 

crook.” 

A thin smile. “Fair enough. See what you can arrange and let me 

know when suits.” 

Code, he knew, for – Not. Good. Enough. (41) 

 

Having established the central notions of the duplicitous and dangerous island 

Otherplace, the heroic loner spy, the conscientious cop and family man, it then 

becomes necessary to mix them up and subvert them. Is Timor Leste, for instance, a 

fragile fledgling nation emerging from decades (if not centuries) of oppression, really 

on the verge of becoming a failed state without foreign intervention? Or could it in 

fact teach Australia and others a thing or two about resilience and probity?  

 

Nivea stubbed out her cigarette. “That oil is ours by right, not as a 

gift or charitable donation. Stealing it is stealing our country’s wealth, 
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to build hospitals, provide safe clean water. It is exactly about life and 

death.” 

“How much of it would end up benefitting ordinary Timorese?” 

Driscoll shook his head. “Already there are stories of it going to the old 

cadres.” 

“So Australia will look after it for us, is that right? Give it away in 

handouts to your tax-dodging corporations maybe? We do not need 

any lectures in corruption from your country thank you very much.” 

(105) 

 

The novel turns the tables on heroes and villains, on who is in control and 

where power lies, both at a national and personal level. What, for instance, if the 

heroic individualist spy finds himself at almost every turn outplayed by people he 

once ran rings around? What if he now craves the stability and calm of community 

and connection instead of freedom, independence and adventure? What if the truth 

and right and wrong no longer matter as much to Cato, the once conscientious cop, 

and he finds he can play the dirty twisted game just as well as his “spook” 

counterparts?  

 In the sub-characterisations I have tried to be conscious of a more diverse 

representation of “role-fillers” so that there are no narrow definitions based on gender, 

race, age or physical ability. Tokenism? Possibly, but it does not harm to challenge 

presumptions about who should or could be filling any of the everyday roles and 

support characters encountered in a story. There is an obvious Subaltern or cultural 

advisor role here too, and that is the Timorese cop Rosa who occasionally admits Cato 

into a deeper understanding of the history and culture of Timor Leste. Hers is not a 

subservient “Woman Friday” role, however, and she turns the tables on both Cato and 

Driscoll to remind them both who is really in charge – that is, whose country they are 

in, and whose laws and rules they are obliged to operate by. As a detachment of 

PNTL (Timorese national police) arrives at their hideout, Driscoll sees the ground has 

shifted once again:  
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“PNTL?” said Driscoll, as they rolled up. “What?” 

Rosa stepped forward, chin lifted. “I called them.” 

“But I thought we agreed.” 

“We agreed nothing. This is my country. These are our laws. And 

he,” a thumb in the direction of Ximenes, “is my prisoner.” 

“But we can’t trust PNTL.” 

“Can’t you? Why? So far it is you, your colleagues, your embassy, 

and some rogue elements of our army special forces who have caused 

trouble. Not Timorese police.” 

… Driscoll could see he was outnumbered and outgunned. He 

studied Rosa. Outplayed too, he realised. (227-228) 

 

In terms of the ethics of representation in this tale I have endeavoured to heed 

Shameem Black’s “border crossing” ethos backed up by research and underpinned by 

as much humility as possible. One can try to understand and represent other world 

views, apply respect and try to avoid stereotypes and do the required research. But, in 

the end, I must accept my limitations and acknowledge that it is all open for criticism. 

I am, after all, as a white middle-aged and middle-class male, attempting to venture 

into the minds and points of view of, among others, a Chinese-Australian male cop, a 

Chinese-Australian female cop and an Aboriginal spy, as well as attempting to give 

voice to various Timorese characters. In attempting to describe a little of the history, 

culture, geography and language of Timor Leste it is further acknowledged that I am 

skating across the surface.   

Race and national identity are central and recurrent tropes. The central 

characters of Cato, Driscoll, and Sharon Wang (Cato’s wife, an AFP officer) are all 

aware of their Otherness, and of their constant need to prove and keep on proving 

their worth either to their colleagues or themselves. In each case their status as “post-

colonial detectives”, hybrids bridging two worlds and perhaps never really belonging 

to either, enhances their skills as investigators and protagonists even while it also 

continues to place barriers in their way. Driscoll, for instance, has his identity and 



468  
 

sense of belonging thrown back in his face in an exchange with a former Timorese 

militia leader, Ximenes: 

 

“They stole that land from you and then they make their borders 

into something strict and sacred. Except for the oil reserves, of course, 

where your border is as elastic as a Dali painting.” He nodded. “Yes, I 

too have had an education. Civilisation versus chaos, legitimate versus 

illegitimate. Nonsense. And the things you do in the name of your 

plastic Empire. Hypocrites.” 

“Look I’m sorry I gave you up to the people smugglers. But all’s 

fair in love and …”   

Ximenes prodded Driscoll in the chest. “And you’re the biggest 

fool. Thinking they would ever accept you. They used you like they 

used me.” 

“So we’re brothers, right?” 

“When they find your corpse in the gutter tomorrow they’ll walk 

past it. A troublesome black, that’s all you ever were.” (204) 

 

National identity, in terms of how Australia perceives itself, perceives others 

and is perceived by others is also a central theme. Australia’s relationship with Timor 

Leste, especially since World War II, has been a complex one: relying on the 

Timorese “little brothers” to carry out effective guerrilla raids on the occupying 

Japanese forces, and then abandoning them to their fate when military strategy so 

demanded it; turning a complicit blind eye to the Indonesian invasion and subsequent 

atrocities; stepping in finally, in a peacekeeping role, following the Independence 

referendum; and playing dirty in the oil negotiations. At the government level it has 

been a relationship characterised at times by paternalism, by greed, by ruthless 

realpolitik, by bullying and by racism but that has often been offset to some degree by 

genuine solidarity, respect and affection by ordinary Australians. As such it could be 

seen as a post-colonial case study in how Australia projects national identity into the 

neighbouring Asia-Pacific.  
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I have attempted to avoid anthropomorphism of place – be it Australia or 

Timor – highlighting instead the unfamiliarity of locations or historical resonance to 

invoke suspense or tension, rather than exotic Otherness. I visited Timor Leste as part 

of my research, in order to gain at least a brief feel for the culture, the geography, the 

climate and the everyday sights, sounds, tastes and smells. I also carried out extensive 

archival research on key historic events in the story – the independence referendum, 

the oil treaty negotiations and such. The manuscript of the novel has been checked by 

a number of people for issues of accuracy and representation on the subject of Timor, 

the use of language and representations of the central characters.  

 

The Theoretical Fruits of My Labours 

 

 During the course of the exegetical research I read around a dozen hybrid 

novels, whether in the Islands crime sub-genre or connected to the central question in 

some way. Several of these are cited in depth in Chapter 4 and listed in Chapter 2, as 

well as in the bibliography. Although crime novels connected to the Asia-Pacific form 

only a small proportion of all crime novels, it is worth reiterating that most of the 

hybrid novels reviewed in Chapter 4 were published in the last thirty years, even 

though Knight observed that many more Islands novels were written much earlier. My 

list reflects issues of availability – many novels from past decades are out of print 

and/or just too hard to find, and it is only the more noted authors like McGuire and 

Jay who survive. To some extent the list also reflects my own prejudices for 

“readability” – e.g. my unwillingness to wade through turgid and anti-Japanese or 

similarly racist propaganda novels from WWII. John Loder’s catalogue of Australian 

crime fiction between 1857 and 1993 lists a further twenty-five authors whose books 

might come under the hybrid category of “Islands”. Many appear to be exotically-set 

thrillers or spy capers. In total they represent at most ten per cent of the output listed 

in the catalogue. As for the twenty-five years following Loder’s survey, it would be 

safe to say that Islands novels remain a relatively small percentage of the total 

Australian crime novels written during that period.  
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A range of narrative devices for characterisation can be found in the examined 

novels. Direct definition can provide a short biography of the character: his or her 

parentage, education and employment are all bearers of ideologies of race, class and 

cultural identity (for example, Billy Kwan’s and Max Quinlan’s hybridity, or George 

Buchanan’s sense of entitlement or duty). Indirect definitions (by thought, action, or 

dialogue) offer ideological clues – for instance, Jayne Keeney’s strong belief in the 

value of cultural sensitivity or Cassius Calvert’s political ruthlessness tempered by his 

humanising self-doubt. All interpellate the reader to a position sympathetic to the 

author’s intent.  

Where the selected novel is, by definition, a crime or mystery novel, the true 

nature of a character might be disguised or withheld. In crime fiction this is usually 

true of the villain, but, in the hybrid form, it may also be true of any of the characters 

(heroes and heroines included) or, indeed, the setting. The investigator is often 

depicted as flawed; haunted by personal guilt, doubt or trauma – such as Max 

Quinlan’s need for redemption after a partner died as a result of his misjudgement, or 

Will Prior’s guilt at involvement in a wartime atrocity. Thus fictional characters 

reveal their attitudes to race and national identity through their own thoughts, words 

or actions, or through those of others. However, in the Islands hybrid form 

characterisation can be further complicated by the setting: the presence of Otherness 

of place and people can distort or even crystallise character. Race and place are often 

at the heart of the plot just as, one might argue, they are also at the heart of Australian 

national (mistaken) identity.  

 

Other Highways and Bi-Ways 

 

In the course of this project there were some tempting byways not directly 

related to the research question. My own study looks at Australian crime fiction in the 

Islands sub-genre for projections of Australian national identity into the Asia-Pacific. 

However, an examination of differences between Islands crime narratives written by 

writers from those countries in the Asia-Pacific neighbourhood (and their 

views/portrayals of Australians and other foreigners) would be a potentially 
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interesting field of enquiry, not only in terms of plots, characterisation and themes but 

also the ethics of representation. If we could see ourselves as others see us, would that 

make for a richer seam of storytelling and increased understanding of who we really 

are – and could be? It would be interesting also, in the production of a creative work, 

to see what might result from a meaningful collaboration on an Islands crime novel 

between, for instance, an Australian and an Indonesian writer.   

 

Significance 

 

Is the literary projection of Australian national identity (whatever form it might take) 

into the Asia-Pacific region of any consequence? As an example, if we take the idea 

of Australia representing an oasis of stability, honesty and civilisation in a supposedly 

volatile and corrupt region, then that would theoretically promote Australia as a good 

international citizen and as a stable place to invest in. To some extent that has often 

been the case over the century or so since nationhood, with Australia having, at times, 

a much stronger economy than many and taking the initiative with, among other 

things, the Cambodia peace process and Timorese independence. After the then Prime 

Minister John Howard raised the “Australia as Deputy Sheriff” flag it was not well-

received by Australia’s near neighbours. Among them was Malaysian Deputy 

Defence Minister Shafie Apdal who, addressing a summit of Islamic nations in 

Malaysia, said: "America can appoint anyone to be their representative or their agent, 

or their puppet in this region, but we will never recognise them" (reported in The Age 

on 17.10.2003). Thus it is not just post-9/11 that overly identifying as an outpost of 

Western civilisation can place Australia in a difficult position.  

Sean Brawley, in The White Peril, cites Sir Keith Hancock’s 1930 history of 

Australia, singling out the White Australia policy of 1901 as the core condition 

affecting every other national policy decision. He describes the single most important 

condition of it as being “the maintenance of a white, preferably British society” (1). In 

1925, the British Labour leader (and former and future Prime Minister) Ramsay 

MacDonald went a step further, declaring the White Australia policy “a menace to 

civilisation” (qtd. in Brawley 94). Australia acting as an outpost of empire (British or 
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American) is a double-edged sword, particularly in turbulent times – such as the 

current brinkmanship between the U.S. and North Korea, or the dispute over Chinese 

territorial claims in the South China Sea and trade/espionage wars where Australia 

offers itself as a proxy collateral target. The projection of Australian national identity 

(whatever form it might take) into the Asia-Pacific region does, it would seem, have 

consequences – although its expression through literature might be a peripheral issue.  

While there are a significant number of international studies addressing 

ideologies of race, culture and national identity in the discipline of creative writing, 

and in crime fiction (particularly in Europe and North America), there are, as one 

might expect, fewer focusing on Australia. While there are a number of Islands 

Studies reflections on literature (including genre writing) and islands – particularly 

the work of McMahon and of Crane & Fletcher – the territory of the hybrid Australian 

Islands crime novel and ideologies of race, culture and national identity remains a 

relatively unfurrowed field.  

 

And Finally … 

 

So do Kipling’s East and West remain implacably bifurcated in the Aussie 

whodunnit? While much has progressed over the years with regards to representations 

of Otherness, the fact remains that most Australian crime fiction, like crime fiction 

generally, remains inhabited by white men – both as heroes and as their creators. 

However, the 2018 Ned Kelly Award for Best Crime went to Sulari Gentill, and the 

crime bestseller and awards lists are well-represented by the likes of Jane Harper, 

Emma Viskic, Candice Fox and Dervla McTiernan. On screen the standout 2018 

television drama (critically and ratings-wise, and following cinematic success in 

previous years) was Mystery Road – with Indigenous detective Jay Swan (played by 

Aaron Pedersen) setting the standard for a new kind of star power: the Indigenous 

post-colonial detective. Change is well and truly in the air and if, as Ed Christian 

reminds us, the post-colonial detective (and his/her creator) is still very much a work 

in progress, then there is much to look forward to.  
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