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				Gabrielle Lord is widely acknowledged as one of Australia’s foremost writers. Her popular psychological thrillers are informed by a detailed knowledge of forensic procedures, combined with an unrivalled gift for story-telling. She is the author of twelve novels—Bones, Tooth and Claw, Salt, Jumbo, The Sharp End, Feeding the Demons, Whipping Boy, Fortress, Death Delights, Baby Did a Bad Bad Thing, Lethal Factor and most recently Spiking the Girl. Her stories and articles have appeared widely in the national press and been published in anthologies. Winner of the 2002 Ned Kelly Award for best crime novel for Death Delights and joint winner of the 2003 Davitt crime fiction prize for Baby Did a Bad Bad Thing, Gabrielle has also written for film and TV and is currently completing her next novel. She lives in Sydney.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Praise for Lethal Factor

				‘Her books continue to stand out from the pack for their meticulous attention to detail and authentic understanding of the processes involved in crime solving.’

				Sunday Mail

				‘Lethal Factor was written at a time when the world suddenly realised it was vulnerable. The gripping page-turner is all the more frightening because it moves beyond the realms of fantasy … Lord consisently turns out well-written and enthralling psychological thrillers. With Lethal Factor, she has done it again.’

				Herald Sun

				‘Gabrielle Lord manages to combine anthrax and a dead nun in another forceful and perceptive novel of criminality’

				Sydney Morning Herald

				‘Gabrielle Lord is always up-to-the-minute topical and encyclopedically instructive’

				Adelaide Advertiser

				‘A great read and one of Lord’s best so far … Lord has shown her versatility and strength as a writer by creating totally believable characters of either sex.’

				Good Reading

				‘A fast and furious read, as Lord just keeps getting better with each book.’

				Ballarat Courier
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Prologue

				Two by two the black figures stepped down from the wooden stalls lining each side of the chapel, joining in a pair to bow to the altar, nod to their Superior, before gliding away, twin black shapes, veils lifting as they turned, followed by the next pair, then the next until the chapel was emptied. Only the Superior stayed bowed in prayer. One by one the sacristan extinguished the candles on the altar, and the Superior rose up from her stall, genuflected, then followed her community, leaving the chapel to the gloomy shadows and the flickering red sanctuary light.

				The silent ranks of veiled women flowed along the cloister, turning each corner, swarming up the staircase, soundless except for the rattle of rosaries, along the first floor northern corridor, each one entering her own cell, closing the door behind her until finally, the last nun opened the door of the last room, and silently entered.

				The Superior, following them, put out the overhead lights, leaving only the dim floor lamps and the garish green ‘exit’ sign at the end of the hallway over the entrance to the fire stairs. The grandfather clock whirred and clicked before striking eleven times. Outside, a night bird screamed, a fearful sound, like a woman shrieking for her life.

				St Benedict’s ‘Great Silence’ descended on the convent where it brooded in the winter countryside, miles away from the lights of the city. No one would speak or even whisper until after Mass tomorrow, and then only if the Superior rang the tiny silver bell at breakfast. Often she did not, and the silence continued until morning tea.

				The nun in the last room before the fire stairs sank to her knees. She knew it wouldn’t be long before he came again. She prayed the prayer of Gesthemane—if it be possible, let this chalice pass from me. Not mine, but your will be done. It was a hard prayer. The hardest she had ever prayed. After all these years, the past had returned. In the first weeks after he’d appeared, she’d worried about how he’d tracked her down. For nearly thirty years, she’d borne nothing but the anonymous religious name, no surname, no indication of her earlier origin. In the convent, the world no longer mattered. Now, she had to accept that the past had found her again.

				It doesn’t matter, she thought, that I have devoted my life to atonement and forgiveness. Some things are unforgivable—some things are so terrible they are beyond the reach of heaven. The black thought arose unbidden in her mind. No, she thought, I must not, dare not think that. That is to sin against the Holy Spirit, the most deadly sin of all. There must always be mercy, even for the worst, the very worst of evil. Even for—but she dared not think of that. The Black Legion reminded her that she was its daughter and she had to move quickly to distract herself from that knowledge.

				She raised her eyes to the miraculous figure on the wall above her pre-Dieu and prayed again. Father Oswald had loaned it to her, to comfort her in this time. If it be possible, she prayed, let this chalice pass from me. The figure on the wall seemed to turn his face away from hers. And she knew it was not possible. He would come back. He would keep coming back until he had done what he’d set out to do. There is no one I can turn to for help, she thought. Father Oswald is too old and frail to protect me and I dare not risk telling anyone else. There is only the power of heaven, and heaven seemed very far away tonight. She could feel her heart beating in fear and she jumped as the night bird shrieked again. Perhaps he is already out there now, she thought, shivering, and the night bird has seen him coming. Even now, is he standing in the darkness, waiting for the last light in the last cell to go out? Waiting for the blackness of a moonless countryside night, where no light from town can penetrate, a blackness as encompassing as the Great Silence.

				She stood up and went to her window, securing the lock, making sure the blind completely covered the glass. She dared not look outside for fear that she might see the face of hatred and vengeance pressed up against the glass, obscenely squashed, only inches away. The thought made her jump back in fright. She couldn’t sleep. Except for fits and snatches, she had barely slept for weeks, since his appearance. She had thought that this place, with its clean, fresh air, its soothing, plain routines, the round of praying, its patterned carpets and polished floors would be a safe haven. But there is no safe haven, she knew now. There hadn’t been a safe haven for him and his when it had been her people’s turn to act. She stood again, irresolute. Every night of late, it had been so hard to take off the wimple and the veil, the rosary beads, the leather belt, the bib and scapular, the undergarments. She felt exposed and vulnerable in her long nightdress and too-short hair, bristly and greying now, no longer the glossy black it had been thirty years ago when she’d first made the decision to spend her life praying for forgiveness and her tresses had fallen around her bridal dress as the Mistress of Novices cut it off.

				Was that a sound outside? She froze, willing her ears to pick up the slightest movement of sole on grass, or the merest crushing of a violet. Only the Great Silence filled her ears, making her head feel huge and light with its depth and weight. She knelt again. There is nothing I can do, she thought. Wherever I go, he’ll find me. And where could I go? I have no money, no friends. Not anymore. The Black Legion is everywhere. She bowed her head over the kneeler. Perhaps she dozed, despite herself.

				She awoke with a start; heard the grandfather clock chime twelve times, willing it to be silent in case he used the throbbing sound as cover to creep closer, closer. He had skills. He knew how to get in, get out of places. He knew how to kill. And she knew why he knew and how he knew. It was her knowledge, too.

				She picked up the pretty pearl-covered prayer book that had been her father’s gift to her all those years ago. My father, she thought, shuddering, and my brother. Will I meet them when I die? Or are they in the hell they made for themselves and other people while they lived? She opened the prayer book at the place she read all the time lately, over and over. She heard a sound. She put her finger between the leaves of the prayer book to keep her place. Yes, definitely, there was someone outside her window. Hatred like his could melt metal. She knew that hatred as if it were her own. His eyes would stare at the window lock and the steel would soften and fall away like wax. She looked towards the window, but it was worse watching. She averted her gaze. 

				Even those in front of firing squads are offered a blindfold, she thought. I don’t want to see what’s coming.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				One

				I could hear my own breathing, sounding like the surf against the rocks at Malabar, as the cartridge respirator kept me safe from any external contamination. Behind the clear mask that protected my eyes and face, and a little awkward in the spacesuit, I manoeuvred as delicately as I could. It’s something like dry-land diving, and in my world, there are just as many reefs and sharks to outmanoeuvre.

				Outside the house I was searching, the HAZCHEM boys from the Fire Brigade were champing at the bit, wanting to get in here with their solvents and their powerful sterilising equipment. But the Fire Brigade would just have to wait a little longer while I searched and recorded everything in the dead man’s house. As a senior analyst with Criminalistics at Forensic Services of the Australian Federal Police, and a one-time New South Wales police crime scene examiner, I take precedence. Especially with this sort of death.

				I’d been called out early this morning, away from a couple of days of hard-earned leave and I knew my daughter Jacinta would take a dim view of this if she woke up while I was away. We’d been planning a walk around the coast and brunch at Maroubra. Instead, I was searching a dead man’s house.

				Dr Tony Bonning’s analytical laboratory had been similarly searched and found to be completely clean. Accident had been ruled out and suicide was most unlikely, given that Dr Bonning had just been promoted and was looking forward to a working holiday in Scotland. And who, except the floridly insane, would use such a means to end his life? I even knew the man slightly.

				Tony Bonning wasn’t a friend, but he was a colleague, because in our game eventually you get to know the names and faces of just about everyone in similar and related fields. His special area had been in the chemistry of toxins and he had sometimes given evidence as an expert witness. Over the years, I’d bumped into everyone connected with forensic science at various functions and conferences. Tony Bonning was a nice fellow with whom I’d chatted on those sorts of occasions, but nothing more. Until now. It felt odd, to be searching his house now.

				Behind me, I was aware of our young trainee, Vic Agnew, lent to me by the Federal Police for a training course. Similarly kitted out, Vic followed, filming my every move with his video camera. Occasionally I said something for the recording if I felt it was important, even though I knew the sound quality would be very poor because of the breathing apparatus. Vic also passed a rare comment, but mostly we worked quietly, focused and attentive to the surroundings.

				Part of a crime scene examiner’s job is to cover the scene of the crime so thoroughly that it can be presented to the judge and jury as if they had seen it for themselves. Usually, the police do this, but because of the nature of Tony Bonning’s death, and the possible danger lurking in his home, I was carrying out these procedures.

				The other aspect of crime scene examination involves finding, collecting and recording evidence. Already we had searched every room, a visual search first without touching or disturbing anything, recording in a methodical way, so that nothing was left unnoted, marking the door to each room as we left it, to show any following police officers what we’d covered. ‘Every contact leaves a trace,’ taught the great nineteenth-century French criminologist and scientist Edmund Locard. In the normal run of homicides, I would expect the killer’s presence to be betrayed by some sort of trace. But this killer had not needed to visit this house in person. Instead, he had sent a gift-wrapped emissary on his behalf, a silent, deadly and agonising assassin.

				Because the autopsy results were public, and I already knew what had killed scientist Dr Bonning, and how, I was concentrating my efforts on food and drink items, taking wipe samples from everywhere, sealing them in sterile containers, detailing their origin. So far, the kitchen had been most disappointing, with the refrigerator almost empty apart from a block of cheese, some shrivelled bacon and bottles of wine and beer, still sealed.

				The freezer was empty of food, almost filled by a glacier that could have been formed during the Ice Age. Nothing there excited my interest. Or suspicion. But I’d taken particular interest in the small kitchen bin, and would very thoroughly check the samples I’d taken, firstly in one of the brilliantly lit examination rooms at my workplace, then under the high-powered light microscope.

				Now there was only the dead man’s bedroom to search and I paused at the doorway a moment, letting the scene talk to me, just like I used to do in the old days, to tell me something of the individual who until a few days ago had slept there. You can tell a lot about a person from how he lives and what he has around him. This was a well-furnished bedroom, a masculine space, untidy but not dirty. Messy, but not chaotic. 

				Now, at the doorway to Dr Bonning’s bedroom, I imagined him waking on the last morning of his life. Outside, the sudden laughing of kookaburras startled me, incongruous in this place. Did the kookaburras laugh for him that last morning? The unmade bed still showed where Bonning had flung the doona aside on rising. Against the wall on the left-hand side of the doorway was a tall chest of drawers with a mirror on top. Was he already feeling the first effects of the disease when he looked in the mirror? Did he feel something that he thought was just indigestion and decide to tough it out and go to work anyway? From all reports he loved his job.

				It was on the floor near the closed window that I gained a poignant insight into the dead man’s character. Over the small wastepaper bin, like a halo against the wall, was a novelty basketball goal ring, complete with net. The kookaburras’ laughter reached hysterical heights then all at once stopped and I imagined them flying away with a flash of blue.

				I went into the room and Vic came up behind me. Again we started the systematic search and recording left to right, floor to waist. Finally, I approached the wastepaper bin, noticing a couple of screwed-up balls of foil in it among the other bits and pieces. My suspicious mind immediately thought of illegal substances in foil wrappings, but closer inspection revealed them to be sweet or chocolate wrappers. I imagined Bonning lying on his bed, perhaps reading a journal, eating sweets, exercising his basketball skills, throwing the screwed-up wrappings into his bin from the bed. One, a half-crushed ball of red silver foil, excited my interest. It was much larger than the others and I felt a sweat of excitement, thinking of what my old partner Bob Edwards had told me.

				‘Tony wondered when he got it, if he had a secret admirer,’ Bob had said.

				Someone was thinking of him, all right. But not an admirer. And he got it all right.

				Aware of my protective gear, I knelt down beside the bin, Vic close behind, panning slowly around the area, establishing location, shooting the bin and its surrounds. I used a pair of medical tweezers to pick up the foil wrapping and place it on a clean sheet of white paper. Again, I held my breath with excitement, teasing it open a little. My excitement increased. This could be the wrapping paper I was looking for because, squashed as it was, I could still make out the impression of a curving shape embossed along one side. I took a powerful hand glass out of my box of tricks, checking for any powdery residue.

				A human egg is about one hundred micrometres in size and can just be discerned by the naked eye. What I was searching for was no more than one or two micrometres. What I was looking for was not visible. Not even with a powerful magnifying glass—but the medium surrounding it might be.

				I moved out of the way so that Vic could record the screwed-up piece of red foil on the paper, its dimensions, colour and the fact that I was carefully transferring it to a container, then tightly sealing and labelling it.

				If I was holding death in my hands, I intended to keep it well secured. I gave Vic the thumbs up and he came in close, recording the sealed container, my signature and the date, following me as I placed it in another larger outer container, prior to transferring it to the lab. I remembered to breathe again, protected by my respirator.

				My plan was for Vic to take this straight down to my place of work, Forensic Services in Canberra, for examination. There’s been a renaissance in microscopy in the last few years and I would take full advantage of this with a closer look at whatever might be found on the surprise sweet wrapper.

				It took nearly three-quarters of an hour before I was ready to go, hosed and sprayed and decontaminated by the HAZCHEM boys until they were satisfied that I was thoroughly sterilised. I looked around to see if the kookaburras had returned, but they’d missed their chance to laugh at me. Instead, the firies made their usual bad jokes as they worked me over. I put on my own clothes in the cramped quarters of the mobile police station, set up at the outer perimeter of the crime scene. Was this a one-off, I wondered, or were we in for more, as in the USA?

				I saw the senior detective on the case, stooped Gavin Wales, his thinning hair stretched across his pate, having a cigarette out on the street and I remembered him from the briefing we’d had with other agencies after Tony Bonning’s death.

				‘Get anything, Jack?’ he asked me, throwing the fag end onto the grass and crushing it.

				Smokers. They use the world as their ashtray. I used to do exactly the same for years.

				‘I can’t say until I examine it,’ I said. ‘I’ll let you know if I find something.’

				‘Just keep me up to speed if you can. We’ve never had anything like this to deal with before.’ He paused. ‘That postal worker’s just hanging on, the doctors say. The world’s a bloody different place, mate, to how it used to be. But I’m not surprised. I’ve been waiting for something like this.’

				‘Like what?’

				‘We’re in the front-line now. A terrorist attack.’

				‘It’s far too early to be making that sort of assumption,’ I told him. ‘All we can be certain about is that it was an intentional contamination.’ But I could see that his mind was made up.

				I thought of the postal worker, Natalie Haynes, a young mother, who’d had the ill fortune to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, in a mail sorting section, doing what humans do all the time as she worked, breathing. Her place of work had tested positive. And despite thorough decontamination, the general public, including postal workers, was feeling nervous. And understandably so.

				‘I’ll need tissue samples,’ I told the detective, ‘from the autopsy of Tony Bonning. Who did the autopsy? Was it Bradley Strachan?’

				The detective nodded. ‘I know Strawney well,’ he said. ‘I can send someone down with samples for you if you ring and ask for them.’

				I nodded.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Two

				I drove back to Malabar, leaving the huddle of Fire Brigade officers and police near the mobile station outside the dead man’s house in one of the small streets near Centennial Park. Vic was going straight back to work at Forensic Services in Canberra and I planned to do the same. He was training up well and, if all went smoothly, would shortly be out of his probationary period.

				I drove through a clear winter morning. The white mist that had enveloped my house in the early hours had not quite dissolved from the higher areas of Centennial Park. Some of the larger ponds were still wreathed in mist and a black swan, mirrored upside down on the shining water, was a double silhouette, black velvet on silver.

				I live in the last house of a quiet street. The land rises with my house at the highest point then falls away suddenly near my right-hand border straight down the roadway. My only neighbour on the left is hidden from me by a lot of coastal growth, tea-tree and grevillea trees, and that suits me well. I like living opposite the coastal shipping lanes, watching the ships glide past, even though nothing very glamorous plied up to the port at Botany. The noisy miner birds who lived around my garden and who were better than any dog at alerting me to movement in the area, fussed and alarmed as I walked through. Yesterday, while my brother Charlie and I were having lunch, I’d heard them making an alarming sound I’d never heard before. When I looked outside down the back where they’d been carrying on, I saw a small brown snake disappearing at my approach.

				‘You’ve got a snake in the grass,’ said Charlie, as we walked back to the house. ‘Don’t forget that.’

				I thought he was merely stating the obvious. But today, I wondered if his warning could be taken in a wider context. I felt a chill and hurried to unlock the side door, pleased to be home.

				Jacinta hadn’t stirred when my mobile rang three hours earlier in the pitch blackness of a winter pre-dawn and she was still not up. I put coffee on to perk and found some eggs for breakfast, still preoccupied with the events of the morning. My mobile rang and I snatched it up.

				‘Jack McCain,’ I said and listened.

				‘Digby,’ I said, surprised to hear my boss’s voice. ‘What’s up?’

				‘It’s Livvy,’ he said, and I wasn’t surprised at the heaviness in his voice as he mentioned his wife. ‘She’s caught that awful flu everyone’s had.’

				Livvy Worthington’s brilliance didn’t help her control her moods. I knew she suffered from bouts of depression. And I could understand Digby’s concern. A recent bout with flu had left me feeling low for months.

				I concentrated on what my boss was saying.

				‘I’ve decided to take leave for a while and spend some time with her.’

				I waited, wondering what he was on about. Although my boss and I aren’t close, we get along well together professionally. Jacinta and Livvy are well acquainted. Jacinta sometimes visits to ride the horses.

				‘What I’m saying,’ Digby continued, ‘is that I’d like you to take over my job for a while, Jack. I’ve put you down as my replacement. Acting Chief.’

				I was surprised at this. Digby must be very concerned, I thought. I’ve never been ambitious in the way my boss is. Digby’s ambitious nature had always been very obvious; I’d sensed that being Chief Scientist of the Criminalistics Section at Forensic Services in Canberra was not quite enough for him, that he wanted something bigger and grander. He was a hardworking scientist, and every moment away from work was spent on his private research project.

				‘It means you could be acting for a while,’ Digby was saying. ‘I’ll drop in from time to time, and there are a couple of cases that I need to tidy up and send off, but my return will largely depend on how Livvy shapes up.’

				My surprise increased. What on earth would he do with himself? Taking care of a depressed and ill wife would hardly be fulfilling for a man like Digby. I found myself wondering about my boss’s marriage. Then I stopped myself. Of all people, I was about the last person in the world to have any insights into that particular happy state.

				The fact that he wanted me to be Acting Chief scientist was certainly a feather in the cap of an ex-cop and I felt pleased, but there’s often a catch to this sort of thing. Ordering new wastepaper baskets and listening to people grizzle about each other are not really my cup of tea. I’m an analytical investigator and that’s my first love. I mentally reviewed the cases I was working on. As long as not too much new stuff landed on us, I estimated they could all be made to fit around the Acting Chief position.

				I found I was staring sightlessly at the bronze figure of Kwan Tei, Chinese god of detectives, prostitutes and triads, a gift given to me ages ago, standing on the windowsill. Maybe I should burn some incense in front of you, for good luck, I thought, remembering silent, morose Henry Dupont, the most senior scientist after Digby.

				‘What about Henry?’ I asked. ‘He’s got much more seniority. He won’t be too happy to be passed over.’

				‘Henry’s never happy,’ said Digby. ‘And he’s not a team player. He’s too much of a loner.’

				I nearly laughed out loud. Compared with me, Henry Dupont was a screaming party animal. I was the only one who hadn’t gone to Digby’s birthday drinks in the common room last week even though I’d been in town. Nor had I gone to see him and Livvy in the local mummers production of The Boyfriend last year, let alone the wrap party after it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d socialised with my colleagues, much preferring over the years I’d worked in Canberra to jump in the car on a Friday afternoon and drive back to Sydney each weekend, to my wife and family. These days I had no wife, and my son Greg was out of the country just now.

				Despite his scientific acuity, I thought, there were some things Digby failed to notice.

				‘I’d feel happier,’ he continued, ‘if I knew you’d be okay to do the job in this open-ended fashion. Especially with Bacillus anthracis raising its ugly head at the moment. I doubt if Henry could cope with the pressures that’s going to bring to our work.’

				‘I’m okay to do it,’ I said, knowing I worked well under pressure, hoping I wasn’t taking on too much.

				‘Good.’ I could hear the relief in my boss’s voice. ‘Livvy wants to go out to Seven Oaks. Reckons it’ll do her good if she can get out of town for a few weeks.’

				The Worthingtons had a twenty-five-acre hobby farm out of Canberra that they’d bought quite cheaply because it was unsuitable for agricultural grazing. Even so, their horses, big dopey Taffy and Duchess the ill-mannered thoroughbred, flourished there and Digby indulged in breeding fancy fowls, highly decorative Chinese Silkies that looked like walking powder puffs, housed in a building far too grand to be called a henhouse; a state-of-the-art chookery with air-conditioning to keep the delicate creatures in a temperate environment. He grew nut trees that never fruited. And housed in a huge glass floor-to-ceiling enclosure was his ant research farm, with its teeming colonies of Myrmecia pilosula.  Out at Seven Oaks, they were both different people. Livvy enjoyed taking a break from her own research at the Australian National University, to enjoy the pollution-free air and make life-threatening cakes for friends, often accompanied by Digby’s dubious home-brew.

				During the week, they lived in a town house in the city. Digby and Livvy had no children and instead had made their lives together in science as well as matrimony. Their ‘family’ was their colleagues in Forensic Services and the university where Livvy carried out her research into synthetic ‘decoy’ receptors in human cells, screening small molecules for sites that might bind to cancer-related proteins and block their deadly growth. She was very protective about her work, deftly steering questions away from it, so much so that I wondered if she might be working on something for Defence. She’d gone to Sydney for supervision of her thesis, I seemed to recall. Digby’s private work, when he had the time, took him down another highly specialised area—the development from his ants of an immunotoxin that targeted malignant cells. His position as Chief Scientist made it hard for him to get the time for his research. We were always snowed under with work. Now, I expected, we would be even busier.

				Thinking more about it, I wasn’t completely surprised by my boss’s decision. He had seemed weighed down of late, although in the last couple of months he’d started weights and circuit training at the campus gym and that seemed to have improved his mood. The reality of having to care for an increasingly delicate wife for who knows how long would burden any man, I thought. I resisted comparing myself to Digby because any smugness on my part was immediately deleted by the knowledge that my ex-wife Genevieve still hated me, despite getting everything she wanted and more in our divorce proceedings. For some people, a hate relationship seems more lively than a love-based one and Genevieve seemed determined to punish me as long as she could. I knew from my own career and the violent crime scenes I’d examined, how powerful a motive hatred is.

				Even now, the New South Wales police were trying to find who it was that hated Tony Bonning enough to send him something through the mail that would kill him. Once, murderers had used letter bombs. Now, the explosion was of a different order—silent, stealthy and deadly.

				‘I’ve just got back from Tony Bonning’s house,’ I said to Digby. ‘I’m very hopeful I may have what we need. I’ll start culturing up samples as soon as possible.’

				‘Good . . .’ he said. There was a pause. ‘One more thing,’ he added. ‘Lennie Lowenstein is due to arrive in the next week or so. I’ll do what I can but I won’t be there all the time to supervise his visit.’

				My boss was a protégé of the famed New York forensic analyst, Dr Lowenstein, and largely owed his speedy elevation to Chief Scientist some years back to Dr Lowenstein’s glowing recommendations. Digby’s earlier research, published in the USA, had impressed the influential American. ‘He’ll be landing on us before we know it.’

				I could hear tension and strain in Digby’s voice; he had a lot on his plate just now, I thought, and felt sorry for him.

				‘And on your way down,’ he said, as casually as if he’d been asking me to pick up a litre of milk, ‘will you call in on a crime scene? Convent of the Assumption on the Heronvale Road. One of the sisters was found dead in her room. Looks like murder.’

				‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What’s the story?’

				‘That’s for you to find out,’ he said. ‘It sounds nasty. Someone’s done some carving. On her skin.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Three

				As I put the phone down, my attention was caught by the smell of the eggs catching and I hurried to scoop them onto some buttered toast.

				I sat down at the table in front of the dry eggs, not realising how hungry I was until I started eating. I poured myself a coffee, wondering when my daughter would appear. Coffee aroma was usually about the only thing that would shift her in the mornings. I ate quickly, looking out past the grevillea bushes to the sandstone outcrop of Boora Point across the bay. I was feeling very curious about the convent murder. I recalled the high brick wall of the old building out on the Heronvale Road, its elaborate wrought-iron gates and park-like grounds, once some distance from the city but now a lot closer to the new housing estates. Together with what I’d collected from the late Dr Bonning’s bedroom, another investigation would give me two interesting new cases. Too many of the cases I work on are sheer routine, dull and predictable, the same old offender already locked up and the physical evidence readily and visibly available. I was at the stage of my career where I needed something more, something to stimulate a mind that was searching for bigger and better adventures.

				Some of my colleagues never attend crime scenes—it’s not their job. But my many years as a crime scene examiner with the New South Wales police before I joined the Federales as a scientist gives me an edge over bench scientists. Crime scenes are much better protected now than they were in the old days. I remember the case of a murdered stripper’s flat revealing no less than forty-three separate sets of fingerprints, all of which belonged to the police, dropping in out of sheer curiosity to have a bit of a perve. I couldn’t imagine a crime scene more different from a nun’s cell in a convent. No stickybeaks there. I recalled my treatment at the hands of the Sisters of Show No Mercy in Springbrook when I’d been a little fellow at school. Maybe the nuns were finally showing the homicidal streak I’d always suspected in them. I thought of waking Jacinta before I left but decided against it because she’d be cranky about our walk being postponed. She’s like a bear with a sore head when she first gets up. Her mother was the same except Genevieve’s mood often didn’t improve with the day.

				My mobile rang again and I was delighted to hear the voice of my friend, Bob Edwards.

				‘I heard you’d been seconded interstate somewhere,’ I said.

				We go back over twenty years, Bob and I, from when he was my partner in the old days. ‘Where the hell are you?’

				‘Waiting for you, you old bugger,’ he said, ‘at the convent. Who do you think wanted you here?’

				‘I didn’t know you cared,’ I said, realising now why Digby had dropped it on me when there were plenty of personnel in Canberra. ‘Don’t know what use I’ll be to you. It’s a bloody long time since I’ve had any dealings with nuns.’

				‘Then you’ll feel right at home with this bunch,’ said Bob. ‘The winds of change have passed them by completely. They’re still medieval. Some of them haven’t left the grounds in fifty years.’

				I was surprised to hear that such places still existed.

				‘What’s the Assumption?’ Bob was asking.

				‘One of the wilder ones assumed by Rome,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell you about it some time.’

				‘Dad?’ Jacinta’s voice wailed from her bedroom. ‘Who are you talking to? What’s the time?’

				‘I’m leaving shortly,’ I told Bob and glanced at my watch. ‘Should be there around one. What have you got?’

				‘Middle-aged woman, a nun, murdered,’ said Bob matter-of-factly. ‘I’ll go and have something to eat and then be back in time to meet you.’

				I rang off. Sunlight glowed on the small oval framed portrait of my little sister Rosie hanging in the hallway, frowning in the bright sunlight of the last November she would ever see, some thirty years ago. Since discovering what had happened to her and making my peace with her, I like her picture hanging here, a household guardian, keeping an eye on the rest of us. Sometimes, I remember to put a couple of flowers in a vase on the hall table in front of her.

				‘Give us a hand, Rosie,’ I said to her. ‘This job could be tricky.’

				‘Are you talking to someone?’ my daughter called from her room.

				‘I was talking to Bob,’ I said. ‘And it’s nearly ten. Have you got classes later?’ There was no answer so I continued gathering up the things I’d need to take to Canberra with me.

				I was just about to zip up the overnight bag when a lump in a yellow doona shuffled to my doorway and leaned against the lintel. ‘Where are you going?’ asked Jacinta, her pretty face hidden in the folded cowls of the doona.

				‘To Canberra. Unfortunately, a new case means I have to head down there.’

				‘But you’re supposed to be off work today,’ she wailed. ‘You promised we would do that coast walk. I put off a fantastically good-looking and totally sex-crazed Computer Studies student for you!’

				I wasn’t too happy about this frank remark, but I stayed cool, recognising that she liked to bait me sometimes with comments such as this. Driven by family circumstances, Jacinta had spent nearly two years on the streets a couple of years back and sometimes I felt she was older and more world-weary even than me. I wondered why my company was suddenly so desirable.

				‘Sorry, Jass,’ I told her. ‘But I had a very early call-out this morning. And I’ve got another scene to attend near Canberra. You know in my work things can suddenly change. I promise we’ll do that walk as soon as I’m free.’

				‘But you said that last time. God, no wonder Mum pissed you off!’

				It wasn’t fair of her and she knew it. I realised it was best to say nothing and in the silence I lifted my overnight bag off the bed and put it near the doorway.

				‘You’re never free,’ she grumbled, shuffling away. But her voice was softer as she called back to me. ‘Is there enough coffee for me too?’

				‘Of course there is,’ I said, watching as she lumbered towards the kitchen, the yellow doona collecting objects on the floor under its weight, sweeping them along with it like a glacier on the move, and my heart surged with love for her, ungracious creature though she was right this minute. I’d thought her lost forever to the needle and the decomposing life of a street junkie, but now, three years straight and clean, and studying reasonably well for the HSC at tech, Jacinta had her life back and I had my daughter back. I knew my ex-wife blamed me for Jacinta’s addiction problems, and not without grounds. My own life until I got sober in AA years ago hadn’t been edifying and Genevieve had real grounds for resentments against me. I hadn’t been much of a husband or father in the first seven years we were together. But no matter how hard I’d tried to make amends in the final decade of the marriage, nothing was ever good enough. Then the kids both wanted to live with me and that had caused a lot of mayhem. But the worst of it was over now, I hoped. I knew how much the kids had been hurt by our painful marriage and its end, so many years ago I’d made it my first priority to learn how to be a father to Jacinta, now eighteen, and Greg, now nearly twenty-one, overseas at the moment on a ‘Gap’ year as a teacher’s aide at an English school and loving it.

				‘Here’s a coffee,’ I said, pouring a cup. ‘And I’ll even make breakfast for you.’

				She shuffled over to me and kissed the side of my head. ‘Sorry about being such a grouch, Dad. I didn’t mean what I said. Anyone would have to leave Mum. Even a saint.’

				I knew I wasn’t one of those.

				‘But you did promise me, you know.’

				‘I know I did. And I’m sorry I have to call it off. What will you do tonight?’ I asked. ‘Because I’ll be staying over in Canberra, maybe for a day or two.’

				She flashed me a look, made as if to say something, thought better of it and picked up the steaming coffee in front of her.

				‘Do you want to stay here or spend the night at Charlie’s?’ I asked. My brother lives close by at Little Bay. He and the kids are great mates—largely I think because Charlie always takes their side against any adult.

				Jacinta took a gulp from her cup, a novelty one with large fat feet under it. Her sleepy face looked astonishingly young and I wanted to hug her. ‘Go and put some warm clothes on,’ I said instead, ‘and that way you won’t have to sit on the heater and burn the doona.’

				‘Yeah yeah yeah,’ she said, wandering back to her room with her steaming cup. ‘I’ll stay with Charlie,’ she called back. ‘This place is spooky at night.’

				‘Do you want a lift with me?’ I offered.

				‘No way. I’ll get there myself later on.’ I looked around the kitchen and the living room adjacent to it. She was right about one thing. This place was spooky at night. I’d bought the freestanding house with a good deposit and a large loan after the divorce and final property settlement. Malabar, a still unglamorous southern coastal suburb of Sydney, reminds me a little of the villages of the south coast. The great Victorian sandstone ‘Malabar Hilton’, one of Australia’s earliest gaols, broods on the western side of the ridge. I’d recently started a garden, painted the bedrooms, the living area and the kitchen in a bright buttery colour Jacinta picked, but the house was aligned east–west and this made it dark, especially in winter. I wanted to put in a skylight, but couldn’t forget the time a killer had crashed through my roof and nearly done for me by way of just such a fibreglass breach in a roof.

				‘I want to leave soon,’ I warned her, checking my wardrobe and drawers, making sure I had everything I needed, and taking my heavy coat. Then I went down the hall to Jacinta’s door. She was sitting on the floor sorting through a pile of clothes and trying to untangle a pair of purple tights.

				‘Where were you called out this morning?’ she asked. ‘It was pitch black.’

				‘To take samples from the bedroom of someone who died a little while ago,’ I said.

				‘What happened?’ she asked.

				‘I can’t really talk much about it right now.’

				My daughter was unimpressed with my discretion. Her glorious thick hair—which she’d worn partly shaved and punk once—was tangled over her face, but her eyes were bright and searching. ‘God, you men take yourselves seriously,’ she said, giving me a glance that reminded me of her mother.

				‘When it’s a serious matter, yes,’ I countered. ‘You know I’d tell you if it wasn’t.’

				Like most of my colleagues, I’d signed a secrecy agreement when I joined the Federal Police and breaching this could cause all sorts of trouble. It was better to err on the safe side and my policy was always to keep quiet about any active investigation.

				Jacinta rooted around in the pile of clothes for an oversized cream jumper with a bright red and green Scandinavian snowflake pattern. I was going to say something about using the built-ins rather than the floor for her clothes, but again I felt it politic not to say anything provocative. Living with an adolescent requires a lot of discretion and patience and although I’ve developed some of the first, I still have a lot of work to do on the last. Until I’d got sober, I’d had neither.

				‘It’ll be public knowledge pretty soon,’ I comforted her. ‘Promise I’ll fill you in then.’ Maybe she wouldn’t want to know, I thought, knowing what I suspected Vic Agnew was couriering to me.

				‘I thought it was old Digby you were talking to,’ she said. ‘He’s such a tragic saddo.’ She looked up from her sorting. ‘Love his horses, though,’ she added. ‘And Livvy’s cool.’

				I almost told her then about my promotion. But that would mean mentioning Livvy’s illness. I decided Jacinta had enough to deal with just now.

				My daughter had fallen in love with horses during her rehabilitation in Queensland some years back and Digby and Livvy had issued her with an open invitation to ride any time she wanted, especially when the two of them were snowed under with work—which seemed to be most of the time. The horses would otherwise have been neglected. I gave her a kiss goodbye and picked up my gear.

				‘Bye, Jass,’ I called, stepping outside but I heard her shuffling up behind me, half-dressed, still dragging the doona.

				‘Dad,’ she said, ‘you know my money? I want some of it.’

				‘What?’

				‘I need a car.’

				‘What money?’ I asked.

				‘You know,’ she said. ‘That money.’

				Long periods of time could go past and I wouldn’t think of that money. When I’d found Jass unconscious from an overdose on the floor in someone else’s flat some years ago, she’d had over $230 000 stashed in her overnight bag, taken from the dealer she was fleeing at the time. I’d spent most of it purchasing this house but there was fifty or so still sitting in a cash management fund.

				‘It’s mine, after all,’ she said

				‘There are at least two people who’d dispute that,’ I said. ‘Me for one.’

				‘It’s mine,’ she said as if she hadn’t heard me. ‘I’m the one who took all the risks knocking it off from that bastard. You just took it from me. Out of my bag. That’s police corruption bigtime!’

				‘I’m not the police anymore, I’m a scientist,’ I reminded her. ‘And if I hadn’t taken it into custody, and you with it,’ I said, ‘the next dead body in that flat would have been you.’

				Her face clouded and I could tell she was back there in memory, in the bad days of sleeping on people’s floors, on the run from a vengeful dealer, trying to lose a habit.

				‘And there are worse outcomes than what you’re calling my corruption, Jass.’

				I watched her digest this. Sometimes I can read my daughter like a book, other times, she is as obscure and mysterious to me as the most exotic stranger.

				‘You said there were two people,’ she asked, curious as my earlier remark sank in. ‘Who’s the other one?’

				‘Marty Cash,’ I said. ‘Pigrooter.’ Pigrooter, the unlovely, thoroughly apt nickname for a huge ex-New South Wales police officer, standover man and information trader, now a brain-damaged vegetable.

				‘Pigrooter?’ Jacinta said. ‘You told me he was totally stuffed. Please, Dad. Come on. You know it’s really mine!’ I turned towards the car.

				‘Jass,’ I started, ‘let’s talk about it when I get back.’ I saw the frustration on her face. ‘And,’ I continued, ‘I think you need to do an NA meeting.’ I knew she hadn’t been doing any meetings lately, the only things that replace using in the early years of recovery.

				If there’s any remark designed to make a cranky recovering addict even crankier, it’s that one and immediately I regretted it. Jass stamped a foot. ‘How long since you’ve done one?’ she yelled. ‘Dad, come on! I want to talk about it now!’

				‘You’re not being reasonable,’ I said. I’d long ago learned not to be taken hostage by a snaky recovering addict, no matter how hard she tried to bully me.

				‘You don’t trust me, do you,’ she said. ‘You think the minute I get my hands on some dough, I’m going to turn into a raging junkie again. Buy a pile of gear and quadruple my money.’

				‘Are you?’ I asked her.

				‘No way!’ she shouted.

				‘Your behaviour right this minute isn’t exactly mature,’ I countered.

				I could see her struggle to bring her wild and wilful streak under control. ‘You don’t trust me,’ she said.

				‘That’s not what we’re discussing,’ I reminded her. ‘Now you’re widening the terms of the argument. First it was about money, now it’s about trust.’

				‘You’re impossible to talk to!’ she yelled. ‘Why do you have to turn every discussion into an exercise in goddamn logic?’

				She stamped down the hall, doona swishing behind her. Despite myself, I couldn’t help smiling.

				‘Anyway,’ she threatened from her doorway, ‘how do you know I’ll be here when you get back? I don’t have to stay at Charlie’s you know. There are other places.’

				I hesitated, wanting to go after her, but that might only make a bad situation worse. And I wasn’t going to be manipulated by her threat tactics. It was true I didn’t entirely trust her. I knew from my own experience how shaky a person can be with only a couple of years of recovery behind them. But it was her business and I had to keep my hands right off it. ‘I’ll ring you from Canberra,’ I called after her. ‘We’ll talk.’

				There was no answer, just the sound of her bedroom door slamming shut.

				The high-pitched alarming of the noisy miners accompanied me as I got into the car. I hadn’t handled that very well, I realised. It felt bad leaving my daughter like this, in the middle of an unresolved argument. That money was still a problem and I wished it would just go away and stop haunting me. It was tainted money. Every note of it meant the suffering, possibly death, of another human being.

				Although it would mean the end of my career if this transaction ever came to light—and I didn’t see how it could—I had no qualms about taking a drug dealer’s loot if it simply fell into my hands, as it had when I’d opened Jacinta’s carry bag. The only people who knew about it were the kids, Charlie, and my old work partner, Bob Edwards, and he was rock solid. What was I supposed to do with it? I’d asked myself many times. Hand it in to the police?

				I started the car, and was about to pull out of the driveway when the yellow shape lumbered up to my window.

				‘Go back inside,’ I told her. But she took no notice and as I wound the window down, she leaned in and kissed me.

				‘I know I’m unreasonable sometimes,’ she said. ‘Especially in the mornings. But I do want a car. I need one. Come on, Dad.’

				‘Quick,’ I said. ‘Inside with you. You’ll catch your death.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Four

				For a while as I drove, I thought about the money that Jacinta had brought with her on her flight from the streets and, as I did, the image of Pigrooter—Marty Cash—rose unbidden in my mind. Cash reckoned he too had a claim on that dough. And I’d been immensely relieved some years ago to hear that the unfortunate thug had been severely injured after coming off second best to a huge feral tusker while hunting near the Queensland border. Last I heard he was in a coma in a hospital somewhere. I put Marty Cash and the argument with my daughter right out of my mind, a capacity that used to drive my ex-wife Genevieve crazy. It’s essential in my work to be able to focus on the case I’m working on.

				I settled down to enjoy the drive on this clear winter day. There were still tiny touches of the earlier mist hanging in shaded hollows, reminding me of the mountains where I’d grown up, and of my father who still lived up there. He and Digby had several traits in common, I thought, including a dour nature. The awful events of September 11 seemed to have had a profound, almost personal effect on our Chief Scientist. But I recalled that Livvy had been battling depression around that time, too, and maybe everything had been too much for him.

				Then had come the fear generated by the so-called ‘anthrax letters’ in the USA; smoking dust from Ground Zero had seeped from half a world away into our analytic field. And the stealthy attacks by mail had created a hypervigilance in the public. Since then we’d had dozens of scares—letters and packages containing various white powders sent to us by investigators. Like most government organisations, we were always busy, understaffed and overworked. Together with HAZCHEM, the hazardous materials section of the Fire Brigades, our workloads had trebled for a while. Even though we could pretty well tell just by looking at the various powders involved that they were hoaxes, they all had to be taken seriously and tested, so that we could officially report our findings. As each case turned out to be a false alarm, wasting our resources and manpower, young Vic Agnew had even begun to take bets as he signed for the sealed containers sent to us by HAZCHEM. He offered odds about what each sample might turn out to be; talcum powder, various cleaning agents, and in one case that had closed down a railway line while it was investigated, icing sugar.

				But since Tony Bonning’s death, our world had suddenly become a darker place, and I doubted there’d be any more bets now. Already, people were refusing to open packages, returning mail unopened, and the level of fear in the world had gone up another notch.

				I brought my attention back to where I was driving. It would be hard to keep the lid on what I feared I’d found at Tony Bonning’s place this morning, once I’d confirmed it. And when my findings became public, the press would go even crazier than it had been over the last couple of weeks. And so would the public. Already, we’d seen what fear and paranoia could do.

				My usual lab work at Forensic Services is very different from my earlier days with the NSW police. Now, I work on the other side of the crime scenes I used to search, dealing with the packages sent to me by the crime-scene officers as an objective scientist. I had committed to acting as far as is possible without prejudice or bias, without the distortion of ideology or theories, or gut feelings regarding a suspect’s guilt or innocence, moving only from ‘what is’ to ‘what is’.

				Scientific analysis covers a wide variety of items and techniques. We carry out a lot of tests, identifying substances by means of standard data. Controls aren’t necessary in this game, because we’re dealing with primary data, and not with experimentation.

				In a Sydney hospital, postal worker Natalie Haynes was fighting for her life. Her infection had given us a clue as to how Tony Bonning had been contaminated. Investigating police found this to be confirmed by Bonning’s own remarks to his colleagues about the surprise gift he’d received in the mail. But it could be weeks or months before the postal investigators could track back to the source of the lethal postal article. If at all. In the meantime, it meant an anxious wait on behalf of postal staff, despite antibiotic treatments, to see if they had been contaminated.

				The mist had vanished in the chilly sunlight of a perfect winter day and I thought I’d stop for some coffee and the newspaper somewhere. As I reached for my wallet, I disturbed a postcard I’d received some weeks ago. It showed the ruins of a medieval stone building, the convent on the tiny island of Iona, off the wild west coast of Scotland. Red opium poppies grew between the stone flagging where nearly a thousand years ago Augustinian nuns had walked. I didn’t have to turn it over because I knew the words on the back of it by heart. ‘Jack,’ she’d written in her looping hand, ‘these are the ruins of the thirteenth-century nunnery, where I sat today with a book and watched the jackdaws eyeing my cheese sandwich. They are smarter and cheekier than magpies. Yesterday I heard the corncrake. May I take you out for dinner when I get back? I’d love to see you again.’

				She hadn’t signed it. She didn’t need to; her name was the same as the island she was visiting. She’d remembered my interest in birds and I glanced out the window. I’d never heard or seen a corncrake. Now, over a dry paddock to my right, a pale hawk hung in the air, only his head moving, searching for prey in the silvery winter pastures. ‘I’d love to see you again,’ she’d written. Did I want to see her again? When I’d met Iona Seymour during an investigation some years ago my attraction to her had been very strong. I remembered passionate lovemaking in her high-ceilinged Victorian bedroom as afternoon turned to evening and I wondered even now if I could ever truly trust her. Three years had passed since I’d seen her and routine has a way of grinding everything down in its dailiness. Although I still thought of her from time to time, I felt that any stronger feelings had long ago evaporated.

				I had a lot of calls on my time, I thought, with the kids, the delicate negotiations still required to keep—if not the peace, at least a smouldering truce with the ex-wife. My work at the moment was also extremely interesting and busy—and promising to become even more so.

				My mobile rang and I found the earpiece and applied it. ‘McCain,’ I said, my mind still not quite free from the landscape of a tiny island off the west coast of Scotland.

				‘I’m just letting you know,’ said my colleague Florence Horsefall, ‘that those clothes have come in from the most recent campus assault with a request to search for DNA material.’

				We do a lot of DNA profiling as well, providing the Crown with evidence essential for convictions. Sometimes we are cross-examined on our findings and if a person wants to term himself or herself an expert in any forensic field, they had better be good. And have thick skins. Because the defence will do everything in its power to destroy us and our evidence. That is its job in the adversarial system we’ve inherited.

				Florence’s call reminded me that two women students had, on separate occasions, been attacked while walking late at night along a path connecting the university union buildings with the residential colleges. After knocking them to the ground the assailant had pulled their trousers or skirts and underwear right down to their ankles. Their handbags had been snatched, resulting in more work for the Criminalistics section. The first attack had been two weeks earlier; the second only a day or so ago. I wondered if there’d been other, unreported incidents.

				‘You asked me to let you know when the clothes arrived,’ Florence was saying. ‘And so I am.’

				Florence is a tricky personality, but there’s no doubting her scientific fastidiousness and integrity. She’d recently undertaken an interstate conference on DNA strains in weaponised pathogens so I might be calling on her expertise if the worst came to the worst.

				‘Thanks, Florence,’ I said. ‘I’m actually on my way down. Are you going to run the samples?’

				‘I was,’ she said, sniffing ever so slightly, ‘unless you wanted it otherwise.’ Our lab has an automated DNA extraction and testing system that can run overnight or over the weekend, capable of running nearly a hundred samples at a time. In profiling, we use what is known as ‘junk’ DNA; material that seems to play no part in anything we know about. Although all humans are 99.9 per cent identical, our genome has three billion different pieces, so the difference of even a fraction of a percentage will create millions of variations. In our system, we use ten points of comparison, the first one being the sex marker.

				‘I’d be grateful if you’d do it,’ I said. ‘See if it matches up with the first assault.’

				She rang off and I unplugged the earpiece, thinking of the walking track at the university used by the students on their way back home to their various residences where both assaults had happened. Despite the corner of the track being cleared of all overhanging shrubbery and the installation of a powerful light near the murkiest part of the pathway after the first attack, whoever was carrying these assaults out hadn’t been deterred. I put the earpiece and the postcard in the glove box, glancing again at the peaceful ruins of the ancient convent, now roofed with wide blue sky instead of slate or timber. It was impossible to imagine the lives of those women eight hundred years ago.

				It wasn’t much easier to imagine the lives of the nuns who lived in the convent I was about to visit and, as I drove, I couldn’t help wondering about why a nun might end up murdered.

				All over the world, or at least the parts of the world where such investigations are tolerated, the sexual predatoriness of clerical males on children and the systematic corruption in religious hierarchies that sheltered them for so long was being well and truly exposed. But the sisters, although some of them had been guilty of cruelty and ill-treatment of those in their care, hadn’t received anything like the same attention. It was far too early for any theorising on my part, but a motive of vengeance seemed as possible as anything else.

				The mist was still around the hills and slopes near Canberra, and Lake George was a shimmering mirage of pastel striations as I hurried south. In what seemed no time at all I was turning off at the Heronvale exit, past the township and out onto the highway again. A fading signpost directed a sudden left-hand turn and there I was, in the broad dead-end with the stone pillars and wrought-iron letters spelling out the name of the Convent of the Assumption.

				I drove through the wrought-iron gates and around a circular driveway where a ghostly and eroding statue of the Blessed Virgin treading on a new moon and the serpent stood on an island surrounded by severely pruned rose bushes.

				I followed a hand-lettered signpost directing me around the back of the building where I found a small cement parking area adjacent to a chicken coop and a decent kitchen garden area. Business-like raised vegetable beds contained straight ranks of broccoli, cauliflower, spinach and onions fenced off behind chicken wire. I parked beside a police car and made my way back to the front entrance, passing the brick two-storey building, an L-shaped wing off to my right, and a small cloister on the left. Several small honeyeaters splashed themselves in a stone birdbath. I guessed the building to be seventy or eighty years old, only saved from complete gracelessness by the established grounds and rose gardens. Apart from their grounds, most church buildings in Australia are irredeemably ugly.

				I stepped up into the porch and pressed the bell. After a long silence the door opened to reveal a small woman, dressed in black, with a short veil pinned to her head. I remembered that in some enclosed orders, the extern sister, the doorkeeper, takes less restrictive vows than the fully professed nuns, and wondered if this was the reason for the simple habit. She had the waxy damp look of someone who doesn’t get out much and I put her age at about sixty plus.

				‘Jack McCain,’ I said, showing her my ID. ‘I’m a scientist with the Federal Police.’

				‘Another policeman?’ she asked, squinting at my wallet. She stepped back to allow me inside and I stood there a minute while she relocked the door. I took in the surroundings, the polished floorboards, the walls with framed and faded prints of sentimental religious art mixed with dark copies of the old masters and the odd faded Cézanne and Monet prints. A tall grandfather clock donged one o’clock as we walked down the echoing corridor.

				‘It’s been a terrible shock,’ said the nun. ‘We’re all very distressed about it. Sister Gertrude was a great favourite. I don’t know why such a terrible thing should happen here.’ Then she put her head down and charged ahead, perhaps thinking she’d said too much—and to a man.

				‘I’m here to find the answer to that question, Sister—’ I said.

				‘Ethelbertha,’ she offered as I followed her around corners and up and down steps, where we passed statues of various saints whose names I could probably still call to mind if I searched, and I wondered again if nun’s names in this order were chosen or foisted on them by sadistic superiors. I couldn’t imagine a young woman choosing ‘Ethelbertha’.

				I realised we’d come to the end of the L-shaped wing of the building I’d noticed as I rang the doorbell, passing closed doors on each side of the corridor, rather like an old country hotel. No one had bothered with crime scene tape here. There was simply a chair blocking the passage with another hand-lettered sign, this one reading ‘Private—No entry.’ I could see the last doorway on the left was open and I heard voices and movement.

				I was delighted to hear the sound of Bob Edwards’s voice as I walked to the door and looked into a pleasant enough room, with a wooden table and chair near a wide window, a spotless white candlewick counterpane on the bed, a white basin and taps against one wall and a wooden kneeler, standing almost against the far wall. Alongside this was the victim who, stretched out in death, from this angle looked like little more than a mound of dark material. Another nun, alive although very still, stood beside the window and turned with a start when I knocked. Bob, in spacesuit and gloves, closed his bag of tricks and looked up. My friend’s frown turned to his rare smile as he recognised me. We didn’t shake hands.

				‘Jack, I thought I might miss you,’ he said and nodded across the room.

				‘You know Brian Kruger from Heronvale Police?’ he continued. ‘He’s really in charge here. I’m just the monkey.’

				Brian, his thick eyebrows arched in what I used to think was constant surprise but had come to realise was simply his normal expression, greeted me. ‘We’ve done the housework so you can come in,’ he added. ‘Sister here has just arrived, too.’

				The tall nun turned from the window. ‘Who is this?’ she asked, hostile about yet another strange man invading the sacrosanct cell of her murdered sister.

				I introduced myself. She remained tightlipped as I studied the dead woman on the floor, arms and legs outflung from under her long black dress, the surfaces of her eyes drying out under the semi-closed lids, veil askew, a dark pool near her neck and a lot more blood on the floor. I’d seen many dead bodies, male and female, young and old, perfectly intact or broken and mutilated. But I’d never had a dead nun on my books. Her face had an odd expression. Often the dead assume a collapsed mask-like look, or sometimes their features are frozen in horror or fear. Occasionally, they look blissful. Sister Gertrude’s expression was ambiguous. Because of the way she was lying, it even looked as if she were just about to smile at some private joke.

				From this angle, I couldn’t see any injury until Bob lifted the hem of the black serge habit. I stared. On her left leg, just above the black lace-up shoe, was a deep laceration, a slashing cut, or cuts, that had bled profusely. It would be interesting to see what Doc Marshall had to say about that, I thought. It looked to me like a knife cut. I looked more closely because there was something odd about the laceration—too complex for a mere hacking blow.

				‘Take a look at this, Bob,’ I said. My former colleague came over and squatted beside me. ‘What do you think?’

				‘Looks like there’s more than one wound,’ he said finally. ‘And it looks like knife injuries.’

				‘It’s been shaped deliberately,’ I said. ‘If you look carefully, you can make out an upstroke and a downstroke.’

				Bob peered more closely then finally stood up again. ‘Might be more to it than meets the eye,’ he said in his cautious way. ‘It’ll have to wait till the autopsy.’

				I turned my attention to the dead nun’s face again and noticed a tiny fleck of some white substance in the orbit of her left eye and a smear of blood near her chin on the right. I turned back to the living nun. ‘I’m very sorry, Sister,’ I started to say, attempting condolences, but I was interrupted.

				‘Mother,’ the tall nun corrected me. ‘Mother Anacletus. I am the Mother Superior here.’

				Anacletus. Where do they get them from? I walked around the dead woman, taking her in from as many angles as I could.

				‘The doc has been and gone. And Photographic,’ said Bob, referring to the video boys. ‘We were just about to leave ourselves.’

				‘Any sexual interference?’ I whispered.

				Bob shook his head. ‘Not that we can tell so far. Have to wait till she’s down at the morgue and they can take a proper look.’

				‘When can we attend to our dead sister?’ said Mother Anacletus, distressed at our conversation. ‘It’s dreadful, leaving her just lying like this.’ She gave a little cough as if to cover a break in her tightly controlled demeanour. ‘We are a contemplative order. We live a simple, prayerful life. I can’t understand how this could have happened.’

				I wondered if her last sentence was logically connected to the preceding ones. I moved to reassure her where I could.

				‘As soon as possible,’ I said. ‘But I’m afraid the body will have to be removed for autopsy.’

				Anacletus looked shocked. ‘Removed?’ she said. ‘Removed where?’

				It was taking some time for the reality of the situation to become clear to the Mother Superior. I explained to her in my nicest public relations way how every dead body becomes the property of the coroner, who must examine any suspicious death. There would have to be an autopsy and a full report delivered to the coroner’s office. ‘Mother Anacletus,’ I concluded, ‘what is this woman’s background?’

				‘Her name in religion is Sister Mary Gertrude. She was once Katica Babic. She’s been a sister here for just under thirty years.’ I made a note of the Slavic-sounding name.

				‘Family?’

				‘Both her parents are dead,’ Anacletus said. ‘May they rest in peace. They were wonderfully devout people.’

				I wrote down these words, underscoring them heavily. Whenever I hear phrases like ‘wonderfully devout’ I worry. I made a mental note to ask Charlie, my clinical psych brother, why this might be. ‘Any other relatives?’ I asked, pen poised over my notebook.

				‘She has an aunt,’ said the tall nun. ‘Her mother’s sister. As far as I know, the aunt is a maiden lady and there is no other family.’

				It had been a long time since I’d heard anyone described as a maiden lady. ‘May I have her name?’

				‘I just can’t think of it at the moment,’ said the tall nun. ‘I can get all the details for you from the office.’

				I looked at the pale dead face again, the darkening blood, the tiny fleck of white. ‘Is this exactly how you found her?’ I asked.

				Anacletus’s grey eyes fixed on mine, but there was a pause and I had the distinct impression that she was playing for time.

				‘I was not the first on the scene,’ she said. ‘But I came as soon as Sister Felicitas woke me.’

				‘Sister Felicitas?’ I queried.

				‘Sister Felicitas found her,’ Bob said. ‘Her room’s across the hallway.’

				‘And where is Sister Felicitas now?’ I asked.

				Mother Anacletus looked out the window. ‘She’d be about,’ she said.

				‘How did he get in?’ I asked.

				‘We’re not sure yet,’ said Bob. ‘There are some tool marks on the fire stair door that we’re treating as the point of entry for the moment.’

				I stepped out into the hallway again and noticed that the fire stairs were only a few metres away. If this was, in fact, the killer’s point of entry, I thought, he’d penetrated the building as close to his victim as he could. I turned that fact over in my mind.

				‘We took wipe samples and even got a few partials from the door,’ said Bob, pointing with his pencil. ‘Might be useful once we’ve compared them with everyone who has rightful business here.’

				I walked up the hall and found the fire stair door. It had been jemmied open from the outside, but if someone on the inside had murdered the woman, the killer might have deliberately done this to point investigators in the wrong direction.

				I looked closer at the damage, hoping to find some fibre from a jumper, anything, but all I discovered was splintered wood and paint fragments.

				I gathered some of them up in case we ever found the jemmy or breaking tool he’d used; maybe there’d be a trace of this paint. After eliminating those, any strange print would indeed be the subject of intense scrutiny by NAFIS, the national fingerprinting database.

				I went back into the room and looked out the window.

				‘The local blokes found some footprints outside in the garden,’ Bob was saying. ‘They’ve taken them away too.’ Casts of footprints are only helpful if we ever find the shoes that match them. ‘Sister Gertrude hadn’t locked her door,’ said Bob, indicating the door to the corridor. ‘According to the Sister who found her.’

				‘We take security quite seriously,’ Mother Anacletus said. ‘We had some rather unpleasant incidents last year.’

				‘What were they?’

				Anacletus pretended not to hear me. ‘But it’s up to the individual sister as to whether or not she locks her own room,’ she said.

				‘The unpleasant incidents?’ I persisted, sensing a secret.

				Mother Anacletus frowned, lowering heavy black eyebrows as she answered me.

				‘There were some sort of nasty goings-on. They’d break in and leave things. Or take things.’

				‘What sort of things?’

				Anacletus’s face tightened with angry distress. ‘Once they left cow dung in the chapel. Another time they got into the sacristy and took one of our most beautiful chalices. The police said it might have been local—’ she lowered her voice, ‘Satanists.’

				‘Satanists?’ My disbelief showed in the tone of my voice. Those silver and gold chalices studded with semi-precious gems would be worth a bob or two, never mind Satanists. I know how easy it is for a determined thief to break into a place, and the nuns’ idea of serious security was probably no more than standard deadlocks. Muddying the water with stories of Satanists just seemed to me to be plain silly. The local bobbies must have stayed out too long in the hot sun.

				‘They were interrupted one night,’ Anacletus continued, ‘and left a picture of—’

				I could see she was having troubling enunciating the name.

				‘Of the prince of darkness,’ she finally allowed. ‘And since those incidents,’ Anacletus continued, the colour returning to her face, ‘we make sure everything’s locked up all the time.’

				Mother Anacletus glanced at her watch. ‘I must go. I’ve already missed midday prayer.’ She hesitated, and I took advantage of the moment.

				‘I know you don’t like leaving your friend here with us,’ I said. ‘But we’ll do our job as quickly as possible and get out of your way. And I’ll need to talk to Sister Felicitas,’ I added. ‘In fact, I would like to meet the entire community because it’s quite possible that someone else heard or saw something that might be helpful.’

				‘I can organise that,’ she said. ‘If you would give me some warning. That way I can be sure everyone is present.’

				‘By the way,’ I said, consumed with curiosity, ‘what did you do with the picture of the prince of darkness?’

				Anacletus glared at me. ‘Burned it, of course,’ she said, but her expression wasn’t quite as hostile as it previously had been. She swept out of the room, rosaries rattling.

				The whole atmosphere changed without her charged presence. Brian Kruger remembered to race after her to get the details of the dead nun’s relative, leaving Bob and me like in the old days in Sydney years ago. I squatted down and noticed more tiny fragments of what looked like plaster or chalk marking the dead woman’s black habit. I looked again at the fleck of white near her eye and wondered if it was from the same source. I suddenly thought of all the samples we’d had to deal with lately, concerning suspicious white powders. Here was another one. I looked more closely and decided it was a crumb of something chalky. One of the woman’s dead hands clutched a small mother-of-pearl covered prayer book with a tension that looked like cadaveric spasm while the other seemed to point under the bed. I raised the white bedspread and looked underneath.

				‘The local fellows vacuumed every surface,’ said Bob, noticing my interest in the tiny white particles. ‘There was nothing under the bed.’

				‘What’s this stuff?’ I asked Bob, pushing another minute white crumb lying near the pearly prayer book with the end of my pen.

				He shrugged. ‘I’ve just sent a good sample of it off to your lab,’ he said. ‘It looks like chalk or something. I’m hoping you can soon tell me.’

				‘If you look closely,’ I said, ‘you can see traces of colours on one surface. It makes me think of plaster statues.’ I recalled the statues around the corridors. ‘I’d really like to know where this plaster came from.’ There was nothing in the room that could account for it. ‘Bashed to death by a plaster saint. Or maybe it’s from a cake of coke. The sisters might be doing a bit of drug-running. After all, they’ve all got a habit.’ It was irreverent of me but I couldn’t resist. I’ve heard a lot worse said at times like this.

				‘Her finger is in the prayer book,’ I said, more serious now. ‘What is she marking?’

				‘We’re going to leave that for Doc Marshall,’ he said. ‘He can take a look when she’s down with him.’

				I recalled pornographic magazines I’d found at crime scenes, opened at a particular page, and sometimes throwing some light on the mind of the killer or suicide.

				‘You can see what killed her,’ said Bob, lifting the dead woman’s head with practised, gloved hands, so that I could see the left side of her neck. Under the bloodied veil and just behind her ear, a savage wound gaped—revealing a glimpse of the silvery periosteum around the cervical vertebrae under the muscle layers. The spinal cord would have been badly damaged, I thought.

				‘Nasty,’ I said.

				A very decent watercolour hung on the wall, showing cattle grazing in a paddock with the gold hues of late afternoon lighting the grass and rocky outcrops. I made a decision that I’d unpack my paints and brushes from the box that was still taped up in the garage at Malabar and start painting again. I hadn’t picked up a brush for months. But apart from the watercolour, and a sentimental plastic-framed print of what I remembered as ‘the holy family’ on the bedside table, there was no other plaster object, pious or not, in the nun’s cell. I walked over to the doorway because something had caught my eye. I could see a paler square of wall next to the painting of the grazing cattle where something, another picture from the look of it, had recently been removed. An empty hook trapped dust and fluff against the wall and, at my approach, some of the dust fell. Something had been removed very recently.

				I turned my attention to the dead body again, and was taking a closer look at the messy laceration near the ankle when I heard the sound of someone approaching. An elderly nun appeared near the doorway.

				‘Mother Anacletus said you wanted to talk to me?’ she said.

				We followed Sister Mary Felicitas back through the twists and turns, past the saints in their niches until we were near the entrance and she took us into a sitting room furnished with cane chairs and a low table. Plastic flowers in a cut glass vase stood on a plastic doily. Sister Felicitas walked to the windows where a particularly nasty lime-green net curtain hung. She stood in front of us, arms folded neatly under her scapular and now I could see she was probably into her eighties, yet she still had the pink, waxy look of someone on whom the sun rarely shines. Her eyes, magnified by the thick rimless glasses, reminded me of olives in a jar, but there was an expression in them that surprised me. Whatever nuns are supposed to have in their gaze when it comes to men was most definitely missing. What I saw was defiance, and I recognised it by matching it to the same place in myself. She stood primly enough, stooped, hands clasped, as Bob positioned himself a little behind me.

				‘Perhaps we should sit down,’ I suggested, indicating the chairs, but she shook her head.

				‘I prefer to stand,’ she said.

				I let a little silence open up between us—to allow a little pressure to lean on her, but she stood calmly and I realised that she lived in a place where silence was the natural habitat.

				‘I’d like you to describe exactly what happened,’ I said.

				‘Where shall I start?’ she asked me.

				‘From the beginning,’ I said, determined not to lead.

				There was another long silence and Sister Felicitas looked away from me and out the window. I saw a couple of lorikeets swinging in a winter-flowering native outside.

				‘Ah,’ she said after a pause. ‘Who knows where this began?’

				At the time, I didn’t take enough notice of this question of hers, because I was too busy being smart-arsed and thinking: Hey sister, your lot are very sure about where everything began.

				‘But I can tell you something about the events of yesterday and last night,’ she continued.

				I nodded and she said, ‘We’d all just finished up a three-day retreat with Father Oswald.’

				‘Who is Father Oswald?’ I asked.

				Felicitas’s expression softened and for a second I saw the young girl in the old face as she glanced at the wall where the ascetic profile of Pius XII hung. ‘He’s my spiritual director,’ she said, still looking at the portrait. ‘I met him in Rome when I took my first vows.’

				I guessed her long-ago trip to Rome had been the highlight of a sheltered life because Felicitas seemed lost in reverie. Muslims go to Mecca, Hindus go to the Ganges, Catholics go to Rome. I don’t know where detectives go.

				‘Please continue, with what you were saying about last night,’ I said.

				‘The retreat finished with night prayer,’ she said. ‘We all went to our rooms. It’s what we do every night. That is when the Great Silence starts.’

				‘What is the Great Silence?’ I asked.

				‘It is part of our monastic tradition,’ she said. ‘It starts after evening prayer and continues all night. It is broken only after morning mass.’

				Last night, I thought, something had well and truly broken the Great Silence. ‘You were saying, Sister?’ I prompted.

				‘I retired for the night,’ she said, turning her attention back to me. I noticed the old-fashioned language. Maybe talking about going to bed wasn’t considered seemly when there were men around.

				‘And then?’ Getting information out of her wasn’t going to be easy. Already, I could sense her unwillingness. Was this just the normal reluctance to talk about a terrible event to a stranger or was it something more? I could hear Bob moving around behind me, pretending to look at the other prints on the walls and the unskilled original oil painting that dominated the parlour. It was a portrait of a nun—the Blessed Marie-Josephine Castignac, Foundress of the Sisters of the Assumption according to the small brass plate—kneeling in prayer, face uplifted in what was supposed to be rapture. Unhappily, the inexpert rendering of the subject’s heavy-lidded and masculine features reminded me uncomfortably of one of the Sisters of Perpetual Indulgence. Between the windows hung a large wooden cross with the tortured figure of Jesus nailed to it.

				‘I was awoken by a noise,’ Felicitas was saying. ‘I think it was a scream. Then I heard another sound.’

				‘First things first, Sister,’ I interrupted. ‘You think a scream woke you?’

				‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Or it could have been some other sound.’

				‘What sort of sound?’

				‘A loud—I don’t know. Just another noise,’ she finally said.

				‘What time was this?’ I asked, my notebook in hand.

				‘A little after one. My first thought was that it might be that same person who’s been attacking the woman students at the university.’ She walked to the window, turned around to face me, tucking her hands invisibly into her sleeves, like a muff. It looked as if she could stand like that forever.

				Again, I waited. I found myself wanting to shake the woman. I was sure she was prevaricating, censoring what she said. Some witnesses are overtalkative and it’s difficult to slow them down, get the details accurately. Sister Felicitas was not one of them.

				‘I don’t think a bag snatcher is going to come out here,’ I said to her. I tried softening the process a little for her. She was, after all, an old woman and no doubt very set in her ways. ‘Sister, I realise this is hard for you. But it’s essential we get as much information as we can. The more we get, the more likely it is that we can find the person responsible for this.’

				She raised one of her arched brows at me. ‘I ran out of my room and across the hall,’ she said. ‘Sister Gertrude’s door was open and I ran straight in because I could hear a choking sort of noise—’ She stopped, collected herself and continued. ‘I thought she might have been having a fit.’

				She paused to blow her nose in a big checked man’s hankie. ‘I found her lying on the floor near her pre-Dieu.’

				‘Is that what you call the kneeler?’ I asked.

				Felicitas nodded. ‘She was still fully dressed and I thought she’d perhaps fainted from prayer. Or taken a fit as I said. Then I saw the blood under her.’ Her voice shook. ‘She couldn’t move her head, but her eyes were alive and she was looking at me, trying to say something. I knelt down beside her and took her hand.’ Sister Felicitas’s voice faded as she remembered. When she continued a few moments later, her voice was barely audible. ‘The wickedness—the evil—’ she whispered, ‘has come here.’

				I was aware of Bob’s voice close beside me. ‘What evil is that?’ he asked in the same low voice

				The air of the fusty nuns’ parlour was charged with some strange energy, a presence so strong I almost felt compelled to look behind me.

				‘Tell me about the evil,’ Bob said, matching his voice to the elderly nun’s low tones. Bob is very good at moving in like this.

				The old nun took a few moments to consider, looking up at both of us, appealing. There were tears in her eyes behind the spectacles; the olives magnified. ‘I didn’t know what to do. Whether to run for help or stay with her. I could feel she was very close to death. So I stayed. I knelt down beside her and she tried—’ Sister Felicitas stopped. She looked at me and again I saw the defiance. ‘I prayed,’ she continued in a louder voice.

				Alerted, I interrupted.

				‘You said “she tried”,’ I prompted her. ‘What did she try to do?’

				Again, a silence. And I could sense the resistance so I decided to tack around it. ‘You said you heard a loud crashing noise. What made that?’

				Felicitas didn’t speak but her eyes darted towards the crucifix hanging between the windows. Was she seeking heavenly aid?

				‘It must have been poor Gertrude falling,’ she said at last.

				I thought again of the fragments of plaster but I let her get away with this for the time being. ‘Sister,’ I said, ‘can you tell me something about the paintings on Sister Gertrude’s wall? The ones that hang near the door?’

				This surprised her. ‘The paintings?’ she repeated.

				I nodded. ‘She has a couple. There’s a nice watercolour, some country scenes and a few saints.’

				She paused. ‘What does that have to do with anything?’

				‘Something has been taken off the wall. Maybe someone took it away. Maybe you took it for some reason?’

				‘I most certainly did not!’ she replied. Her surprised denial was very convincing. ‘Why do you ask such a thing?’

				‘Let’s go back and Sister can tell us what was there,’ said Bob and so we trooped back again, in an unnatural silence, following the stout old woman. When we arrived back at Sister Gertrude’s room, Felicitas hurried in and checked the walls.

				‘So it has,’ she said. ‘One of them has gone.’

				‘What was it?’

				Felicitas cocked her head on one side. ‘I can’t remember exactly,’ she said. ‘We don’t go into each other’s rooms unless strictly necessary. But I do remember that everything was in the usual place yesterday. I ran across to Sister’s room and shut windows during the big storm. It was there then.’

				‘So you were in here yesterday?’

				Sister Felicitas was staring at the dead woman on the floor. ‘She’d left her door open and it was pelting down.’

				I brought the interview back to its earlier focus. ‘You were telling us, Sister,’ I said, ‘about the events of last night. Of how you came into your friend’s room and found her lying on the floor.’

				Felicitas averted her eyes from the dead body and blessed herself, muttering something under her breath. ‘When I saw she was no longer with us, I ran to wake Mother Anacletus and that’s when I noticed the fire stairs door was open. We were very frightened so we went outside and woke Jeremiah—’

				‘Jeremiah?’

				‘The gardener. He lives in a small cabin around the back, past the kitchen garden. The three of us searched the house and the grounds with torches. We didn’t see or hear anyone. We didn’t hear a car. Whoever it was must have been on foot.’ She gave me a final ‘Will that do?’ look.

				I let her think she’d finished and walked over to Bob at the window. The lorikeets had gone. I kept my voice low. ‘What do you think?’

				‘She’s leaving a hell of a lot out,’ Bob said in his quiet way. That was exactly my feeling, too. I turned back to Felicitas. ‘Tell me, Sister. What about the incidents last year,’ I said. ‘Mother Anacletus mentioned Satanists.’

				That shocked her. ‘I heard about that,’ she said stiffly. ‘It’s better not to speak of such things.’

				I rejoined Bob at the window. ‘I’ll leave her for a while,’ I whispered. ‘Then we’ll go through it all again.’

				I returned to the doorway, aware of Felicitas standing a little way down the hall, waiting for us to finish up. I touched the painted surface of the wall and turned to my colleague.

				‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Who do you want to see next?’

				‘Jeremiah,’ said Bob.

				‘You bet,’ I agreed.

				A few moments later, Felicitas was taking us to meet Jeremiah, a thin, rangy fellow of indeterminate age, hard at work mounding potato plants in the kitchen garden. The muscles moved in his powerful arms, left bare by a sheepskin jerkin. As he stooped, the shadow from the leather hat shielding his eyes from the low winter sun moved to cover his face. He could have stepped out of any century, I thought, with his name and his rustic costume. He was wearing a pair of well-worn work boots and I thought of the footprints in the garden outside the dead nun’s room.

				As I took down his details and then looked around at his garden, I sensed the man’s deep unease. His eyes flickered around, taking me in, weighing me up. But his garden was neat and well-maintained with a large simmering compost pile in a brick-lined bed. In several places, large piles of stones had been collected into cairns that rose waist high and I wondered what they were for. There were no stone edges or trims to the garden beds. Maybe they’d been dug out and were awaiting removal.

				Jeremiah repeated how the Mother Superior and Felicitas had woken him in the middle of the night. ‘We all hunted around the grounds. But he must have already got away,’ he said, straightening up from his digging.

				‘You all thought it must be an intruder?’ I asked.

				My question seemed to puzzle both of them.

				‘You mean,’ said Jeremiah, ‘it might not have been? Are you saying it might have been one of us?’ He looked so shocked at this suggestion that the brim of his hat lifted slightly with the raising of his eyebrows.

				Felicitas patted him on the arm. ‘The police have to think like that,’ she said, as if excusing a child’s bad behaviour.

				‘At this stage,’ I said, ‘we don’t know who it might have been. We have to keep our options open.’ There was another long silence and from somewhere in the kitchen garden I could hear the fine trilling of a cuckoo-shrike.

				‘Sister Felicitas,’ I asked, pursuing Bob’s earlier question, ‘what evil do you mean has come here?’

				Felicitas was taken by surprise. She opened her mouth to speak but nothing happened. She cleared her throat and I could see the effort she was making to collect herself. This line of questioning was definitely touching a nerve in the old woman. I wondered if I’d been too hasty dismissing the Satanist line. Speak of the devil, I remembered, and he’s bound to appear.

				‘The evil of this world,’ she finally said, making a small gesture around the vegetables and buildings.

				‘Do you mean in this convent?’ I asked. ‘Is there someone or something here that troubles you?’

				Felicitas didn’t answer me. But she was rattled, there was no doubt about it. I decided to leave any further interrogation of her until the results of the autopsy and any DNA samples taken from the crime scene.

				‘I’ll be talking to you again quite soon,’ I warned her, ‘because I’m not entirely satisfied that I have all the facts.’

				Again she raised an eyebrow at this but remained silent.

				Bob and I nodded goodbye and started walking towards the front of the building. I felt Jeremiah’s eyes on my back and swung around. He was closer behind me than I’d thought, standing staring after us, next to one of his stone cairns.

				‘Those piles of stones,’ I asked him, pointing to the low pyramid. ‘What are they all about?’

				Jeremiah looked down at his feet and took his hat off, squeezing it while he spoke. He glanced at Felicitas and shrugged, turning back to me with a half-smile. There was a strange opaque quality to his eyes and I sensed that he was immensely relieved to be speaking about something other than the events of the previous night.

				‘The stones,’ he repeated. ‘I build a pile of stones,’ he said, looking up towards the brilliant winter sky, ‘wherever I see God’s energy pouring down from Heaven into the garden. Sometimes I see great shafts falling on the earth.’

				Bob and I looked at each other, nodded goodbye again to Jeremiah and walked away towards our cars. When we were a decent distance, Bob muttered sideways at me. ‘You asked for it,’ he said.

				We paused near our cars. ‘Something very fishy in the convent,’ I said.

				‘Something’s not right,’ said Bob. ‘Let’s talk more later. I’m taking the rest of the day off to concentrate on a lecture I have to give tonight.’

				His words triggered a memory I’d been avoiding. In a weak moment I’d agreed to do several lectures for the Biochemistry Department at the Australian National University later in the term and ‘later’ was starting to get worryingly close. It wasn’t that I was concerned about lecturing, but the preparation would require some time.

				I looked over the rolling winter countryside. A couple of horses, spooked by the wind, raced away, tails flagging. Felicitas was bothering me. I thought of all the people I’d interrogated. Honest people shine straight and true with their replies. They don’t have to think hard because their answers are right there, in their memory, just waiting to be called on. When people lie they have to make it up and that takes a little time and effort. Or they use tactics such as high dudgeon to avoid a direct answer. Apart from her straightforward denials, I wondered why Sister Felicitas’s manner had been generally evasive.

				As if reading my thoughts, Bob broke the silence. ‘What do you make of Sister Felicitas?’

				‘Cagey,’ I said. ‘In fact, none of them seem overly keen to be helpful. I’m sure that room has been changed. And I can’t help getting the feeling that Felicitas is lying through her wimple. I’d love to know what those little flakes of plaster or whatever it is came from.’

				‘And I’d love to know what’s missing from the wall,’ said Bob. I knew he was thinking what I was; that murderers often like to take a souvenir away with them.

				‘The dust from it still hadn’t fallen away,’ I said.

				I looked around the grounds and at the sheets flapping on the clothes lines, the strange underclothing, long johns, vests and spencers. ‘What makes a woman want to live like that?’ I asked after a silence.

				‘Beats me,’ said Bob.

				We got into our respective vehicles and I paused halfway into my seat. ‘How about a love affair between the dead nun and the gardener?’ I suggested, leaning out of my car window. ‘Sister Chatterley’s lover.’

				Bob laughed. ‘Jeremiah and Sister Gertrude and the shaft of God’s energy?’ he offered.

				‘His POE was right next to her room,’ I said.

				‘I noticed that, too,’ said Bob.

				I got back into the car, thinking hard. I’m no psychologist but after years in the job working on cases like this, and talking things over with Charlie, some things just jump up in front of me, demanding attention. By the time a person gets to committing the ultimate act of violence, he’s generally been schooled and educated in his craft. I’d already formed a few half-gelled ideas and I started building up my own profile. Whoever had done this, almost certainly would have had a history of violence, and was possibly someone who had killed before. He’d come unerringly to her room. It was someone who knew the layout of the place.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Five

				I arrived back at work and looked in at Digby’s desk. There was a mountain of paperwork already piling up, all of which would have to be dealt with and soon. I had a quick look through it and my heart sank. Invoices that would need checking against stock, management conferences that would demand my attendance or delegation, orders for new furnishings, stationery, glassware and equipment. Somehow, I would have to deal with it all. Then there was his and my electronic mail to contend with. But first things first; right now, I had some items to search.

				What I was looking for was a Level-three pathogen, the handling of which requires extra special care. The sealed bio-hazard container with the samples I’d lifted from Tony Bonning’s place needed to be examined in a lab dedicated to dangerous substances and pathogens, sometimes called a ‘hot suite’.

				Once again, I geared up in protective mode, spacesuited with a respirator before entering the bio-hazard lab. In these laboratories, ducted airflow is directed towards, rather than away from, any areas liable to be contaminated. Walls and floors are smooth and seamless, so that contaminants have nowhere to hide. They are steam-cleaned or bleached frequently.

				Inside, I prepared the work surface in a biological safety cabinet, covering it with absorbent material saturated with a strong bleach solution. Then I gently released the square of red foil from its container and peered at it with my hand glass. I could just make out the heart-shaped outline of the object it had wrapped, embossed in a curve some way in from the crushed edges. I measured the raised area; it was about the same size as an egg, although with only half the depth. Jacinta had given me a chocolate heart last year that would have been the same size. I turned the foil over, smoothing it as softly as I could, gently straightening the crinkles, using a tiny brush to sweep out any crumbs and particles. This resulted in all sorts of things—fibres, hair, dirt particles and some relatively large particles of the dark, waxy substance. It was these chocolate fragments that keenly interested me. If the pathogen had been delivered via the chocolate gift that had surprised Bonning, I was hopeful of finding some traces of it here.

				I cut some samples and examined them under the lenses of the light microscope. At 1000 times magnification, I focused the tiny particles of chocolate until I could see great dark mountains covered in rocks and fissures. I hoped that these might have trapped my quarry.

				What I was looking for was about one to two micrometres in size and it was at 1000 times magnification that I saw clumps of what looked like misty eggs. I peered closer, amazed. There, among the highly magnified strands of fibres and lumps of dirt, clustering along the microscopic ridges and valleys of the fragments I was examining, were a lot of egg-shaped bodies. I blinked and gazed at them again, almost sure I was looking at the highly refractile spores of Bacillus anthracis. But so many organisms look similar and scientific analysis demands the gold standard of bacterial identification: find it, grow it, and identify it beyond all doubt.

				I washed the chocolate crumbs and their contents in a sterile solution that captured any microscopic organisms. Then I filtered the contents of the solution, separating them from the other debris. Eventually, with an inoculating loop, I was able to streak a small amount of this across a prepared blood agar plate, taking care not to tear the surface of the nutrient jelly. Now, all that remained was to place the glassware in the incubator at thirty-seven degrees to see what might grow. The computer would alert me to any positive results growing on the plate but the process could take as long as the rest of the day and evening. So I tidied up, stepped out of the lab into the airlock, removed my protective gear for autoclaving and secure disposal, and took a regulation shower.

				There was no excuse now. I could no longer avoid making a start on the pile of papers on Digby’s desk. I went upstairs. Unusually, Vic Agnew wasn’t in his office when I passed it on my way to Digby’s. I guessed he was working elsewhere, observing someone else’s work in a lab somewhere or in an examination room. I knew he was young and keen and determined to get ahead. Above his desk, several prints of optical illusions hung, together with a perceptual puzzle that, if looked at one way, showed a three-quarters profile of a pretty young woman, but if perceived in another way, suddenly changed into a hideous old hag.

				I sat down on my boss’s squeaking chair. I felt strange presiding over his office like this and I wasn’t entirely comfortable about it. Outside, a couple of gang-gang parrots squawked overhead. I went to the window but missed them. Birthday cards celebrating Digby’s fifty-fifth were stuck on his noticeboard together with the holiday roster and the names of staff members who needed time off to be with their families. There were photographs of Digby in his role of the ghost in the local amateur production of Hamlet from a few years ago, looking suitably forbidding in his helmet and robes. There were also some other snaps of him and Livvy from last year’s production of The Boyfriend. They smiled widely in their roaring twenties costumes. Looking more closely I noticed that in all the snaps they were standing some distance apart. It was too much to be a leading research worker, a jobbing analyst, and as well spend any free time in rehearsing dramatic roles. No wonder Livvy was often depressed.

				I still couldn’t face the desk, so I rang Bob.

				‘Jeremiah Dokic,’ I said, repeating the name Bob gave me. ‘Have you had a chance to check with records yet?’

				‘I have,’ said my diligent ex-partner. ‘He seems to be a cleanskin, but I’m still chasing up a couple of things.’

				I had a gut feeling that Jeremiah was nervous or knew something, the sort of instinct that had served me well in other investigations and I was determined to take things further. It wasn’t only intuition. Single men of a certain age who live alone in isolated places show up frequently in crime and other statistics. I’d cut down too many of them suicided in their shacks, or searched their derelict boarding house rooms for evidence against them. Maybe interstate records would show another result.

				‘I’ll check with the interstate police,’ Bob said, ‘and let you know what they come up with.’

				I went to get a drink from the water cooler in the corridor. On the way, I saw Henry Dupont through the small glass window in the door of one of the examination rooms, poring over some items of clothing in the bright, white space. Because of his fastidious paperwork, someone like Henry would have been much better than me as head of department, I thought, but he was a difficult character and his people skills were poor. He lived alone in a little cottage out on a five-acre block across the river from the Worthingtons’ Seven Oaks. Years ago, before my time, I’d heard he’d had a crush on Livvy and some people claimed they’d seen him sitting on the verandah of his old timber cottage with binoculars, spying on the Worthingtons across the river. He seemed to have no family and I’d heard alarming stories of his misogyny from Florence and my colleagues Jane and Sarah. Certainly, something had soured him. He had a well-equipped home lab, and spent all his free time in it, never socialising.

				I finally settled down to work sorting paper—a printed email relating to the PC Project that was so dear to my boss’s wife and my boss as well. Devised by an Oxford chemistry don, and commanded by a software program that automatically kicked in whenever the processor chips were idle, it called for all idle PCs to be dedicated to work for the Centre for Computational Drug Design. Thousands of PCs from dozens of countries ran constantly, day in, day out, working through huge amounts of data, checking small molecules for suitable candidates from which to create cancer inhibitors. Our own computers, too, were part of this distributed computing. I went into the store area and it was eerie to see the PCs all in rows, their screens lit up, conjuring masses of figures, working away endlessly, generating thousands and thousands of hours of computing time. The same thing was happening in storerooms and labs and offices and cupboards all over the world. According to Digby, the campaign was proving very successful. Within only a few weeks, he told me, twelve thousand likely candidates and hundreds of thousands of hopefuls had been identified. With bio-warfare becoming more of a possibility, any research into toxin inhibitors could have implications far wider than helping people with cancer.

				I rang the coroner’s office to see when I could expect the clothing and other physical evidence from Sister Gertrude’s body and was told that these were already on their way. If the killer had touched her and was a ‘shedder’, with a bit of luck we might even have his DNA profile in a day or two. Also I was very curious about the fragments of chalky white stuff on and around the dead woman’s black robes. Something had broken. Something had definitely been removed from this crime scene.

				I spent the next hour in the downstairs storeroom checking off new items of equipment against their invoices. Digby had ordered a number of grounding strips, used to prevent the build-up of static electricity in the laboratories. This can cause all sorts of nasty shocks one way or another, unless it’s dealt with. I saw he’d also applied to import vaccines against smallpox and anthrax. 

				I was on my way out of the office, stock in hand, to check the dates and tallies of the invoices when a smart young woman, blonde hair swinging on her shoulders, almost bumped into me in the doorway. She had very pink cheeks, the sort of skin that flushes in cold weather.

				‘Digby Worthington?’ she asked, hesitating at the door and its nameplate.

				‘No,’ I said. ‘He’s off on special leave for a while. I’m handling his work. I’m Jack McCain.’

				‘I have a package here for him,’ she said. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Tomlins.’

				I saw her name written on the label of the sealed tins and packets she was handing me, and I signed for them.

				‘What’s this?’ I asked, squinting at the labels.

				‘It’s the tissue samples from the pathologist,’ she explained, ‘from Tony Bonning’s autopsy. I was coming down from Sydney on another matter and I offered to bring them myself. Gavin Wales is my boss. You met him this morning, I hear.’

				I remembered the stooped, balding detective with the sad face and cigarette near the Mobile Incident Response Vehicle. ‘I’m acting in Dr Worthington’s position now,’ I said. ‘You lot were very quick off the mark. Can I make you a coffee or something?’

				I was hoping to hear more detail, any detail, about Tony Bonning’s death. ‘I’ve already started work on the physical evidence I found this morning,’ I told her. ‘And I’ll get started on this as soon as possible, Detective Tomlins.’

				‘Call me Tom,’ she smiled. ‘Everyone does.’

				I couldn’t. ‘How are you going with the investigation?’ I asked.

				‘We interviewed his work mates again, in case we missed out on anything the first time. We were very interested in the person who remembered how chuffed he’d been over getting a valentine in July.’

				It’s surprising how often the most helpful of the witnesses turns out to be not a witness at all but, later on, the prime suspect.

				‘And who’s that?’ I asked.

				Tomlins checked her notebook. ‘A woman called Cecily Henderson,’ she read. ‘A haematologist.’

				‘What’s her relation to the deceased?’ I asked.

				‘We’re working on that,’ she said.

				I noted the sex and occupation of the late Tony Bonning’s friend.

				‘She was very helpful,’ Tomlins continued. ‘Told us all about how Bonning rang in sick saying he had food poisoning. A few of them from work had gone out for drinks the night before and then on to dinner. He naturally thought he’d eaten something that disagreed with him. Later in the day, he was sick enough to go to his local doctor. The doctor didn’t like the look of him and sent some blood tests off to pathology. But way before they came back, Bonning was in hospital in a very acute stage. It wasn’t until the hospital’s pathology people isolated the damn thing that they knew what they’d been dealing with.’ She paused. ‘They threw every known antibiotic at him, but he failed to respond,’ she said.

				‘Any suspects?’ I asked.

				‘We’re chasing up a few people who might be of interest to us,’ she said.

				I recalled all the sweet wrappings in the bin under the basketball hoop in the dead man’s bedroom. A killer has to make sure that he hits his target and not someone else.

				‘Someone had to know his habits to send him chocolate. And know that he’d eat it,’ I said.

				‘You’ll be happy to know there’s an ex,’ Tomlins said. ‘She told us about his sweet tooth.’

				‘Wife or girlfriend?’ I asked, thinking of Genevieve who would be quite capable of sending me a poisoned gift on a bad day. Even on a half-good day.

				‘Ex-wife,’ said Tomlins. ‘She’s remarried and says there’s no animosity. And hasn’t been for years. In fact, she said it’s impossible to dislike Tony Bonning. It was just that he was a hopeless husband.’

				Briefly, I wished Genevieve could hold such a benign opinion of me. ‘What cases was he working on?’ I asked.

				‘Just routine stuff according to his boss. Sexual assaults, break and enters, the usual. The odd homicide case.’

				‘What about past cases?’ I asked, thinking of the nastiness of red hearts and chocolate. I knew police were sometimes involved in death threats from the crims they’d aggrieved, but I’d never heard of a scientist being the victim of a revenge killing. ‘Dr Bonning might have delivered the expert evidence that’s locked someone up.’

				Tomlins was already there before me. ‘We’re checking all his back cases,’ she said. ‘He’d worked on a couple of biggies over the years.’ We’ve all worked on a couple of biggies, I thought.

				‘And we’re still trying to trace the package,’ Tomlins was saying. ‘The postie thinks he remembered it came from interstate. We’re trying to track down any interstate connections in his life but hell, it’s hardly a refined search at this stage. Someone like him is bound to have a lot of contacts.’

				Tomlins was a chatty woman. Sometimes trying to get information from an out-of-area colleague, or even someone in the next command region, can develop into a full-on turf war and is as hard as pulling teeth.

				The idea of a toxic gift was triggering a memory for me of a case I’d worked on several years ago.

				‘Do you remember an extortion case a few years ago?’ I asked her. ‘Poisoned confectionery or smallgoods of some sort?’

				‘The Delmonte Deli food extortioner?’

				That was it. Delmonte Deli, a fair-sized manufacturer of snack foods and sandwich spreads almost put out of business by some malicious person who added poison to the goods and put them back, neatly repackaged, on the supermarket shelves. Millions of dollars of products had to be dumped.

				‘We put someone away for that,’ she said. ‘Don’t you remember? And that was strychnine, not bloody anthrax.’

				Tomlins left and I took the samples she delivered, entering them in the records, taking them down to one of the bio-hazard refrigerators. Although the hospital in Sydney was equipped with its own Polymerase Chain Reaction facilities to copy and examine the DNA of the pathogen that had killed the Sydney scientist, it was not their brief to carry out the sort of tests that might determine the origin of this particular bacteria. When a person is infected with something like anthrax, a series of protocols swings immediately into place with the authorities being notified an infection is suspected or confirmed. The health network and the police had been involved as soon as Bacillus anthracis was identified on the glassware at the hospital where Tony Bonning died. But without further investigation, we didn’t know exactly what we might be dealing with. Whereas once we knew the type and effects of the bacteria identified by microbiologists, there was now the unpleasant possibility that we could be faced with a genetically enhanced monstrosity that defied the usual protective measures. My brief was to discover all I could about the make-up and likely provenance of the strain of Bacillus anthracis that had killed Bonning.

				I glanced at my watch, deciding it was time to call it a day. I was feeling weary already; it had been an early start and I’d covered a lot of territory. 

				The folded newspaper on my desk had a small piece on Natalie Haynes, the postal worker. Mrs Haynes had developed the inhalational form of the anthrax disease which acts more quickly than the gastrointestinal form. The deadly spores are just the right size to be delivered to the airways, settling in the sensitive folds of the alveoli lining the lungs, hatching and moving out to invade every major system.

				Bacillus anthracis—shortened to BA by scientists—has a long and even famous history. It was the first bacterium shown to be the cause of a disease and Robert Koch, whose famous postulates set the first standards for experimentation, grew the organism and demonstrated its capacity to form spores and cause infection in lab animals in the nineteenth century.

				Despite the fear surrounding it, especially since the anthrax letters in the States, BA is not usually dangerous to humans because the spores lie dormant in the soil in areas known to pastoralists and cattle and sheep farmers, where they occasionally infect grazing animals. It is not contagious person to person. A cutaneous form of the disease results in a very nasty black skin infection—hence its coal-like name: anthracis—that can become dangerous if the sufferer gets a systemic infection, but is cured fairly easily by modern antibiotics.

				I tidied up a bit, and locked Digby’s office, switching off a few lights in empty offices as I walked down the corridor. After dark this place is full of strange shadows and dark recesses. Not many people were left in the building but I noticed Vic Agnew back at his desk, head down, writing up notes.

				‘Night, Vic,’ I said, pausing.

				He turned, the receding hairline above his intelligent face making him appear older than his thirty-odd years.

				‘Night, Jack,’ he said. ‘I suppose I should say “boss” now, shouldn’t I?’

				I shrugged. ‘Don’t work too hard,’ I said. ‘It’ll all be there in the morning.’

				‘That’s just it,’ he said. ‘I don’t know how I’ll ever get through all these jobs.’

				He noticed me staring at the optical illusion of the young woman or old hag, depending on the viewer’s perception, and leaned back in his chair. ‘You know Jane just can’t get that,’ he said, indicating the drawing. ‘She stares and stares at it whenever she walks past the door. All she can see is the old hag.’

				‘Pity,’ I said. ‘It’s a clever drawing, both ways.’

				‘Once you’ve got it,’ he said, ‘you can’t imagine how you didn’t see it before.’

				I walked outside, looking up at the brilliant stars—a dark cold night and everyone eager to be home by the fire. The wind had me hurrying to my car, shivering.

				As I drove back to town, it occurred to me that despite all the malicious hoaxes and time wasters of the last six months, today I’d finally worked on suspected anthrax samples. And in spite of my tiredness, I was already planning ahead. I was keen to start the process of obtaining the profile of whatever strain of BA it was that had killed our New South Wales colleague and made a Sydney postal worker gravely ill. Once I had results from cultures grown from Tony Bonning’s bedroom, I intended to do the same with the bacteria from Natalie Haynes. That way, I could work on determining the origin of the killer pathogen. The Institute for Genomic Research in the USA had recently mapped out the BA genome and discovered that various forms of the bacteria from different sources differ very slightly in their DNA structure, and some are more virulent than others. My plan was to send samples there, where I hoped they could discover the source of this strain. Once we knew the where, we might find ourselves closer to the who. 

				By doing exactly this with samples from the series of anthrax letter attacks, the American authorities had been embarrassed to discover that the source of all the anthrax organisms used in 2001 traced directly back to a virulent strain isolated and weaponised by the US bio-warfare program. My thoughts kept wandering to the Petri dish in the incubator and what might even now be starting to hatch on it.

				My mobile rang and I cursed but it was Bob. ‘Thought you’d like to know,’ he said, ‘that Harry Marshall gives the cause of Sister Gertrude’s death as trauma to the back of the skull and occipital area caused by a heavy-bladed weapon, an axe or hatchet. I’ve just been talking to him. I told him I’d ring you.’

				An axe or hatchet certainly made sense of the two deep lacerating wounds I’d seen when I lifted the veil. ‘What about those knife wounds on her ankle?’ I asked, fitting the earpiece in more comfortably.

				‘Seems a sharp instrument like a scalpel made them,’ said Bob. ‘Doc Marshall wants you to go down and have a look at the injuries now that he’s cleaned them up a bit.’

				‘I’ll go over in the morning,’ I said.

				‘It was an odd set-up,’ Bob continued. ‘The whole thing. It looked like rage, but it was somehow cold.’

				‘Cold rage’ seemed almost a contradiction in terms to me. But I always respect Bob’s contributions to things like this. In the old days, we worked closely together on several difficult homicides, and I knew that in this area things are often ambiguous. Even contradictory.

				‘Her clothing and the bits and pieces we collected from the crime scene were supposed to be couriered over to you this arvo,’ he said.

				‘I’m still waiting on them,’ I told him. ‘I’ll let you know the minute I get them.’

				‘Doc Marshall says there was no sign of any recent sexual activity,’ Bob was saying, ‘or sexual interference of any sort.’ He paused. ‘I wonder if there’s a connection with this murder to those assaults at the university.’

				‘They feel very different to me,’ I said.

				‘I’m thinking of the attack from behind,’ said Bob. ‘The offender comes up behind them, gets an arm around their necks and down they go.’

				I considered Bob’s words, thinking of the savage injuries at the side and back of the dead woman’s head. ‘It’s possible,’ I said, changing lanes prior to entering Canberra’s CBD. ‘Very different crimes.’

				‘Yes and no,’ said Bob, in the level way he has. ‘The campus stalker takes bags. We both reckon something’s been taken from the nun’s room.’

				It didn’t feel like enough similarity to me. But we were at that early stage where conjecture is all we had and I knew from past experience that by following up some of our suppositions, Bob and I had made arrests in the past.

				‘The psychologist I spoke to here reckons it could be a sexual thing, with the handbag robbery taking the place of sexual violation.’

				Although I couldn’t see it myself, it was an interesting idea, one that I’d talk over with Charlie when we next sat down to a brotherly feed together. ‘It’s also a practical way of hobbling his victims,’ I suggested. ‘Hard to run away with your duds round your ankles.’

				‘Yes,’ said Bob drily. ‘I remember.’

				I recalled the days of walking through dark university grounds while cramming for exams in my science degree years, studying in the library late at night, dragging myself to work next day while I was a serving NSW police officer.

				‘One of my colleagues is running the samples from those assaults,’ I said, thinking of thorough and hardworking Florence Horsefall. ‘We should have the results very soon.’

				‘Nearly forgot,’ said Bob. ‘That young policeman, Colin someone—’

				‘Reeves,’ I added, remembering the young police officer I’d sponsored years ago when he was first getting sober.

				‘He’s been trying to contact you,’ said Bob. ‘He wants your new phone number. Don’t know what it’s about. He’s been working undercover in Sydney the last few months. Only comes in to get his pay cheque. I nearly arrested him last time at the Police Centre. Thought he was an intruder.’

				I laughed again. It was true that the undercover cops often looked far worse than the dealers and druggies they hung out with—filthy jeans, matted hair, beards and the smell of dope and patchouli a cloud around them.

				‘I said I’d pass on his mobile number to you,’ continued Bob.

				I jotted it down, wondering what problem young Colin might want to talk over with me. Woman trouble, most likely. I wasn’t exactly a shining light to follow in that area. ‘I’ll call him,’ I said.

				‘Wish me luck,’ said Bob. ‘I’m about to walk up to the lecture podium.’

				I rang off and looked around for somewhere to get a meal. I didn’t feel like going back to the bistro or restaurant at University House—home for me in Canberra these days. The generous sized rooms, solid fifties and sixties furniture and big desk-space suits me very well. My quarters—now almost on a permanent basis—are downstairs in B block, with windows overlooking the quadrangle and long waterlily pond. A separate bedroom, living room, a cupboard-sized balcony and bathroom, with the bistro and the library down the walkway nearby provided me with all I needed.

				It had been almost seven o’clock by the time I’d left work and I was hungry because I’d skipped lunch, too. There was an Italian place that I’d eaten at before and I shouted myself a decent dinner there, smiling at how crestfallen the waiter seemed when I handed him back the wine list with a shake of my head. It was a long time now since I’d had a wine and these days I couldn’t believe how important alcohol had once been in my life. In the old days, I never went anywhere—lunch, dinner, picnic, or after work get-together—without alcohol. I felt a sense of gratitude that the dimensions of my life had become immeasurably wider and deeper without it and tucked into a hearty osso bucco followed by a fruit concoction and a short black. While I was finishing the last of the coffee, I rang Colin Reeves.

				‘Yes?’ a male voice answered.

				I was careful what I said, in case Colin’s phone had been picked up by someone else. ‘It’s Jack from Lane Cove,’ I said, identifying myself with the anonymous handle I used in AA.

				‘Jack!’ Colin sounded relieved. ‘Hang on.’ I waited while muffled events were concluded wherever Colin was and then he was back on the line.

				‘Listen, mate,’ he said. ‘Give us your number. There’s something you should know about. I’ll call you back from a public phone.’

				I gave him my mobile number and rang off.

				•

				It was nearly nine by the time I turned my key in door number 131. The minute I stepped inside, and before I’d felt for the light switch, I froze. A light was already on. A thousand fears swirled around. When someone has been in policing as long as I have, there are always enemies, and not only among the crims. In my wilder moments, I imagined Genevieve taking out a contract on me. But would an intruder switch on the light in the bedroom? I couldn’t see the small room itself from the doorway, only the light shed by one of the bedside lamps.

				I stood there, ancient instincts in overdrive. I could feel the presence of another human being; something or someone, breathing, waiting in that bedroom. I had nothing I could use as a weapon, just my fists, and it had been a while since I’d been tested in hand-to-hand combat.

				For a second I almost closed the door and walked away. But I didn’t. Instead, I counselled myself, advising myself not to be so damned paranoid, that I wasn’t entering unsecured premises as in the old days. I walked in anyway, keeping myself clear of the exit behind me so that whoever was inside wouldn’t feel trapped, believing I remembered most of what I’d been taught in the old days about self-defence. So charged with adrenaline was I that I nearly hit the roof when a voice called my name.

				‘Jack? Is that you?’

				I couldn’t believe my ears. A momentary relief that it wasn’t someone out to do me harm, then an immediate brace, because of how we’d parted. Some time ago, on the grounds of outrageous behaviour, I’d sent her away, spitting. Yet now her voice, soft and sweet, was coming from the bedroom. I walked over and paused at the doorway. There she was, gloriously naked, her long body spread out like a banquet, hair flowing over her breasts, hip flagrantly raised as she lay like some odalisque posing for Titian. Gold-flecked oil shimmered from shoulders, nipple and hip and her lips smiled my name again as I stood stunned in the doorway, her perfume filling my nostrils.

				‘What on earth are you doing here?’ I asked, reminding myself that a woman in my bed was no reason to relax my vigilance.

				‘What do you think?’ she teased. ‘Waiting for you.’

				I was about to ask her to get dressed and leave and God knows that’s what I should’ve done, but she got in before me.

				‘Please, Jack. Don’t send me away. I know I behaved badly before. What I did was very wrong.’

				You can say that again, I thought. Stalking me, sending me anonymous letters. ‘But what you said to me that day really hit home,’ she continued.

				I’d forgotten what I’d said. I only remembered being furious with her. I looked around the flat.

				‘How did you get in?’

				‘Through the window,’ she said.

				I’d always thought the ground-floor rooms of University House should have bars on them and this was proof.

				‘The flyscreen practically fell off in my hands and I just pushed the window up and hopped in. You know how athletic I am.’

				I remembered, and I saw from her expression that she knew I was remembering.

				‘How did you know where to find me?’ As I questioned her, a small part of my mind was saying: tell her to get dressed and get out.

				‘I’ve taken a year off work to do fulltime studies. Then I want to do postgrad work. Somewhere in immunotoxins.’ That still didn’t explain it, I thought.

				‘Then I saw the advertisement about your lecture on the Biochemistry noticeboard,’ she continued, ‘and I just asked around a bit. Your boss told me you were staying here, actually. During rehearsal. I’ve joined the Drama Society.’

				I maintained my silence, while my mind worked on dialogue suitable for throwing a naked woman out of a man’s bed.

				‘Look,’ she said, wriggling up higher, revealing gold-dusted pubic hair. ‘I know it was naughty of me, sort of breaking in. But there was no one around and I just couldn’t resist.’ She looked contrite and even though she was twice my daughter’s age, at the moment she looked about sixteen. If I only looked at her face which I was finding increasingly hard to do. She patted the covers.

				‘Why don’t you hop in here with me and catch up?’

				I stood there staring at her, confused and undecided. It seemed an age since I’d experienced any intimate time with a woman. I’d gone out a few times with a pleasant divorcee I’d met when Jacinta was in rehab but my heart hadn’t been in it and the whole thing had fizzled out.

				I realised my heart was pounding and in spite of myself, my body was extremely interested. I also realised I’d missed my chance for indignation. I put my briefcase down and threw my keys on top of the cupboard near the door. Alix had turned the little clock radio on and the soft sound of a Spanish guitar mixed with her glittering body oil. As I stood near the door, still undecided, she slipped out of bed, walked right up to me and put her arms around my neck. I did not respond.

				‘I promise,’ she said softly. ‘Really, really promise. No strings. No expectations.’ Her warm body pressed against the fabric of my sports jacket, still chilled from the outside evening air. I stepped back.

				She took no notice.

				‘I’ve grown up a lot since we last met.’

				‘Alix,’ I said. ‘You should be spending time with someone your own age. Not an old chap like me.’ That phrase has been used so often, I thought, it’s a wonder it hasn’t been worn out.

				‘I like older men,’ she said. ‘They don’t get sentimental and want babies.’

				I could hear Charlie saying she was looking for the father who had never engaged with her. I’d just say she was looking for mischief. But she pressed up against me again and her warmth flooded me so that after a moment’s awkward hesitation, I did what most men would do. I put an arm around her and kissed her. It was very nice. ‘I’m not sure I have any condoms,’ I said and it sounded pathetic.

				‘You don’t have to worry about that sort of thing. I come with a clean bill of health. And I’m built for pleasure, not brutish reproduction. I’m not a breeder.’

				I was almost certain that at the bottom of my wash bag was an opened packet with only a couple missing. I disentangled myself from Alix and went to the bathroom. Sure enough, there they were. I looked at myself in the mirror. ‘Don’t do this, Stupid,’ a little voice said to me. ‘Send her packing.’ I recalled conversations I’d had with Charlie about our pattern with difficult women, its connection to the first woman in every man’s life—our impossible mother.

				I stayed a moment longer, irresolute, not seeing my face in the mirror. Then I deliberately pulled out the packet of condoms.

				Hell, I thought. I’ve always liked difficult women.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Six

				I woke with a start hours later, listening to Alix’s steady breathing. Already, I was regretting the pleasure of the last few hours. This is a big mistake, the little voice kept telling me. Why don’t you ever listen?

				Unable to get back to sleep, I nearly jumped out of my skin when my mobile rang a while later. I groped to find it beside the bed, aware of Alix sitting up beside me. The outside lights around the quadrangle filtered through the blinds and I could see on the clock radio that it was nearly 4 o’clock. I went cold and it wasn’t just the chill of the night air. Thoughts of dread about my children filled my mind as I fumbled with the bed lamp and picked up the mobile.

				‘Jack!’ It was Digby. ‘I’m ringing from the hospital! They’ve just admitted Livvy to Emergency. She’s terribly ill. She’s got some acute infection. I’m scared. I keep thinking meningococcal disease.’

				I was surprised that he’d rung me. After all, it wasn’t as if we were close friends. Maybe the poor bastard doesn’t have anyone else, I thought. I was on the verge of saying, ‘I’m sure she’ll be all right,’ but stopped myself.

				‘She’s in the right place, then,’ I concluded, at a loss as to what to say next.

				‘She’s in a dreadful way,’ he said, talking over me. ‘I’m so sorry—I haven’t given her the time she needed. I thought I could do everything. Now I see how wrong I was. I wish I’d never ever—’ His voice trailed away. ‘Jack, I’m scared.’ Sobs shuddered through my boss’s voice, sounds I’d never heard before.

				Now I was wide awake. ‘What are the doctors saying?’

				‘They just don’t know. They’ve taken blood tests but God knows how long they’ll take to get a result. They’ve given her as many antibiotics as they dare. She’s resistant to so many of them already. One minute she was okay, bad chest cold but cutting up oranges for marmalade, next minute I’m ringing an ambulance.’

				He paused. I could hear the panic in his voice. I’d never heard Digby like this before. ‘She had a terrible headache and this awful cough. At first I thought it might be pneumonia. She had it once years ago and it really knocked her out. Now I’m thinking meningococcal disease.’

				‘Take it easy. A lot of different illnesses start that way. It’s probably just one of those bad viruses.’ I said, attempting to console him. But I could tell he wasn’t listening.

				‘Jack,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what to do.’

				He rang off. The whole situation seemed unreal, as if I’d entered some sort of parallel universe where I’d found a naked woman in my bed and my boss had rung, almost hysterical. Except it wasn’t a parallel universe; it was mine and I was slap-bang in the middle of it.

				‘What is it?’Alix was asking.

				I put the mobile down and got up, collecting clothing, shivering as I turned up the heating and dressed in the living area.

				‘My boss’s wife has suddenly taken ill,’ I said. ‘That was him.’

				‘You’re not going out at this hour?’ she said.

				I stopped short as I zipped my trousers. It was an automatic response, I realised, honed over years of jumping awake at call-outs to crime scenes.

				I looked more closely at the sleepy woman half-sitting up in my bed and remembered her stalking campaign, how she’d trampled an unfinished watercolour of mine. And like a dickhead, I’d allowed her back into my bed and now here she was, carrying on like a wife, wanting to know what I was doing.

				‘I have to go out,’ I said, terse and relieved that this situation was giving me a way to escape. ‘You’re welcome to stay until a more convenient hour.’

				‘You have such a quaint way of putting things,’ she said, resettling in the bed. ‘You don’t sound as if I’m very welcome at all.’

				I got my jacket from where it was draped over the wardrobe door. I wanted her gone in my absence. ‘The cleaners come round a bit after nine,’ I lied and waved goodbye from where I stood.

				She didn’t answer and I left, hurrying to the car in the freezing cold, driving through the almost deserted streets out to the hospital. My mind was full of the death of Dr Tony Bonning and I couldn’t stop the suspicion that arose in my mind. Livvy Worthington was a scientist, too. For an asthmatic such as Livvy, any respiratory infection can create complications. But Tony Bonning had presented with symptoms of a severe gastric illness, not a respiratory infection. Come on, I told myself. You’ve got Bacillus anthracis on the brain. And maybe Digby is also overreacting. But I couldn’t shake the bad feeling.

				As I parked the car, I rallied my thoughts, sure that Livvy had nothing worse than one of the vicious viruses that had been doing the rounds, and that my fears were one hundred per cent wrong.

				There wasn’t much activity on the ground floor of the hospital as I went to the front desk and asked after Mrs Olivia Worthington. The woman on the night desk rang through to the Intensive Care Unit and waited until someone up there answered the phone.

				She listened for a few moments and then hung up. The expression on her face had changed. ‘Are you a relative?’ she asked.

				‘My boss, Digby Worthington, is her husband. He just rang me,’ I said. ‘I’m here at his request.’ It wasn’t quite true.

				‘I’m sorry,’ said the nurse. ‘But Mrs Worthington is in isolation in the infectious diseases ward at the moment. Her husband is up there with the doctors. No visitors permitted, I’m afraid.’

				There was little I could do so I was about to leave a message that I’d called and retrace my steps when the lift doors opened and suddenly Digby was there, grey-faced, hair sticking up and tie undone. Coming out of the lift behind him, like some angel of disaster, was a tall woman in a nightie, pushing her drip post ahead of her. Digby pulled a handkerchief out and wiped his face and for a moment I thought he was about to burst into tears. Then he saw me.

				‘Jack!’ he called.

				I hurried over and we stood there together a few moments, without words. He shoved the handkerchief away and looked around the foyer, disoriented and ashen faced. The shuffling woman turned slowly around her post, staring first at Digby then at me. I saw that the tiny rosettes on his tie were actually tiny naked women.

				‘I didn’t think it would be like this,’ he finally said.

				As long as I live, I don’t think I’ll ever forget the hell I saw in his eyes; that gaze of his fixed itself in my memory. Then he twisted away blindly, groping for the lift.

				‘They’re not saying anything yet,’ he whispered, ‘until they get a positive ID on whatever this bug is. But I just saw the X-rays. The radiologist wasn’t saying much but it just didn’t look right to me. Her lungs looked clear enough, but there was swelling around them.’

				‘She’s in the best place and in the best hands,’ I said. ‘Try not to worry too much. Is there something I can do?’ 

				His bloodshot eyes looked right through me. Then he shook his head.

				‘Jack,’ he said. ‘I’m really frightened. You know what I’m thinking.’

				I didn’t answer him because I was thinking the same myself.

				I walked away from the reception area, stepping out into the freezing early hours of a Canberra winter morning, feeling helpless and useless in the face of Digby’s situation. Losing myself in work seemed very attractive and I hurried to my car. I had a lot to do and I needed to clear Digby’s desk as quickly as possible. By now, I expected to see a result one way or the other from the material I’d placed in the bio-hazard lab incubator hours ago. But I needed to fortify myself for what was going to be another long, hard day, and the gravelly feeling behind my eyes told me I hadn’t had enough sleep. There was muscle soreness, too, in my gluteus muscles. Too much sudden action after too long a period of celibacy. I didn’t want to go back to University House in case Alix decided to breakfast there, so I drove to a favourite café. Nikos smiled beneath his Cretan moustache, and nodded as I came in, greeting me as I picked up yesterday’s newspaper. I ordered toast, poached eggs and coffee, glancing at the article on Natalie Haynes, still fighting for her life. Touch and go, the doctors said. If they’d caught it early enough, the mother of three had a fighting chance.

				I checked my voice mail to find a message from late last evening; Dr Harry Marshall, senior pathologist, ringing from the morgue.

				‘Jack,’ ran the message. ‘I’ve just closed up your murdered nun. She’s nice and tidy now. When are you coming over to have a look? I don’t know what it is she’s got carved on her leg, but it looks most intriguing.’

				I rang the morgue but it was too early even for Harry, so I put the phone back on my belt. Harry Marshall was an insomniac and often worked late into the night or extremely early hours when the rest of us were snoring. I polished off my poached eggs on toast and left most of the coffee, paid Nikos and got back into my car, putting the heater on full bore. I drove to work in the dawn, using my security pass to get in, the only sounds the early carolling of magpies in the darkness of the trees. A few lights were on in the buildings but I could have been the only person alive on the premises and the locked offices and empty corridors hummed softly as technical machines and computers worked away in the stillness. It was smooth white noise, unbroken by the footsteps and desultory chat that were part of the usual soundscape of the place later in the day.

				As I passed the small glass window in the crash doors on the way up to my level, I was surprised to see someone in full gear in one of the hot suites. Some keen bugger, I thought.

				I geared myself up, and went straight to work. I lifted out the samples Detective Sergeant Tomlins had couriered down for me and examined them. The Sydney pathologist had labelled his specimens clearly and I carefully took them over to the workbench where I delicately sliced tiny sections of tissue from the lung and mediastinum, the area between and around the lungs. I prepared several different Petri dishes, and on each of them I streaked a tiny drop of sample material. I now had half a dozen glass dishes, each inoculated with anthrax-infected tissue. I labelled and dated them and loaded them into another bio-hazard incubator.

				Then I noticed that the red light on the computer had started flashing an alert, indicating that the plate I’d incubated yesterday from the solution taken from the red foil and chocolate fragments was showing a positive reaction; that is, some sort of bacterial growth. I took the Petri dish out and studied it. Even with the naked eye, I could just make out the growth rings of tiny colonies on the dish. In our records were the standard references against which we could check our findings and I knew this time it would be a fairly quick process. Because we already knew what had killed Tony Bonning, I didn’t have to do the time-consuming series of tests down a decision tree before identifying what was growing in my culture.

				Despite all my years as a bench analyst, I’m still affected by the drama of magnification, of seeing tiny galaxies and the living things that inhabit them. At first there was only a blur, but as I focused the microscope the colonies on the plate came suddenly into focus. What I could easily see now were three soft-edged circles, the bacterial colonies, one rather flat, the others slightly convex, and all of them showing the granular ‘ground glass’ quality that I knew was a characteristic of Bacillus anthracis. The irregular borders of the three circular colonies were already developing the comma-shaped edges which are a well-documented characteristic. I used a sterile glass rod to tease the centre of the largest colony and it behaved as I suspected it would, demonstrating yet another of its identifying characters, clinging to the end of the glass rod, standing up like whipped meringue. Many bacteria behave like this although the tenacity of the so-called ‘Medusa head’ projections showing around the colonies’ edges left me in almost no doubt as to what I was growing in the culture beneath me. I’d seen these before, but only in animal tests. Medusa, I knew from reading the kids’ tales from the Greek myths, was a terrible gorgon who turned men to stone, causing death to whomever looked upon her face.

				Carefully, I took a tiny sample from the colonies and streaked it over several small viewing slides, using a fixing agent to ‘set’ them, and then using polychrome methylene blue, the classic diagnostic test, to stain them. I slid one slide into position, adjusting the focus of the powerful light microscope, my eyes and mind taking in the frozen world on the screen. I refined the focus and it sharpened perfectly.

				Brilliantly lit like the crystals of a kaleidoscope, I saw the pathogen face to face. The bacteria that causes anthrax exhibits qualities that differentiate it from its two other harmless, and almost identical, relatives; but neither of them have a capsule which stains purple-blue. Now, there was no shadow of a doubt about what was lying on the glassware, with its shining blue rods, spores just visible in the sporangia: the ancient enemy to man and beast, Bacillus anthracis.

				Bacillus anthracis is a relatively large, rod-shaped organism, 1–1.2 micrometres wide, and about 3–5 micrometres long—and protected by its tough capsule. And here it was, plain to see. I thought of the malice involved in sending a man a chocolate heart laced with BA spores in the sure knowledge that he would die a horrible death and I determined to do everything in my power to bring this offender to justice.

				I pressed the ‘print’ command and watched while the screen images of the pathogen printed out. Any prosecutor or defence lawyer knows that a picture saves a thousand words. When we had an offender to bring to trial these images would be invaluable. I picked up the printed copy and studied it. If we had an offender to bring to trial, I corrected myself.

				I was now eager to bring myself up to speed with the latest research on the pathogen I’d just identified. It would be another eighteen hours or so before I could expect a positive result from the plates I’d prepared with extracts from Tony Bonning’s diseased body. Once I had those, I would compare them with those from the chocolate heart wrapping, and if they were identical—and I was pretty certain they would be—I could say in court that this pathogen came from this piece of confectionery.

				I went into the forensic library and logged on, checking with international microbiology sites. Over the next couple of hours, I did some advanced study concerning Bacillus anthracis. Forensic labs such as mine often lag behind the latest developments coming out of research laboratories in universities around the world and it was imperative that I familiarise myself with the latest developments.

				When the first of the eager beavers started arriving, I was still reading and making notes. I’d already downloaded masses of refined research and piles of paper now lay in the printer tray for closer study. I found my eyes were blurring and regretted all over again the shindigs with Alix. Not only on the emotional and psychological levels, but also the physical. I needed a break, so I went outside, enjoying the morning unfolding and the sulphur-crested cockatoos clowning around on the grass. You’re getting too old, Jacko my lad, I told myself, to keep up with an athletic younger woman. I rubbed the muscles of my lower back, feeling sorry for myself. I tried to remember back a few years, if I’d had those sorts of regrets the time I spent the afternoon and the evening in Iona Seymour’s bed.

				I went back to my research, skipping over the less serious, cutaneous form of BA to concentrate on the two most dangerous forms of the disease, the ingestion form, which had killed Tony Bonning and the inhalational form of the disease, with which Natalie Haynes was even now battling. Both forms of the illness came on with severe headache, high temperature, nausea and muscle stiffness, the ingestion form moving rapidly to the symptoms of severe food poisoning. The inhalational form manifests itself in the airways before spreading after the victim breathes in spores. Natalie Haynes’s systems were fighting the toxicity of lethal factor; and so far, according to a related site, no biochemical means had been discovered to neutralise its toxic effect. Many tumours also produce deadly toxins as by-products, and any treatment that could neutralise toxicity would be a cause for joy. This was the area of research Livvy’s work covered, as far as I could glean from the little she’d let drop over the years.

				Anthrax begins its assault by attacking the very immune cells that are sent out to kill it; producing three proteins that destroy human cells. One is a protective antigen (PA) that snips through cell walls, allowing lethal factor (LF) and oedema factor (OF) to get inside and start affecting the victim’s cells. Equipped with these proteins, Bacillus anthracis ambushes the macrophages that are trying to engulf it, using the invaded cell’s own systems to further its ends, replicating on a massive scale, exploding more and more cell walls until it floods into the bloodstream in huge numbers. In earlier times, it was thought to kill simply by virtue of the massive amounts of bacteria found clogging every system causing death by ‘logjam’. From the bloodstream, it’s carried to all the major systems, all the time releasing more and more of its deadly proteins. Once the level of LF in the body has reached a critical mass, even with every invading anthrax organism destroyed, and huge doses of antibiotics, it is too late. Death is the only outcome.

				As I considered the journey of the bacillus, I couldn’t help thinking that BA behaves very like a smart guerilla commando, overthrowing vastly superior forces by utilising classic strategy: use assets already in place, turn the enemy’s strength against himself. To make the spores effective as weapons, they need to be treated to make them ‘breathable’. This requires breeding up large quantities and forcing spore production. The spores then have to be ‘harvested’, freeze dried and milled to break up the clumps. So as to form a floatable, inhalable mist, they need to hitch a ride—no more than a few of them—on a floating particle, a carrier, such as silica.

				I stopped reading and stood up, walking around, thinking. I had found no trace of additives so far.

				I rang Harry Marshall again. This time, he was in.

				‘Come over now,’ he said.

				A short while later, I leaned on the security bell and heard Harry’s distinctive growl, an odd habitual throat-clearing habit he has, as the door opened and he ushered me inside. As soon as we’d exchanged the usual pleasantries I followed him through the corridors. He pushed open the first of the doors leading to the autopsy room, finding me a white coat.

				‘I didn’t know what to expect with a murdered nun,’ he said. ‘But I sure didn’t expect this.’

				I put the coat on and followed him through the second door into the large autopsy area and then to a table at the end of the room.

				‘Take a look at what I found,’ he said. ‘It’s much easier to see now that I’ve cleaned her up.’ He pulled off the hospital greens that covered the body and I met Sister Gertrude again, except this time she was not covered by a black serge habit and veil and her heavy white legs pointed stiffly outwards.

				Despite my years of hanging around places like this, I still feel something like reverence towards the laid-out dead. They have a gravitas, and I feel something like humility in the presence of their humble nakedness. In a morgue, their effect on me is quite different from the business-like manner that comes naturally when I’m busy at the original crime scene.

				I glanced at her face. Gertrude’s half-closed eyes and slackened face muscles made her appear smoother, even younger than when I’d first seen her, flung on the floor of her cell, clutching her pearl-covered prayer book, surrounded by her black robes. Harry tapped on her lower left leg using a probe as a pointer and I looked closely at what he was indicating.

				‘This is what I want you to see. Something’s been cut into the flesh,’ he said.

				I studied the ragged-looking wound and he passed me a large magnifying glass. I used this to examine the wound, now empty of the blood that had filled it when I last looked. Now I could see something like a rough star shape cut into the flesh of this woman; two savage slashes formed a crooked cross, with other smaller cuts in the right angles of the crossbars.

				‘It’s some sort of cross,’ I said, looking even closer. ‘What do you make of it?’

				‘I feel I’ve seen it somewhere,’ he said. ‘It might be some sort of alchemical symbol.’

				I straightened up. ‘Alchemy is not in my area of expertise,’ I said.

				‘Go on,’ joked Harry. ‘You guys with your magic coloured potions and lights, and funny brown boxes that go ping. Of course you’re an alchemist. It’s just that you’ve got fancier equipment than Simon Magister.’ He was suddenly serious. ‘I’ve just heard that Livvy Worthington is very ill. My senior assistant has a brother in ICU at Canberra Hospital.’

				‘I saw Digby at the hospital earlier,’ I said. ‘And it wasn’t looking good, Harry.’

				Harry nodded, gazing off into the middle distance. ‘They said it was just a matter of time before she’s down here with me.’

				We looked at each other. ‘Poor Digby,’ he said. ‘He’ll be lost without her.’

				More research, I thought. More time for his ants.

				I saw Harry take a few moments and then refocus himself back to the body lying beneath him. ‘These cuts in her leg,’ he said. ‘They bled very freely. They’re not postmortem.’

				‘He carved her leg while she was still alive?’ I asked.

				‘He did,’ said Harry. ‘Although I doubt that she was conscious at that stage. Not with those whacks on the back of the skull.’

				‘We’re saying “he” all the time,’ I said.

				‘Doesn’t feel like a “she” to me,’ said Harry.

				I leaned over, studying the wounds again. ‘It’s a bit like something I’ve seen before,’ I said. ‘In some representations of the crucifixion in religious symbolism, I think I’ve seen this—the cross with three smaller intersecting lines in front of it. Representing the nails.’

				‘You Catholics have all the fun,’ said Harry.

				‘I wouldn’t say that,’ I said.

				‘If you look closely,’ Harry pointed, ‘there are four of these cuts around the crossbars, not three.’

				‘There were break-ins at the convent last year,’ I said. ‘Desecration of the chapel and precious vessels stolen. The nuns didn’t want to talk about it, but mention was made of Satanism.’

				‘Satanism indeed. More human beings have been destroyed in the names of God, Allah and Yahweh than old Nick ever harmed,’ he snorted, voicing an opinion I’d heard from veteran investigators over the years.

				I shrugged. ‘You know how it is. We have to follow every lead, Harry.’

				‘Young Brian Kruger was round here taking photographs of the injuries,’ said Harry, referring to the body on the metal table. ‘And they show the marks fairly well. But I think you’ll find a good clear sketch might be better. And I know how good your drawing skills are. Done anything decent lately?’ Harry Marshall was one of the few collectors of my works, owning a watercolour I’d done out at Seven Oaks a couple of years ago, of the creek and a couple of witchy old willows, which hung in his living room.

				‘I haven’t even unpacked my gear properly yet,’ I confessed, pulling out my notebook and a soft-leaded pencil. I made a copy of the cuts on the dead woman’s leg, drawing the cross, then the four little ‘L-shaped’ right angles that surrounded it. I completed my sketch and showed him before putting it back in my pocket. ‘I’ll get copies of this around,’ I said. ‘Someone might have an idea what it’s all about.’

				Henry flicked the covers back over the body and we both walked to the first of the double doors. ‘He must have had two weapons with him,’ said Harry. ‘The axe or hatchet that he used to kill her with, and a knife as well. This guy was determined and prepared.’ Harry pulled his gloves off and threw them in a lidded bin, took off his coat and washed his hands. I followed and we retraced our footsteps, returning to his office.

				‘What did you make of those little specks of white substance on the fabric of the clothing?’ he asked.

				‘I’m still looking into that,’ I said, declining the offer of a chair. ‘I’ll keep moving, Harry,’ I said. ‘I’ll work with my little sketch first, and if I need extra, I’ll contact the local police for the photographs they took. My brother Charlie knows a lot about symbols. He might know what that cross is all about.’

				‘Whatever it’s about,’ said Harry, ‘it’s very important to our killer.’

				‘Sister Gertrude had her finger marking a place in her prayer book,’ I recalled. ‘Did you see what page it was?’

				Harry sifted through the papers on the top of his desk. ‘I did, actually,’ he said. ‘And made a note of it. It was here a minute ago.’ He found a sheet of paper and pulled it out. ‘Here it is.’ He passed it to me. ‘Her finger was marking the place in one of the gospels.’

				‘And what was it all about?’ I asked.

				‘Hard to say,’ he replied. ‘Two pages of dense print on bible paper.’

				I took the prayer book and started reading. It was Matthew’s gospel. The Crucifixion.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Seven

				I climbed back into my car, pulling out the sketch I’d done, glancing again at the cross with the four smaller angle joints. Everything at a crime scene tells me something about the crime, but something like this tells me more about the killer. Now I was getting more of a picture of the man. He knew the building or at least where his intended victim would be on the night he entered the premises. And by carving this symbol on the leg of his victim, he was branding her in some way, marking her, telling the world something, revealing who he was, if only I could read it.

				I found myself addressing him. I know you are sadistic, possessive and brutal. I know that you have local knowledge. I suspect you are ambitious and egoistic and determined to make your mark. My mobile rang and I snatched it up.

				‘Jack, it’s Colin from Lane Cove,’ said my caller, using his AA tag. ‘I’m ringing from a public phone and I’ll make it quick. One of my gigs passed something on to me that you should know about. Pigrooter is looking for someone to do a job for him.’

				‘Marty Cash?’ I said. ‘But he’s in a coma.’

				‘I hate to be the one to tell you, mate. But the bastard’s made some sort of spontaneous recovery. Just a while back.’

				‘Shit,’ I said, thinking of the two hundred and thirty thousand dollars that had mostly gone into my new house.

				‘Exactly,’ said my young colleague. ‘We were all hoping he’d stay down.’

				‘You didn’t ring me to tell me Pigrooter’s good news,’ I said, already getting a very bad feeling about this conversation.

				‘I always knew,’ Colin was saying, ‘that he was a deadset scumbag, but I never thought he’d go this low.’

				The bad feeling got worse.

				‘Jack,’ Colin continued, ‘he’s looking for someone to kidnap your daughter—’

				I didn’t hear the rest of what he said. Red-black rage roared in my ears. ‘I’ll kill the bastard,’ I said.

				The rest of Colin’s words eventually sank in. ‘Kidnap your daughter, give her a bashing and lock her up in one of his brothels. Reckons you’ve got something of his you should return.’

				I couldn’t speak for a moment.

				‘Hey, Jack. You okay?’

				‘I’ll kill him,’ I said again and I meant it. I hadn’t felt such a black rage since my son Greg was threatened by a dealer. When something like this happens, when me and mine are threatened, the civil liberties of someone like Marty Cash tend to take a back seat. I knew better than most about the sorry statistics of crime and criminals. For every thousand crimes, we lock up one offender. Nine hundred and ninety-nine are laughing. The crims have got it all their way these days and they know it. I wanted Cash hurt. Badly.

				‘Tell me where he is and I’ll deal with him,’ I said, and swapped the mobile to the other side of my head, wiping my sweaty hand, fumbling around for my little black book. ‘I still know a couple of the old hard men. We’ll drop in on him. Have a serious chat.’

				‘Jack,’ said Colin. ‘Calm down. You’ve got to stay right out of the picture. We don’t want him sussing that you’ve got wind of this.’

				I took a deep breath, making an effort to detach from the anger. Right now, I needed to be clear and alert.

				‘It’s not all bad news, mate,’ said Colin. ‘I applied for the position of official kidnapper, through the informant. This might be just the thing to get Marty Cash off the streets for a good stretch.’

				Colin was right. This was a gift, I thought, as my racing heart slowed a little. This could turn Pigrooter into bacon rind. ‘If we work it smart,’ said Colin voicing my thoughts, ‘we could set something up, a nice reception committee.’

				‘Men like him deserve to pass the rest of their days in the slammer,’ I said, ‘for even thinking of harming Jacinta.’

				‘We’ll get him,’ said Colin.

				‘But he’s got to come into my house. He’s got to get caught in a situation that the defence can’t claim later was really something else. Don’t let him delegate the job,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to end up arresting you. I want Marty Cash charged with conspiracy to kidnap, attempted kidnap, abduction, deprivation of liberty, assault, intent to commit, everything short of homicide.’

				My heart rate eased and I unclenched my fists and worked my fingers, stiff in the cold. No sooner had Pigrooter come out of his coma than he’d set about collecting his debts. His usual business was the trade in information and the networking of favour-seekers and favour-doers that passes as mateship in those circles. He was a godfather whose domain was the shadows where worlds overlap, crime and the law, crims and cops. He had no history of this sort of crime and there was no way of knowing how enthusiastic he’d be in its commission.

				‘Where is she now?’ Colin asked.

				I imagined my daughter as I’d last seen her, shuffling around the little house at Malabar, draped in a yellow doona, cranky because she wasn’t getting her own way quickly enough.

				‘She’s snug at home,’ I said. ‘But she’s going to stay with someone while I’m down here.’

				‘Give me your address. I can keep an eye on it for you,’ Colin offered. ‘Maybe have a chat with her, make a plan. Then I can talk to a few of the muscleheads. Set something up.’

				It sounded perfect and I don’t know why I hesitated. Maybe it was because I hadn’t seen Colin Reeves for a couple of years and a lot can happen in that time. I knew it was paranoid—it goes with the territory—but while ever there was the slightest chance that Colin Reeves might be suborned I couldn’t bring myself to give him my address, even though any half-hearted attempt to track me down would swiftly deliver the information. I hoped by now, Jacinta was either safe at Charlie’s or one of hundreds of students at her tech. But how long would it take, I wondered, for someone with Pigrooter’s network of informers to discover Jacinta’s daily movements? Getting that sort of info is as easy as pissing.

				‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But I’ll get onto it myself.’ I thought about what would need to be done. ‘You need to set things up pretty smartly.’

				‘I’ll talk to my boss,’ said Colin. ‘Convince him that Marty Cash is top of the list of the people he wants to convict.’

				As soon as we said goodbye, I rang Bob.

				‘You’ve heard already?’ he said.

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘That bastard Cash.’

				There was a slight pause. Bob had a buffer zone of silence which he used to good effect. It was a habit of his I’d noticed from the old days when we’d been partners.

				‘What’s happened?’ he asked.

				I told him.

				‘I can go round and pick her up right now,’ he said. ‘She can stay with me till you get back and we sort this out.’

				I could just imagine Jacinta’s response to this idea. She thought Bob was a decent enough fellow but she also thought he was the most boring man in the world. Like too many addicts and their children, Jacinta is drawn to the glittering and the dangerous rather than the safe and the steady. ‘She’s staying at Charlie’s while I’m away,’ I said. ‘She can stay there till we get this bastard. But I’d appreciate it if you’d keep an eye on her for me.’

				‘No probs,’ said Bob, taking down the address and phone number.

				‘Colin Reeves,’ I said. ‘He’s ridgy-didge, is he?’

				‘Yeah, young Reeves is solid,’ Bob said. ‘Straight up and down. Although you’d never know it from the way he looks these days . . .’

				‘Thanks, Bob,’ I said. ‘You know how it is.’

				‘I do,’ said my friend. ‘Relax. You know this is just what we want. If we can get the bastard for abduction and kidnap we won’t even need to help the charge sheet a bit. And don’t worry. Jacinta will be safe.’

				Again, I picked up on his hesitation. I remembered what he’d said when I first rang him.

				‘What is it?’ I asked. ‘There’s something you’re not telling me.’

				‘I’ve heard something,’ he said. ‘Something else you’re not going to like. I thought that’s what you were ringing me about.’

				My heart rate started mounting again.

				‘Your wife,’ Bob said. ‘Ex-wife, I mean. She’s been talking to the detectives up here.’

				I felt my heart freeze. Somehow, Genevieve’s got wind of that bloody money. Jacinta had mentioned a fight. She must have told her mother the whole story. And given my ex-wife the fuel to burn me at the stake. Genevieve would want her share of that. So would the tax man. I saw my career go down the gurgler. I rallied. It would boil down to oath against oath. Then I saw my daughter in the witness box. If Jacinta were roped in by the prosecution—and she would be—could I ask her to perjure herself on my account? Despite the odd practical adjustment to my moral boundaries, I knew I could not.

				‘I don’t know exactly what it’s about,’ said Bob. ‘Except that it involves you. One of the other divisional detectives told me she talked to that little prick Stewart Fox.’

				‘Bob,’ I said. ‘It’ll be about that fucking money.’

				Bob knew exactly what I meant. ‘What money?’ he said, in tones of surprised innocence.

				In spite of everything, I smiled. At least, Bob would bat for me. I rang off. My initial fury had eased somewhat, and I now had two very difficult situations to deal with.

				I rang Charlie’s and despite his assurances that he’d ferry Jacinta to and from tech, I couldn’t relax. I stood up and walked to the window, restless and worried about my daughter. And scared that my work as a professional investigator was in jeopardy. What more did Genevieve want from me? I’d done everything I could to placate her. I’d given her the house and said she was welcome to the seventy per cent of our mutual holdings, such as they were, that she’d claimed. But the kids had wanted to live with me, and I had to be punished for that. They were hardly kids anymore, anyway. Maybe I could do a deal with her; pay her off somehow, point out that if she wanted to go ahead with this, it would destroy my career, kill the goose that was laying—if not golden eggs, at least some decent superannuation she could enjoy.

				My thoughts turned to Jacinta again. I felt much better knowing that Bob was back in Sydney and looking out for her. But I still couldn’t settle down so I went down the hallway and made myself a cup of coffee in the kitchenette near the library area. I glanced at my watch. Jacinta might not be in class yet. I tried her mobile. She answered.

				‘Are you okay?’ I asked.

				‘Why shouldn’t I be?’ she boomed back at me. ‘Stop fussing.’

				‘What was the problem with your mother?’ I asked, referring to the disagreement she’d mentioned earlier.

				‘She wants me to stay with her during the holidays,’ said Jacinta.

				‘And?’ I replied.

				‘Come on, Dad! Stop tormenting me. You know what she’s like.’

				I did. I tried to keep my voice neutral for my next question. ‘Have you ever said anything to her about that money?’

				There was a pause. ‘Of course not,’ she said. ‘No way I’d tell her that. Why?’

				‘Bob tells me she’s lodged some sort of complaint against me. And I immediately thought of that.’

				‘Just your guilty conscience,’ said Jacinta. ‘It couldn’t be that. So what was it?’

				‘I wish I knew,’ I said. For a second, I wondered if I should tell her about Pigrooter’s threats.

				‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ she said. ‘You know what she’s like. Hey. Gotta go or I’ll be late for class. Love ya Dad.’

				I put the mobile down, thinking that a lot of men described their wives or ex-wives as ‘impossible’. Genevieve was certainly that and then some and I often had the feeling that only my head on a plate would satisfy her. Even then, she’d want to kick it around for a while.

				Back at work, I carried a mug of coffee to the library and refocused my attention, trying to find some peace in my work, pushing the curiosity about Genevieve’s latest ambush and the nagging doubts about Jacinta to the back of my mind, absorbing more information about this pathogen. I made notes to refresh my memory about the process of weaponisation of Bacillus anthracis. Although there are arguments in the scientific community about how difficult or not this might be, doing it requires certain knowledge and facilities. Without this treatment, the spores simply do what nature intend, and fall to earth to lie dormant in the soil.

				All over the world, people like me use their minds to devise methods of making dangerous pathogens even more diabolical, manipulating their genes to increase virulence, finding ways to deliver them more effectively. When the Russian bio-weapons program ended, nearly seven thousand scientists were suddenly out of work and everyone in the scientific community wondered where they went. They’re still wondering.

				I noticed a flyer left on the table near me and, curious, I picked it up. ‘Fight globalisation!’ it admonished, above details of a meeting. Could the killer be someone from the loony fringe of the Greens? Someone who had targeted a scientist because it was scientists who were responsible for developing even more lethal pathogens?

				It was past lunchtime and I was hungry. I heard Jane’s and Florence’s voices as I passed by Florence’s office annexe to her lab and I paused at the door to see Florence staring at a DNA profile on her screen. Jane was leaning over to view it better. They both turned as I came in.

				‘Get a look at this,’ said Jane.

				‘What is it?’ I asked, peering closer at the profile. ‘Or rather who’s?’

				‘It’s that murdered nun,’ said Jane. ‘She’s giving us a problem.’

				I checked out Sister Gertrude’s profile. It started out as I would have expected—at the first locus the sex marker was the single peak that showed this DNA belonged to a female. But at locus 23, I was looking at someone with three peaks.

				‘What’s that?’ I asked. We’d sometimes had more than three peaks on a profile, when there was DNA material from more than one person, but I’d never seen a third peak showing up at only one of the loci in a single person sample.

				‘That’s what we’d like to know,’ said Florence. ‘I rang a few other places and someone said they recalled something like that when they were setting up their database but they eliminated it because it was so freaky.’ She flicked her mouse and I saw a cascade of smaller screens. ‘I re-ran everything,’ she said, ‘and got the same result, consistently. Only at 23.’

				‘What do you make of it?’ I asked her. There is still so much surrounding the actual fabric of DNA and how it functions that we simply don’t know.

				‘In our system of reproduction,’ said Florence in her dry way, ‘we can only have two parents, not three.’ There are one or two peaks at the ten loci—either one peak when both parents carry the same gene, and they overlap, or two, when each parent contributes a different gene. Like Florence said, we don’t have more than two parents.

				‘Maybe it was material from somewhere else—that was absorbed and somehow ended up being included?’ I said. ‘I really have no idea. I’m only guessing.’

				‘It’s as good a guess as any,’ she said.

				I straightened up. ‘Another of life’s great mysteries,’ I said. ‘At least it makes Sister Gertrude very distinctive.’

				‘I’ve never profiled a nun before. They might all have it,’ said Florence.

				‘It might be the holy gene,’ said Jane. ‘The gene that makes women go into a convent. They’d have to be a bit different.’

				Florence smiled. It was the first time I’d seen her playful. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Maybe it’s the holy ghost.’

				I sensed another presence and saw Vic Agnew standing near the doorway. We all looked up and our laughter ceased at the sight of his white face.

				‘What is it, Vic?’ Jane asked.

				‘My girlfriend’s a nurse in ICU,’ he said. ‘It’s Livvy Worthington.’

				‘Tell us,’ said Jane

				‘They’re not saying anything official yet.’ He looked at us all in turn. ‘I probably shouldn’t even be saying this.’

				I felt irritation rising.

				‘For God’s sake,’ said Florence. ‘Get on with it.’

				‘Mrs Worthington just died,’ he said.

				I saw the shock register on Florence’s face and wondered if my own was showing the same. Despite what Harry had said, Livvy dying seemed unbelievable. I stared sightlessly at the cascading tiles on the screen, thinking stupidly that I hadn’t realised Vic had a girlfriend. He seemed asexual to me—neat and handsome and somehow, not quite real.

				‘I can’t believe it,’ Florence was saying. She’d known Livvy for a long time and they got along well.

				The whole world seemed suddenly murkier and even more dangerous than it had been just a few seconds ago.

				‘All that research,’ Florence continued, ever the scientist. ‘Just wasted. She never told anyone anything about it.’ She jumped up and hurried out the door. I went back to my office, leaving Jane and Vic staring absently.

				I rang the hospital, identified myself, and spoke with the head of infectious diseases. I filled him in on my connection to the Worthingtons and the anthrax investigation.

				‘Is it BA?’ I asked.

				‘They’re not saying it officially,’ the doctor said, ‘until we get the results from the lab.’

				‘But you won’t have that till—’ I glanced at my watch, ‘early tomorrow morning.’

				‘We’ve alerted the authorities,’ he said. ‘Just in case. And the police.’

				I recalled the balding detective having a cigarette outside Tony Bonning’s.

				‘And the local postal authorities.’ The hospital protocols were swinging into action.

				‘You don’t happen to know where Mrs Worthington’s husband is right now?’ I asked.

				‘No,’ said the doctor. ‘He wouldn’t stay. He left straight after his wife died. I wanted him to wait until someone picked him up. He was in no state to drive.’ There was a pause. ‘I’ve never seen a case of human BA in my life. I couldn’t believe it when I saw the radiologist’s pictures. Her lungs were fine. Enlarged mediastinum and lymph glands. We did everything we could.’

				‘She had the inhalational form?’ I asked.

				‘Yes,’ he said, ‘but we didn’t know what we were dealing with until it was too late.’ I could hear the despair in his voice.

				‘It’s hard to believe,’ he continued. ‘That someone would do such a thing. What’s the bloody world coming to?’

				I couldn’t answer that. I rang off and stared at the wall opposite me for a few seconds before walking down to Vic’s office and asking him to go with HAZCHEM to both Worthington households. Even without official confirmation, I wasn’t taking any chances with this pathogen. How had Livvy Worthington contracted inhalational anthrax?

				Back in my office, I looked up to see Florence, still ashen-faced and tearful, tapping at my open door.

				‘Come in,’ I said. ‘Take a seat.’

				But she wouldn’t. She came up close and looked behind her at the door, still half-opened. ‘I didn’t want to tell you this,’ she said. ‘I just hate the thought of being a dobber. But under the circumstances . . .’

				I went over and closed the door fully, returning to my colleague. ‘What is it?’ I asked.

				‘Someone’s been abusing the downstairs hot suite,’ she said. ‘I don’t know who it is. Twice now I’ve come in and the scanning electron microscope has been left on. I’ve had to switch it off. There was nothing to account for it in the log book.’

				There are strict security protocols surrounding the use of the scanning electron microscope, with users signing on and off and providing times and dates.

				‘When was this, Florence?’ I asked her.

				She thought for a moment.

				‘The first time was about six months ago, just after Vic joined us,’ she said, ‘and then another incident last month.’

				‘I’ll look into it,’ I said. The computer keeps account of all comings and goings as we swipe our cards in and out of certain places in the building, including the hot suite; the ID of the user is logged automatically. ‘Although,’ I said, ‘it will be difficult unless you can give me dates and times.’

				Florence nodded. ‘I’ll do my best,’ she said. ‘I think I can work it out if I use my calender and get a few cues.’ She turned to go. ‘And the last time it was left on,’ she added, ‘guess what was on the stub?’

				I didn’t have to. I knew it as Florence said it.

				‘BA,’ she said.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Eight

				I made a note to myself to check the computer log to find out who had been in the hot suite as soon as Florence could provide me with some dates. Once, hearing something like that wouldn’t have worried me at all. But now such things couldn’t but help having potentially sinister overtones.

				I tried to put everything out of my mind except the project I was working on and devoted my attention to bringing my case notes up to date concerning the cultures I’d grown, describing my methods and findings. That way, if a test ever had to be duplicated, my methodology was clear to any subsequent investigator. I included the certification and addressed the package to Detective Sergeant Tomlins. Then I rang her.

				‘I’ve got those results for you on Tony Bonning’s case,’ I said, ‘I found Bacillus anthracis on the chocolate wrapping and I suspect that the same culture is growing from the tissue samples you brought up.’

				She listened without interruption.

				‘And you should know we’ve had another suspicious death here in Canberra.’

				‘Anthrax?’ she asked.

				‘It’s not official yet,’ I said. ‘But the doctor had no doubts. They’ll have the path test through by tomorrow morning.’

				‘Who was it?’ Tomlins asked.

				‘It was someone I knew,’ I said.

				‘I’m sorry,’ said DS Tomlins.

				‘Another scientist.’

				‘I wonder if she worked on any of the same cases as Tony Bonning?’ Tomlins asked.

				‘I’d be looking into that,’ I said, ‘if I were the investigating detective.’

				‘You are,’ said Tomlins, ‘in a sort of way. Maybe she got chocolates too.’

				‘She contracted the inhalational form of the disease,’ I said, before outlining the differences.

				‘She might have been unlucky,’ said Tomlins, ‘like the postal worker.’

				‘We won’t know,’ I said, ‘until there’s a thorough investigation of the contamination route.’

				‘How do you get the spores in the first place?’ Tomlins asked.

				‘Steal them from a defence installation. Make them in a secret lab.’

				‘Like Saddam?’ she asked.

				‘On a less grand scale,’ I replied, ‘but the result would be the same.’

				‘Would that be hard to do?’

				This was the question that everyone seemed to be asking lately. ‘Different people give different answers,’ I said. ‘I’m not an expert microbiologist, but it wouldn’t be too difficult for someone who knows what they’re doing to cultivate the bacteria and force spore production. Then it’s a matter of collecting the spores and finding a way to impregnate the item if the gastrointestinal route is taken, or making them float so the victim breathes them in.’

				‘I don’t like the sound of this one bit,’ said Tomlins. ‘How would you impregnate a chocolate heart anyway?’

				I imagined a hypodermic filled with anthrax-rich slurry, a porridge of spores, being injected into the creamy centre of a novelty chocolate. Millions could be swallowed this way and find their way into the body’s systems.

				‘I guess injecting would be the simplest, most effective way,’ I said. ‘Load a syringe up, pierce the centre, then seal the tiny puncture with a drop of melted chocolate.’

				‘That sounds a dangerous procedure,’ said Tomlins. ‘If this thing is as lethal as you say.’

				‘Not for someone who knew what they were doing,’ I said. ‘They’d take the necessary precautions.’ I thought of all the measures I’d taken while handling the samples. ‘And yet some spores must have escaped from the package,’ I added, ‘to contaminate Natalie Haynes.’

				‘What about the breathed-in variety?’

				‘That’s a bit more difficult,’ I said, before outlining the steps that needed to be taken to make spores into a breathable, floatable mist.

				‘Next question is “why” and then “who”?’ Tomlins said.

				‘That’s up to you,’ I told her. ‘You find the guilty party, I’ll do the analyses.’ I thought of the red foil that had given me the chocolate crumbs and spores. I thought of the unfortunate man who’d eaten a plump chocolate heart.

				‘This might sound sexist . . .’ I started to say.

				‘Be my guest,’ she said.

				I was thinking of the hostile women I’d had dealings with over the years. The fact that I had recently divorced one, and been stupid enough to reconnect with another one last night wasn’t making me feel too clever. ‘A poisoned chocolate heart feels somehow female to me,’ I said.

				‘Oh really?’ Tomlins’s voice was very dry. ‘You reckon a man would use a death ray?’ she asked. ‘Or an exploding soccer ball?’

				I laughed. She was cheeky and I found myself liking her.

				‘So you think a woman is behind this?’ she asked, more seriously.

				‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘It just seems female. You get a feeling for things like this,’ I added. ‘Call it old hand’s intuition.’

				‘Sounds like old wives’ tale to me,’ Tomlins laughed. ‘But whoever it is,’ she said, ‘it takes a lot of malice to set out to murder someone in this way.’

				There is no shortage of malice in this place, I thought. A question was teasing me. Like I said, the behaviour of bacteria is not my area of expertise, but I knew that the vegetative state of BA is just as deadly as the spores. So why go to the trouble—the potentially very dangerous trouble—of making spores in the first place?

				‘What I’m really questioning,’ I said to her after a moment’s reflection, ‘is why someone would go to all that trouble of forcing spore production when the easiest thing in the world is to grow the damn thing on a glass dish and simply use that. There’s no need to go the extra stage. It’s difficult, it’s dangerous and it’s unnecessary. I just don’t get it. Why use the spore form of the disease when there’s a simpler way to deliver?’

				‘You’re the scientist and you’re asking me?’ Tomlins said.

				I rang off and sat at the desk for a moment longer. The question continued to tease me so I went down to the annexe off the DNA lab where Florence Horsefall was usually bent over her work. Instead, I found her huddled in a corner. I wasn’t sure whether she was crying or not, and I wondered if I should interrupt what looked like a very personal moment or walk away. But in that moment Florence turned and saw me. She hurriedly straightened up, pushed her hair back, straightened her shoulders and blew her nose.

				‘Florence,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry to barge in. I’ll talk to you at a more convenient time.’

				‘No,’ she said, sniffing, wiping her hands down her white coat. ‘I’m okay. It’s just the shock and everything. I can’t believe that Livvy is dead. And in such a horrible way.’ There was a silence. ‘What is it?’

				‘It can wait,’ I said. ‘I just wanted your opinion on something.’

				I saw the anxiety in her eyes as she lowered them to look over the tops of her glasses.

				‘About BA,’ I added. I saw her relax.

				‘What do you want to know?’ she asked.

				‘Why would someone go to the trouble of forcing spore production to infect someone via the airways when the vegetative form of the bacteria will deliver just as much bang?’

				I saw her weighing it up. ‘It’s a good question,’ she said. ‘I’m surprised no one else has considered it.’

				‘Do you think it might narrow our search down?’ I asked. ‘Should we be looking at people with access to military sources?’

				‘We haven’t got a bio-weapons program,’ Florence said.

				‘That we know about,’ I countered.

				‘Even so,’ she said, ‘it wouldn’t be impossible to get hold of some weaponised spores.’

				I had to agree. Nothing is impossible if the will is strong enough.

				‘I think it’s more likely,’ I said, ‘simply because it would be easier, that someone has got hold of BA in a legitimate way, through scientific warehouses.’

				‘And bred it up from there?’ Florence suggested.

				‘But it still would have to be someone with a certain level of scientific sophistication,’ I pointed out. ‘He’d have to know how to handle the stuff, how to transport it, and how to get it into the articles he infects without endangering himself.’

				‘You’re saying “he”,’ Florence pointed out. ‘It could be a woman.’

				‘I was speaking generically,’ I said. ‘In fact I had thought that poisoned chocolate had a female feel to it.’

				Florence regarded me with her most Sphynx-like expression. ‘Any experienced lab assistant could know how to do it,’ she said. ‘Male or female.’

				‘But it still doesn’t answer my original question,’ I said. ‘Why go to all that trouble in the first place when all he—or she—has to do is breed up the vegetative state on a dish and then infect the chocolate heart with that form?’

				We looked at each other.

				‘Did you find any additives that would indicate weaponisation?’ Florence asked.

				I shook my head. ‘I didn’t notice any traces,’ I said, ‘but I wasn’t searching for those at that stage.’ I might have to do a separate search of the items from Tony Bonning’s place, especially the red foil, to see if there were traces of the carrier or additives that help to ‘float’ the spores—trace elements such as bentonite or silica, which were used in the weaponisation process.

				‘I also want to cut samples from the colonies I’ve cultured and run them through the Polymerase Chain Reaction process. Then when the samples from Livvy Worthington come in,’ I added, ‘I want to match them against this first batch.’

				‘You want to see if it’s the same strain of bacillus?’ she asked.

				I nodded. The same strain would imply the same source. At the moment, without a suspect, finding an identical source didn’t mean anything, but later on in the investigation, it could be part of a body of evidence that might convict the killer.

				‘God, it’s hopeless,’ said Florence. ‘We have nothing at all on this killer.’ She looked up at me. ‘We haven’t got the facilities here to profile bacteria. We might need the Department of Ag.’

				‘I’m sending it away to the Institute for Genomic Reasearch,’ I said. ‘I’ve already started the paperwork.’

				A knock at the door signalled a security courier delivering a sealed package to Florence. After signing for it, she started to open it and I saw the dark fabric inside the plastic bags. ‘This is the clothing from the convent,’ she said. ‘The nun’s clothes.’

				‘I’ve been waiting for this to arrive,’ I said. ‘I’d like to do the initial examination.’

				Florence waved at the package. ‘Be my guest,’ she said.

				‘Then I’ll hand it over to you,’ I said. ‘If we’re lucky we might find a DNA picture of the killer.’

				Florence blew her nose noisily.

				‘I might have to do a mass screening of the whole convent,’ I warned her as she shoved her hankie away.

				‘I can’t wait. As if I haven’t got enough to do.’ She managed a wan smile. ‘Still,’ she said, ‘it’s good to be busy.’ Her face darkened. ‘I hope they get the bastard.’

				I picked up the bagged clothing and went back to my office, relieved that here at least, at work, my relationships with most of my colleagues, apart from Henry, were unproblematic. It was time to address the Convent of the Assumption again.

				I rang Mother Anacletus and asked if we could make a time for her to gather all the nuns together so that I could address them.

				‘Mother,’ I said, thinking of DNA elimination, ‘do men ever go into the sisters’ rooms? Tradesmen?’

				‘On rare occasions,’ she said. ‘Jeremiah does any handyman jobs that might need attention.’ I made a mental note to ask him for a buccal smear.

				‘What about Father Oswald?’ I asked.

				‘He’s spiritual adviser to some of the sisters,’ said Anacletus. ‘He sometimes comes here. But never to a sister’s room. There’s a little office just off the parlour and he meets his spiritual children there.’

				‘Was Sister Gertrude one of those?’ I asked.

				There was a pause. ‘Yes,’ said Anacletus.

				‘Where might I find the Father?’ I asked.

				‘He has a little hermitage at Rockwell,’ she said. ‘You can’t miss it. It’s almost the only building there now.’

				I noted the directions down and thanked her.

				As soon as I rang off, my mobile rang again. It was Jacinta.

				‘Everything okay?’ I asked.

				‘That’s the second time you’ve asked me.’

				‘Well, is it?’ I persisted.

				‘I’m not sure,’ she said with a laugh. ‘Mum’s in a weird space at the moment.’

				I felt it best not to say that for as long as I’d known Genevieve, she’d been there.

				‘And Bob Edwards dropped in on me and prowled around Charlie’s place as if he was looking for something.’

				‘He was,’ I said. ‘He was checking the security. I need to talk to you about a serious matter.’

				‘Dad,’ she said, ‘you’re scaring me.’

				‘I’m not mentioning it to scare you, but I want you to know what’s going on.’ Here goes, I thought. ‘Marty Cash will do anything to get hold of that money,’ I said. ‘You know, your money. His plan is to kidnap you and hold you until I pay up.’

				‘Kidnap me?’ Her voice trembled and I swore that I’d fix Cash for good.

				‘But I thought—’ she started to say. ‘You said—’ and I could hear the fear in her voice.

				‘He had a spontaneous recovery from his coma,’ I said. ‘But luckily, the bloke who’s offered to do the kidnapping job happens to be Colin Reeves.’

				‘Colin from Lane Cove? Your Colin?’ she asked, bewildered.

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He’s working undercover at the moment and he heard about the job and applied for it.’

				‘That’s a relief,’ she said.

				‘Don’t get too relieved,’ I said. ‘I won’t be until Marty Cash is locked up.’

				‘No way is that horrible brute getting hold of me, Dad. Why didn’t you tell me earlier?’ My daughter had rallied. I admired the fast way she worked.

				‘I didn’t want to scare you until we’d worked something out. We’re putting something into operation that should fix Marty Cash for good.’

				‘Dad,’ she said, in the patient tone of a parent explaining something to a child, ‘I’ve lived on the streets. Lived, survived, conned, done the works. No out-of-work, overweight ex-cop could outstreet me.’

				Her youthful bravado touched me. ‘Of course he couldn’t,’ I said.

				‘A car would keep me really really safe,’ she sang.

				‘I get the hint,’ I said. ‘We’ll talk about it when I come back.’

				‘When’s that?’

				‘Tomorrow.’

				‘Mum’s been asking me some really funny questions,’ she said. ‘About the bad old days.’

				‘What sort of questions?’ Immediately I regretted asking, weary of it all. ‘Never mind. Forget what I just said.’

				‘You are so freaky sometimes,’ she said. ‘Gotta fly. Charlie’s already in the car.’

				‘Remember everything I taught you about vigilance,’ I said.

				‘Dad, for God’s sake.’

				She rang off.

				I found an empty examination room, very keen to see the murdered nun’s clothing, remembering the small white crumbs that had dotted it and the floor around her. I donned protective gear to avoid contaminating the clothes and started going through the labelled packages. I found a heavy black serge dress, a veil, some sort of starched headdress in the form of a winged bonnet, underwear, stockings and shoes. There was also a heavy leather belt, a large set of rosary beads, and the pearl-covered prayer book, now somewhat powdery after Fingerprints had done their work on it. I found the smaller packets of floor sweepings and the powdery white flecks I’d noticed in and around her clothing.

				The black robes contrasted sharply with the clean white paper that lined the table and I examined them first with a hand glass. In some cases, I could see that the white particles had actually embedded themselves in the fibre of the black cloth and I could just discern the fine spray of dried blood that had also settled onto the material. Both these factors suggested velocity to me, that considerable force had been used to hurl them into place. When I’d first noticed the white specks, I’d even wondered if they were part of the murder weapon, but this seemed most unlikely given Harry Marshall’s description of what had killed the nun. I straightened up from my examination. I’d do the proper tests to discover the exact nature of this material, but I was prepared to stake my life on the fact that these chalky white particles with the coloured surface on one side were made of plaster and that they had come from some object that had smashed in that room. The most likely objects made of plaster in a convent would be the various sentimental statues of saints and angels that decorate chapels and corridors and I wondered which celestial being had been smashed in Sister Gertrude’s room and why.

				Florence would need to cut samples from the fabric at the neck and arms because if there’d been a struggle, the offender might have left enough of himself in those areas. When a killer uses a weapon rather than his hands, he’s one step away from his victim as far as leaving traces are concerned. I wanted those weapons very much. A weapon with trace evidence on it can be a wonderful gift to an investigator. It is the microcosm of the crime; it can be almost a complete record, the physical object where motive, action, means, place, hunter and hunted all come together in the explosion of homicide. I repacked the clothes and the debris from the floor, keeping only a little aside for further tests, and took the rest back to Florence.

				Then I geared up and went back to the samples from the Tony Bonning crime scene, particularly the red foil wrapper, carefully examining it and its contents again, finding only more of what I’d found before, large amounts of BA spores bound together by electrostatic charge into heavy clumps, compelled by gravity to fall to earth. Nowhere did I find anything suggesting that a carrier had been used—no traces of silica, bentonite, or anything else that might have helped spores to stay separated and airborne, waiting to be inhaled. I felt I could say with confidence that these spores had not been weaponised but I was no closer to answering the riddle as to why the killer had gone to so much trouble. To work this out, I would have to gather more intelligence.

				I was about to ring Colin Reeves when the door to my room was suddenly pushed open and there stood Henry Dupont, clutching a folder and wearing the same tie he’d worn every day as far as I knew for the last nine years—a repeated frill-neck lizard motif now almost disappearing under layers of grime. He was trembling, but it wasn’t with cold, and there were two white compressions on each side of his mouth. He advanced into the office, shaking the folder at me.

				‘I should be sitting there!’ he shouted. ‘I’m always passed over. First that woman got the senior position in the DNA lab.’ I presumed he was referring to Florence. ‘Then you end up sitting here!’ he yelled. ‘I’ve got far more seniority than you. It’s ridiculous that you’re there. What sort of scientist are you, anyway?’

				I stood up, shocked at the intrusion. ‘Henry,’ I started to say, but he interrupted me.

				‘Doctor,’ he said. ‘Doctor Dupont. You will please address me correctly.’

				‘I’m sorry you feel this way,’ I said. ‘I’m very aware of your seniority. And your PhD,’ I added.

				‘Then you would have been aware that accepting the position of Acting Chief Scientist is completely out of order. You could have refused. You’re just an ex-policeman, for God’s sake!’

				He made my earlier profession sound disgusting. I moved smartly to the door and placed my hand on the knob. ‘I suggest you put your complaint on paper, Dr Dupont,’ I replied, ‘and take it up with the relevant people. Digby decided to give me the position. No doubt he had his reasons and that’s all I have to say on the matter. I’m sorry you’ve taken it so personally. Now, would you please leave this office? I have work to do.’

				The two declivities near Henry’s mouth whitened further. He flung the folder he’d been carrying down on the desk. ‘These are from that woman,’ he snarled. ‘Apparently that’s all I’m good for. Running messages for people.’

				He walked out without another word and I closed the door behind him. Bloody administration, I thought. This was certainly not my cup of tea, and Henry was welcome to it. But Digby had appointed me Acting Chief and Henry Dupont would just have to deal with it.

				A tentative knock sounded on my door. ‘Come in,’ I said.

				It was young Vic, back to get some extra gear. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing most of that,’ he said. ‘What’s eating him?’

				‘I think he made it pretty clear, Vic,’ I said.

				‘Is that sort of thing common down here?’

				I remembered that Vic hadn’t been with us all that long. ‘Not really,’ I said. ‘But life here can be intense.’

				‘I think it’s pathetic,’ he said. ‘We’re supposed to be professional people.’

				‘True,’ I said. ‘But our profession doesn’t preclude the normal range of human neuroses. A pity, that.’ I paused. ‘How’s the Decon going?’

				‘Seven Oaks has been wiped over and steamed,’ he said. ‘We’re about to do the town house.’

				Vic ducked away, and I wondered where Digby had gone. I picked up the folder Henry had thrown in such a dismissive fashion. It was the follow-up matching of the samples from the two young women students attacked late at night in the university grounds, the final, coloured graphical print-outs. I glanced at the results. Not surprisingly, the two profiles showed identical results. The suggestion that the assaults had been carried out by the same offender was now beyond a shadow of a doubt. All we had to do was find him. Good on you, Florence, I thought to myself as I put the folder with the profiles on my desk.

				I drove to the Convent of the Assumption, glad to be leaving the office and the jealousy and resentments of Henry Dupont behind me. It was a cold white day, with low cloud and bleached grasses in the paddocks. I reminded myself to stay detached as far as possible from emotional involvement, especially of the negative kind. Henry Dupont was a sad and neurotic man, and his outburst was an expression of the forces that drove him. His outburst had nothing to do with me. A good investigator doesn’t make judgments or get tangled up in other people’s neuroses—as far as possible, I reminded myself. Judgment closes up the capacity to see and hear things undistorted. Non-judgment keeps the mind open and wide awake for any tiny nuance, the smallest detail, the sort of thing that is lost to the closed mind. Proceed from ‘what is’ to ‘what is’, Jack, I reminded myself.

				When I arrived, Mother Anacletus led me through the winding corridors and up and down stairs again until we came to a large room that overlooked the quadrangle, with a sentimental print of the Madonna and a large green blackboard on the wall behind me. As I stood in front of the seated nuns, some regarding me with surprise, most of them with downcast eyes, reading their little black prayer books, I counted them and found there were thirteen besides Mother Anacletus. What impressed me most was the silence, somehow accentuated by the clicking of Sister Felicitas’s knitting needles from where she sat, a little to one side.

				Mother Anacletus introduced me and then stepped back with her hands muffed in her sleeves. The Great Silence seemed to have imbued the very building with a quiet that rang in my ears. I didn’t have to raise my voice, so deep was the silence of these women.

				‘I know you must all be very distressed by what has happened here,’ I said. ‘And we—the investigators—need every piece of information you can give us about the night that your sister was murdered. Any tiny thing that you may have noticed would be useful. Any sound you may have heard. Does anyone have anything to say about that?’

				I looked around. Most of them were elderly, a couple middle-aged. There was one very young one with pink cheeks and slightly protruding teeth, reminding me of a pretty black rabbit in her dark robes. There was the softest murmur and veiled black heads moved. I waited a little longer and it became clear that nothing was going to be offered just now.

				I took out the sketch I’d made earlier of the markings carved into the dead woman’s ankle and copied it good and large on the blackboard behind me. I turned round and faced the watching nuns. ‘Does anyone here know anything about that symbol?’ My question was answered with only the softest of murmurs and shaken black heads. I waited but it was clear that the sign I’d drawn on the board was as much a puzzle to them as to me.

				‘I think it’s French,’ said one of the sisters, frowning.

				‘Sister Marie-Claire, you’re thinking of the cross of Lorraine,’ said another. ‘It doesn’t look like that.’

				I waited a little longer but nothing more came out of the low murmurings.

				‘If anyone of you does happen to remember something—about this symbol, about anything out of the ordinary, will they please let me know?’ I looked over to Mother Anacletus. ‘The Mother Superior has my details.’ I paused, looking around at the pale faces in their wimples.

				‘Sister Felicitas?’ I asked. ‘May I have a word with you?’

				Anacletus swept out of the room, indicating I should follow, and behind me came Sister Felicitas. In silence, the three of us hurried through the corridors around the quadrangle until we came to the parlour. When I turned to Felicitas, there was a fighting light in her eyes that I remembered from about forty years ago. Sister Celestine of Kindergarten at the Springbrook diocesan school had just such an expression before the cane descended painfully on hands or legs.

				Sister Felicitas closed the door after me and stood, her back to it, facing me. She looked wary and the lime-green vision net curtains moved slightly. ‘I don’t know why you keep questioning me,’ she said. ‘I’ve already been interviewed by Homicide detectives. And written out a witness statement. So why are you questioning me again like this?’

				‘Sister,’ I began as gently as possible. ‘It’s imperative that I get as accurate a picture of what happened here the other night as is possible.’

				I paused, but she just stood there, hands neatly folded under her scapular, reminding me of an old black pussy cat, paws neatly undertucked. ‘You see my problem, Sister, is that I have a very strong impression that someone had interfered with the crime scene.’

				‘What crime scene? You mean Gertrude’s room?’

				‘I believe something had been changed.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Exactly what I say.’ Was she fudging with these questions, giving herself time to come up with something plausible? Or did they indicate a mind that liked accuracy? I continued. ‘I’ve just come from examining the clothes Sister Gertrude was wearing when she was killed and I found fragments of painted plaster scattered on the fabric. There were also many more fragments collected from the floor. In fact, some of the particles had lodged themselves in the weave of the cloth. Considerable force—a high impact blow—drove them,’ I said. ‘And yet there was nothing in that room to account for these fragments.’

				She looked away behind the reflecting square glasses and I could sense her unease. I used my usual non-leading question. ‘What can you tell me?’

				Sister Felicitas avoided my eyes and walked, head bowed, to the other side of the room, her lips moving as if in silent prayer. Then she turned round and stared me straight in the eyes. ‘Something terrible had happened,’ she finally said. ‘Someone had done something terrible.’

				‘I don’t understand,’ I said, because I didn’t. ‘Are you saying something else, worse than the murder of a defenceless woman occurred in your late friend’s room?’ My imagination was running wild. Felicitas shot me a look of pure dislike. So far, I hadn’t warmed to the old woman, but now I was really beginning to go off her. ‘You’re going to have to tell me exactly what happened,’ I warned. ‘I could charge you with hindering a police investigation.’

				The gloves were off and I waited through another long silence while my adversary weighed things up. I knew there was little I could actually do. Threatening her with a possible future contempt of court charge was not even logical at the moment.

				‘There had been an act of sacrilege,’ she said eventually. ‘An act of desecration. And that is a very dreadful thing.’

				I pulled out my notebook. At least she was talking and my mind was doing cartwheels trying to race ahead with various scenarios. Looking at the old face in front of me, and the magnified eyes behind the rimless, square-framed glass lenses, I reminded myself it had been forty years since I was a frightened pupil. I remembered the pious attachment of the Irish nuns to various objects, statues, images and formulas, far more important to them, it seemed, than the children in their care. It seemed time to put a bit more pressure on her.

				‘I have an idea of what may have happened,’ I said.

				Her jaw lifted a little as if she were preparing to take me on.

				‘Something was smashed, wasn’t it?’ I said. ‘A statue.’

				She shook her head. ‘Not just a statue. Worse than that.’

				I remembered the way she’d swung a glance at the crucifix on the wall the first time we spoke and things fell into place. I had a sudden insight.

				‘A crucifix had been smashed,’ I said. ‘It upset you to see that. And so you removed it.’

				She remained coldly gazing at me and I was pleased I’d got it right. ‘Now,’ I said, ‘this time please tell me exactly what happened when you went into Sister Gertrude’s room. Take your time. I’m not in a hurry. Everything.’

				Sister Felicitas clicked her beads under the scapular. I guessed she was praying for inspiration. ‘I ran into the room,’ she said. ‘And poor dear Gertrude was lying there in her blood. Her lips were moving. Half-lying across her was the crucifix that was over her pre-Dieu. The figure of Our Lord on the crucifix—’ she stopped, gathered herself and continued, ‘had been smashed.’

				I had the bizarre feeling that Felicitas might have found this more shocking than the violent death of her colleague. ‘I wonder why you didn’t tell me that in the first place,’ I said.

				‘It is a very precious, holy crucifix,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think it was important. Not to the murder investigation.’

				‘I find that hard to believe,’ I said. ‘Everything about how a murder takes place is important. By handling the object, removing it, you may have destroyed valuable evidence. Even in this place, you must know that.’

				Felicitas’s eyes blinked behind her glasses. ‘We are not versed in murder,’ she snapped. ‘This is a house of peace.’

				I was about to say something smart, because I remembered too much from forty years ago, but I desisted. Keep your mind on the job, I told myself. You’re not here to settle old scores.

				‘You said her lips were moving as you ran in,’ I continued. ‘Do you want to add anything to that?’

				The looming eyes were wary now.

				‘Did she say anything to you?’ I asked.

				I saw her give me a hard look then she shook her head. I know that people can use deceitful strategies when questioned, strategies that maintain their own delusion about their personal honesty. They do this by answering the question to the letter, but not the spirit. So perhaps the dying woman didn’t have anything to say to Felicitas, but had still uttered some words. I rephrased my question so as not to leave her any way out. ‘Did Sister Gertrude speak any words at all that you are aware of about anything to anyone?’

				That caught her.

				‘She whispered something before she died.’

				My heartbeat quickened. This was more like it. Now we were getting somewhere. I waited. Interrogating this nun was like dragging rocks uphill.

				‘Please tell me what Sister Gertrude whispered.’

				But Felicitas very deliberately shook her head. ‘I can’t tell you that,’ she said.

				I could feel anger moving up my spine. I wanted to shake the obdurate creature and the idea of a good whack with a telephone book was suddenly very appealing. ‘I’ve warned you,’ I said.

				‘But you don’t understand,’ she said. ‘Priests have been shot rather than reveal what was said to them in the confessional.’

				Her dramatic statement irritated me. ‘No one’s going to shoot you, Sister,’ I said. ‘But you will be held in contempt of court at a later date if you don’t answer this question.’

				‘If it gets to trial,’ she said.

				I looked more closely at this woman, who until now had been using convent naivete as a defence.

				‘What do you mean “if”?’ I challenged.

				‘You might never find the person responsible for Sister Gertrude’s death,’ she said.

				I couldn’t help myself from releasing the remark that jumped out of my mouth. ‘The way you’re behaving makes that eventuality more and more likely!’ My voice rang through the room and out into the corridor, harsh in this place of nunnish silence. I collected myself. ‘What did Sister Gertrude whisper in those last seconds?’

				‘It was very, very private. To me, it felt similar to a confession. I am not at liberty to divulge it.’

				I could tell from her voice and her attitude that Felicitas had drawn her line in the sand. Very well, I was thinking. I’d have to come up with a way to wipe it out.

				My mobile rang and I took the call, turning away and gazing past the lime-green curtaining, irritation enhanced by this interruption. But within seconds it had vanished . . . It was Digby and his words were barely coherent.

				‘Livvy’s dead, Jack. And they’re going to open her up,’ Digby wailed. ‘I begged them not to. You know what it is, I told them. Why do you have to do that?’ He made a choking sort of noise.

				‘Digby’ I asked. ‘Where are you?’

				‘Who did this?’ he asked, ignoring my question. ‘Who?’

				‘Digby,’ I said, aware of Felicitas’s curiosity, ‘I promise you I’ll do my best to find out.’ At that moment, I would have promised him anything. I didn’t know what else to say to him except that I’d do my job—once his job—as well as I could. ‘You’re not thinking straight.’

				Digby’s breathing was all I could hear, and I was aware of Sister Felicitas staring at me, her weirdly magnified eyes unflinching as I quickly glanced up at her.

				‘Where are you?’ I asked again.

				‘I’m at a friend’s place,’ he said. ‘But I’m going out to Seven Oaks shortly. How could this happen?’ His voice boomed through the phone.

				‘You shouldn’t be alone at a time like this,’ I said. The script from the old days of death messages came unbidden to my lips. ‘Is there someone who can go with you?’

				‘I don’t want anyone with me. I’d rather be alone.’

				‘I’m at the Convent of the Assumption,’ I said. ‘I’ll drop in on the way back to town.’

				‘You’ve got to find out where she got it. How she got it. Jack, you must.’

				‘I will,’ I promised. ‘If it’s the last thing I do.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Nine

				I rehooked my mobile on my belt and turned back to my hostile witness. The interview had run its course and I was ready to go.

				‘When I come back,’ I told Felicitas. ‘I expect your full cooperation, Sister.’

				She looked relieved that I was going and stood back while I left the parlour. But I wasn’t quite finished with her. ‘I want to see that crucifix,’ I said in a stern voice. ‘Now.’

				She headed off down the long corridor without a word and I followed, passing ancient photographs of ancient nuns in rows grouped around the entrance to this and other convents, frowning in strong sunlight. We mounted a flight of stairs and continued along the long leg of the L-shaped block until we came to what looked like an art room. Tables here were flecked with ancient paint and several bad pieces of pottery sagged in corners beside other glazed objects. A pair of mustard-coloured vases would have made perfect companions to the lime-green curtains of the parlour.

				On the furthest table a large white cloth was laid out, like a small shroud, and Felicitas lifted it off to show me the crucifix, resting on another piece of fabric. It was nothing like the pre-Raphaelite figures I’d grown up with, their eyes piously rolled heavenwards, the sentimental, neatly bearded features, the standard wound in the chest, and the modest loincloth. This was a unique piece of work, the cross itself carved out of some dark wood and painted with eastern European flowers inserted in sections along the cross bars. The crucified figure, even though realised in plaster, was beautifully formed. The colours seemed to have been painted onto the damp plaster, like a fresco. I could quite plainly see the patches where small pieces were missing, to end up, as I already knew, on the floor or in the clothing of the unfortunate Sister Gertrude. Four snap pegs closed over each ankle and wrist of the crucified Jesus.

				‘Our Sister Michael Mary is repairing Him,’ said Felicitas, breathing the pronoun with great reverence, folding the white cloth that had covered the figure. ‘The pegs are to secure the joins where she’s glued the limbs together.’

				‘Tell me exactly how you found Him,’ I said, echoing her usage. She lay the folded cloth in a neat square on the paint-spattered table.

				‘Lying across Gertrude, with his hands and feet severed. The only reason they’d stayed in place was because of the nails of His crucifixion.’

				Very deliberate, I thought. Very savage. The person who did this was very angry. I wondered what Bob would make of it—where this might fit into his sense of the killer’s ‘cold rage’.

				‘Who would do such a thing?’ breathed Felicitas.

				I was going to answer something like ‘Anyone of about ten billion people, Sister,’ but I forbore.

				‘You see,’ she said, in the same stricken voice, ‘this is not just any crucifix. This is a very sacred and holy thing.’

				I waited, trying not to let my irritation show. ‘Why is this a very sacred and holy thing?’ I asked eventually, repeating her words in an effort to build a rapport I could not feel.

				‘It is a miraculous crucifix,’ said Felicitas. ‘From one of the oldest churches in Eastern Europe. From the chapel of St Wardga of Bristica.’ She lowered her voice. ‘You are a worldly man,’ she said. ‘But perhaps you believe in miracles?’

				She might have been surprised at my answer, but I doubt if we were talking about the same thing so I simply waited.

				‘On the holiest day of the year, Good Friday,’ she said, almost whispering with reverence, ‘this crucifix bleeds.’

				It took an effort to keep my expression neutral. If there’s one thing more than another that I really dislike about pious beliefs, it’s that preoccupation with bleeding icons rather than the endless and very real bleeding of the world. Bleeding crucifixes, weeping statues, Madonnas that dripped oil or milk. Even if they were genuine, what on earth could such phenomena be taken to signify? But I stood in silence, determined to listen with as much detachment as I could muster.

				‘It was on loan to Sister Gertrude,’ Felicitas was saying in the same reverential tones, ‘from Father Oswald. Usually, it hangs in his chapel at Rockwell,’ she said. ‘That’s what made it especially terrible, that something so precious should be defaced.’

				I didn’t trust myself to say anything so I became business-like. ‘I’ll need to take this,’ I said, picking up the undersheet on which it lay, wrapping up the object. Even with the handling and removing, it might still have traces of the intruder on it. I thought she was going to protest loudly, but there was little she could do as I wrapped the other piece of cloth around it and tucked it under my arm, careful not to dislodge Sister Michael’s pegs.

				‘But it doesn’t belong to me,’ she said. ‘I can’t release it.’

				‘Sister, I don’t think you understand. This crucifix has been illegally removed from a crime scene. You could be charged with perverting the course of justice.’

				She looked shocked. I think it was the word ‘perverting’ that hit her hardest.

				‘Please be very careful,’ she begged, as I was leaving.

				We walked down the corridor in silence until I reached the long corridor that led to the front door. ‘My car’s around the back,’ I said. ‘Is there a back way out of here?’

				Felicitas duly showed me and I followed her. ‘I hope you come to see, Sister,’ I said in a stern voice as she unlocked the back door of the convent for me, ‘you must tell the police or me everything that occurred in that room while you were there. It is essential that we know everything. How else can we get whoever did this to your sister? When I come back,’ I added, ‘I expect a complete statement from you.’

				She didn’t say anything, just stared at me with those olives-in-the-jar eyes.

				‘You do want this offender caught?’ I asked.

				This time she nodded vehemently. ‘Of course I do,’ she said.

				‘Then you must help us. Even if it goes against your religious sensitivities.’ I paused. ‘Sister,’ I said, laying it on a bit, ‘the truth is bigger than any religion.’

				It wasn’t a helpful thing to say and I regretted it the minute it was out. I had to remind myself that I didn’t need to compensate for the humiliations of forty years ago. She was just a pious old woman who’d had a very rough couple of days.

				I put the wrapped bundle in the back seat and walked round the back to the kitchen garden area. Crosses and crucifixes, I thought, were a feature in this investigation. Although, given the surroundings, that was hardly remarkable.

				I could see Jeremiah in the distance, bending over a pitchfork, and I walked over to him. He was working in a huge compost enclosure, forking and turning the rotting material, his muscular arms bare despite the chilling wind. I caught the whiff of him as I came over, the acrid, goatish acetones of a man who drank too much. I knew that smell well because once, a long time ago, I’d reeked of it myself, despite gallons of breath freshener.

				Jeremiah stopped working and leaned on his pitchfork as I greeted him, a bucolic portrait of the gardener interrupted. I looked over his work. This was serious composting, with the three square ditches for before, during and after results. It would have made a lovely composition, I couldn’t help but notice, with the ordered vegetable beds running behind him and the twisted bare vines hanging over the shed in the background.

				‘How long have you worked here, Jeremiah?’ I asked.

				He wiped his hand across his forehead, replacing the leather hat lower on his head.

				‘About ten years, on and off. They came and took me work boots,’ he complained. ‘Bloody coppers. Why would they do that for?’ He looked down at the new-looking sneakers he was now wearing. ‘A man can’t work in these bloody things.’

				‘Where do you live?’ I asked.

				He pointed to a little cabin at the back of the property. He must have seen my look of surprise, because he said, ‘It’s all I need. Single man like myself.’

				I nodded and walked over towards the little dwelling, aware of his eyes following me. The cabin was approximately the same size as my father’s garage, with one door and window along the eastern side and another window opposite. I walked round the back and peered inside. No curtains and the glass was dusty and cobwebby. But I could see that every surface was covered with curling, fly-specked pin-ups. Blondes with huge breasts offered themselves to the observer; brunettes coyly beckoned around their curves; a redhead in tight white shorts bent over to smile in a rather strained manner through her legs. These were images from the past, old-fashioned, even innocent. There was an unmade bed, a sink and a table with some chairs.

				Charlie had once joked that I’d end up something like this, living in a shed like our father. It was a sobering thought. At least, I hoped I’d make the bed. On a wooden box that served as a bedside table, I could see a framed photograph of a heavily made-up woman, slightly taller than Jeremiah, standing beside him with her arm around his waist. Her tallness, the size of the hairdo and the curling black eyeliner put me in mind of a drag queen. They appeared to be at a club; I could see the outlines of poker machines stretching away in the background.

				Maybe Jeremiah had had a more interesting life than the usual convent gardener.

				‘What are you looking for?’ he asked.

				‘I don’t know, Jeremiah,’ I said. ‘What do you think I should be looking for?’

				He shook his head. ‘You should be looking for the bloke who frightened Sister Gertrude on Good Friday.’

				I was all ears. ‘What bloke?’

				‘Don’t you coppers talk to each other? I told all this to them already.’

				This made me very angry indeed. I often have reason to be extremely pissed off at the inefficiency of my colleagues, but this was a murder investigation, and the failure to pass on this sort of intelligence to me was inexcusable. Jeremiah rubbed a hand across his sweaty forehead again, streaking his temple with dirt.

				‘Tell me,’ I said.

				‘It was Good Friday,’ he said. ‘I remember because she ran back into the chapel. She was late for the afternoon service.’

				The miraculous crucifix was bleeding, I thought, and Gertrude was running late.

				‘He was a big, ugly-looking man,’ Jeremiah recited. ‘Fair hair, solid build, big yellow beard. I turned round when I heard their voices and saw her running away from him. He took off after her but when he saw me looking at him, he cleared off.’

				‘Which police officers did you talk to?’ I was feeling distinctly left out of the picture.

				Jeremiah rubbed the brim of his hat. ‘How would I know? They were just cops. They’re all the same to me. They just mean trouble.’ He flipped his hat back on his head. ‘You should be talking to them. Not me. They shoulda told you all this.’

				I stuffed my notebook away, wanting heads to roll.

				‘Hey?’ he called after me as I turned the corner of the building, hurrying round to the front portico. ‘When will they give me boots back?’

				I made some sort of noncommittal noise and continued, going up the few steps, knocking on the large doors. Ethelberta opened up. ‘Sister,’ I said. ‘Did the police come out here on Good Friday?’

				She frowned. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘They did. I put them in the parlour and they spoke to Sister Gertrude. Why?’

				‘And what did they want with her?’

				Ethelberta shook her head. ‘I really can’t say,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t my business.’ A bell rang behind her and she started to close the door. ‘My job is to let people in and let people out.’

				I found a large bag to seal up Father Oswald’s miraculous crucifix on the back seat, set off and took the Rockwell road. I found the little village, a small fast food shop, a petrol bowser and a pub with a scattering of houses that soon petered out as I left the township. I bought a milkshake at the shop and, following the directions the woman there gave me, I found myself bumping over a dirt road off the highway signposted ‘Holy Cross Hermitage’. I bumped along for several hundred yards till I came to a dusty clearing with a small stone chapel, not much bigger than my garage, and surmounted by a stone cross.

				I got out of the car and looked around. It seemed deserted and in a paddock at the back of the chapel, where I’d found some stairs leading to a locked back door, a few cattle nosed the long dry feed. I saw a butcher bird carolling in his smart suit and another smaller bird, possibly a thornbill, alarming in a high-pitched note. I walked back to the front again, but the wooden double doors were locked. It was useless trying to peer through the windows. There was dust on the outside I could rub away, but there was nothing I could do about the layer inside the glass. I scribbled ‘please ring’ on my card and shoved it under the doors. Then I went back to my car.

				I turned in off the highway down the short dirt road that led to the Worthingtons’ bumpy driveway, trying to control my anger with the nuns and the local coppers and turn my attention to the man I was about to visit. Hidden behind almond and walnut trees well back from the road was the pretty house on the hobby farm that had been Digby and Livvy’s pride and joy. I wondered if Digby would keep it up or sell it, but then I remembered the impressive poultry breeding shed he’d built, with its antiseptic entrance tray and bran and mash processors, his malting shed for his home-brew not to mention the colonies of Myrmecia pilosula in their floor-to-ceiling glass housing. It would be hard for him to leave all those interests. Digby’s research was why he got up in the mornings, I knew, but he’d always done it in tandem with Livvy, and I wondered now how he’d manage without his partner. The late Mrs Worthington had never really been my cup of tea, with her secrecy about her work and her perfectionism, qualities that were very irritating in a social context, yet essential for an outstanding researcher. I remembered my own days as half of a couple with its mindless routine, brutish domesticity and the odd rare flash of liveliness.

				I parked and got out, shivering in the cold air. The weather had turned extremely nasty, gunmetal clouds lowering overhead, a drop in temperature and a bleak wind from the south-west that cut to the marrow. I wrapped my coat tighter round me but the front door opened before I had time to knock.

				I was shocked at how dreadful Digby looked with his grey face and red-rimmed eyes—worse even than he’d appeared in the hospital foyer. He ushered me in wordlessly and I followed him over to the fireplace where a good blaze warmed the room. The place still stank of concentrated bleach. ‘What have you done to your hand?’ I asked, noticing three fiery red blisters on the top of his right hand.

				‘Jumping ants,’ he said. ‘Once they clamp on, they just keep stinging.’ He barely glanced down. ‘I hadn’t really noticed them.’

				Above the fireplace, Livvy sat in a portrait dated in the bottom right-hand corner sometime in the 1970s, a pretty young woman with dark hair and folded hands. The artist had failed to capture the high-beam intelligence of her eyes, but in other aspects it was a good likeness. Framed stills from their various thespian triumphs lined the mantelpiece with Livvy’s dried herb arrangements scenting the air of the cosy room. Digby looked dazed . . . He’s about ten years older than me, in his late fifties, a slightly stooped, underweight man, with a smooth face, a lot of forehead and very little hair. Classic ‘egg-head’ body structure, Charlie once said. Digby stared off into space and I almost felt I was alone in the room. He remained standing motionless, staring sightlessly at something or someone that I couldn’t see. My childhood experience and then years in major crime squads had given me familiarity with death; I was used to the expression of raw, deep grief in the families and friends who surround every homicide. To me, death is as much a part of life as sex or breakfast and I have to remind myself that not everyone has my familiarity with it.

				‘Let me get you a drink,’ I offered. I knew my way round the house reasonably well from the times I’d driven Jacinta over for the horses and then picked her up later. I went out to the refrigerator on the back verandah, coming back with one of Digby’s bottles of home-brew. ‘Give me a scotch as well,’ he said.

				I poured him the sort of measure I’d have once made for myself and handed it to him. He knocked it back and I took his glass and refilled it.

				‘It’s probably not a good idea to have too much of this,’ I said, passing him the second one. As I did, I couldn’t help noticing the scribbled title on a folder on top of a pile on the desk near the fire—‘MAP kinase kinase’—the name of a signalling protein in human cells. I knew Digby was a driven and devoted researcher, but surely he hadn’t been working at a time like this? Although, this might be his way of coping, burying his feelings in work. In an effort to pin down a spinning world, I’d noticed how grief-stricken people often fasten onto the strangest things. I remembered the new widow at my uncle’s funeral creating a huge fuss, holding proceedings up because she couldn’t find his regimental flag to drape over the coffin. Then I recalled that searching for sites for cell-snipping proteases, such as MAP kinase kinase, was Livvy’s field. That would be typical of her, I thought, as I noticed her handwriting on some of the printed pages spilling out of the folder, working right up to the last.

				‘Lennie Lowenstein’s on his way,’ said Digby. Noticing my glance, he tucked the papers back into the folder. ‘How can I possibly host his visit? I can hardly put one foot in front of the other.’ His movements were slow and painful, like those of a much older man.

				‘Don’t worry about that sort of thing,’ I said. ‘We can look after him.’

				I don’t think he heard me.

				‘I’ve been trying to work out how she could possibly have become infected,’ he said, holding his glass. ‘The only places she’s been are the flat in town and out here. I’ve been at both places. She hasn’t been anywhere different from me. Yet somehow,’ he said, ‘she was exposed to a huge dose of spores and I wasn’t. I can’t see how that’s possible.’

				He stood frowning at the drink in his hand, lost in his attempt to impose logic onto fate. Then he looked up at me but his eyes stared straight through me. ‘By the time the diagnosis became clear, it was too late. It was all through every system.’

				That’s the story with anthrax toxicity. Even with massive doses of antibiotics and with every active bacteria dead as a doornail, the collective effect of the lethal proteins created by the organisms in the body’s cells is fatal.

				‘One moment she was here, then she just died,’ he said. ‘They did the chest X-rays and I could see the mediastinum was enlarged. By then, it was too late.’

				I poured myself a mineral water and let it stand. Digby stared at the portrait of his dead wife on the wall.

				‘Livvy was an outstanding person,’ I said. ‘And a terrific scientist. It is a great loss to the whole community and of course the most dreadful blow for you.’

				He turned from the portrait and looked up at me from over the top of his glasses. ‘She was better than me,’ he said. ‘No one will ever know how much better.’ I saw the ghost of a smile. It vanished. ‘If she’d been in better health,’ he said, ‘she might have pulled through this.’ There was a silence.

				‘This is the third BA case now, Digby,’ I said. ‘We’ve got a crisis happening.’ I wanted to talk it over with him, why the killer had used spores instead of an easier method, but this wasn’t the time or place.

				Again, I don’t think he even heard me. He tottered over to the desk, and sank down in the armchair, stroking Livvy’s folder with its arcane title, his face expressionless and somehow looking even smoother than it ever had. But he was restless and couldn’t stay in one place very long. ‘I thought it was just that bad flu,’ he said, getting up again and walking over to the fire. He kicked a log and an explosion of sparks flew upwards. ‘I thought it was just an acute respiratory infection. Phil Havelock thought the same thing.’ Behind him, the walls were lined with bookshelves full of volumes, mostly scientific.

				Outside, the wind lifted and moaned around the corners of the log cabin and a nearby crow cawed to its mate.

				‘If only I’d thought of BA earlier. I should have. With the Bonning case and everything.’ Digby kicked the log again. ‘No wonder her inhaler didn’t give her any relief.’ He turned to me, appealing, ‘But everyone’s had that flu, Jack. It was the sort of mistake anyone could make.’

				‘Of course it was,’ I said. ‘Anthrax was the last diagnosis anyone would think about.’ I recalled what I’d read earlier on my crash course in BA. The symptoms of the inhalational form of BA—sore throat, headache, sore chest—were all flu-like. But all the while, the silent explosive invasion of the airways, the oedematous swellings of the area around the lungs and the lymph glands growing more toxic with every minute.

				‘So when she suddenly got worse,’ he continued, ‘I was worried about pneumonia—or meningococcal disease, not bloody anthrax.’ His voice trembled on the last word. ‘Even when she complained about the pain in her chest and lungs, I was still thinking pneumonia. Or pleurisy. She’s had them both before. But this wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before. I should have twigged earlier.’

				You can’t blame yourself, I thought, but it sounded too trite to say and I didn’t. He slowly returned to the floral armchairs. Again, the glassy eyes over the horn-rims. ‘And all the time it was lethal factor and oedema factor kicking in.’ His tortured eyes again sought mine. ‘How did this happen?’

				I thought of the double-bagged tissue samples at the hospital and the great care taken with Level-three pathogens: the rigid safety protocols in place in labs and at the hospital, one-way doors, rushing air-locks, constant sterilising. The care I’d taken when handling the bacteria was standard operating procedure. Accidental exposure was out of the question. Besides, BA is not contagious person to person. ‘I have no idea,’ I said.

				Slowly, Digby walked over to the piles of folders on the desk and started putting them into a bright red and orange sports bag. He seemed to become aware of my presence again, and put the bag near the door. Then he stood leaning over the table, head bowed, the ant bites fiery red against the tight skin on the backs of his supporting hands. ‘How the hell did Livvy get this damned thing?’ he whispered.

				I took a deep breath. Here was my chance. He’d opened the door himself. ‘Digby,’ I said, relieved that he’d led me to what otherwise might have seemed insensitive behaviour at such a time, ‘this might sound a strange question, but did Livvy get anything in the post? Any sort of surprise gift? Anything unexpected?’ I thought of the chocolate heart. ‘Chocolate, for instance?’

				Digby glared at me as if I had gone mad.

				‘Here I am,’ he burst out, ‘with my wife of thirty years lying dead in the hospital morgue and you’re asking me about chocolates?’ He pushed himself away from the table and his voice boomed. It was the first sign of life I’d seen from him.

				‘Hear me out,’ I said. ‘Tony Bonning was sent a gift through the mail. Chocolate. I found spores of Bacillus anthracis all over the red foil the chocolate was wrapped in. He was dead three days later.’

				‘Spores?’ Digby whispered. It was hard to gauge his expression. ‘You found BA spores?’

				I nodded.

				I saw comprehension dawn as his eyes widened. ‘Someone’s sending anthrax through the mail?’ he whispered. ‘You’re asking me if we got anything in the mail?’

				I nodded.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘That I jumped down your neck.’

				I shrugged to show him I hadn’t taken offence. He thought a moment and shook his head. I waited. I could see him thinking hard, trying to remember.

				‘Just think back,’ I said. ‘Anything unusual.’

				He slowly shook his head. ‘Nothing. Nothing I can think of.’ He looked around the room like someone in a dream and I wondered if he was feeling that everything had changed and that even these familiar, ordinary furnishings could now be hiding a vicious enemy. ‘The only thing that’s come through the mail apart from the usual bills was the bottle of aftershave my sister in Perth sent me for my birthday.’

				Unless his sister was a homicidal maniac, I thought, that was probably not the source. ‘Anything else?’ I persisted. Again, he shook his head. My mind was running with possibilities, some discounted straight away, some filed for later sorting.

				‘But,’ he said. ‘Livvy died of the inhalational form of the disease, not through eating chocolates like Tony Bonning.’

				‘Does your sister always send you something for your birthday?’ I asked.

				Digby shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not at all. In fact I remember saying to Livvy that as far as I could remember, this was the first time since she was about nine that she’d bothered to buy something for—’ His voice died away.

				‘What?’ I asked.

				Digby was looking round the room like a trapped animal, eyes darting all over the place. He jumped to his feet and as he did, I jumped to a sudden conclusion. I pushed my mobile at him.

				‘Ring your sister,’ I said. ‘Ring her now.’

				Wordlessly, ignoring my offered mobile, he fumbled for the phone on the desk and his fingers trembled as he hit one of the buttons. He turned to me, waiting, and I saw his expression change as someone answered.

				‘Marcella,’ he said. ‘Yes, yes. Tell me. That aftershave you sent me for my birthday. Did you—’

				There was a pause and his face paled even further. ‘No. I can’t explain now. I’ll ring you back. It’s about Livvy’s death.’

				He replaced the handpiece and it was a moment or two before he spoke and I knew exactly what he was going to say. Our eyes met with comprehension. The phone started ringing and Digby picked it up. ‘I told you I’d ring you later,’ he said, hanging up again.

				‘My sister knows nothing about any aftershave,’ he whispered.

				We stood frozen, staring at each other as the implication fell into place . . .

				‘Where is it now?’ I said. ‘The aftershave?’

				He was wild-eyed, hands opened out in helplessness. ‘I don’t know! I don’t know!’

				‘It’s okay,’ I tried to soothe him.

				Digby’s eyes were frantic, looking around the room, distracted, distressed. ‘How can you say that?’ I saw him calm himself a little. ‘I think she chucked it. It was awful, she said.’

				I was starting to understand how the killer had done it this time. ‘The wrappings that the aftershave came in,’ I said, urgent now. ‘Where would she put them? Does she—did she save wrapping paper?’ I knew Genevieve did this, smoothing it out and putting it away, re-using it.

				He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. I can’t think.’

				‘Would it be in the recycle bin?’

				He knew exactly what I was after. Sometimes, it’s very easy dealing with a peer. ‘Yes. Search that.’

				He followed me like a lamb outside into the bitter cold of the wind.

				‘Where are your rubbish and recycle bins?’ I asked and Digby pointed to a latticed recess where the bins stood. I hoped that the postal bag was in there but if not, we’d have to turn Canberra waste services upside down. I was determined we were going to find that aftershave and its wrappings. ‘Come on,’ I said.

				‘I have to take my work,’ he said. ‘I can’t just sit around staring at the walls doing nothing.’ He ran back inside, momentarily agile again, and came back carrying a laptop and the red and orange sports bag. ‘Just a moment,’ he said, disappearing into the henhouse for a few moments, reappearing again with just the laptop. He must have seen the expression on my face. ‘I’m not cracking up,’ he said sheepishly. ‘We store a lot of important things in there.’ He paused, looking back at the half-open door. ‘It’s more solidly built than the house.’

				‘What about the door?’ I said. ‘Don’t you want to lock it up?’

				Digby shook his head. ‘The chickens will put themselves to bed as soon as the sun starts getting low. I’ll ring Cecil Deacon next door and he can lock them in for the night and let them out again in the morning. He always does it when we’re in town.’

				‘Do you need to take anything like clothes or a toothbrush?’ I reminded him, knowing how the mind is scrambled at a time like this.

				He shook his head. ‘We’ve got duplicate everything in town,’ he said, faltering after the ‘we’ve’. ‘I don’t think I can drive,’ he suddenly added putting down the laptop and I saw his hands were shaking terribly.

				‘I’ll take you back into town,’ I said, ‘and someone can pick up your car for you.’

				I stashed Digby’s laptop on the back seat and we climbed into my car. ‘Tell me about the aftershave,’ I said. ‘Everything you can remember.’

				Digby took a deep breath. ‘Livvy was working from home that day, and she rang me to tell me a parcel had arrived. I’d told her I was expecting some medical items from interstate.’ Digby’s voice was barely audible.

				‘When?’

				‘Last week.’

				‘And?’

				‘So I asked her to open it and see what it was and when she told me what it was, we thought it was a birthday gift from my sister. My birthday was last week—’ He clutched my arm.

				‘Oh my God! Oh no!’

				‘What?’ I asked, surprised by his grasp on me.

				‘I asked her what it was like and—’ He didn’t have to continue.

				In my imagination I saw Livvy do what anyone would do when they’ve just opened a bottle of something fragrant.

				Digby continued, his rich voice gaining strength as he put it all together. ‘I asked her to open it and see what it was like. She said it was revolting.’ There was a long pause. In my imagination, Livvy Worthington opened the bottle of aftershave and inhaled the scent of it.

				‘She said it was dreadful,’ Digby was saying, ‘and there was no way she was going to let me wear it. She said it reminded her of some dirty old man she used to know. She said she was going to toss it. She even made a joke. That my sister had pretty poor taste.’

				He took his hand away.

				Now we had what looked like a second murder, and both were scientists. 

				‘Jack,’ Digby said, turning to me, eyes huge in a white face. ‘That aftershave was meant for me.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Ten

				Back at work, we went through a thorough clean-up, and visited the Australian Federal Police medico who gave Digby the necessary antibiotics in case he’d been contaminated.

				‘You need to take the lot,’ he told Digby, writing out a script. ‘Don’t miss any doses.’

				Then I checked to make sure the Worthingtons’ town house had been bleached and steam-cleaned.

				Sarah was going to bring Digby’s car back for him and I was keen to examine our records to see if there were any cases that had both Digby’s and Tony Bonning’s names signed on them. This sometimes happened when an analyst found ambiguous or conflicting results. I checked with the postal authorities that the sorting areas had been decontaminated and then I dropped Sarah off out at Seven Oaks and headed for town again.

				I was annoyed about the appalling lack of communication between the police and myself and I drove to Heronvale Police Station, wanting a piece of whoever was responsible.

				At the counter, I asked for Brian Kruger and, in a minute, the young detective appeared, looking even more surprised. When he saw it was me, the eyebrows dropped just a little . . .

				‘I’ve just been out at the convent,’ I said, ‘and was told there’d been an earlier intruder at the convent, on Good Friday. Why wasn’t I informed about this?’

				Kruger looked blankly at me. ‘First I’ve heard about it,’ he said.

				The quick, even careless response made me feel even more pissed off. ‘Don’t give me that crap. You guys went out there, for God’s sake,’ I said.

				The surprised expression on his face was increasing with every second.

				‘A big fair man with a yellow beard,’ I recited, ‘was seen arguing with the deceased woman on Good Friday. There is the suggestion of some violence being used against her. According to a witness, she broke away from him and ran back into the convent. The gardener told me that the police went out there the next day.’

				A senior sergeant, alerted by my raised voice, appeared. ‘What’s the problem, mate?’

				I showed him my ID and told him. ‘Check your records,’ I said. ‘I want to talk to the officers who went out that day. I want to see their notes. I want to know why I didn’t get briefed about this.’

				In the sergeant’s office we checked the computer records, Kruger following us in a few moments later with his diary contents for that day. ‘No one from the convent rang me,’ he said, looking up. This was odd, I thought. The screen flashed the records for Good Friday and I scrolled down until I saw what I was looking for.

				‘There it is,’ I said. ‘11.23 am, incident at the Convent of the Assumption involving one of the sisters. Follow-up required. So who did it?’

				‘That explains it,’ said Brian, tucking his notebook away. ‘That’s from Kenilworth division. That’s not us.’

				‘How come they got the job?’ I asked. ‘You’re the closest.’ Kenilworth is fifteen kilometres away at least.

				‘Who’s this Toby Speed?’ I asked, noting down the name of the person who’d contacted the Kenilworth police. ‘Will someone please ring Kenilworth,’ I said, ‘and get onto whoever took that call?’

				Brian went to his phone, dialled and spoke for a moment. Then he called out to me, offering the phone. ‘Jeff Beale,’ he said, passing the phone to me.

				I identified myself, and said, ‘That incident at the Convent of the Assumption. You’re the one who took the call about the incident at Easter?’

				‘That’s correct,’ he said.

				‘Tell me exactly what happened,’ I said, keen to gather as much detail as he could give me. Sister Gertrude, he said, had been very upset about the intruder but had not been able to give much of a description except to say that the man was very big and powerful and had jumped out of the hedges that ran along the inside of the convent wall along the north while she was walking towards the chapel.

				‘No mention of a blond beard?’ I asked.

				‘No,’ said the constable. ‘She didn’t mention that.’

				‘Who called you from the convent?’ I asked, again wondering why Sister Gertrude had kept this secret from her community.

				‘No one,’ said Jeff. ‘No one rang from the convent.’

				‘Then how in hell did you know about it? And who’s this Toby Speed?’

				‘He’s the guy who notified us about the incident. He wanted to talk to Superintendent Lomax. But I told him Mr Lomax took early retirement at the beginning of the year.’ Jeff Beale paused. ‘He said there’d been an incident at the Convent of the Assumption. And that he wanted it followed up. I asked him what his interest was and he got quite shirty. Told me to just get on with it. That was it,’ he said finally. ‘Then he hung up. We made a phone call to the convent. Nobody answered so we diverted a car to check it out.’

				I thanked him and handed the phone back while my mind did gear changes, point shifts and backflips. Something about this entire incident just didn’t add up.

				•

				On my way back to work I put these mysteries aside to ring Charlie’s. ‘It’s Dad,’ I said, when my daughter answered . . .

				‘Chuck a party,’ she replied. ‘I was hoping for better.’

				‘How are things going?’

				‘Okay. I got a really good mark for my English essay.’

				‘Well done,’ I said.

				‘But only forty-nine per cent for Modern History.’

				‘You’re safe?’

				‘Of course. Old Uncle Bob has been dropping round all the time, and Charlie’s like a mother hen.’

				‘What time should I pick you up from Charlie’s when I come home?’

				‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘I’ll get a lift with my computer studies friend.’

				‘Has he got a name?’ I asked.

				‘Andy,’ she said.

				‘Andy who?’ I asked.

				‘Kelly,’ she replied. ‘See, if I had my own car, I wouldn’t have to bludge off friends and put myself in potentially immoral situations with men.’

				‘Tell me more about Andy Kelly,’ I said.

				‘I know him from school.’

				My daughter’s voice changed. ‘Mum rang again,’ she added. ‘Asking me really weird questions. About you. I don’t know what she’s on about but I don’t like it.’

				I wanted to know more about this, but it didn’t feel right to put my daughter in the role of telltale. We said goodbye.

				Back in the bio-hazard lab, I checked the incubator to see how the colonies from Tony Bonning’s tissue samples were growing. Sure enough, there was the red alert light so I took the usual safety precautions and carefully removed the glassware. I took it to the microscope bench and there they were: the same ‘ground glass’ colonies, the same Medusa head stickiness at the end of a loop. From chocolate valentine to Tony Bonning’s intestine, Bacillus anthracis going all the way.

				I washed and cleaned up, and was bringing my notes up to date in the office when a loud knock on the door interrupted me. ‘Come in,’ I called, wondering if I was about to have to deal with more staff grizzles. I opened the door, and the figures who filled the doorway were none of my colleagues. They could only have been NSW detectives.

				‘Jack McCain?’ the taller one said.

				‘May we come in?’ asked the shorter one, showing his warrant card. I was so surprised, I didn’t register their names, but just as I’d thought, the badges were NSW police. They strode in, looking around, eyes everywhere. It was exactly what I do and I saw how unsettling it was to be on the receiving end of this behaviour.

				‘What’s this all about?’ I asked, ready to pull out the thoroughly convincing denial concerning a certain two hundred and thirty thousand dollars. ‘What squad are you from?’

				I indicated they should take a seat and they both plonked down on the settee that ran along the wall under the photographic trophies of Livvy and Digby’s thespian triumphs. I didn’t know whether to sit or stand, so I came round and leaned against the front of the desk, ready for anything.

				‘Your ex-wife, Genevieve McCain, has come to us and made some very serious allegations,’ said the taller one. He had a frowning, concentrated face, with heavy eyebrows. His partner stood up and started wandering around, in a way that I found unsettling.

				‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ I said. ‘It has not been an easy divorce. What’s she saying now?’

				‘Your daughter Jacinta is—’ he flipped open a notebook, ‘eighteen?’

				My heart suddenly froze. ‘Is she okay?’ I asked.

				‘Why?’ asked the shorter one from somewhere behind me. ‘Any reason why she shouldn’t be?’

				I swung round and stood up to face him. I had taken an instant dislike to this one, with his sandy eyelashes and pale eyes darting everywhere. ‘What are you talking about?’ I said, my voice harsher than I’d intended. ‘Tell me why you’re here or get the hell out!’

				The tall detective lifted a carry bag onto the table, unzipped it and pulled out a PC notebook and printer. ‘We’ve taken a statement from your ex-wife, Genevieve McCain of 63 Aspinall Close, Lane Cove,’ he said, switching on the notebook, ‘alleging that on three separate occasions, thirteen years ago, she witnessed what she now believes were incidents of sexual abuse involving you with your daughter Jacinta Georgina McCain. And to answer your earlier question, we’re from Child Protection.’

				I felt as if the breath had been whacked out of my body.

				‘What?’ I didn’t recognise the choked voice as mine. For a second, I thought I’d fall as shock and outrage, fury and dismay hit like a Scud missile.

				The tall detective read off the plasma screen, angling it to get the best clarity. ‘That on the morning of or about 20 September 1989—’

				‘1989!’ I was shouting in anger.

				‘September 1989,’ he continued reading, ‘she went into her daughter’s room and found you in bed, almost naked, with Jacinta crying, sitting on the side of the bed. That Jacinta refused to tell her what was the matter and that on two other occasions, in early October of the same year, she found you in your daughter’s room—on one occasion in the bed, on the other occasion—passed out on the floor. And each time, your daughter was distressed but refused to say anything to her mother about why she was crying.’ He looked up at me from the screen.

				I couldn’t speak. My head spun and my body reeled. I felt I was in the middle of an earthquake and there was a roaring in my ears that didn’t seem to have a source in the room.

				‘What have you got to say about this, Mr McCain?’

				I swallowed hard, trying to keep my voice under control. ‘Utter garbage,’ I said finally. ‘This is completely untrue. I have never touched my daughter in any way that was not respectful and appropriate.’

				They were both staring at me.

				‘This is disgraceful,’ I said. ‘This is just another revenge tactic from my wife.’

				‘Revenge for what?’ asked the short one.

				‘Genevieve is furious because both of my children elected to live with me rather than her when we separated.’ I looked from one to the other. ‘These allegations are completely false.’

				‘We’ll need to get a statement from your daughter,’ said the tall one, looking around. ‘Does she live in Canberra with you?’

				‘I don’t live here,’ I said. ‘I live in Sydney.’

				‘Yes,’ he said. ‘We tried to find you at the address your wife gave, but you had left those premises.’ He made it sound like an accusation, as if I was on the run.

				‘I often stay in Canberra during the week,’ I said, keeping a firm grip on the anger that was building.

				‘But you do live with your daughter, don’t you?’ asked the sandy-lashed snooper, his tone suggestive.

				I nearly lost it at that. I took a deep breath, trying to remember everything I’d ever learned about maintaining my poise from years in the witness stand.

				‘Officers,’ I said. ‘You want a statement from me? Here it is. Start writing it down.’

				The tall one tapped on the laptop.

				‘I deny these allegations absolutely. I did not sexually abuse my daughter.’ I took a deep breath. ‘My ex-wife hates me and I believe this is just another one of her attempts to harm me. I’m an ex-police officer myself,’ I told them, ‘and I know that you know how many accusations turn out to be malicious.’ Under my clipped comments, an eruption was seething. Genevieve, you bitch, I was thinking.

				‘Do you deny ever being in your daughter’s bed?’

				‘For Heaven’s sake,’ I started. ‘Any father does that.’

				‘Does what?’

				I was going to have to be very careful. ‘You have children?’ I asked, not waiting for an answer. ‘You sit on the bed while you’re reading a story, sometimes you lie on the bed. Sometimes the kids jumped into bed with me, with us,’ I said, ‘when I was married.’

				Thirteen years ago, Jacinta and Greg slept downstairs in a large room at the back of the house while Genevieve and I slept in the upstairs attic room before the mandatory renovations. Calm down, Jack, I told myself. An allegation has been made. It is false. That’s all you need to remember. Remain a man of science.

				‘So there’s no truth in these allegations at all?’ asked the short one. ‘You deny ever having been in your daughter’s bed?’

				‘In the way you’re suggesting, I deny it completely.’

				‘There’s something you should know,’ I said. I knew they’d find this out soon enough even if Genevieve had failed to inform them. Which I couldn’t imagine. ‘I used to drink very heavily. In fact, I’m a recovered alcoholic.’

				The tall one stared at me. ‘That year,’ I said, ‘1987 was my last year of drinking. There were a few occasions where I didn’t make it upstairs. I remember sleeping on the lounge downstairs on a number of occasions, and—’ As I recalled those days, I remembered how horrible it had been, with me staggering around in the dark, trying not to wake everyone up, dreading going upstairs to Genevieve’s righteous anger. As I recalled those miserable days, the light went on. I felt relief soften my anger. I understood what Genevieve was going on about. ‘And on a few occasions,’ I said, ‘I remember getting a bit maudlin and going to make sure the kids were okay. Sometimes, I’d just make it to their room and pass out. That’s what Genevieve must be referring to.’ Surely they’d see that, too.

				But these two cynics weren’t having any of it. ‘Your wife must have been thrilled when you came home pissed,’ said Sandy Eyelashes. ‘So how do I know you weren’t going into their room to put the hard word on your little girl?’

				Sandy Eyelashes’ question stopped me like a blow to the guts. I restrained myself. ‘I did not at any stage do anything of the sort,’ I said.

				‘We have to ask these questions,’ said the tall one.

				‘I know that,’ I snapped back. ‘And I have to answer them. But I don’t have to fucking like it.’

				‘So your explanation of these incidents is that they were due to drunkenness?’

				‘There were no incidents,’ I said. ‘It was just as I’ve told you.’

				Sandy Eyelashes persisted. ‘But if you were as drunk as you say, then how can you say that no sexual activity occurred?’ This dickhead must be the only Methodist in the job, I thought, and I’ve got the bad luck to score him. Why couldn’t they have sent one of the usual pisspots out after me?

				‘Because I know that never happened,’ I said. ‘In the same way I know I’ve never hit her. Because it did not happen. I love my daughter,’ I said, ‘and would never harm her!’ I felt my fingers cutting into the palms of my hands; I’d made fists and a red-hot current of rage was molten up my spine. ‘I’m her father, for God’s sake.’

				‘But you say you passed out. How would you know what you were doing?’

				‘When a drunk passes out,’ I said savagely, ‘he’s not fucking doing anything.’ You should try it some time, dickhead, I thought. See how active you are when you’re totalled.

				In a few minutes, his nimble fingers had typed my response. I watched over his shoulder as he got down the last of my denials, saved the document and printed it out into the portable printer. ‘Sign here please,’ he said. I read it and did so.

				He stood up and closed the lid of the notebook. ‘Does your daughter live at the same address we’ve now got for you in Malabar?’

				I thought fast. Marty Cash still had too many mates in the job for me to trust anyone connected to the NSW police. Even a Methodist. I shook my head. ‘She’s living with a girlfriend at the moment,’ I said. ‘I’m not even sure of the address yet.’

				I could see that neither of them believed me. ‘She’s eighteen,’ I said. ‘She can do what she likes. But I can give you a phone number.’ I wrote down the number at my place at Malabar and handed it to the short one, who pocketed it.

				‘We’ll get back to you,’ he said, ‘after we’ve had a chat with your daughter.’

				I showed them to the door.

				‘Your wife seemed very upset,’ said the eyebrows, ‘when she spoke to us.’

				‘My ex-wife is always upset,’ I said. ‘The world is never the way she wants it.’

				I imagined Jacinta being questioned by the leering snoop, the way he might lean on words, suggestive, contemptuous. And my heart went even colder with fury. Genevieve didn’t care who she hurt, what she did, just so long as she could punish me. Calm down, Jack, I told myself. This will blow over like all the other attacks she’s made on you.

				‘Your wife has told us that if you attempt to contact her about this matter,’ said the tall one, ‘she’ll take out an Apprehended Violence Order against you.’

				‘She needn’t worry about that,’ I said, working hard to contain my fury. ‘I’d run a frigging mile if I saw her coming anywhere near me.’

				As soon as the words were out of my mouth I wished I hadn’t said it. But it seemed to soften the taller detective.

				‘Look,’ he said. ‘We’ve got enough to do without trying to chase up thirteen-year-old allegations. Nothing I’d like better than to blow it away.’ He engaged my eyes in a frank manner. ‘You’d know from the old days.’

				I did. With the workload most police carry, the more investigations they can blow away, the better. I hoped and prayed this would be one of them.

				‘But DOCS have to be informed these days and we’ve got to do our job,’ said Shorty in his prissy way.

				‘Okay,’ said the tall one. ‘I think that’s enough for today. We’ll get back to you when we’ve spoken to your daughter.’

				‘This is just vindictive vengeance,’ I said. ‘There’s no case at all.’

				This seemed to sting the short one. ‘Listen, pal,’ he said. ‘We’ll decide whether or not there’s a case. We’ve had three arseholes in the last month who’ve been sticking it to their little girls.’ The more upset he became, the more I calmed down.

				‘We’ve had two pricks of fathers who’ve taken the kids and driven out into the bush and stuck a hose in the exhaust and killed themselves and the kids. I’ve had it up to here with arseholes of so-called fathers like that.’

				By the time he’d finished, I was almost tempted to offer him a few words of comfort. Almost.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Eleven

				I couldn’t sit down, couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything for a while after they’d gone. Gradually, my head and heart calmed down and I made a strong coffee. I recognised I was tired as well as recovering from the ugly shock. I don’t think I’d ever realised the true extent of Genevieve’s hatred for me until now. What was going on in Genevieve’s life that she was raking over the dead fires of our marriage, coming up with these grotesque accusations? How could she remember three dates from thirteen years ago? It was hard, I knew, to remember thirteen days ago, unless there were certain events that the mind was able to connect up with, like a horse to a hitching rail. Jacinta had been five. I felt ashamed that I’d married the woman who would put her own daughter through this sort of ugly mess. Ashamed of the mother I had chosen for my daughter. Jacinta deserved far better than either of us. I rang Bob but he wasn’t there so I left a message.

				I tried to look at it as if she was fair dinkum. Thirteen years ago, I was still a crime scene examiner with the NSW police. I could recall details from all of the cases I’d dealt with, if I put my mind to it. But the domestic side of my life was a different story. I hadn’t been there very much at all. In fact the atmosphere at home had been so awful that I used to apply for extra work whenever I could, not just to help the mortgage but to keep me away during daylight hours. I racked my brains trying to find something—anything—that could be taken as sexual abuse of my daughter. I drew a blank. Apart from the fights we’d had about the call-outs that disturbed her sleep, her nagging about me going for every promotion, and arguments about money, I couldn’t remember anything that might have been problematical. That was the problem. The last stages of my drinking days were largely a blur.

				I rang Charlie and told him.

				‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘She’s even worse than I thought.’

				Charlie and Genevieve had never hit it off. Even when they’d first met years ago, when Genevieve was still bunging on her sweet little woman act, I remember feeling the air charged with mutual dislike.

				‘It’s a wicked thing she’s saying. Fucking evil,’ I said, thinking of the investigations I’d undertaken of men who abused children. My soul withered at the thought.

				‘You haven’t got the set-up for pedophilia,’ said Charlie in his matter-of-fact way. ‘We know enough about this now to know that it’s passed on like the vampire’s kiss.’

				‘Yes, but most don’t pass it on,’ I countered, remembering the statistics I’d picked up somewhere.

				‘We’re talking about those who do,’ said my pragmatic brother. ‘Or at least the ones who get caught who do.’

				‘The thing is, Charlie,’ I said, my heart sinking even lower, ‘in September of that year I was still drinking. I had lots of blackouts. There are long periods I can’t recall. She could allege anything and I wouldn’t properly be able to defend myself.’

				‘She hasn’t alleged anything,’ said my precise brother, ‘she’s alleged three very particular events and you have refuted them. The police can’t get a case out of that. What does Jacinta say?’

				‘I haven’t had a chance to say anything to her yet.’

				‘Do you want me to tell her?’

				‘That might be an idea. I think I’m too angry to do it. I might forget myself and say something terrible about her mother.’

				‘There’s plenty to say,’ said my brother.

				I rang off.

				It took all of my professionalism, experience and recovery to put this sick business to the back of my mind and get back to work on my investigations. I went into town, grabbed something to eat and was grateful to arrive at University House. I turned the key in the door of my rooms, my mind preoccupied with my sins of the past. I noticed that Alix had left a note propped up against the television and I picked it up. ‘I’ve bought you a really cute present and I want to see you to give it to you in person.’

				I threw the note down. The past with all its messes and muddles was closing around me. Genevieve, Alix. I didn’t like this idea of a gift. Not from Alix. Again, I wished I’d been tougher with her. I didn’t want to see her, I didn’t want her gift. I wish I knew a kind way of saying: ‘I really don’t want to see you again. Nothing personal. It’s just that I haven’t got room for anyone at the moment.’ It wasn’t quite true because even as I felt it, I knew that if Iona Seymour had written these words, I would be wondering what the gift was. I decided I’d ring Alix and head her off at the pass. I chucked the note in the bin.

				My mobile rang and it was Bob returning my call from Sydney. I told him what had happened with the two Sydney detectives.

				‘Starsky and Hutch,’ he said. ‘Stewart Fox and Brian Hutchinson. They’re the sorts of guys who get their pistols chrome-plated. Probably their balls, too, if they could.’

				‘I still feel sick about it,’ I said.

				‘They won’t be able to make a case,’ said Bob. ‘What did you say?’

				I told him.

				‘I remember you from then,’ said Bob. ‘I had to cover for you a lot.’

				‘I know, mate,’ I said. ‘I’m not proud of those days.’

				‘But you always had a keen eye for crime scene details. Even if it was bloodshot.’

				Bob had tried a beer once and hadn’t liked it. I’d never known him to drink at all.

				Before he rang off, I remembered something. ‘Does the name Toby Speed mean anything to you?’

				‘Toby Speed?’ said Bob. ‘How did you meet him?”

				‘Someone called Toby Speed rang Kenilworth Police Station looking for a favour from their old boss who’d retired. He reported an incident in the convent. Why? Do you know him?’

				‘I knew a bloke who worked with him,’ said Bob, ‘in the Special Investigations Unit back in the late ’80s.’ I remembered a number of detectives were seconded to the SIU, set up by the Hawke government.

				‘Wasn’t that something to do with war crimes?’ I said. Because of my behaviour in those days, the late 1980s was a bit of a mystery to me.

				‘It was set up to investigate allegations concerning war criminals in Australia. Quite a few slipped through the net. That’s where Neil—the bloke I worked with—met Speed. I’m surprised Neil hasn’t turned up in AA. He could drink like you.’

				‘Thanks, mate,’ I said. ‘What division was Speed with?’

				‘He wasn’t with any division,’ said Bob.

				‘Then who is he?’

				There was a pause on the telephone lines. ‘I don’t know what’s going on,’ said Bob, ‘and you’d better be careful. Ask yourself what the hell’s a spook doing nosing into the affairs of a convent.’

				‘Is he Special Branch?’ I asked.

				‘Worse,’ said Bob. ‘Toby Speed is ASIO.’

				I tried to make sense of this new information and Genevieve’s allegations were pushed further back in my mind, where they stayed, seething unpleasantly under the surface. My own past experience and knowledge of some of the intrigues of ASIO, Special Branch, and other covert authorities made me want to be very sure I didn’t get caught up in something of that nature. Life is tricky enough, without me blundering into a black operation that I know nothing about. Yet I could hardly imagine the Convent of the Assumption harbouring war criminals. Although when I recalled Sister Celestine who taught me in First Class, I had to admit she had everything necessary to make a first class special operations officer.

				I decided to stay the night in Canberra. I was tired out, not only because of my workload. I felt drained and sad. I rang my daughter to check on her and Charlie said she was fine. He hadn’t had a chance to talk with Jacinta about her mother’s allegations because she’d gone to the pictures with friends. He’d checked them out.

				Next morning, I woke with Genevieve’s ugly accusations clouding my thoughts. So I took myself off to Nikos’s where I had a good breakfast and glanced through the paper. On the drive to work, to get Genevieve out of my mind, I tried to make sense of an ASIO operative being involved in the goings-on at the Convent of the Assumption.

				When I got to work, I took the labelled packet containing the plaster fragments I’d found on Sister Gertrude’s clothing and the other larger crumbs that the crime scene people had found on the floor together with the bagged miraculous crucifix into an examination room. Even though my gloved fingers shook at the fineness of the task, I was able to match up three perfect physical fits with tweezers; tiny slices of painted plaster that closed over tiny bald patches in the floral surface of the crucifix. I took digital pictures ‘before’ and ‘after’ showing the almost perfect fits and highly magnified views of the damage. Almost perfect, because pulverisation had destroyed some of it forever, and the other missing fragments were no doubt embedded in the black woollen fabric of the nun’s habit. This refined jigsaw puzzle work was one of the best things to put before a jury. If we were to find the killer and the clothes he wore while he did his work, we would inevitably find the same tiny missing fragments of the painted cross embedded in the fabric of his clothes, or in his shoes. Together with the fine, almost invisible, spray of blood mist that I’d noticed on the nun’s habit. This sort of physical evidence cannot lie, cannot perjure itself. It locks the offender into the picture; puts him back at the crime, no matter how much he denies being there.

				I was writing up my notes when Jane returned with wipe samples from the Worthington places and the sorting areas of the local post office. ‘If we get positives from there,’ I said, ‘the sorters in those areas should immediately start antibiotics. Spores must have escaped the package sent to Tony Bonning for Natalie Haynes to be infected.’

				‘The Health Department has already done that,’ Jane said. ‘Offered them to the sorting staff. Although their people say they haven’t found any trace of BA there.’ Her voice and manner were quiet, almost sad.

				I was relieved that had already been covered. And as Jane walked away, it occurred to me that I’d never seen or heard her like this. She was usually a bouncing sort of person. Livvy’s death was affecting us all. I remember an old crime scene detective telling me years ago, ‘One time’s bad luck, two times is tragic, three’s a pattern.’ We were still at the tragic stage, I thought, despite Natalie Haynes. She hadn’t been targeted like the other two.

				I sat at the desk, freeing my mind of crucifixes and spooks and, as far as I could, Genevieve’s vicious allegations, making notes for myself on the anthrax cases. Two fatalities both from the deadly pathogen, delivered in a similar way, via a poisoned gift but with the seat of infection differing. Why? This was a telling detail. If I could work out why the killer had used the same system of delivery yet had targeted Tony Bonning’s gut and Livvy Worthington’s lungs, I might find myself with valuable information. I drew up one column and wrote ‘personal malice’ at the top. Then another headed: ‘terrorist release’. If Dr Bonning and Digby Worthington had been targeted by someone with a personal axe to grind against both of them, our job as investigators would be a little easier. If, however, they had simply fallen victim to a random terrorist release, or some lunatic wanting to punish scientists in general, the net we would have to cast as investigators would be huge. It would involve international crime agencies, certainly the US as well as Federal and State authorities. I knew that Bacillus anthracis had been the weapon of choice for the insane members of the Japanese Aum Shinrikyo group who, after testing their poisons on unfortunate sheep in Western Australia, went on to release untold billions of milled and aerosoled anthrax spores into the Tokyo underground. It was just sheer good luck that the strain of BA this group of psychopaths had worked with was a relatively harmless one and so they’d switched to sarin gas.

				In the ‘personal malice’ column I noted the fact that both Digby and Tony Bonning were forensic analysts, both male, both employed by government agencies, both known to each other, both had occasionally worked on the same projects, though separately. Why did the killer use aftershave in the second attack rather than the toxic chocolate heart? Why change MO especially when the first attack has been so spectacularly successful? Was it possible there were two coincidental psychopaths who both happened to choose the use of anthrax spores as their means of killing? That just didn’t seem possible. I reminded myself that anything was possible at this stage of the investigation and that my job was to rule out the impossible only when I had the physical evidence to do so.

				I stared at the empty second column. ‘Weaponised BA spores the choice of US terrorist mail’ I wrote. And yet there were no traces of additives or carriers in what I had examined. The questions just kept piling up and, so far, I didn’t have even one answer. My phone rang and I grabbed it. It was Jacinta.

				‘Charlie’s just told me what Mum’s saying about you. And me. I can’t believe it. Is she nuts or what?’

				I took a deep breath. ‘It came as a shock to me, too,’ I said.

				‘I just rang Mum and tried to talk to her. She won’t listen,’ said Jacinta. ‘She says I’m in denial. I told her of course I’m denying something that never damn well happened!’ She growled in anger. ‘I could kill her, I’m so pissed off with her!’

				‘Have the police managed to track you down yet?’ I asked her, thinking of the two cops.

				‘No. Should I contact them?’

				‘Maybe wait till they get to you.’

				‘When are you coming back?’

				‘As soon as I can.’

				‘I think Mum needs help. I mean serious help. Charlie-style help.’

				‘I wouldn’t want to be the one to tell her that, Jass,’ I said. ‘How your mother runs her life is not my business.’

				‘But her bloody business gets in the way of mine,’ said Jacinta. Now I could hear the sadness in her voice. ‘You can divorce her, Dad, but I can’t ever stop having the mother that I’ve got.’

				‘It’s a difficult situation,’ I said.

				‘You’re such a help!’ she said, angry again. ‘Of course it’s a difficult situation! I’ve had a talk to Charlie and I know exactly what I’m going to say to the police.’

				We said goodbye and I put the phone down, feeling a lot better than I had since the two detectives had come and dropped their bomb on me.

				I opened my notebook, saw the drawing I’d made of the cross cut into Sister Gertrude’s leg and went on-line.

				I started a search for symbols and crosses. I visited several websites and found more crosses than I’d imagined possible—the arrow cross, the Celtic cross, the cross of the Order, the robbers cross, the Pope’s cross, the Ku Klux Klan cross, the Evangelists cross, crosses of every sort, many of them commandeered by white supremists and survivalists and other assorted paranoids. The closest I could come to what I thought of as ‘the Gertrude cross’, was the Jerusalem cross—one large crossbar with four smaller crosses drawn close inside each right angle. But nowhere did I find the one I was looking for, with its four angle joints sitting in the same place as the Jerusalem cross’s four miniatures.

				Later in the afternoon, Jane knocked and came in, again, flushed and drying her hair. ‘It’s all waiting for you out the back,’ she said. ‘The garbage from Seven Oaks. Someone must have had a prawnfest and put the shells in the bin. Do I still stink?’

				I sniffed. All I could detect was shampoo and cologne. ‘Sweet as pie,’ I told her.

				Then, once again kitted out in spacesuit and filter mask, I sorted through the wheelie bins delivered to our large dock area. There were empty wine bottles, milk cartons, jars, and several small containers that had housed vitamin pills. But despite the most fastidious examination of the contents of the recycle bins, I found nothing that remotely resembled a bottle of aftershave. I also went through the layers of newspapers and cardboard and although I found plenty of old envelopes there was no padded postal bag of the sort that might have been used to post a fragile article. I felt frustrated. What the hell had Livvy done with the damned thing? Is it difficult to chuck out a brand new aftershave even if you don’t like it? Maybe she received it in town. Maybe she gave it to someone else. This was an alarming thought, and I wondered if we should put out an alert. I thought of the logistics of this, and how it would fuel panic, have people going crazy about every bottle of aftershave in the nation. At this stage, we didn’t even know what sort of aftershave it was.

				I used the small hand-held vacuums to take samples inside the bins and took swabs from all over the insides and from random contents. I collected up the sealed samples and sent them through the hatch to Florence for testing.

				When I finally got back to the office, I turned my attention to the Delmonte Deli extortion case. I needed to check the records, refresh my memory concerning who had done the analyses and toxicology reports. In 1990, after one fatality and several near-misses, Gerald John Bertoli had been charged and convicted of extortion and murder as well as various sins against Her Majesty’s postal service and was now serving a fifteen-year gaol sentence. A lethal amount of strychnine had been found in some confectionery bought by the hapless victim. Delmonte Deli had paid a million to the extortioner and this money had never been recovered. I wasn’t surprised when I saw that the first toxicologist had been Dr Tony Bonning. These results had been called into question and a second series of tests carried out. Dr Digby Worthington had been called in as the second independent analyst.

				Then, for the first time, I noticed the name of the police officer in charge of the investigation. I immediately made a phone call to one of the State’s most notorious gaols and chatted to the Superintendent at Goulburn who knew me, and organised an interview with Bertoli the Delmonte Deli extortioner.

				No sooner had I put the phone down that it rang again. Bob. ‘I’ve found Sister Gertrude’s aunt,’ he said. ‘Do you want to talk to her?’

				I took down the details of the dead woman’s aunt, an address in Summer Hill.

				Miss Ksenia Jelacic, I said to myself as I glanced at the name and address I’d taken down.

				‘Bob,’ I said, thinking that this was exactly the sort of question I would once have taken to Marty Cash. ‘Can you track down this Toby Speed?’

				‘I’ll do what I can,’ he said.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twelve

				I was up and away and heading north well before the sun came up. Thoughts of Genevieve plagued me, although Jacinta’s emphatic remarks had gone a long way to ease my concerns. I remembered Genevieve’s father and mother, a distant, somewhat superior couple who had never approved of me. Families. I thought of my father, sick and ailing in his cement-floored shed in the Blue Mountains, heated only by an old kerosene gurgler. I rarely visited and neither of the kids had much time for him. It hurt them that other people’s grandfathers were kindly men who remembered birthdays and took an interest in what their grandchildren might be doing. Not my old bastard.

				I’d been surprised some years ago to find that Charlie had been visiting and attempting to build up some sort of bridge to the surly old bugger. I’d almost felt angry with Charlie when I discovered this, feeling in some irrational way that he had gone behind my back. My rational mind knew this was nonsense and most of the time I enjoyed a good friendship with my younger, brilliant brother, finding his shrewd assessment of situations and penetrating observations about various characters very helpful to my investigations over the years. I thought of the generational suffering of our family; no more, I promised myself. The buck stops here. I would keep Jacinta safe.

				Jacinta and Charlie were still having breakfast when I arrived and after the initial flurry of greetings and questions, I sat down with them at Charlie’s big pine table and its view of the garden, quiet now in its winter hues. Charlie poured me a coffee and I went into the kitchen to make some toast.

				‘Your ex-wife is finally showing her true colours,’ Charlie called out to me. ‘I was wondering how she’d punish you once you got away.’

				I came back with my toast and sat down.

				‘I remember Mum always being angry with you,’ said Jacinta. ‘Then when you came home, I used to pray that she would just shut up. But she couldn’t.’

				I knew from years of listening to the children of alcoholics, that it often wasn’t the addicted parent who was the biggest problem; it was the neurotic reactions of the partner that caused more family suffering. But there was no ducking my part in it.

				‘She had good reason to be angry with me,’ I said. ‘It’s no picnic living with an alcoholic.’

				‘Look, Dad,’ said Jacinta. ‘There were plenty of things she could have done. She wouldn’t look at her part in it. She wouldn’t do anything except dump on you. You became like her drug. She couldn’t leave you alone. She got addicted to trying to control you.’

				I knew what Jacinta was saying was true. But so were a lot of things. Examining my ex-wife’s behaviour wasn’t going to be helpful now.

				‘There’s nothing more I can do,’ I said. ‘I was as honest as I could be with the detectives who interviewed me.’

				‘And I was sad about Livvy,’ said Jacinta. ‘I know she was fussy and everything, but she was always kind to me. I wish Mum could be different.’

				I saw that she had tears in her eyes and I patted her arm.

				Jacinta wiped her eyes. ‘It’s just all these bad things happening. Someone killing people with anthrax out there. Then Mum making everything worse in our family.’

				Charlie passed her his big clean hankie and Jacinta blew her nose and pocketed the hankie. He leaned over and turned up the news on the radio. ‘Police say that despite a massive response from the public, they have no new leads as to the identity of the anthrax killer.’

				‘They’ve got no leads at all,’ I said.

				Jacinta turned to Charlie. ‘What sort of person sends poisoned gifts through the post, Charlie?’ she asked.

				Charlie turned the radio down, sat back in his chair and finished the last of his coffee. ‘I can’t say anything too clever at this stage,’ he said. ‘It could be someone who hates scientists, or someone who just hates people. There’s no shortage of those.’

				Jacinta laughed. ‘I used to be one of them,’ she said. ‘I went through a stage of hating everyone.’

				She got up later and helped my brother clean up. I stayed where I was, watching them, two of my favourite people.

				Jacinta wiped down the table, avoiding my mug of coffee, and went back to the kitchen with the sponge. I followed her in and she turned at the sink, leaning her back against it. ‘I’ve been thinking, Dad. I like living with you but I want to move in with Andy,’ she said.

				Jacinta has never been one to let the grass grow under her feet, I thought, taking a deep breath and wondering what Genevieve would have to say about that. As if reading my mind, Jacinta continued.

				‘But Mum hit the roof when I told her. She said moving in with Andy was like a slap in her face.’

				She would, I thought. Genevieve’s sense of morality was conventional, rather than experienced. Her affair with a very dangerous man some years ago had certainly not helped our declining marriage but I had never heard her say one word about that. I’d decided some years ago, in all the pain of Jacinta’s absence, that maintaining a relationship with my daughter was far more important than trying to impose some received, conventional moral standard onto her. She had the right to more respect from me than that. And under the present circumstances, with my daughter being a potential target in Marty Cash’s murky world, moving to another address unconnected with the family might not be a bad idea.

				Jacinta started wiping the sink down. ‘Mum wants me to move in with her. Doing that would start the healing process, she said.’

				‘What did you say to that?’ I asked.

				‘I told her she’d have to start the healing process without me.’ Jacinta flashed her wickedest grin, wringing out the sponge with a flourish and putting it to dry in the sunshine on the windowsill. ‘Poor Mum wouldn’t know the first thing about healing,’ she said.

				‘And what is the first thing about healing?’ I couldn’t resist asking.

				My daughter glared at me as if I was a complete dickhead. ‘Admitting you need healing,’ she said. ‘That you’re damaged. Mum wouldn’t ever admit that.’

				I went over and kissed her on the forehead, then drew back, immediately self-conscious. Damn Genevieve and her allegations.

				Jacinta noticed my withdrawal and without saying a word, she hugged me like she used to do when she was a little kid.

				That made me feel a lot better. ‘I’d better meet this Andy character quick smart,’ I said.

				‘Cool,’ she said. ‘Living at beautiful Bondi will keep me safe.’

				I didn’t say a word. No matter where we live, I knew no one is ever safe.

				Later in the morning, I drove to the address in Summer Hill that Bob had given me. Number 189 was a stolid red-brick cottage with an overdeveloped garden where a mix of fading artificial flowers, several tinsel windmills and a small dry fountain crowded together around a square of astroturf. A small terracotta figurine of a young girl spread her pinafore on top of the fountain’s empty bowl and under her three garish gnomes seemed to be looking up her skirt. I knocked on the door and waited. The day had warmed up somewhat, but a chilly wind caused the windmills to spin and hum and the fake chrysanthemums to nod. The door opened half an inch on a chain.

				‘Who is it?’ asked the voice. I passed my ID through the crack and there was a pause. The door opened more fully and a woman looked me up and down.

				My first surprise was her age. She was younger than I’d imagined Sister Gertrude’s aunt should be. She was a handsome woman in her mid-forties, with thick golden Eastern European skin. Long dark eyelashes flashed as she handed my ID back.

				‘You can come in,’ she said, pushing dark blonde hair out of her face, stepping back and allowing me through. ‘We women can’t be too careful these days.’

				‘I’m very sorry about your niece,’ I said as I followed her lead down the narrow hall. Into a large living area, across an amazing floral carpet. It was a nice old house, still with some of its Victorian features intact, like the old-fashioned opening fanlights over the internal doors. It was a shame, I thought, that those fanlights ever went out of fashion. I remembered the way they shepherded the breeze through a house.

				‘I can’t believe that Katica was murdered like that,’ she said. ‘It’s like a nightmare. Maybe talking to you will help it sink in a little. The other police couldn’t tell me much.’

				On the wall opposite, Jesus with his thorn-ringed blazing heart confronted me and I looked away. It still startles me after all these years, reminding me of the cold institutions and colder hearts associated in my memory. I reminded myself again that the past was over and oughtn’t get in the way. But in this house, far more even than in the Convent of the Assumption, there was no getting away from objects of sentimental piety. Behind the heavy lounge draped with layers of crocheted and woven fabrics and between the long windows and their heavy curtains, rows of icons of saints were neatly in place along the walls. Images of Jesus, Mary and the crucifix can be found in any Catholic establishment the world over. But the lesser pantheon depends very much on where you are. Patrick, Brigid, Canice and Aidan—known in Australia because of the Irish influence—don’t feature much in Europe. Conversely, many continental saints are unknown to me and the walls of this house were peopled with saints I’d never seen before—a Dominican nun with a halo, and various bearded men in either monkish or princely robes, rolled their eyes heavenwards.

				I took out my notebook and pen, more from habit than anything. ‘It was a terrible thing to have happened and must have been a shock for you.’

				The woman shook her head. ‘Nothing shocks me. Nothing.’

				I thought she was about to weep, instead she laughed, a sharp sound like a bark.

				‘When they came and told me about my niece, I showed them her picture.’ She indicated the framed portrait of a wide-faced young woman, before which burned a candle surrounded by a garland of artificial purple roses. ‘Don’t you think she’s like me?’

				I couldn’t see much resemblance myself.

				‘I need to know more about your niece,’ I said. ‘I need to ask you some questions.’

				She disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a bottle of unlabelled wine. ‘Would you like a drink?’ she asked. ‘I made it myself from my boyfriend’s peaches.’

				I shook my head. ‘I never drink alcohol at all,’ I said. ‘Thanks anyway.’ I’d had someone’s peach wine once.

				Ksenia poured herself half a glass, topping it up with water from a lace-covered carafe on a small draped table. ‘The news of Katica’s death is not as shocking as it might have been,’ she said, in response to my earlier comment. ‘I hadn’t seen her for a long time. My sister was nearly twenty years older than me and I was only a young girl when Katica entered the convent.’

				I noticed the same crucifix that hung in the parlour at the Convent of the Assumption on the wall between the windows. Pellegrini’s must have had a sale. I recalled the cross carved into the flesh of the murdered nun, the miraculous bleeding crucifix of Father Oswald. Somehow, this most horrific of all religious images was central to this investigation, if only I could see it.

				‘So, where do you fit in?’ Ksenia asked, taking a sip from the tumbler. ‘You seem different from the police who visited me before.’ She had only the slightest trace of an accent and it was more the emphases and word order of her sentences that betrayed her European background.

				‘I’m not a police officer,’ I explained. ‘I’m an analyst. I’m doing the scientific examination of any physical evidence from the crime scene.’

				‘What do you hope to gain from that?’ she asked.

				‘Any traces that might put the killer back there,’ I said. ‘In that room. In other words, the evidence necessary to bring whoever did this to justice,’ I said.

				‘Ha!’ she said. ‘Justice! We are used to death. And murder. But not justice.’

				‘Who is this “we”?’ I asked.

				She countered my question with one of her own. ‘So exactly how do you intend to bring this killer to justice?’ she asked, and I met her powerful eyes the moment I raised mine from the notebook.

				‘For a start, you can help me,’ I said, ‘by telling me anything you know that might be helpful.’ We stood together in the cluttered room until she indicated a deep lounge chair covered in a printed velvet tapestry of a hunting scene and I sat down with Aunt Ksenia in the chair opposite me.

				‘Did your niece ever contact you? Talk to you?’ I asked her as soon as we were settled.

				Again, the funny barking snort of a laugh. She showed pointed white teeth and I sensed something wolfish about her. ‘What’s there to talk about in a convent?’ she said. ‘Prayers, silence, bad food and cold feet in winter.’

				‘You seem to know a great deal about it.’

				‘Katica used to write to me from time to time. I visited her a few times. Christmas cards, that sort of thing.’

				‘Did she ever mention a priest, a Father Oswald?’

				Ksenia rolled her eyes. ‘She thought the sun shone out of him,’ she said. ‘I think she had a crush on him.’

				‘What gave you that impression?’

				‘Just the way she spoke about him.’

				The elusive Father Oswald would definitely have to be found and questioned, I thought.

				‘Do you know where I might find him?’

				‘He lives out in the bush,’ said Ksenia. ‘Him and his miraculous crucifix.’

				‘So you’ve heard about that crucifix?’ I said.

				Ksenia rolled her eyes again. ‘My niece loved things like that. All those religious objects.’

				This didn’t make sense with all the icons crowding her walls. ‘What else can you tell me about Father Oswald?’ I asked.

				‘Katica complained that she could only see him a few times a year. He was so holy, she said. I think he was too lazy. Or had other things on his mind.’

				‘Such as?’ I asked.

				Ksenia shrugged.

				‘What else did she tell you about?’ I was close enough to the woman to smell her scent, a mix of a heavy dark perfume and her own personal, not unpleasant, and slightly acid odour.

				Ksenia Jelacic smiled. ‘You probably think I should be weeping and wailing about my niece’s death,’ she said. ‘You probably think I’m a hard, cold person.’

				‘I’m not thinking about you at all,’ I said, ‘but about what your niece might have written to you in her letters. Was there any mention of a special friendship? Or a special enemy?’ Too often the one becomes the other.

				‘Nuns don’t have enemies,’ she laughed. ‘The idea is very funny. Who would care two hoots about a middle-aged nun?’

				‘Someone cared enough to break into the convent and kill her in a particularly savage way,’ I said, irritated by her flippancy.

				Ksenia stood up and walked over to blow out a candle which was smoking heavily. For the first time, I noticed a gap in the row of icons along the wall, the small hook in the plastered surface. An icon had been removed.

				‘Someone’s been demoted?’ I asked, remembering the purges of the Vatican and how poor St Christopher, the traveller’s friend, bit the dust.

				‘You are a Catholic?’ she asked me.

				I shrugged. ‘Not anymore.’

				She smiled. ‘The saint who used to hang there, I gave him to my niece. He was a gift from my boyfriend but he wasn’t one of ours and I didn’t want my sister turning in her grave. I didn’t think Katica would mind.’

				‘It wasn’t a miraculous icon, was it?’ I asked her. ‘Dripping blood on the carpet?’

				Ksenia brushed my bad joke aside and looked hard at me. ‘Come to think of it,’ she said, ‘the saint in that icon looked a bit like you.’ I wondered if she was flirting with me. ‘He had the same piercing eyes.’

				I steered her back to the subject in hand. ‘Miss Jelacic,’ I said. ‘If you were in my shoes, and investigating this case, what would you do first? Where would you start?’

				Ksenia pushed back the heavy bronze hair that swung round her face with an unconscious hand. ‘My sister was a deeply religious woman,’ she said. ‘She married a man who was no good for her.’

				The world is full of women who think like that, I knew. But I made a note of the direction of the woman’s comment. Was this an answer to my question or was it a change of subject? Either could prove important.

				‘And do you think that’s why your niece chose a religious life? Because of her mother’s influence?’ I asked.

				‘I think she became a nun because of family reasons, yes,’ Ksenia said, rephrasing my question. But it wasn’t quite the same thing and I had the feeling that the woman was playing with me, a different game from Sister Felicitas, but a game nevertheless.

				‘So what was your brother-in-law like?’ I asked.

				Ksenia made a little face. ‘I didn’t like him at all. He came out here after the war,’ she said, ‘and big-noted himself among all the postwar migrants from Yugoslavia.’

				‘His name?’ I asked.

				‘Josip Babic—the great Josip Babic, some people said.’ I wrote it down. ‘He was a renowned patriot during the war. A great fighter against the communists. But like so many men, he brought the war out here with him when he came. And passed it on to his son.’ I had a flashing memory of my father and of me, and of Charlie. Generation after generation the war continues, except in our family it was much less obvious. ‘Australians say we should just put the past behind us once we arrive here and become Australians. And you know what?’

				I said nothing, waiting for the usual list of grievances.

				‘You know what?’ Ksenia repeated for emphasis. ‘I agree with them!’

				Easier said than done, lady, I forbore from saying. The past is built into us, into the unknown and unknowable parts of our mind, our atrophied coccyx, the minerals in our bones, untold aeons spiralling in our very DNA.

				‘My nephew couldn’t let go of the past and it killed him,’ she said. Again the sharp barking laugh.

				I followed her eyes and saw she was looking beyond the framed photograph of young Sister Gertrude to the portrait of a handsome young man in uniform. ‘Blei died nearly thirty years ago.’

				Brother dead, I jotted down. ‘How long had your niece been in the convent?’

				‘Since about that time. Not long after her brother’s death she became a nun.’

				Ksenia glanced at her watch. ‘I have to get ready for work now,’ she said. ‘My lift will be here in a minute.’

				‘I won’t keep you any longer. But anything about the family can be very helpful. Can you tell me something about your nephew Blei?’

				‘Blei.’ She shrugged. ‘He was like so many young men. Chip on his shoulder and a fire in his belly.’ Her mixed metaphors were helpful and I noted them while I tried to identify his dark uniform.

				‘Maybe Katica went into the convent to pray for his soul,’ she said. ‘If there is such a thing. Me, I’m not religious. Or political. That’s what causes all the problems. All that religious craziness. All those arguments.’ She must have noticed my puzzled glance at all the religious iconography in the room because she made a wide gesture towards them. ‘All these saints, these icons,’ she said. ‘I only keep them because they used to belong to my sister. She would come back and haunt me if I took them down.’ She paused. ‘And I don’t suppose they can do any harm.’

				On the way back from taking her empty glass through to the kitchen, she picked up a coat draped over the end of the lounge and collected her handbag from a small table in the corner, taking out a silver compact and comb. She ran the comb through her hair and applied a vivid red lipstick. She turned to look at me and smiled. ‘Do you like this colour?’

				‘It suits you,’ I said, because it did. Her golden skin was luminous against the colour and she was suddenly fifteen years younger.

				‘My sister never wore lipstick. She thought it was sinful and vain.’ She threw it into her bag and flung her coat around her shoulders. ‘But my religion is very simple. Eat, drink and be merry for tomorrow—’ She snapped the compact shut.

				Now she was wriggling into the sleeves of her coat and I stepped around to do the gentlemanly thing.

				‘So,’ she said, tugging on the collar and straightening the coat. ‘You see now that my niece had no friends and no enemies in the convent. Some crazy intruder has done this.’

				‘Did she ever mention anyone else?’ I said. ‘Maybe she had a friend outside the convent?’

				Ksenia turned round. ‘Do you mean a man? Nuns don’t have friends like that,’ she said. ‘Not like you mean it.’

				Outside, I heard the sound of a car pulling up.

				‘You must excuse me,’ she said. ‘That’s Marko now. I don’t like to keep him waiting.’

				‘One more thing.’ I whipped out my notebook where I’d sketched the cross with its little angle bracket decorations. There was no need to tell her about its source, the bloody flesh of her aunt. ‘This cross,’ I said. ‘Does it mean anything to you?’

				Ksenia took it, frowning. She studied it then shook her head. ‘No,’ she said.

				We stepped outside together and I saw an old brown Subaru, engine idling, in front of Ksenia’s extraordinary garden.

				‘If you hear anything,’ I said as she walked past the windmills ahead of me.

				‘Sure,’ she said and her manner was careless. I watched her get into the car and I saw the man behind the wheel kiss her long and hard. I was sure he was looking past her at me, because I thought I saw his eyes as he pulled out of the kiss and switched on the ignition.

				I stood there staring after them. Even if she doesn’t seem too concerned about the death of her niece, I thought, good luck to her.

				•

				When I got back to Charlie’s nobody was home so I let myself in with the secret key in the basil pot and was making some grilled cheese on toast when the phone rang. For a few moments I couldn’t work out who it was, the voice was so frail.

				‘Charlie? Is that you?’

				‘No, it’s not. It’s his brother,’ I said. ‘Can I help you?’

				‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘The problem I have is beyond help. It’s part of being a time-space worm.’ It was in the sharpness of the reply and not the voice that I recognised him. Even now, all these years later, my father’s voice could still cause me to tighten up the defence system.

				‘How are you, Dad?’ I asked.

				I heard the grunt that he used when he was displeased.

				‘Your brother said he was coming up soon,’ he said instead. ‘Would you have any idea when that might be?’

				‘I’ll get Charlie to ring you,’ I said.

				My father was an impossible man. Sometimes it seemed that everyone in my life—apart from Charlie—was impossible to deal with.

				‘This leg of mine’s not getting any better,’ he continued. ‘It’s played up since that fall I took.’

				‘I didn’t even know you’d had a fall. When was that?’

				There was a silence in which I braced myself.

				‘You don’t know much about me at all,’ he said. ‘You never take the trouble. Now that you’re a forensic scientist.’

				I kept my voice steady despite the sarcastic tone of the last two words. ‘I’ll tell Charlie you rang,’ I said. I was in no state to deal with my father. I needed a shower, a shave and forty winks. I hung up and stood staring at the wall for a few seconds.

				Then I crashed and slept for about two hours on the little day bed on the enclosed back verandah, keeping warm under an ancient kangaroo skin rug that I remembered from our old home in the mountains. Jacinta rang to say she wouldn’t be home for tea.

				Later, Charlie cooked one of his three well-honed dishes, chicken risotto, and I made myself useful in the kitchen, bringing my brother up to date with the BA story and the progress of the investigation into Sister Gertrude’s murder, the break-ins that had distressed Mother Anacletus, the earlier incident with the bearded blond man. Charlie is the only person in the world, apart from Bob, whom I would trust with this sort of information. I told him about the crucifix and the way it had been chopped up and I showed him the photographs of the murdered nun, and then I took out the drawing I’d made of the cuts on her ankle.

				‘Do you have any idea about this?’ I asked, showing it to him.

				Charlie took it from me and studied it. ‘Nothing comes to mind straightaway,’ he said, going to his bookcase. He pulled out several books, flipped through them and I watched while he checked various designs. But I could see he’d drawn a blank when he closed the last book. ‘There’s nothing quite like that one,’ he said. ‘Although I feel I’ve seen it somewhere before. Or something very like it.’

				Much as I didn’t like the suggestion, I couldn’t ignore it. ‘Could it be a Satanic marking of some sort?’

				Charlie sat back down. ‘I wouldn’t be in too much of a rush to blame the lunatic fringe,’ he said. ‘Those earlier incidents sound like mischief, not murder. This injury is much more calculated.’ He stared off into the middle distance. ‘I’m also interested in the chopping. Most of it is not directed at the woman. But at an object. A religious object.’

				As I was pondering Charlie’s remark I heard my daughter’s laughter. The relief that flooded through me, that she was safe and sound, made me see how tense I’d been. Jacinta wandered in. Behind her strutted a young man, very handsome in a narrow, furrowed way. I took an instant dislike to him.

				The young man shook my hand hard, his eyes darting from me to my daughter behind blue-tinted John Lennon spectacles. Everything in me resisted him. Was I turning into one of those pathetic fathers, jealous of their own children, critical of anyone who might want friendship or intimacy with them?

				‘I thought you weren’t eating here tonight,’ said Charlie, smiling.

				‘We’re going to the pictures,’ said Jacinta, who scolds anyone she hears using the American term ‘movies’, ‘but we dropped in because I wanted you to meet Andy.’

				She paused, noticing the risotto. ‘Yum,’ she said. ‘That smells nice. Is there enough for us do you think?’

				Charlie looked across at me and raised his eyebrows.

				‘I know, I know,’ she said. ‘I said I wouldn’t be in and now I am and I’ve got someone with me.’ She laughed. ‘Families have to be flexible,’ she said, quoting something I’d once said to her.

				‘Watch it!’ I shouted, chasing and trying to flick her with a tea towel until she squealed and begged for mercy.

				•

				‘I forgot. Dad rang for you,’ I told my brother during the meal.

				‘How was he?’

				‘He said his leg’s not improving.’

				‘It won’t while ever he refuses to do anything about it,’ said Charlie.

				‘When I get my car, I could drive up and see the horrible old man.’ That was my Jacinta, no bullshit about her and I loved her for it. ‘I could take the poor old coot to the doctor if he made the appointment on a day I’m free.’ She turned to Andy. ‘You could come, too. It’s a nice day trip up to Springbrook.’

				‘Maybe you should speak with more respect about your grandfather,’ said Andy, no longer smiling. It was an awkward moment and I wondered how long Jacinta would last with this self-righteous young man.

				‘Maybe you should meet him before you say things like that,’ she bounced straight back. ‘And we’d see how much respect you think he deserves. He’s a horrible old man.’

				‘Andy,’ I said. ‘What do you think of Jacinta’s plan of moving in to your place?’

				‘I say cool,’ he said, fiddling with his fork. ‘My place is big and my flatmate just moved out. We could have a room each, for studying.’ He raised his sharp dark eyes to mine and I couldn’t read their expression. ‘It feels funny,’ he said, ‘talking like this to her father. About her moving in with me. In some places, this conversation would end up in a big fight. Maybe even a shooting.’ Again he smiled, as if he’d quite like that outcome.

				Until Marty Cash was safely locked up, Jacinta had a point about it being safer for her away from the family.

				‘Then it sounds like an ideal situation,’ I said. ‘When are you thinking of moving?’

				Jacinta and Andy looked at each other. ‘At the end of the week,’ she said. ‘I’ll come over and get my stuff. I’ll probably stay there tonight.’ Jacinta jumped out of her seat, and threw her arms around me and squeezed me. ‘You’re such a weird dad, I’ve just gotta love you.’

				I hugged her back. Bugger Genevieve and her ugly allegations. Right this minute I wanted to put my daughter in protective custody somewhere until Marty Cash was off the streets. I knew the twisted way Cash worked; how the information I’d given him several years ago in order to help me trace Jacinta, would just as easily now be used by him to harm her. Marty Cash knew too much about my daughter.

				‘It’s a great place. The beach is just down the street and around the corner.’ She grabbed her handbag from under her seat, scribbled the address on the back of a card and passed it over. I glanced at it thinking I hadn’t wanted my daughter to move out quite so soon. I’d come to enjoy her company over the last two years. Now she was off again. I pocketed the card but I was far from finished with this matter.

				‘What about my car?’ she persisted.

				‘Jass, I’ve got a lot of things going on right now.’ I saw her face drop with disappointment. ‘Look,’ I said. ‘It won’t be long. A few days.’

				She and Charlie stacked the dishwasher and when she returned to the dining area, I left Andy sitting at the table, finishing a second coffee, and beckoned my daughter.

				‘Jass,’ I said when we were alone in the hall. ‘I’m only agreeing to this moving in with Andy business because of the situation,’ I told her. ‘And because I know there’s absolutely no point in me forbidding it.’

				She smiled sweetly. ‘I know Dad. You know I’d just do it anyway.’ She put a hand on my shoulder. ‘I can see you’re really worried,’ she said and her voice was gentle.

				‘So would you be,’ I said, ‘if you knew Marty Cash.’

				‘You always look on the dark side of things,’ she said.

				‘It’s where I work,’ I told her. ‘On the dark side of things.’

				‘What do you think of Andy?’ she asked.

				‘What’s his birth date?’ I countered.

				She looked puzzled for a moment, then her expression changed. ‘No way! Dad! Don’t do that!’

				‘All I want to do is send him a birthday card!’ I said, all innocence.

				Jacinta raised her eyes heavenwards. ‘I told him what you were like,’ she said. ‘Now he’ll think you’re even worse than I made out!’

				‘If he likes you and he’s clean,’ I said, ‘he’ll have no worries then, will he?’

				She flounced off. ‘One day I’m going to write a book about living in a fucking police state!’ she called back. ‘I’m going to call it McCain’s Daughter.’

				I followed her back into the dining area where Charlie had plonked a tub of ice-cream, plates and a bundle of spoons on the table.

				‘Don’t stand on ceremony,’ he said.

				I reseated myself and watched while Jacinta served ice-cream to herself and Andy.

				‘I don’t like that sort of language,’ I overheard Andy say under his breath, turning to Jacinta, ‘in a woman.’

				Ha, I thought with pleasure. Cop that, you little bugger.

				‘I can’t believe you said that, Andy!’ Jacinta squealed, eyes wide in a theatrical expression perfected from watching thousands of American sitcoms. ‘You sound like a complete prude.’

				As she made ready to leave on their outing, Jacinta came to me where I was brewing another coffee for myself, Charlie having poured himself a large port.

				‘Andy’s birthday is the third of February,’ she said. ‘And he’s thirty-one. And I’m only giving it to you because I’m pissed off with him at the moment.’

				‘Don’t you think he’s a bit old for you?’ I heard myself saying.

				My daughter stared at me.

				‘Why is a 31-year-old bloke hanging round with a girl of eighteen?’ I persisted.

				‘Because he likes me?’ she snapped straight back. ‘Because I’m smart and fun and he enjoys my company? Anything else you want to complain about?’

				When I forget that Jacinta is not like the usual eighteen-year-old schoolgirl, I’m almost instantly taught a very sharp lesson. This girl survived a year and a half on Sydney’s mean streets. She’s probably seen more and done more in her lifetime than I have.

				I saw her face soften, as if she already regretted her sharp reaction. ‘I know you worry that I’ll get into bad company. But Andy’s so against drugs it’s not funny. I feel guilty just taking an aspirin if he’s looking.’

				‘I’ll give you a hand packing up,’ I said, ready to make peace. ‘We’ll get that car soon. I think it’s a good idea.’

				‘Thanks, Dad.’ She stepped forward and kissed me. Women only ever kiss me when I’m doing what they want, but I suppose that’s natural.

				‘What’s the security like at the flat?’ I asked.

				‘Dad!’ she said in exasperation. ‘Get over it!’ She ducked away.

				I never will get over it, I wanted to say. Sometimes my daughter’s like a little kid, other times like the oldest, weariest player in the world.

				‘You know I’m going to miss you,’ I said.

				Her eyes were misty.

				‘Have a pleasant evening,’ I called as they left.

				Andy Kelly turned and shook my hand. ‘It was good to meet you,’ he said. There was that intensity again and I didn’t like it. I might have been checking him out, but Andy Kelly was certainly doing the same to me. I made a mental note to check this young man out as soon as possible.

				Once the young couple had headed off, I went outside and stood on Charlie’s timber decking. I wanted clean fresh air to clear my head. Sometimes I wished that things had been different, that I wasn’t such a suspicious bastard, that I didn’t half-expect the worst of everyone, that my mother hadn’t been a drunk, that my little sister hadn’t been stolen away. I knew these tragedies cut me out of the herd, marked me as an outsider in a world of people desperate to conform. Was it my background as Charlie always said, the domestic war zone where I grew up that drew me to crime scenes? Was I automatically suspicious of Andy Kelly simply because he was there? Closer to home, I had my ex-wife’s hatred to deal with.

				Other men my age seemed to be living very different lives from mine. Golf, a few beers and telly in the evening. And here I was, investigating the murdered daughter of an old war hero, a smashed-up crucifix, a cross carved in flesh, as well as trying to track down a psychopath who posted anthrax to his victims.

				It was a black night without any moon and Charlie followed me out, shivering. ‘What are you doing out here, freezing them off?’ he asked.

				‘Wondering about Andy Kelly,’ I said. ‘And how to deal with Genevieve and her allegations.’

				‘There’s a good chance that’ll just fall away,’ he said. ‘I can’t imagine the cops being able to launch a case.’

				‘And I was thinking about how the bloody nuns are holding out on me.’ I filled him in about Felicitas and her reluctance to tell me everything. ‘I know she’s withholding information.’

				‘Are you sure you’re not letting your own stuff get in the way of your investigation?’

				When Charlie talks like this, I want to pull my hair out. Chalk and cheese we are.

				‘What is this “stuff” to which you refer?’ I asked.

				‘You know you need to be clear of all your baggage. Or at least aware that it’s there. If you let that get in the way, you won’t see what’s in front of your eyes. You’ll see your own stuff instead.’

				I knew what Charlie meant. I’d seen how badly misled some investigators had become, owing to their preconceived belief in someone’s guilt. Or innocence. It was my job to gather facts, to proceed from ‘what is’ to ‘what is’—to place my findings before the courts. Judgment was not my business.

				I followed him back inside and gulped down the rest of the coffee. Then I rang Colin Reeves. We set up a planning meeting for the next day and I drove to Malabar. I went through the empty house, checking window locks and doors, making sure that the place was secure. I went over my notes and had an early night.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Thirteen

				First thing in the morning, I rang a contact at the hospital and asked that samples of the BA that had killed Livvy Worthington be amplified in the hospital’s PCR system and the results couriered to Forensic Services. I wanted to have more samples to send to TIGR for genetic investigation. If every sample contained the same strain, it was information that could help the investigation at a later stage.

				Then I picked up Charlie and together we drove up to visit our father in the mountains. I dozed a bit, only waking when Charlie’s choice of music became very dramatic. It was a misty day and Charlie drove with his lights on, cutting white swathes through the fog that lay in patches across the road.

				We drove into Springbrook and turned off into the road that runs past the rectory and then around the corner to the house we grew up in. The new tenants must have been gardeners because the place looked tidier and less weedy than usual. We drove down the driveway, past the house, and pulled up outside the shed my father has lived in for many years. Even when my mother was alive and we kids lived in the house, he spent more and more time in his shed, eventually equipping it with a camp bed and other furniture from the house. After we two boys left home, he added a shower and toilet, invested in more old kerosene heaters, let the house and moved into the shed completely. My father was almost a recluse, and spent almost nothing. Ever since I was a kid, I knew he’d hidden biscuit tins of cash in and around the shed. God knows how much he might have buried in the overgrown garden down the back, like an old dog buries bones.

				It was very cold when we got out of the car, the icy wind whipping through the fabric of my trousers. I hugged my coat tighter around me and Charlie stepped up and knocked on the door.

				I was shocked when my father opened it.

				‘Well, well,’ he said in his sour way. ‘It must be Christmas.’

				He was even more diminished than when I’d last seen him, more stooped, thinner, with the never-absent cigarette dangling from nicotine-stained fingers. He stood in the doorway, blocking it. ‘I’ve only seen you once since you had all that bother.’

				‘All that bother,’ referred to a very unpleasant murder investigation I’d undertaken a while back for Bob—one that had nearly been the death of me.

				Charlie had always got on better with Dad than I had so I let my younger brother do the initial greetings and finally stepped up into the bachelor space, where books and magazines toppled on surfaces and several dirty cups cluttered the sink. Cartons of tins of baked beans were stacked near the stove. I knew it wasn’t past my father to subsist on beans, bread and cups of coffee. A kerosene heater gurgled, though it seemed to make little difference to the temperature in the shed. There was no insulation and any heat rose up and left by the roof.

				‘How’s the leg?’ I asked.

				In response, he stuck it out and pulled up his trouser leg. He lifted the dressing off and showed me. An area of bruising around the infection was so dark and my mind recently so preoccupied that for a moment I imagined it was the cutaneous lesion of BA. He must have seen the look on my face, because he dropped the dressing back into place and smiled his bitter, down-turned smile. He swayed and I thought he was going to fall so I grabbed him and steadied him.

				‘Jack here thinks I’ve got the dog’s disease, Charlie,’ my father said.

				‘Where’s the coffee?’ my brother asked, opening cupboard doors.

				‘It looks nasty,’ I said. ‘That needs attention. A course of antibiotics. Use some of your bloody hoarded money for a change.’

				‘I did,’ he said. ‘I got some stuff from the chemist and it didn’t make much of a difference.’

				Charlie eventually found some instant coffee and after the jug had boiled passed round three mugs. My father staggered back and sat back down in the sagging armchair he favoured while Charlie and I perched among the piles of scientific literature. My father had been a science teacher and retained a strong interest in things scientific.

				‘I suppose you’re all running around in your labs looking at white powder,’ said my father.

				‘You should come down and help me, Dad,’ I joked. ‘Looks like you’ve been reading up on bio-weapons.’ I indicated the surrounding science journals.

				‘So what is it?’ he asked me, after a noisy slurp on the coffee. ‘Who’s been killing these people? Have we got mad mullahs sending anthrax spores in the mail or just everyday ordinary malice and hatred showing up?’

				I considered. Outside I heard the shrieking of black cockatoos and remembered the boy I’d been who believed he could understand the language of the beasts. I suddenly felt unaccountably sad as I recalled the long-ago days of childhood and playing with my sister Rosie under the huge jacaranda tree outside.

				‘Too early to really say,’ I said finally. ‘But I’m inclined to come down on the side of malice so far.’

				‘You’ll never go wrong that way,’ said my father, stubbing his cigarette out in the ashtray that wobbled on a pile of newsletters beside him. A crash startled us, but it was only a carton of empty baked beans tins falling to the floor. Charlie jumped up and picked them all up, shoving them back in the carton, and taking it to the door.

				‘Dad,’ he said, putting it down. ‘I don’t think you can stay here like this.’

				‘What do you mean? I’ve stayed here like this for years. It’s my home.’

				Charlie looked away. I knew what he was thinking. It was only a matter of time before we’d have to try and convince him to move somewhere else where he could be cared for. I hated to think of his diet.

				Our father leafed through a science journal article, one of the millions, no doubt, spawned by the American BA attacks. ‘There seems to be a lot of argy-bargy about how easy it is to make anthrax weapons. Or not.’

				I nodded. I was aware of the many different positions taken by scientists all over the world, with some saying it would be simple and easy and others suggesting it was much more complicated.

				‘Weapons-grade material demands certain requirements,’ I said.

				My father looked at me. ‘Of course it does,’ he said. ‘Any fool knows that.’

				Some fools didn’t, I knew, thinking of the Aum Shinrikyo group.

				‘Listen to what the FBI says about the person who posted anthrax in the States.’ He picked up a magazine folded open beside his sunken chair. ‘A male loner with a job,’ he read, ‘who possibly works in a lab, requiring little social contact. Someone with a scientific background and access to the equipment necessary to make the pathogenic material. Someone nonconfrontational, a nurser of grudges, and maybe known to the scientific community.’

				‘Sounds like you, Dad,’ I said, looking around the limited world my father lived in. ‘You’d only need a bottle of chicken broth and a hot box.’

				My father glared at me. My joke wasn’t well received and I could see that Charlie, usually the most easygoing of brothers, was not pleased either.

				‘I rang the community health people,’ Charlie said to my father, ‘and they said you are entitled to be visited by a health worker. They can send someone round here in the next few days.’

				‘I don’t want some strange female round here,’ Dad said, ‘poking her nose into my affairs.’

				‘Either you let someone come here and dress that injury,’ said Charlie, ‘or Jack and me will stick you into a home for old codgers.’

				‘Over my dead body,’ roared my father. But he finally let me clean up the wound as best I could and bandage it.

				‘I’ll be ringing in the morning,’ threatened Charlie. ‘I’ll check up with the community nursing people.’ Charlie looked at his watch. ‘Come on, Jack. I’ve got a client at five.’

				Our father stayed sitting in his chair, sulking, with his bandaged leg stuck out on a chair in front of him. He barely looked in our direction as we left.

				I was pleased to get out of there.

				Charlie and I were silent on the drive east until the descent to Emu Plains.

				‘He can’t go on living there,’ Charlie finally said.

				‘No,’ I said. ‘He can’t. But how are we going to move him?’

				My brother didn’t answer. One day, we’d have to find a way.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Fourteen

				I met Colin Reeves in a bar near Central. It’s a bloodhouse of a place and I remembered getting totalled there on one occasion years ago. I could barely stand up that night and when I’d glanced at the television screen above the doorway, the news was running an interview with me taken earlier in the day. I’d stared up at the television, drunk enough to have to lean against the bar for support, while the professional detective countered the police roundsman. It had been a surreal moment.

				Bob came in only minutes after us and we sat a table near the back. I gave him the details of Andy Kelly’s birth date. Bob raised an eyebrow. ‘You know I can’t do this,’ he said. But he pocketed the piece of paper. Bob got himself a middie while Colin and I both resorted to lemon, lime and bitters. It was a year or two since I’d seen Colin and the rangy young man was now solid and well-built. We got down to business straight away.

				‘We can set it up when it suits us,’ he said. ‘I’ve already got the bastard on tape, telling me exactly what to do. We could get him on conspiracy alone.’

				‘I don’t want any loopholes,’ I said. ‘I want him done cold. Redhanded. I want him in it up to his fat neck.’

				‘He might be too toey to get involved personally,’ said Bob. ‘He’s cunning as a shithouse rat.’

				‘Listen,’ I said, turning to Colin. ‘When we’re ready to do this, you tell Cash that Jack McCain is running scared and is about to take his daughter and bolt off interstate. Tell him that this is the last chance or he could lose them forever. Tell him you’re watching the house and that Jacinta is alone.’ I shivered at these words, even though they were only hypothetical.

				Colin looked from Bob to me. ‘Okay. When we’re ready I’ll install a few muscleheads under the beds and be good and ready for the prick.’

				I paused, letting my heart rate and breathing come down again. I leaned forward, keeping my voice low. ‘I don’t want information about this operation to go past the people here,’ I added. ‘Marty Cash has mates everywhere. All it would take is a whisper of this to get out and we lose the mongrel.’

				I knew that Bob would face a firing squad before he’d betray me, and seeing him again I was becoming more confident about young Colin.

				All around us the bar was hotting up, people shouting, laughing, yelling for more drinks and our table was a small circle of silence and attention at its centre.

				‘When you pick the guys to be under the beds,’ I said to Colin, ‘just tell them the hours they’ll be needed and the area. No names. No info whatsoever. Not even the street or the house number until the very last minute.’

				Colin agreed. ‘The stupid prick has already booked his flight to Thailand. Thinks he’s going to buy a bar over there.’

				The only bars he’s going to be involved with, I thought with grim satisfaction, will be the ones surrounding him at Long Bay.

				Bob took out a manilla file and passed it to me under the table. ‘Thought you’d be interested in this,’ he said as I fished it up and opened it. ‘Jeremiah Dokic,’ I read the print-out. ‘AKA Jeremiah Docic, or Jeremiah Dokie.’ I glanced over his date of birth and found an intermittent record of minor assaults and breaches of AVOs taken out by a woman in Canberra. This looked more like it. Our Jeremiah might be able to see the shafts of God’s energy falling from the heavens these days, but there’d been a time when he hadn’t been at all averse to a bit of biffo.

				‘As well as working for the nuns,’ said Bob, ‘he worked casually at a club as a general dogsbody from time to time. One of the guys in Licensing told me that they closed it down for a while for operating as an unlicensed brothel. They’ve cleaned up their act since then, changed their name, got a licence and they’re in business again. The AVO was taken out by his girlfriend. She worked at the same club.’ He passed me a colour print and I studied it. She struck me as familiar and it didn’t take me long to remember where I’d seen her before. It was the spoofed-up woman I’d seen in the picture beside Jeremiah’s unmade bed, the woman I’d thought looked like someone in drag.

				•

				When Bob and I got back to Charlie’s, Jacinta was already there, watching a DVD with Andy. Books and folders littered the coffee table and floor, together with the wrappings of strange organic takeaway foods. My daughter steered me out of the room, leaving Andy engrossed in intergalactic warfare.

				‘I’ve talked to the cops about Mum’s bloody nonsense,’ she said. ‘I met them at home.’

				‘You went home by yourself?’ I felt fear course through me.

				‘It was okay. Andy was there. I told him about all this mess.’ She paused, looking back at him through the doorways. ‘I don’t know what he makes of it.’

				‘How did you go with the cops?’

				‘Fine. I told them it was all bullshit. I said I remembered you coming in sometimes when you were drunk—and how I hated that—to say goodnight but you were too pissed to walk, so a couple of times you fell on the bed and passed out.’

				I couldn’t speak for a moment or two. ‘I’m sorry, Jass,’ I finally said.

				‘I remember sitting up crying while you fell off onto the floor.’

				I could see that her eyes were filling and put my hand on her shoulder. ‘I wish things had been different,’ I said.

				She shrugged. ‘Me too.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, I said that Mum was quite correct to say that she’d found me crying with you on my bed, or on the floor. And I told them why. I used to cry because I hated to see you like that. I wanted a proper father like Amelia Foster across the road, one who didn’t come home drunk in the middle of the night. One of those proper men in suits, who mowed the lawn and went to church and stuff like that. You know.’ She glanced around the door. Andy was now engaged in animated discussion with my brother.

				I went to my briefcase, took out my cheque book and unhooked my pen from my top pocket. ‘This is for your birthday,’ I said. ‘I’m giving you ten for a car. Go and buy yourself something at my old mate Kev’s car yard.’

				She threw her arms around me as I wrote a cheque for twelve. ‘I’d much rather have you than one of those proper men in suits,’ she said.

				‘Get Charlie to go with you when you buy it,’ I told her. As well as being a very smart psychologist, my little brother is a whizz with cars.

				Jass whooped and danced all the way back to the lounge room. She jumped on top of Andy.

				‘You can trade in that disgusting little blue thing,’ she said. ‘Charlie’s going to take us car shopping.’

				•

				Less than two hours later, the three of them were back and Jacinta had bought a car.

				While Andy and Charlie waved us off, Jacinta took me for a spin around the coast in the little white Honda.

				‘It feels good doing this with a licence,’ she laughed.

				‘I don’t want to hear any more,’ I said.

				‘Just teasing.’

				God knows what she did in those days she lived on the streets. Some of it I know. Some I don’t and that’s fine with me. As she drove, I told her about our plan to get Marty Cash. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. The joy in her new vehicle had gone and in its place was the sadness I’d seen such a lot of in the old days.

				‘I’m sorry about all this,’ she said. ‘This horrible Pigrooter thing. It’s all my fault.’

				‘You haven’t done anything,’ I said. ‘This is Marty Cash one hundred per cent.’

				‘You know what I mean. He’s a hangover from the old days. It takes such a long time to clear up the wreckage of the past.’

				‘It does,’ I said, thinking of Genevieve’s allegations. If I hadn’t been a drunk, she wouldn’t be saying these things about me.

				Suddenly Jacinta started laughing. ‘Listen to us. We sound like some American telemovie. The family in recovery.’ She stopped laughing. ‘Most of the family,’ she qualified. ‘I despair of Mum.’ She glanced my way then focused on her driving.

				‘I wish—’ Jacinta started to say.

				I patted her knee because I was right there with her. ‘I know you do,’ I said. ‘I wish too. I wish it all the time.’

				She shot me a grateful look. She knew I understood.

				‘Why,’ she asked as she negotiated a roundabout too fast, ‘does life have to be so muddled and messy?’ We passed the sandstone walls of the huge gaol.

				‘Let’s do that coast walk on Thursday,’ I said. Jacinta gave me a sideways smile.

				‘Deal!’ she said.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Fifteen

				Next morning, I drove south, turning off at Goulburn to visit the gaol. I parked my car near the wintering rose bushes and was finally let in through the little door cut out of the huge Victorian portals, signed the book, and was taken to an interview room.

				Gerald Bertoli awaited me, accompanied by a prison officer. Bertoli had the gaunt, tense look of a long-term prisoner, his shaven head contrasting with the stubble cultivated on his chin. As soon as I came in, he turned to the prison officer behind him, pointedly ignoring me.

				I introduced myself and sat down opposite him. ‘You’ve probably heard,’ I said, ‘that there’s someone out there sending anthrax through the mail. The link between the two people killed by the disease is that they both worked on your case.’

				Bertoli’s face showed mock surprise. ‘A lot of people worked on my case,’ he said. ‘So you think I’m sending anthrax now? According to the police charges, which I’ve always denied—’ Bertoli grinned, ‘strychnine was allegedly my poison of choice. Is that the best lead you can get?’

				‘We don’t have any leads, Mr Bertoli, at the moment,’ I said.

				‘Mr Bertoli? You must be desperate.’ He leaned back in his chair. This was his world, not mine, and he looked quite comfortable in it. ‘And why the fuck should I help you?’

				‘The Super is a mate of mine,’ I said. ‘He’s told me that if you help me, he’ll help you. You know how it is.’

				‘What these bastards say and what they do are two different things. Just like the fucking coppers. Told me one thing, then went and did something else.’

				‘It seems strange,’ I said, ‘that of all the scientists in this country, the two who were sent anthrax in the mail just happened to be the same ones who provided the certification regarding the strychnine you used in the contaminated Delmonte products.’ I watched him carefully as I spoke.

				Bertoli shook his head and laughed.

				‘They’re entitled to their opinion,’ he said. ‘It’s a free country.’

				‘Their opinions got you locked up,’ I said.

				‘If the coppers want you locked up, they just get their scientific mates to do it for them,’ he said.

				‘That’s bullshit,’ I snapped. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

				The way a crim like Bertoli told it, you’d think he was just a nice bloke, quietly going about a friendly and harmless life of crime and all these bastards, for no other reason than pure spite, were intent on gathering the physical evidence he left behind in his multiple murder efforts, determined to lock him up when he himself had done absolutely nothing whatsoever to warrant this.

				‘And now,’ Bertoli was saying, ‘you reckon I’m cooking up germ warfare in my cell.’ The laughter became a growl. ‘That’s bullshit.’

				It did seem unlikely that he could have orchestrated the anthrax mail-outs from here.

				Before I could say anything, Bertoli indicated to the prison officer that he was ready to leave. But there was something else I wanted to discuss with him.

				‘There was a million dollars that went missing,’ I said, switching the subject back to his crime. ‘It was never recovered.’

				‘Never recovered,’ he snarled, ‘because it was never there in the first place. I never did it. So how could I have the bloody money?’

				I recalled the watertight case against him, the physical evidence taken from the extortion letters and some of the poisoned stock that locked Gerald John Bertoli in without any shadow of a doubt. ‘See, Mr Bertoli,’ I said, scratching my head, ‘I know who the investigating officer was in your case. I know what he was like. I reckon he found that million dollars.’

				Bertoli was red in the face, about to explode. ‘That mongrel,’ he said. ‘I should’ve had him put down.’

				‘You want to tell me what happened?’ I asked. I didn’t think Bertoli had anything to do with the anthrax letters, I never really had. But his manner confirmed the suspicion that I’d had ever since I’d noted Detective Sergeant Marty Cash as officer in charge of the Delmonte Deli extortion case. And I wanted every piece of dirt I could lay my hands on about Marty Cash.

				‘You know,’ I said, ‘you could make a statement about this. You could make a confession. Tell us what really happened.’ I looked around the room, the nineteenth-century grilled window up at ceiling level, the plastered stone walls. ‘The jury didn’t believe you anyway. You’ve got nothing to lose,’ I said. ‘Because Cash should be in here with you, I reckon.’

				‘The cunt wouldn’t last a day in here,’ said Bertoli. ‘You know how we deal with mongrel dog coppers.’

				I stood up, wanting to be out of there, away from the hatred and hopelessness that hung in the close air.

				‘Suit yourself, Mr Bertoli,’ I said.

				‘No one would believe me,’ he added, as I walked to the door. ‘Even if I did make a statement.’

				‘Put it on paper and they’d have to look into it,’ I said. ‘Who knows where that might lead?’

				I didn’t really care whether he made a formal statement or not. As far as I was concerned, I’d just been told everything I needed to know. It didn’t seem likely that this man would track back through his trial, find out the names of the scientists involved in one small part of a toxicology report and then organise for them to be sent BA. The tenacity and patience to carry out refined investigation and the discipline needed for persistent follow-up are not the character traits that I associate with standover men like Bertoli. His idea of revenge was more in the line of breaking legs with a crowbar.

				I was pleased to be out of the gaol and I continued the drive to Canberra.

				The moment I walked up the stairs and turned into my corridor, I heard Jane call from her office. ‘Phil Havelock was looking for you,’ she said, coming to the door.

				‘How did you know it was me?’ I asked, surprised.

				‘I know your clodhopping step,’ she said.

				‘What does Phil Havelock want with me?’ I asked as we walked along the corridor together.

				‘You’re the only one he hasn’t attacked yet with his horrible anthrax vaccination,’ Jane said. Her fair hair swung between two combs, pulled back from her face, showing her high forehead. ‘It’s finally arrived. We all have to take a course. Anyone who might be frontline in the near future. Smallpox too, soon. And that includes you.’ She stood at the door of my office as I threw my briefcase on the desk and dropped the overnight bag. ‘Everyone’s after you, Jack. I’ve been running up and down the corridor answering your phone.’

				‘You don’t have to, you know,’ I said. ‘There’s voice mail. Or they can get me on the mobile.’

				‘I can’t stand the sound of it ringing,’ she said. ‘George Abernathy from the Biochemistry Department rang. Asked you to ring him. And Dr Lennie Lowenstein rang. The great man has arrived in the country. Here’s the Sydney number he left.’

				I took the number from her. ‘Oh, and don’t forget,’ she added. ‘Christmas in July dinner is combining with the Wesley Morton Memorial lecture. Budget considerations. I know you hate formal dinners, but you’ll have to go to that.’

				I groaned. Christmas in July was easily avoided, but the Wesley Morton lecture at the university was traditionally delivered to the academic staff by the most senior scientist. If Digby didn’t do it—and he’d almost definitely decide not to under the circumstances— I’d be stuck with the bloody thing.

				‘What about Henry?’ I said desperately.

				‘You are joking,’ she said sternly. ‘If you’d invited him to do it ages ago, it might be all right. But now he’ll know you’re just ducking it and putting it on him.’

				Jane was spot on, as usual.

				George was after me about those other lectures I’d promised him. The first one was next week and George wanted to see some sort of program. I decided on teaching the process of the BA investigation for the lectures with the advanced chemistry students. With a bit of luck, they might even be able to shed some light on the matter for me. It wouldn’t be the first time students had taught a professor something. If I had to do the Wesley Morton lecture, I’d use the same subject matter that was now frighteningly close to all of us.

				Having sorted that out for myself, I rang Phil Havelock. ‘Come over as soon as you can,’ he said. ‘The powers that be must be getting very anxious to be ordering this sort of thing.’

				‘With good reason,’ I said. ‘It’s only a matter of time before the official cause of Livvy Worthington’s death goes public.’

				I made a time for later in the day and put the phone down, thinking of the postal worker, wondering if she’d be the third death. Natalie Haynes had just been a citizen going about her daily work and she’d had the bad fortune to get contaminated. I felt another rush of deep anger against this killer, the malice and resentments, brooded over in secret, that hatched into cowardly, hidden assaults via the mail.

				My mobile rang, it was Bob. ‘That person you had an interest in,’ he said, ‘you needn’t worry.’ Andy Kelly was a cleanskin.

				I went down to the loading dock and found all the wheelie bins from the Worthingtons’ town house had arrived for me to search. Forensic science can be so sexy, I thought, as I geared up for yet yet another foray through the rubbish bins. I remembered the time back in Sydney when Bob and I had been searching some bins for a suspected murder weapon in a park near Central, looking like dickheads in our detectives’ suits and ties, picking through the rubbish. The local derros, thinking we were onto something good, suddenly started streaming towards us, ordering us out of their rubbish bins. We’d had to fight them off.

				I went through the recycle bins and found lots of newspapers, old envelopes and gift wrapping paper. I put the latter aside, feeling hopeful, and then turned my attention to the messier garbage bins. I was lifting out several squashed takeaway food containers when I spotted a padded Australia Post bag. It was stained with the food scraps around it and I wondered for a minute why it hadn’t gone into the recycle bin. Then my heart started to race. There was something still inside it, something that felt like a bottle. This could be it. I prayed that it was. Carefully, I lifted it out, put it on a sheet of white paper, then bagged the whole thing. I pushed it through the hatch straight into the bio-hazard lab.

				It wasn’t long before I was opening the postal bag in a safety cabinet. My gloved hands shook slightly as I lifted out the bottle of aftershave. I put it down to one side while I examined the bag. The address had been printed by laser jet on an adhesive label. It was postmarked Sydney and dated ten days ago. I took wipe samples from it, but the precision and anonymity of the label, and the press seal of the padded bag made me suspect I wouldn’t find any clues to the killer here. However, even the cleverest ones slip up. I would send the bag down to Florence for trace analysis. Jane or Sarah could chase up the trail taken by the padded bag through the mail.

				I put the bag aside and turned my full attention to the bottle of aftershave, removing it with care, making sure there was nothing else in the bag. It was a dark-blue bottle of Hubris aftershave, lid tightly on and apparently unused. Safe behind my face shield and filter mask, I unscrewed it, running a swabstick around the inside neck, taking several wipe samples, screwing them into containers and labelling them.

				I cleaned up, prepared my samples and took them down to the most powerful light microscope, switching it on, adjusting it to my slides. At one thousand times magnification I saw them again. This was how the killer had done it. This was the bottle Livvy had sniffed, rejected and thrown out, not realising that in those few seconds, she’d breathed death into her lungs. I held my breath with a mixture of fear and excitement as I examined them, adjusting the light. There they were, the glowing seeds of Bacillus anthracis, shining in the light.

				Closer examination showed me that the spores were concentrated around a substance present around the thread on the neck of the bottle and there appeared to be more of this material under the lid. In fact, the spores seemed to be concentrated wherever this substance was. Curious, I examined the screw thread where the translucent stuff was thickest. I teased some of it away and took a closer look. It was springy and seemed to be a poly-adhesive of some sort. Was it to make sure the bottle didn’t leak in transit? I drew up a little of the contents of the aftershave with a pipette and examined some of the fluid under high magnification. It was virtually spore free.

				They were definitely concentrated around the bottle top and the lid. Had the killer been concerned that the alcohol present in the aftershave would harm the spores? I decided to run both the contents of the bottle and the polymer through a series of analytical tests because I wanted to know exactly what I was dealing with. Normally, someone else would run the routine tests but I wanted to stay with these items all the way, from garbage bin to final result. I cut samples for the tests, photographed and recorded everything, sealed up the postal bag again and sent it to Florence to check for trace evidence. Then I wrote up my notes so far.

				After I’d cleaned up, I printed off the results delivered by the mass spectrometry analysis. The result of the polymer was no surprise. It was an adhesive as I’d suspected and the contents of the bottle of Hubris were the usual mix of ingredients: water, alcohol and fragrances. I was puzzling over the presence of the polymer adhesive when Brian Kruger rang.

				‘Thought you’d like to know,’ he said, ‘that we got a very good result from matching the gardener’s boots to the prints we found outside the dead nun’s window. He was there all right. We’ve got the clothes he was wearing that day according to the sisters who saw him and we’re sending them over to you.’

				If Jeremiah had been in Sister Gertrude’s room when the miraculous crucifix crashed, he’d have plaster embedded in his clothes, too. And I’d find a fine spray of blood.

				‘Good work,’ I said, bringing my attention back from deadly spores to the murdered nun. Then I looked at my watch. It was time for my medical appointment.

				•

				‘I’m here for my shot,’ I said as Phil Havelock ushered me into his surgery.

				‘Make that six shots,’ he said. Seeing the expression on my face, he added, ‘But before you run away, they’re spread over a long time.’

				‘So what am I getting today?’ I asked as I took my coat off and rolled up my shirt sleeve.

				Phil busied himself with filling the syringe on the kidney dish. ‘It’s a cell-free filtrate,’ he said. ‘In other words, you’re not getting any live bugs.’

				‘How good is it?’ I asked as he prepared to stab me.

				‘We’re not all that sure, really, although the monkeys are doing okay.’

				‘Thanks a lot, Doctor,’ I said, thinking of Gulf War Syndrome.

				‘If you were to be exposed,’ he said, ‘we’d load you up with antibiotics.’

				‘How would you know if I had been?’

				‘We’d test you for antigens,’ he said. ‘It takes a while to incubate.’ At the needle’s narrow sting, I felt a chill. I had to acknowledge to myself that part of me was waiting for something to arrive in the mail. ‘Depending on whether you get the short incubation disease or the long incubation form. Via the lungs or via the GIT.’

				‘The what?’

				‘The gastrointestinal tract,’ he said. ‘Like the unfortunate Sydney scientist.’

				I looked away while Phil withdrew the injection and threw it into a kidney dish.

				‘That’s why vaccination is in order for people like you,’ said Phil, ‘who might be working with it a lot in future.’ He swabbed me again. ‘You might get a bit of soreness at the injection site,’ he said. ‘But severe reactions are rare.’

				I rolled my sleeve back down. ‘Although poor Digby has had the most dreadful reaction to it. He’s really ill. On top of everything else.’

				‘He’s in a very low state at the moment,’ I said. ‘Maybe we scientists tend to overlook the importance of emotional states.’

				‘Could be,’ said Phil.

				‘So I’m safe now?’ I asked, slipping my jacket back on.

				‘No way,’ he said. ‘You’ve had the first one today, then you need to come back next week for the next one, and two weeks later for the third.’

				‘Can’t wait.’

				‘And that’s not all. Another three at six, twelve and eighteen months respectively.’ He opened the door for me. ‘All the front-line people are going to be similarly pricked,’ he said with a smile. ‘You’re among the first. And then there’s smallpox to look forward to.’

				I made a date for two weeks later and checked my voice mail. Then I drove to the Convent of the Assumption.

				I found Jeremiah having a smoke in his cabin, the door half-opened, the unmistakable scent of cannabis spreading on the air. He squashed it out hastily when he looked up and saw me tapping at his door.

				‘There’s nothing you can do about the smell, is there?’ I said to him.

				‘I’m not doing any harm,’ he said.

				‘You’ve got a police record.’

				He made a face. ‘So? Who hasn’t?’

				‘Tell me about the first incident involving Gertrude.’

				‘I can’t tell you any more than what I’ve already told you. The bloody cops came and took all me clothes. Look what I’ve gotta wear.’ He looked down at the huge old jumper with moth holes and the pair of old suit trousers. ‘I saw her arguing with that man I told you about. He’d grabbed her arm. She’s a nun. That’s not right. I was hurrying over to help when I saw her break away and run inside.’

				‘Why do you think he ran away then?’

				‘He’d seen me.’

				‘Tell me about the woman who took out the AVO against you,’ I said, suddenly changing tack.

				His face reddened. There was anger in his voice when he spoke. ‘That was a bloody put-up job, that was. She goes on like that. She took up with this other bloke from the club for a while.’

				‘Tell me about it,’ I said.

				But he shook his head. ‘You’ve got no right to keep pestering me, asking me all these damned questions.’ He stood up, picked up his hat, and placed it firmly on his head. ‘I’ve got work to do.’

				‘So have I, Jeremiah,’ I said. ‘And you need to explain to me how come you were standing in the bushes outside Sister Gertrude’s window? Your boots left very distinctive marks in the soil.’

				He was startled, I could see, but he recovered. ‘So what?’ he countered. ‘My boots walk all over this place. I’m the bloody gardener if you haven’t noticed. The killer didn’t come in by the window, anyway.’

				‘How do you know that?’

				‘Everyone knows he came in through the fire stairs.’

				‘Everyone does not know that,’ I said.

				‘That’s where those devil worshippers got in. I told the sisters, but they didn’t do anything about it. They got this big fancy front door with all the locks and such, and a mickey mouse lock on the fire stairs door.’

				My mobile rang. It was Florence. Jeremiah’s clothing had arrived at Forensic Services. ‘I’m going to examine your clothing, Jeremiah. What will I find on them?’

				‘Search me,’ he said. Then the fear showed in his face. ‘You won’t find anything there about Sister Gertrude’s death. I swear it.’

				‘I’m a scientist, Jeremiah,’ I said. ‘Not a cop. I’m not going to fit you up. But I’m sure going to check you out.’

				I went back to work and checked out the gardener’s boots, army disposal shorts, waistcoat and shirt. I found clay, seeds, leaves, traces of nitrogen fertiliser, beer stains, cannabis resin, the legs of a beetle. But no plaster. No blood spray. Nothing to put Jeremiah Dokic in the murdered woman’s room that night. I straightened up from my examination. There was still a big if bothering me. What if they weren’t the clothes he was wearing that night? A man like Jeremiah living in a little hut wouldn’t have much. It would be worth testing everything he owned.

				I bought a newspaper on the way back to Forensic Services. ‘New Anthrax Terror’ screamed the headline, but when I read it I saw that it was mostly a beat-up about a woman finding white powder in her shopping bag. She later remembered purchasing a large damper. I put the paper down. No doubt we’d shortly be signing for a sample that would prove to be plain flour. Whenever I switched on the radio or television, there it was again: BA infecting the very radio and FM waves.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Sixteen

				My first lecture for the Biochemistry Department went off quite well. It was well attended and I introduced myself and told them a bit about my history, how I’d been a NSW police officer in the Crime Scene Unit until I’d taken a science degree just like they were doing now. I spent most of the lecture filling them in on the anthrax assaults in the US and fielding what questions I could answer about the local attacks. It was a lively discussion and helped to put all the worries I had out of my mind for a while.

				I was walking out into the cold night feeling I’d coped quite well when I heard a voice call my name. A thrill of excitement went through me. There was only one woman I knew of with a voice like that. I turned round.

				‘Jack?’ she said. The path lights shone on her glossy hair, shorter and more styled around her face than I’d remembered, and accentuating the dark red of her lips and her eyes, deep and enormous in the shadows. Iona Seymour, back from the west coast of Scotland. Back in Canberra. Back in my field, in tailored slacks and jumper, and a heavy coat against the night’s cold, holding a large carry bag of books.

				‘What on earth are you doing here?’ I asked. I couldn’t stop staring at her, silvered by the cold light, like some apparition. For a few seconds I was too stunned to move, then I stepped forward. I would have felt silly shaking her hand, yet I hesitated to kiss her.

				I needn’t have worried. Iona linked her arm through mine. ‘Are you going back down to the Union?’ she asked. ‘Would you mind walking with me? We’re all a bit nervous.’

				‘My car’s here,’ I said. ‘Over in the car park. I can give you a lift. You’ll have to forgive me. I’m still startled, seeing you here in Canberra.’

				We started to walk towards the car and I didn’t know what to say. Part of me wanted to tell her how wonderful it was she was here. Another part warned me to stay cool, stay away, that there was nothing here for me.

				‘I only just heard about your lecture,’ she said, ‘and I was too late to hear it. I just waited until you came out. I’m sorry I missed it.’

				I was relieved. It would have been too strange, with her sitting in the group and me trying not to notice too much.

				‘When did you get back to Australia?’ I asked.

				‘About a month ago,’ she said. ‘Before term started.’

				I wondered why she’d taken so long to contact me but it wasn’t gentlemanly to ask such a thing. And I had to admit that somehow she’d never really left me, that my mind had a little corner in it just for her.

				‘I’m a student here,’ she said.

				‘What are you doing?’

				‘History and psychology,’ she said.

				We walked together in silence until we got to my car.

				‘Thanks for your postcard,’ I said, then opened the passenger door for her. She stepped in.

				There were so many things I wanted to say, but instead, small talk was a calming defence. ‘Iona,’ I started. I had nothing to lose.

				She turned towards me in the dark interior.

				‘Have you eaten?’ I asked. ‘Let’s have supper. University House, where I’m staying, has a decent restaurant.’

				‘I really should go back to where I’m staying,’ she said. ‘And get changed.’

				‘Don’t worry about that sort of thing,’ I said. I could feel my excitement levels rising. Despite all the work I was steeped in—the two major investigations, the concern for my daughter, my ex-wife’s spite, everything in fact that crowded my life—just in this moment I was free of all of it.

				‘Jack,’ she said, ‘I’d love to catch up. But not tonight. There’s an assignment I really need to research and write. Could we do it some other time?’

				‘Of course,’ I heard myself say, disappointed. I caught her faint scent and an afternoon in a high-ceilinged Victorian bedroom came flooding back to me, with all the mystery and terror that had accompanied it. The passage of time had softened and filtered it into something infinitely luminous and dangerously desirable. Steady on, Jack, I told myself.

				I parked as close to the Union buildings as I could and walked her towards the library, my breath steaming in the chill winter air.

				I found that we were on the newly lit and cleared path where the previous attacks had taken place, passing the various residences. As we turned the corner where someone had twice jumped out of the greenery, I wondered if Iona knew that was the spot. If she didn’t, I didn’t want to be the one to tell her.

				I left Iona at the library and was astonished at the way my heart was beating.

				A little while later my mobile rang and I willed that it would be her saying, ‘I’m coming for supper’, but it was Colin Reeves.

				‘He wants me to do a drive past your joint,’ said Colin, ‘to familiarise him with the place.’

				‘You didn’t give him my address?’ I asked.

				‘Mate, he already knew it. He’d been onto her from tech. He knows what time she usually gets home. What bus she gets. But he won’t move until I tell him the time is right, so don’t worry. And he was whingeing that he doesn’t know where she’s staying right now.’

				That was a relief. I blessed the flat at Bondi, and even the superior Andy Kelly. I hated to think of my daughter under such menacing surveillance. And most of all, I hated her mother all over again. If Genevieve hadn’t been so hostile, Jacinta would never have had to run away. Would never have been involved with a dealer’s loot. I stopped such thoughts. They would get me nowhere.

				‘I’ll tell you something for nothing,’ I said. ‘Did you know Marty Cash was the arresting officer in the Delmonte Deli extortion case? Did you know that Bertoli, the bloke serving time for it, is furious with him? Did you know that nearly a million dollars has never been recovered?’ I didn’t have to make it any clearer for someone like Colin.

				‘The bastard,’ he said. And I could hear the admiration in his voice.

				We talked some more, then I rang Jacinta and told her what Colin had said.

				‘I know,’ she said.

				‘You know?’ I asked. ‘How?’

				‘Bob came round to tell me.’ I felt gratitude towards my old colleague. ‘It won’t be Marty Cash who gets me,’ Jacinta was saying. ‘I’ll be driven nuts by all you minders!’

				It was hard to sleep that night. Other residents were noisy on the stairs and I tossed and turned as Marty Cash and Iona Seymour floated in dreams together. I woke unrefreshed.

				As soon as I arrived at work I found the results from the Department of Agriculture were in.

				Florence, assiduous as ever, looked up as I approached her open door. ‘Take a look at this,’ I said, showing her the results.

				The Ag boys had included microphotographic copies of the DNA profiles of the Bacillus anthracis samples from each of the two sources, Tony Bonning and Livvy Worthington. I’m not a microbiologist, but I could see that the profiles were identical, just as the attached paperwork stated.

				‘Same source,’ she said.

				‘One killer then,’ I replied, ‘rather than two coincidental attacks.’

				‘Did anyone ever think otherwise?’ said Florence.

				‘No,’ I said. ‘But we have to cover every base to be safe. You know how hostile a defence barrister can be.’

				‘Speaking of hostility,’ she said. ‘Watch out. Henry’s on the warpath.’

				I could hear my phone ringing and hurried back to my office. I could hardly believe my ears and my heart skipped a beat at the shimmering voice of Iona.

				‘Jack, would you think me too forward if I suggested dinner tonight?’

				‘I’d be delighted,’ I said. We made a time to meet in one of the restaurants in town, whose decor suggested a Bavarian hunting lodge, and I hung up, feeling stupidly exhilarated in spite of all my problems. I wished I’d slept better the previous night. I wanted to be in top form for this date. In spite of everything, I felt stupidly happy. Then the sound of someone stamping down the corridor, and a voice raised in anger, wiped the smile off my face.

				Henry Dupont suddenly appeared at my doorway, shaking his head as he often does, either a nervous tic or a habit to remove the longish hair that flops over his eyes. I suddenly felt sorry for the fellow, for his isolation and the awful, almost invisible frill-neck tie. My compassion didn’t last long.

				‘Where the hell have you been?’ he yelled. ‘A huge order was delivered and I had to sign for everything and organise where it all had to go. I can’t be expected to do my work and your job as well! Then I wasted over an hour checking it off. You’re supposed to do that. You’re the so-called Acting Chief!’

				‘Henry,’ I tried to interrupt him, ‘you could have left it for me to do. You didn’t have to do it yourself.’

				‘Nothing gets done around here unless I do it,’ he bulldozed on. It was clear he had been simmering for some time over this and was now boiling over. ‘There’s all my work from police samples backing up, not to mention a new interstate job that just came in, and no one else around here seems capable of doing anything extra. And you’re never here!’

				My earlier pity for him completely vanished and I waited until he’d got it all off his chest. Maybe I would make a half-decent boss one day, I thought.

				Henry was still listing grievances. ‘Next thing you’ll be expecting me to take over all your bloody work for you. You’re supposed to be here, not all over the place, playing detective. You’re not a policeman anymore, or haven’t you accepted that?’

				‘Henry,’ I attempted to interrupt.

				‘Scientists are being murdered by anthrax! You should be focusing on that, not running around with Bob Edwards to crime scenes. God knows who’s going to drop dead next. It might be me.’ His face tightened with anger. ‘It might even be you!’

				‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I think you’ve said enough.’ I tried to think of something conciliatory to say. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been inconvenienced and feel overloaded,’ I added. It was not a good move.

				‘Feel overloaded? I am overloaded! At least Digby used to do nine to five most of the time. What the hell was he thinking of, appointing you to his position? You just work hours to suit!’

				I deliberately kept my voice low. ‘Henry,’ I said, ‘I know relations between us aren’t the best at the moment—we’ve always found each other a bit difficult.’ I waited, expecting him to say something to that, but he didn’t, just stood there, too close to me, tiny beads of sweat apparent on his forehead. I stepped back, away from the smell of his unwashed body odour.

				‘In future,’ I said, ‘get Florence or Jane to sign for any consignment that might come in when I’m not here.’

				He pulled out a handkerchief, honked into it, and shoved it back into his pocket. He was about to move off when I spoke again. I had to work with this man and bad relations with colleagues are a recipe for disaster in my work.

				‘Before you go,’ I continued, determined to end this on a more positive note, ‘there’s something you should know. In future, I intend to be very circumspect about opening any unusual mail—especially unexpected packages—and I urge you to do the same.’

				‘Why?’ he demanded.

				‘I’ve just run a check on the names of any scientists who were involved in the Delmonte Deli extortion case.’ I saw comprehension dawn on his pale intelligent face. ‘Tony Bonning worked on it,’ I said. ‘And so did Digby.’

				Henry swallowed hard. He pulled the handkerchief out again and wiped his face. ‘It’s true I did the initial chromatography on some of the samples,’ he said, all the puff going out of him. ‘But,’ he added lamely, ‘I never use aftershave.’

				I imagined there were quite a few niceties that Henry Dupont neglected. Tie-changing for one. Frequent bathing for another.

				I watched him as he left, and he must have felt my eyes because he swung round towards me as he turned the corner. Our eyes engaged, then he was gone.

				•

				That evening I thought briefly of Henry as I showered and shaved with more care than usual. But Henry had ever been odd, I reminded myself, and I wondered what factors had shaped him into the difficult, awkward character he was today. I was about to use an ancient cologne that Genevieve had given me once in another lifetime, one I’d been carrying round in my kit for ages. Instead, I put it in the bin. Once, I thought, she’d given me gifts. Now she just gave me a hard time.

				As I dressed in the austere room, past memories assailed me. I sat on the bed, suddenly unsure of the whole business of re-meeting Iona. God knows I had enough going on in my world at the moment. Maybe it would have been better to leave her a brilliant memory in my archives, something I could recall with pleasure and gratitude, a memory I could decorate over the years with the patina of perfection, the gloss of illusion. That way, I could keep her untouched like some beautiful and precious piece of art. Maybe even a luminous painting to capture the memories. But somehow, I sensed it was too late now. I could always reconsider after tonight’s meeting, I told myself.

				I stood up and checked myself in the mirror. I’m never comfortable looking at myself, and I wondered again what on earth Genevieve meant when she used to say I reminded her of Harrison Ford. They say by forty you have the face you deserve. I thought I looked like just another middle-aged man, whose body although still sturdy and tall, was past its youthful prime, and whose face had too much history etched on it.

				I looked out the window at the gathering night. The mournful calls of currawongs reminded me of long-ago days in the mountains and a dark sadness gathered around me. But then the thought of the woman I was about to meet lifted my mood. I had a few more minutes to spare before heading into town, so I rang Charlie.

				‘All’s well here,’ said my brother. ‘The love birds are pretending to wrestle on the lounge. I’m being discreet in the kitchen.’

				‘I thought Jass said she’d be staying at North Bondi,’ I said, alarmed to hear this.

				‘She is,’ said my brother. ‘But they like eating here. And Jass can do the chicken risotto better than me now.’

				‘Make sure you lock the place up, Charlie,’ I said.

				‘Jack, take it easy. Both Colin and a brute called Brett have left me their mobile numbers and reckon they can be here in minutes if anything happens.’

				‘Who’s Brett?’ I asked, alarmed.

				‘He’s a mate of Colin’s,’ said my brother. ‘An SPG trainer. He looks like Schwarzenegger.’

				Even though I’ve been away working as a scientist, I felt grateful to the brotherhood and the way it was enclosing me and mine. No wonder we sometimes get into strife with this, covering up for each other, lying for each other. It’s part of the support system that we need to survive. There’s no one else in the world who’ll come to your aid like this when you’re knee deep in it. Not the bosses, not the politicians or those other representatives of the state whose interests we serve.

				I rang off and now I could feel the butterflies in the pit of my stomach. I was as nervous as a kid on his first date.

				•

				A short while later, I walked into the entrance foyer of the restaurant and saw Iona waiting at the bar. She wore a deep crimson dress of some shiny, velvety fabric, a fur collar around her shoulders. Her dark hair gleamed and her lips, the same hue as her dress, curved beautifully in a smile as I approached. The butterflies in my gut swirled faster. I took her hand and resisted an impulse to pull her close to me.

				We had a drink, perched on wooden stools, me with my lemon lime and bitters and Iona with a brandy. Around us, the bar filled with locals and travellers. After the greetings and the usual polite enquiries, a silence fell. I’ve always been unsure of silence, waiting for the fuse wire to meet the explosives, as Charlie put it to me some years ago, but my companion seemed comfortable and at ease. I remembered how she’d been when I first met her, the fear in her face and eyes, the strain in that rich, alive voice. I saw in her a new serenity which enhanced her natural radiance. We found a table and, as if to complement her ruby colours, Iona had a glass of red wine with her rack of lamb.

				Over dinner, she told me of her travels and how she’d let go of a past that had at times been almost too terrible to bear. I envied her. I thought of our unfortunate mother, who drank herself to death, neglecting her children, and our father, stubborn and implacable, who had removed himself to the shed down the back, abrogating all responsibility. I wondered if I could ever tell her about this. Across the top of her breasts, I knew there was a ragged scar, but Iona herself had healed. My wounds, I suspected, had not. She asked about the kids and I filled her in on them. I answered all her questions, bringing her up to date with most of what I’d been doing.

				‘You seem anxious,’ she said. ‘Is there something troubling you?’

				I raised my eyes and looked into hers, startled to find such softness and acceptance there. I remembered a time when I’d said almost the same words to her. How things have changed between us, I thought. But there was too much I couldn’t express.

				‘I’m very busy,’ I said. ‘You would have read about the anthrax deaths.’ She nodded. ‘I’m involved with that investigation.’

				She left it alone after that, telling me instead about her studies. She’d also just started producing a music program on one of the local FM stations and I made a note of the time, thinking I’d listen when I could. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had such peaceful, unhurried time with a woman. I imagined the painting I could do of her, with all that rich crimson, the gleaming hair and curving neck, the elegant clavicles and their shadows near the neckline of her dress. The downsweep of eyelids. Renoir, I suddenly thought. Until that moment, I’d always assigned him to the second eleven. Renoir could have painted her, and found the necessary luminosity.

				A little later, we had dessert and coffee and I worried about what to do next. I had reached a stage in my life where I could no longer bed someone with the carelessness that had been so much a part of my younger drinking days, unless it was someone like Alix who took the aggressive part, pushing past my natural reserve. And I was still ambivalent about any romantic involvement with Iona. I wasn’t sure if I had anything much to offer a woman just now, with the load of my work and my obligations towards Jacinta’s safety, my preoccupation with getting Marty Cash behind bars, the ever-present worry about Genevieve’s accusations. And yet my soul longed to rest in a woman who could accept me, meet me and allow me to be myself. Even though this seemed an impossible dream, I sensed the necessary depth in the woman who sat opposite me. I pulled up from these thoughts, imagining Charlie might well have something to say about them.

				‘Jack,’ I heard. ‘You’re a long way away.’

				‘I’m sorry. Here I am.’

				‘I’ve got a big day tomorrow,’ she said. ‘I’d better go.’

				This was the perfect way out for me. I could be the gentleman and pick up the tab, then accompany her to her car and that would be the end of a very pleasant night. But then some demon seized me.

				‘Don’t go yet,’ I said. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve enjoyed this evening. It’s been a very long time since I’ve done something like this.’

				‘Has it?’ she said. ‘That surprises me.’

				‘Why?’

				‘A good-looking man like you.’ She leaned forward. ‘A good-hearted man like you.’

				I was aware of a powerful current running between us. As our eyes connected again I almost expected the crack and flash of a spark. Around me, the restaurant seemed to melt away. ‘Come back for a nightcap to my room,’ I said. ‘It’s not worthy of you. But I want more of you.’

				I saw her eyes warm with a smile. ‘That’s refreshingly frank,’ she said.

				‘Hell,’ I said, confused. ‘I didn’t mean it to come out like that.’

				Her dark eyebrows lifted. ‘Jack,’ she said with the slightest smile. ‘Why ever not?’

				So it seemed perfectly in order that we would end up like we did, embracing in my little bedroom with the too-small cushions scattered on the bed, gently taking off each other’s clothing, until it was time to knock the cushions out of the way and fall back on the bed in a warm and gripping tangle. I remembered her so well, her scent, the terrible scar, the wide eyes and full lips. As I was falling into the wonderful, demanding swirl of a kiss that seemed to open into eternity, I became aware of another sound, louder even than the pounding of my heart in my ears. Like a pilot in a graveyard spin I found it impossible to pull back from that kiss. Someone was banging on the door. Someone was screaming my name. Go away, I was thinking. Just go away. But it didn’t. Iona broke away from the kiss.

				‘You’d better deal with that,’ she whispered.

				Suddenly, the world and everything in it was banging on my door. Jacinta! Maybe something had happened. I thought of Bacillus anthracis, fearing some new terrible event had exploded in my face, and that I was desperately needed. I jumped up, geared up to red alert, grabbed a towel and wrapped it around me. The banging from the other side shook the door and I threw it open.

				In the same split second, I tried to shut it again, but the screaming banshee was too fast for me. She jumped onto me, nearly knocked me to the floor and pushed past me into the room. I grabbed her hard, no longer caring if I was too rough as Alix struggled in my arms.

				‘Get out of here!’ I yelled, trying to force her back out of the room.

				Iona sat up on the bed in shock, clutching the sheet around her, eyes huge, shocked not only at the intrusion, but also by my treatment of the woman I’d tackled.

				‘Jack! What are you doing?’ she cried.

				‘You bastard!’ Alix shrieked, and managed to push me away because I’d had to deploy one hand to hold onto the towel. I grabbed her again with my right, amazed at how strong she was. It was like struggling with a man. As I started to push her out of the room, she swung back round like a snake.

				‘Who’s that?’ she screamed, trying to hurl herself on Iona. I dragged her back, no longer worried about modesty, pinning her arms with both of mine.

				‘Jack!’ Iona cried.

				‘He’s a liar!’ Alix screamed. ‘And a user. He’s a total bastard! He hates women. Three nights ago he was in bed with me!’

				Despite my grip, she’d managed to get one arm free and I saw her take something from a pocket. Fearing a weapon, I threw myself on her arm, but I was too late and something flew through the air.

				‘I was bringing you this present you bastard!’ Alix screamed as a gift-wrapped parcel bounced on the floor.

				I scooped it up, aiming to chuck it back out the door, as if it was a live grenade. ‘Get out of here and take that with you!’ I yelled. But the little parcel ricocheted off the lintel, and flew sideways back into the room.

				Now, stone motherless naked though I was, I at least had her under control in a wrist-lock, and was steering her heavily backwards towards the door.

				‘Just push me around, you bastard!’ Alix screamed as she struggled. ‘That’s what you do! You bastard, Jack McCain!’

				At the doorway, I gave her a shove that sent her sprawling out into the corridor, slammed the door, locked it and put the security chain on. And with every cell in my body, I gave thanks that Alix hadn’t been Marty Cash or someone intent on grievous bodily harm, because I would have been dead in the water by now.

				‘Go away, Alix,’ I yelled through the door. I remembered the last scene we’d had like this and cursed myself for my stupidity. ‘Leave immediately, or I’ll call security and have you frogmarched off the premises.’

				She continued to bang on the door a little longer, screaming abuse at me until I heard running feet and raised voices in the corridor outside. I stood panting. I could hear her arguing, shouting with security, then her voice started fading as she left, or was helped to leave. I grabbed the towel and re-wrapped myself.

				‘Iona,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry about that.’

				‘My God,’ said Iona, pushing her hair away from her face. ‘Who was that?’

				I went to the bathroom and splashed my face with cold water, rehearsing an explanation. I knew that only complete honesty would do and that this would only reveal my stupidity and crassness.

				When I came out of the bathroom, Iona was sitting on the edge of the bed, underclothes on, reaching for her stockings and dress.

				‘Iona,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry you had to witness that. I don’t know what to say.’

				The whole room seemed full of Alix’s fury. I could almost see it there, hanging in the air, a foul smoke.

				‘You were very rough with her, Jack,’ she said, the disapproval clear in her voice.

				‘It’s not the first time she’s pulled a stunt like that,’ I said, then realised the explanation only made things worse.

				‘I would never have come here if I’d known you had a girlfriend. You should have told me.’ She was angry now and I couldn’t blame her.

				‘She’s not my girlfriend,’ I protested. ‘It must have looked shocking to you. But I can explain it.’

				Every time I opened my mouth, I dug myself in deeper. There was nothing for it except to get dressed myself.

				‘I’ll walk you to your car,’ I said as she picked up her coat.

				She slipped into her shoes, threw her coat around her shoulders and smoothed her hair. The silence that had earlier been so deep and warm was now charged with the fury of one woman, and the crowding, unvoiced questions of another.

				I stood there, suffering, until without a word, we left the room and walked together through the entrance foyer and out into the night. I wondered if Alix was lying in wait for us anywhere and checked ahead, but there was no sign of her. We walked up to Iona’s old blue Mercedes and I took her arm just before she opened the driver’s door.

				‘I’m terribly sorry about that incident,’ I repeated. ‘I don’t know what to say to you.’

				She looked up at me, her face pale in the streetlight. ‘Don’t say anything,’ she said and climbed into her car, not looking back at me. 

				‘I’ll call you,’ I said. Then I watched as she drove away.

				•

				I didn’t sleep very well that night. I wondered if Alix could become dangerous and I was ashamed I’d lacked the moral fibre to put her out of my door the first time she turned up. I could have regaled my grandchildren with stories about how I’d ordered a naked blonde from my bed. Not now. All I had was another sad secret. And a sense of shame. With some women, there is just no winning and the only safe thing is not to get involved at all. Once I’d have had a few whiskies and a sleeping pill to get off to sleep. These days, I just endured whatever was going on. So that meant lying in the darkness, wide awake, in the bed that still held the memory of Iona’s perfume, as all my problems chased each other around in my head until I finally dropped off around three am.

				I was woken by my mobile at nearly eight o’clock and I jumped up, pissed off that I’d slept in so late.

				It was Colin Reeves. I was immediately awake. ‘How’s your team going?’ I asked.

				‘In the bag,’ he said. ‘Jack, it’s going to be okay. I’ve got everyone teed up. Now I’m just waiting for the nod from you.’

				We arranged to talk again soon and he rang off and I grabbed the towel. One thing at least in my life was going as it should.

				I had a shower and wished I could wash away all the mess that seemed to be so much a part of my life at the moment. I could barely think of the events of last night without cringing. And underneath everything else, the thought of Marty Cash maintained a steady smoulder.

				Back at the laboratory, I faxed an urgent request to the Department of Ag requesting samples of BA strains from other areas of Australia so that we would have profiles to compare. I also asked them to send copies of the DNA profiles of the strain used in the two murders to all States, in case they matched any known source. Together with the genetic information I would receive back from the Institute of Genomic Research, I was hoping to establish where this deadly version of the disease might have originated. It wasn’t much, but in an investigation like this, every little tile in the mosaic helps to build up the picture. I spent the best part of the afternoon ploughing through the never-ending pile of papers on Digby’s desk and writing up the final sections of the tests I’d run on the contaminated aftershave.

				Late in the afternoon, Bob rang to let me know he was back in town. ‘I’ve tracked down Toby Speed,’ he said.

				‘Where are you?’ I asked.

				‘On my way out to the convent. I want to clarify a couple of points in Jeremiah’s statement.’

				I jumped at the chance to join him. I’d had enough of the desk and of endlessly recycling the events of the night before.

				•

				As I passed the main gates, I could see that the lower windows facing the front driveway now had bars on them. The nuns were upgrading their security since the murder on their premises. Bob was waiting for me in his car, leaning back in his seat, listening to old-style jazz when I drove up.

				‘You might get Speed at this number,’ he said, passing me a note. ‘It was the best I could do.’

				I glanced at it and put it safely in my wallet.

				We walked around the back of the main building, looking around, but could see no signs of Jeremiah. The afternoon was changing to dusk and light shone out from one of the rooms that opened onto the yard at the back of the convent. Our breath steamed in clouds as I looked inside. It was a laundry filled with old industrial washing and drying machines. All that black serge must be a challenge to get dry in winter, I thought. Overhead in one of the wintering trees just beyond the last of the frostbitten roses, I heard one of the big honeyeaters’ liquid, piercing alarm calls.

				Although it was getting too dark for work, Jeremiah was still nowhere to be seen when we approached his cabin. I went to the door, intending to knock, and it was then I noticed that the door wasn’t quite closed. I looked at Bob and he looked at me.

				‘It’s almost an invitation, isn’t it?’ he said.

				‘I want to have a look,’ I said, pushing the door open a little more. ‘I want all his clothes.’ I flicked the low-wattage light on.

				We went inside, not touching anything at first, just checking it out. It was a simple life, I thought, but there were a few worrying signs, like the TAB tickets everywhere and the marked racing form guides in piles, with annotations in the margin regarding wins and losses. Jeremiah was a gambling man. There was also a lot of material from a local club, where soccer and prawn nights seemed to be the most popular forms of entertainment. And cover versions of famous singers. The low wattage of the globe made it hard for me to read, until I held the writing right under it. ‘Dusky Springfield,’ I read, ‘will take you down memory lane.’ I also noted Elvis Paisley among a list of club entertainers who did the rounds impersonating the famous dead. There were folkloric groups in kitschy national dress and unfamiliar stringed instruments. I picked up the photograph of the drag-queen woman and peered closer. She seemed to be the genuine double X, although there’d been a lot of enhancement of one sort or another, judging by the huge bustline and the puffed-up lips.

				Bob looked around with me and it felt just like the old days when we’d been partners in the Physical Evidence Unit. Those days seemed simple compared to my present life, I thought.

				‘There’s a lot of stuff here,’ he said, bending over but not touching a pile of papers, ‘indicating that Jeremiah is a devoted member of the Saint Sava Social Club.’

				‘That’s out Kenilworth way,’ I said. ‘Sporting club of some sort.’

				‘Soccer, pokies and dancing the night away,’ Bob read from a flyer. ‘Top-line musicians and cabaret acts.’

				‘He worked at a club,’ I said. ‘Could be this one.’

				Bob straightened up. ‘I’ll get my torch and I’ve got some gloves in the car,’ he said. ‘Won’t be a tick.’

				I turned my attention to the old maple chest of drawers with the speckled mirror on top. The first drawer contained nothing more sinister than piles of well-worn underclothes and socks which I’d get Bob to bag up for me. I wished I’d brought a torch myself. It was still dark in the corners of this place, despite the meagre light. The second drawer was packed with betting slips and racing magazines. 

				I had just pulled out the last drawer when some sixth sense warned me to get up and turn round. But it was too late. Someone jumped on my back, knocking me hard against the corner of the chest of drawers. The blow briefly stunned me. In that moment, my assailant seized me from behind in a stranglehold. I took evasive action, lashed out and stamped on his foot, at the same time attempting to twist my body. But the throttling hold did not ease off. I felt a terrible pressure in my ears. It was impossible to take the breath I so badly needed. Panic rose. This bastard knew how to fight. I was dealing with someone skilled in close-up combat. I managed to get my right arm free for a moment, but then it was pinned again. I knew I only had the strength for one or two decent blows left. I lashed out again with my right arm, but my attacker used it as a lever against me and smashed me to the floor.

				Then he seized something from the bottom drawer, something that glinted in the dim light. For the first time, I felt complete fear. I might not survive this. I curled around on the floor, protecting my body, desperate to regain my feet. Then I heard Bob shout, and relief and gratitude gave me extra strength. Like an old man I scrambled to my feet, clutching my bruised throat. There was Bob standing over Jeremiah, who was bent double, pinned in one of Bob’s arcane holds.

				‘Jesus,’ I croaked. ‘Talk about just in time.’

				I rubbed my throat. I didn’t like to think of the outcome of this situation if Bob hadn’t been with me.

				‘It’s you!’ Jeremiah whispered from his position half on the floor.

				‘Who did you think it was, you little prick?’ I croaked again, unable to give my voice the authority it needed.

				‘Look what he was about to hit you with,’ said Bob, his gloved hand retrieving something from the floor.

				With one strong arm subduing the cowering man on the floor, Bob held up a small steel hatchet. Even in the dim light I could see that it was exactly the right type of weapon to have made the deep lacerations to the side and back of Sister Gertrude’s neck. Bob put the hatchet down.

				‘It’s not mine,’ said Jeremiah. ‘I don’t know where it came from!’

				‘Of course you don’t, my friend,’ said Bob. ‘Maybe it dropped down from above, carried on the shafts of God’s energy.’

				I tried to forget my bruised voice box and the sickening feeling in the small of my back. Bob squashed Jeremiah down onto one of his own rickety kitchen chairs. I pulled on the gloves that Bob passed me, opened the bottom drawer and stood back, studying what I’d discovered in the beam of light from Bob’s torch.

				My friend let out a long whistle. ‘Well, bugger me,’ he said. ‘Will you look at that.’

				‘Not mine,’ said Jeremiah. ‘A man of God has no need for things like that.’

				‘Is this what you were trying to stop me from seeing, Jeremiah?’ I said, still struggling to speak through my bruised larynx. ‘Is that why you tried to kill me?’

				‘I never tried to kill you,’ he said.

				‘You were about to whack my friend with this,’ said Bob, shining the torch onto the hatchet and I remembered the glinting object Jeremiah had snatched up from the bottom drawer, the hatchet that he’d been going to strike me with. ‘Just like you did to Sister Gertrude,’ Bob concluded.

				‘On the back of the neck,’ I added, ‘same way you killed her.’

				‘I didn’t kill her! I didn’t touch her!’

				I turned back to the contents of the drawer. Barely covered by an old jumper that had been hastily thrown over them lay a wicked-looking knife. I twisted my sore neck, getting a closer look at the hasp of the knife which was decorated with a silver cross. I looked closer. It was the very cross whose origin I’d been chasing ever since I’d seen it cut into the skin of Sister Gertrude’s leg. I dragged another of the chairs over and sat on it, pleased to take the weight off my aching body.

				‘Come on, Jeremiah. Let’s drop all this man of God bullshit. Tell us what’s going on.’

				In the light of Bob’s torch, I saw Jeremiah pale under the tan, and noticed the tiny red veins in the whites of his eyes.

				‘Why was this in your drawer?’ I asked, holding the knife by the tip in my gloved fingers. ‘And that hatchet?’

				He shook his head. He seemed terrified now, hunched in the chair, folded up in fear. ‘They’re not mine,’ he said, turning to the hatchet on the table. ‘And neither is that bloody thing. I just grabbed it. I just grabbed the first thing I saw! You scared me.’

				‘I scared you?’ I asked, rubbing my throat.

				‘How come they’re here,’ Bob said, ‘in your drawers. Hidden under your clothes? Explain that.’

				‘I can’t. I don’t know where they came from.’ He thought of something. ‘Must belong to those Satanists.’

				I felt like giving him a good whack. ‘The only fucking Satanist around here is you, Jeremiah,’ I said. ‘That’s your hatchet. That’s your knife. And that’s your Satanic emblem on it, isn’t it.’ I indicated the cross with its four tiny Ls in each right angle of the crossbars.

				Bob dragged Jeremiah out of his chair. ‘You’re coming into town with us,’ he said. ‘You and me, we’re going to have a nice long chat.’

				‘You can’t do this to me,’ he said. ‘I haven’t done anything.’

				‘What about murder, attempted murder, assault, resisting arrest and that’s just for starters.’

				Jeremiah started to struggle but soon gave up. ‘I didn’t know he was the police,’ he said to Bob, pointing at me. ‘I thought someone was pinching my stuff and I just jumped him.’

				‘It didn’t feel that way to me, Jeremiah.’ I rubbed my neck again and took a rasping, painful breath.

				‘I was scared,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think.’

				‘You’ll have plenty of time for thinking,’ I said.

				‘I didn’t know it was you,’ he said again. ‘Maybe you copper bastards stuck those weapons there so’s you could trap me.’

				‘Oh Jeremiah,’ said Bob, in tones of deepest disappointment. ‘Is that the best you can come up with?’

				Bob and I loaded Jeremiah into my car and drove to Heronvale Police Station while Bob rang the Kenilworth police to organise a driver to bring his own vehicle back to town.

				Once we’d settled Jeremiah into a locked interview room at the station, I checked with Brian Kruger about the original search of Jeremiah’s shack.

				‘I did the chest of drawers myself,’ said Brian. ‘There was nothing in that bottom drawer then except old clothes.’

				I knew Brian Kruger. He was solid and if he said there was nothing in that drawer when he searched it, I believed him. Either Jeremiah or someone else had placed the weapons there after the initial police search.

				I signed the receipt for the now bagged and labelled hatchet and knife so that I could take them with me. Both weapons appeared clean to the naked eye, but blood will out, as the saying goes, and it is almost impossible to remove every trace even from the smoothest surface. Tiny machining flaws and nicks are often rich with hidden red blood cells. Killers fail to appreciate this, and even if they did, there is nothing they could do about it short of ‘disappearing’ the weapon in some way.

				I was very keen to take the suspected murder weapons out to Forensic Services so, leaving Bob to deal with Jeremiah, I took the hatchet and knife back to the lab. It was late and the place was deserted, but that was fine with me. I had a strong possessive sense about these weapons. They were mine. I’d found them, and I’d nearly been strangled for doing so. Every time I swallowed, I was reminded of Jeremiah’s violence. I didn’t like to think what might have happened if Bob hadn’t returned when he did.

				After gearing up I took the bagged weapons into one of the labs. I got a positive reaction from the Kastle-Meyer test, but this only gives a presumptive result. To confirm these findings, I needed to carry out a precipitin test using a human antiserum to ensure that this was human blood and nothing else. It was. The next stage was to confirm whose it was. I was betting it would be Sister Gertrude’s.

				Before we had access to the marvellous replication of DNA material provided by the Polymerase Chain Reaction machine, our giant forensic ‘duplicator’, we needed at least a match-head sized bloodstain. But now we can multiply our findings so that even a couple of cells or traces of cellular material can give a surprisingly good result. I took a portion of the extract I’d made down to Florence’s lab. In the morning, she would start the process towards getting a DNA profile from this as soon as possible.

				Despite the hour, I couldn’t resist dropping in on the Heronvale Police Station on the way home. I found Bob taking a breather outside. It was cold and dark and I suddenly longed for spring with its colours and sounds and hopefulness. In the spring, I thought, Jacinta will be safe, Pigrooter will be well and truly locked up, whoever was sending scientists anthrax in the mail might have been caught and the Convent of the Assumption could get back to its contemplation. We’ve got to nail Jeremiah, I thought.

				‘Ask him what he did with whatever he took off the wall,’ I said to Bob, thinking of the paler square of wall next to the painting of the grazing cattle. ‘Watch his reaction.’

				Bob and I walked along the side of a rather sad garden bed, where the lights fell on neglected geraniums struggling to survive.

				‘I found human blood on the weapons,’ I said. ‘Another twenty-four hours or so and we’ll know for sure if it’s Sister Gertrude’s.’

				‘I wonder if he’s our man,’ said Bob, kicking at the bricks edging the forgotten garden bed. ‘What if he really thought you were a thief?’ he said. ‘The light was poor. What if he’s telling the truth?’

				We stood in silence in the night, listening to the noises around us, the hum of the traffic on the highway, the phones ringing in other offices in the police station, the distant sound of music from a private house or bar somewhere nearby.

				‘He did seem genuinely shocked,’ I said, still rubbing my bruised throat, ‘when he saw it was me. But the murder weapons were in his possession. How’s he going to explain that?’

				‘Something or someone’s really got him scared,’ Bob said. He looked up at the stars, brilliant in a winter sky. ‘The Satanists might knock him off as a sacrifice.’

				I laughed. Then I considered some more. ‘He’s scared all right,’ I said. ‘He’s thinking of doing life in Goulburn Gaol.’

				Almost on cue, Brian Kruger came out of the interview room looking as haggard as I felt.

				‘He’s denying everything,’ he said. ‘Says he doesn’t know anything.’

				‘That’s his job,’ I said. I suddenly realised how stuffed I was. I needed to get a decent night’s sleep. ‘Let me know if anything happens.’

				Bob promised he would. I didn’t envy them. It looked as if it was going to be a long night.

				•

				As I got out of my car at University House, I checked to make sure Alix wasn’t lurking around, intent on more of the same. I didn’t want a repeat of last night’s fiasco. I wanted to find new lodgings, too. A place with better security and clean of Alix. There was no sign of her, however, and I had a meal sent to my room, rang my brother, heard Jacinta was at the Bondi flat, rang there and had a short chat with her.

				Then I rang my son in the UK but he wasn’t in and a youngster from the college took a message for me. ‘Tell him his Dad rang,’ I said. ‘I’ll try again soon.’

				I found the number for Toby Speed that Bob had given me and called him. My call went straight to voice mail and I left a message and my number.

				An hour later, I was sound asleep with the television still on, fully clothed, when my mobile rang. I jumped up. It was the hospital. They were ringing on behalf of a Casualty patient, Iona Seymour, and they asked if I could come as soon as possible.

				I threw some water over my face, jumped back into the car and drove to the hospital. The scene in the foyer with Digby only a few days ago seemed light years away, so much had happened between times.

				Iona lay with her face turned away from the door, in a ward with three other women. I called her name softly as I came in, and the nurse with me gently pulled the curtains around us, enclosing us in a pale blue world.

				I was shocked at the viciousness of the attack. Her beautiful face was bruised and cut and three tiny clips held a nasty gash in her left eyebrow. Her lips were deathly pale and she turned painfully at the sound of my voice.

				‘Jack,’ she whispered. ‘Thank you for coming. I’m sorry to drag you out so late.’ She slowly moved a hand towards me and I saw the cuts and scratches on her fingers. ‘The police have just left,’ she said. ‘I’ve been swabbed and wiped and questioned, and noted down in little police books. They took my clothes away.’ She started to laugh but the laughter turned into a wince. ‘Ouch,’ she said.

				‘Don’t talk,’ I said, dragging a chair to the bedside. ‘And don’t laugh.’ I carefully took the hand that was resting on the hospital sheet. ‘You can tell me what happened another time.’

				‘It was awful,’ she said. ‘He was so strong. I felt this blow to the back of my neck and I was knocked down. My head hit the path and I think that’s when this opened up.’ She cautiously touched the clipped wound over her eye. ‘I’ve had ice on this eye,’ she said. ‘But it’s too uncomfortable. I’m going to have a real bruiser.’ Already, the area around her left eye was swollen, the stretched skin shiny and starting to darken. Pigrooter wanted to do something like this to Jacinta, I thought. And worse.

				‘I felt him grab my briefcase. It was on the footpath beside me. But then he started kicking me, my back and my shoulders. And my head. It was awful.’

				‘Did he do anything else?’ I asked, thinking of the panties that had been pulled down, trying to find some similarities with the other assaults. So far, I couldn’t.

				‘Isn’t that enough?’ She sounded so rueful that I wanted to kiss her. Then I remembered the scene with Alix and knew I had no reason to be hopeful that kissing Iona Seymour would be happening in the foreseeable future.

				‘The bastard,’ I said. A rage similar to the one I’d experienced when I heard that Marty Cash was threatening my daughter started a slow burn somewhere at the base of my spine and I could feel my fists clenching. ‘We’ll get him,’ I said. ‘Is there anything you need? Anything I can get you?’

				She shook her head. ‘One of my friends has done all that,’ she said. This remark was encouraging. Until then, I’d wondered if she’d contacted me because I was the only soul she knew in town. But now I realised that she didn’t need to ask for me. She’d really wanted to see me. She tried to move in the bed and winced again. ‘I can’t seem to get comfortable,’ she said and I saw a tear make its way down her grazed cheek. ‘And it stings to cry.’

				‘Hey, what’s the matter with your throat?’ she asked, noticing my appearance.

				‘I was involved in a bit of a scuffle earlier in the evening,’ I said.

				There was another long silence.

				‘Jack,’ she said. ‘What is it? Are you still worried about that incident last night?’

				I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘That person means nothing to me. She was a real problem to me a few years ago and nothing has changed.’ I hated the way that had come out, and I attempted another version. ‘I’ve behaved very badly, Iona,’ I said. ‘I’m ashamed of myself.’

				She was silent a moment, looking at me with her bruised eyes. ‘I’m the last person in the world to be in a position to judge you, Jack,’ she said. ‘You know my story.’

				I did. It was my turn to be silent.

				‘And I’m concerned about my daughter,’ I said finally. ‘There’s someone who means her harm. Seeing you like this has really brought it home to me.’

				Then I had to tell her the whole thing. Iona listened. A tiny detached part of my brain couldn’t help noticing what a strange conversation it was, me sitting there beside this wounded woman, telling her about my fears for my daughter. This world is a very curious place, I thought, the way it brings us together or tears us apart; each of us attacked around the same time, in the same city, me by Jeremiah, she by a violent stranger.

				‘Where is she now?’ Iona asked. ‘Is she safe?’

				‘She’s staying with a friend,’ I said, thinking of Andy Kelly. ‘And she spends time at my brother’s place. I have a colleague who’s an undercover operative and he’s working close to the would-be offender. I’m confident that with all this, Jacinta will be safe and we’ll get the bastard who’s trying to hurt her.’

				‘But you have some doubts,’ she persisted.

				‘I’ve learned there’s no way to keep anyone 100 per cent safe.’

				Iona shivered. ‘I thought he was going to kill me,’ she said. ‘I was so frightened.’

				She touched my arm and I took her hand. ‘You and I walked there only the other night,’ she said.

				I wondered if the offender even then had been skulking in the undergrowth, targeting Iona, thwarted by my presence. ‘Why don’t you bring your daughter down here?’ Iona asked. ‘She could stay with you and she’d be safe.’

				‘You don’t know my Jacinta,’ I said. ‘She’s determined to show everyone how strong and competent she is. I’m not sure how she’d take to country living.’

				‘You could give her the option,’ said Iona.

				I said I’d think about it.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Seventeen

				In the morning, after a heavy sleep, I was up and readying myself to drive to Sydney. My phone rang and it was Toby Speed. I told him who I was and my involvement with the murder of Sister Gertrude.

				Speed was guarded over the phone. ‘Drop in and we’ll have a chat,’ he said. ‘I’m out until later in the afternoon.’ I took down his address in Mittagong.

				Back home at Malabar, I checked the house, watered some of the smaller pot plants out the back and then met Jacinta for our walk around the coast to Bondi. After driving to Bronte we climbed up and down the rocks, past the quiet winter beaches, with a southerly bumping us along and freshening the waves on top of a rolling swell. The Pacific stretched away forever on my right, and Jacinta walked silently on my left. When something’s going on with Jacinta, she goes quiet and lets me get away with things she’d normally pounce on. I knew my daughter was troubled. We were coming around the corner before the rise that leads to the south of Bondi Beach when a young couple heading south passed us. They were laughing and kissing each other, perfectly oblivious to anything else in the world. A couple of gulls wheeled and screamed, fighting over something that fell back into the sea.

				‘What is it, Jass?’ I asked as we walked.

				‘It’s me and Andy,’ she said. ‘I don’t know if it’s going to work out.’

				I wasn’t surprised. To me his self-righteous, even pompous, manner was obvious. I couldn’t imagine Jacinta tolerating it for very long at all.

				‘I know he just wants to protect me,’ she said, ‘and I know he means well, but . . .’ She didn’t finish her sentence. A tiny blue wren, decked out in his mating colours despite the time of the year, appeared on the path ahead of us and then vanished into some scrubby bushes.

				‘Are you thinking you won’t move in with him after all?’ I asked.

				‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I’m getting used to Charlie’s place.’

				We were over the hump now, and walking towards the first of the buildings on the edge of the pathway, past the new Icebergs clubhouse.

				‘Funny,’ I said. ‘Only last night a friend asked why you couldn’t come down to Canberra and live there with me.’

				Jacinta immediately sensed something and I had to tell her about Iona and her return to Australia after a long trip. Jacinta already knew a little about Iona Seymour.

				‘Hey, Dad,’ she said, smiling when I’d told her. ‘Greg mentioned her to me. She’s the masseuse who uses scented oil, isn’t she?’

				I wasn’t going to pursue that line so I changed tack a little. ‘I tried to ring your brother last night,’ I said. ‘But couldn’t get him.’

				Jacinta looked sideways at me. ‘So that woman is back on the scene,’ she said.

				‘I’m not sure yet,’ I said. ‘I’m in two minds about it.’

				‘I know the feeling,’ she agreed.

				We walked up the rise past Bondi Beach, its creamy sands and deep-blue ruffled water arcing around beneath us. It was unusually deserted except for a few stalwarts swimming the length of the beach and some joggers along the tide’s edge. We crossed Campbell Parade, found a busy coffee shop with a vacant table and ordered drinks.

				Jacinta fiddled with the little silver bowl containing paper tubes of sugar. ‘Did you know that the sparrows and the lorikeets get addicted to this?’ she said, her fingers pressing onto tiny grains spilled near the container. ‘After a while, they stop chasing insects or finding blossom trees in flower like they’re supposed to. They just hang around shopping malls eating sugar. Then they get sick and die because their diets aren’t nourishing enough.’ She flicked her fingers. ‘There should be a Lorikeets Anonymous,’ she said.

				Our drinks came, coffee for Jacinta, fresh orange juice for me.

				‘Maybe Canberra might be fun for a while,’ she said, looking out to the busy street, crowded even though it was mid-winter. ‘All that fresh air and space. Maybe I could go to uni down there. You and I could get a place there and just come back to Sydney at the weekends like you used to do when I was a kid.’

				‘How’s it going with your mother?’ I asked.

				She emptied a couple of the paper tubes into her coffee then looked up at me with Genevieve’s eyes. ‘I’m divorcing Mum for a while,’ she said. ‘She’s still going on about those ridiculous allegations. She’s driving me nuts.’

				We got a cab back to the car, drove to Charlie’s and found my brother out.

				‘Whereabouts does Iona Seymour live?’ Jacinta asked.

				I told her the address Iona had given me the night before in hospital. And then I had to tell her about the assault. Jacinta shook her head. ‘What is it about you?’ she said. ‘The dramatic women you attract.’

				‘You should talk,’ I said, trying not to think about Alix.

				Later, after dropping Jacinta off at tech for afternoon classes, I drove south to Mittagong and the address Toby Speed had given me. It was a pretty country cottage in one of the deep streets that run at right angles to the main road, with a wintering garden and early bulbs starting to show through the mossy grass, damp and green. I knocked on the door and already I could hear from the back, the whistling and singing of finches and other small birds. Toby Speed must be a bird fancier, I thought.

				Toby Speed was an elderly man with strong large features and wild eyebrows. After the initial pleasantries, I told him of my interest in birds and he took me outside to his large aviaries. He’d netted areas of garden so that instead of sterile cages with cement floors and little else, his aviaries were microcosms of flowering shrubs, small trees and ponds with pebble-lined walkways through them.

				‘These are magnificent aviaries,’ I complimented him as we went through, although I’ve always been uneasy about people who cage living things. Small birds flew past my head, their whirring wings making tiny zephyrs on my face. We sat in a clearing he’d contrived with a garden seat, in front of a ferny pool where finches and other small birds flew over or alighted to drink. He was immensely interested as I told him about the investigation into Sister Gertrude’s death. I thought it good policy to tell him what I knew.

				‘Anything else?’ Speed asked when I finally came to the end of the story.

				‘She whispered something when she was dying,’ I said. ‘Something that the nun who heard it won’t tell me.’

				‘How very intriguing,’ he said. I wasn’t sure whether his tone was genuine or ironic.

				‘I believe we may have found the murder weapons,’ I said, telling him about the discovery of the bloodstained hatchet and knife and the subsequent detention of Jeremiah. ‘I should know in the next day or so if Sister Gertrude’s blood is on them.’

				‘So you have the killer?’ Speed asked.

				‘Possibly,’ I said. ‘But as to a motive, still no idea.’

				‘Do psychopaths have to have a motive?’ Speed asked, standing up. We left the aviary because it was becoming very cold sitting still in the shadowed garden.

				‘What do you expect to gain from this visit?’ he asked me as we walked inside. ‘I know you didn’t come to admire my finches.’

				I had several questions for him, but I started slowly.

				‘What sort of person was Sister Gertrude—Katica Babic?’ I asked.

				We went into a comfortable lounge room where a slow-combustion fire made a cosy retreat.

				‘Miss Babic entered the convent as a young, naive woman not long after her brother was killed overseas,’ said Speed, going to a well-stocked drinks cabinet. I remembered Bob’s remarks about the man’s capacity for alcohol. ‘What’s your poison?’ he asked.

				‘Any of it is my poison,’ I said. ‘That’s why I’ll be happy with a tonic water. Or just plain soda.’

				Speed poured himself a brandy and found me a tonic water.

				‘And, of course,’ he said, raising a wild brow, ‘you’d be very curious as to why she rang me?’

				I nodded. That, most of all, I thought. I saw Speed concentrate on his answer.

				‘The family had known me back in the old days when the father was a leading light in the émigré community. She would have seen me as someone from the Government with authority. As I said, she was a naive, inexperienced person.’

				I was aware that he hadn’t answered my question at all, but had supplied me with information I hadn’t asked for. ‘What exactly was the nature of your association with the family?’ I asked, keeping my tone natural and casual.

				‘Like I said, I knew her father,’ he replied. ‘They migrated here after the war. I was part of the organisation that checked them out, made sure they were suitable candidates for Australia. We took a lot of people then, many of them refugees from the Displaced Person camps in Europe.’

				‘And Sister Gertrude’s father was a displaced person?’

				Speed nodded. ‘Seemed like half of Europe was. Joe Babic had skills that Australia needed. Metalworking, machining. That sort of industry was about to boom in the new peace time.’

				‘I’ve heard him referred to as a patriot,’ I said. ‘What does that actually mean?’

				‘He served his country,’ said Speed. ‘He was a soldier in the NDH—the Croatian army. He marched in the Kryzni put.’

				‘The what?’ The foreign words meant nothing to me.

				‘It’s a Croatian term,’ Speed said. ‘It means “the way of the Cross”.’

				The cross again. My early instincts had been right on the money. Somehow, the cross was central to this investigation. Wherever I turned, there it was.

				‘And what was that?’ I asked.

				Speed looked uncomfortable, as if my interest in the term alarmed him. ‘Oh,’ he said, vaguely waving a hand, ‘it’s some sort of religious expression. I’m not entirely au fait with it.’

				I had a strong sense that he was trying to brush off what he’d just revealed. I tried another way in, regretting my ignorance of foreign tongues.

				‘I still don’t understand why Sister Gertrude contacted you,’ I said. ‘What’s your interest here?’

				Toby Speed bridled. ‘Interest?’ he said. ‘I don’t have an interest.’

				My disbelief must have been obvious. ‘You’ve just spent the last half hour finding out everything you could about what happened to her,’ I said, trying to keep my voice light, ‘and now you’re telling me you don’t have an interest?’

				Toby Speed didn’t falter. ‘I’ve already explained that,’ he said. ‘She had my name from those days.’

				I remembered that Toby Speed came from a world where deception and disinformation were developed and produced as art forms. Whereas in my world, although both of these were abundantly obvious, they were more in the line of collateral damage, not the main game. I put it as baldly as I could.

				‘So you can’t offer me any other reason why Sister Gertrude might have contacted an ASIO agent rather than the police?’

				The atmosphere in the room changed; our casual discussion suddenly tense. ‘I’ve already told you.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I’m sorry to hurry you along, but I have an appointment shortly.’

				I wondered what it could be, down here in Mittagong. The purchase of a teddy bear from one of the tourist gift shops?

				‘You have your killer from the sound of things,’ said Speed, walking me to the door. ‘You can close your case now.’

				‘I’m not too sure about that,’ I said, as I whipped out my notebook, watching his face all the time. I flipped it open at my sketch of the cross.

				‘This is the cross I described to you. It also appears on the knife hilt that tested positive to human blood.’

				I’d swear I saw recognition in Speed’s expression. But the change that flickered over his features was barely perceptible, reminding me I was dealing with a real pro.

				‘Something occult perhaps,’ he said. ‘You said there had been break-ins at the convent. Don’t witches always have a sacred knife?’

				He smiled, showing a lot of large teeth, and opened the door, standing back as I walked outside.

				I could see him watching after me as I drove away. Fuck you, Toby Speed, I swore as I moved through the gears too fast and too hard. I tried to remember the Croatian words Speed had quoted, fishing my notebook and pen out, slowing down so I could scribble an approximation of them. Then, exhausted and frustrated, I found a motel in town and hit the sack after an early dinner. First thing in the morning I headed back up to Sydney. There was someone who could tell me about the way of the Cross.

				•

				Two hours later, the windmills were spinning like crazy when I heard her footsteps coming down the hall. But this time, when she opened the door, it was on its chain and all I could see was the edge of her face.

				‘What do you want?’ she asked as I identified myself. There would be no peach wine offers made today.

				‘Just a few questions,’ I said.

				‘I’ve told you everything,’ she said. ‘Now please go.’

				I pulled out my scribbled rendition of Toby Speed’s words and tried them on.

				‘What’s the “Kryzni put”?’ I asked. ‘What does “the way of the Cross” mean to you?’

				‘Go away!’ she cried. ‘I don’t want to talk to you!’ She closed the door but I could see her through the frosted glass still standing there in the hallway.

				‘Please, Ksenia,’ I said. ‘I need your help. You’re the only person who might be able to shed some light on some of the things I’ve heard about Sister Gertrude and her father.’

				‘What have you heard?’ There was fear in her voice.

				I took a punt, repeating the disconnected facts I’d heard, hoping she’d assume I knew more than I did, and say something that would help me put them together. I remembered her reference to the ‘old country’ and the date of Sister Gertrude’s entrance into the convent. ‘Your nephew was killed in Yugoslavia in 1972,’ I said with more authority than I felt. ‘Your niece entered the convent shortly after. Your brother-in-law had a contact in ASIO,’ I said. ‘What was going on?’

				I heard Ksenia run away down the hall. The house fell silent and I turned and walked away, kicking a windmill so that it spun itself into the dirt and stayed stuck upside down.

				Back in the car, sick of driving the same roads, I went south again, heading back to Forensic Services in the afternoon.

				•

				The day that had been chilly in the Central Highlands and fair in Sydney was bleak and blustery in the nation’s capital, and I could feel snow in the air. I was still pissed off at the blatant way in which Toby Speed had played me. I rang Bob and told him what had happened.

				‘Sounds like he just wanted to know what you knew,’ said Bob. ‘That’s Speed.’

				‘He was more interested in what I didn’t know,’ I said. ‘He seemed pleased with himself, as if I was missing the whole point of something big.’

				‘If his lot was involved, there’s a whole other story going on,’ said Bob, ‘that he knows that we don’t know.’

				‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘You’re going to have to turn up your mate from the old Special Investigations Unit. Can you do that? I’ve got to find someone who’s willing to tell me what’s going on. I’m going to have to take a much closer look at Sister Gertrude’s family.’

				‘You could try poor old Neil,’ Bob said. ‘If you can find him. He was passionate about the work of the SIU.’

				‘I’ll find him, Bob,’ I said. ‘Just give me his last known address.’

				‘I’ll see what I can turn up.’

				‘Bob—’ I glanced down at my scribbled words, trying to remember how Toby Speed had said it, ‘does the expression “Kryzni put” mean anything to you?’

				‘Can’t help you. Why should it?’

				‘It means “the way of the Cross” in Croatian.’

				‘Mate,’ said Bob, ringing off, ‘Croatian is not one of my skills. And neither is religion.’

				I was still feeling hard done by when the phone rang again and it took me a few seconds to get my head around what Florence was saying.

				‘I’ve got good news and bad news,’ she said. ‘That postal bag you gave me that had the aftershave in it is an investigator’s nightmare. There are traces of everything all over it. Every man and his dog who’s touched it. God knows how long it will take me to sort it all out—if I ever can.’

				The presence of a multiplicity of DNA material always creates problems for analysts. ‘I don’t think we’re going to get anything useful off it at all,’ she continued. ‘There was nothing around the stamps or the seal that’s helpful. Whoever did this knows what he’s doing. I checked with Australia Post. Do you know how many articles go through every day?’

				‘I was never very hopeful, Florence,’ I said. ‘But thanks anyway.’

				‘I’ll keep going with it, just in case,’ she said.

				‘The good news?’ I asked, still smarting at the way Toby Speed had got his money’s worth from me.

				‘The profile from the most recent campus assault,’ she said and I thought of Iona lying in hospital with her split forehead and grazed face. ‘I got some good clear material from the fur collar the woman was wearing.’

				‘And?’ I asked.

				‘No match with the other two, I’m afraid.’

				‘That was the good news?’ I asked.

				‘With the way things are round here,’ she said, ‘it’s the best I can do. Oh,’ she added, ‘Henry’s taking a few days off. So that’s nice.’

				Odd, I thought, my mind still preoccupied with the campus attack on Iona. Same place of attack, different offender. We must have a copycat.

				‘How are you going with Sister Gertrude’s clothing?’ I asked, still hopeful of getting a profile of the killer from somewhere.

				‘Very disappointing,’ said Florence. ‘I’ve tried cutting samples from different parts of her clothing. I’m not getting anything. All NR.’

				Not Reportable. The bad guys learn from cop shows like CSI how not to leave traces. ‘The crooks are getting too well educated,’ I said.

				‘Keeps us on our toes,’ said Florence. ‘I should have the results from the knife and hatchet you found out at the convent soon,’ she said. ‘Might be something there. Cheer up.’

				‘Jeremiah handled the hatchet,’ I told her. ‘But he reckons he didn’t touch the knife.’

				‘He’ll still be all over it,’ she said. ‘It was under his clothing.’

				She rang off and I pulled my earpiece out, even more pissed off. The defence would lean on this, so that reasonable doubt was created in any jury. Charging Jeremiah already looked like a waste of time.

				Half an hour later, I was back in my office, checking email and phone messages.

				As if I didn’t have enough to do, there was the drawling voice of Professor Lennie Lowenstein, at a hotel in Sydney and wanting Digby to ring him as soon as possible.

				I rang him back. I had to tell him about Livvy Worthington and how I’d be looking after him now.

				‘That’s a terrible thing,’ he said, shocked at my news. ‘We only spoke a few days ago. He was so keen and said how much he was looking forward to my visit. And I wanted to talk to him about his paper on the protease he’s working on. I must say I’m impressed at what you guys can do in the research field in your spare time. Our lab doesn’t seem to have any spare time for private research.’

				‘We don’t either,’ I said. ‘But we work in with the university. And Digby is devoted,’ I said. ‘His Myrmecia pilosula live at home with him.’

				‘His what?’ said Dr Lowenstein.

				‘His ants,’ I said. I felt sure that Digby would have told Lennie Lowenstein all about them.

				‘You say it was the second death from BA?’ Lowenstein was asking. ‘Are your authorities treating it as terrorism?’

				‘At this stage we’re still unsure. I lean more towards personal malice than ideological extremity.’

				‘It’s the same back home,’ said Lowenstein. ‘Although some parties reckon they’re pretty damn certain who’s responsible.’

				‘We haven’t even got a name yet,’ I said, ‘right or wrong.’

				He asked me about sightseeing in Sydney and I gave him a few tips. ‘Try getting out to Pinchgut Island on the Harbour,’ I said, ‘and you must take in the Zoo.’

				Lowenstein said he would.

				‘I’ll do everything to make your visit down here as fruitful as possible,’ I said. ‘Digby has already booked you in at University House, which is where I live when I’m down here. You’ll find it’s very comfortable if you don’t mind things a bit old-fashioned.’

				‘Sounds fine to me,’ said Lowenstein. ‘I’m looking forward to it. And Digby said there was some memorial dinner and lecture he’s giving? Is that still happening? If so I hope I can get a ticket to that.’

				I made a mental note to check whether Digby was doing the Wesley Morton lecture, in spite of everything.

				‘I’ll find out. Getting tickets will be no problem,’ I said. ‘I’m sure the university would be delighted to extend an invitation to you. I’ll sort that out. Leave it with me.’

				Dr Lowenstein expressed his gratitude in the natural, gracious manner that is one of the best aspects of many Americans. ‘And please convey my deepest sympathy to Dr Worthington,’ he added. ‘I’ve brought a copy of the journal that published his most recent paper. They were so impressed that they’re commissioning another. That might cheer him up a bit.’

				I promised I’d pass on this news.

				I made a few phone calls, trying to track down any members of the SIU, especially Neil Stewart, but drew blanks on all counts. All I could do was hope that Bob could come up with an address. Even if it was an old one, it was a point to start from.

				I put the phone down from yet another fruitless conversation and it was then I became aware of an unusual stillness in the corridors and labs. Maybe there was a staff meeting that I’d forgotten about. I walked down the corridor to find that Jane wasn’t in her office. In fact, no one seemed to be around. I was about to go upstairs to the secretary’s office in case I was missing something I should be at, when Jane suddenly appeared around the corner, nearly knocking me over.

				‘There you are!’ she said. ‘We’ve just realised that Henry’s gone! Vanished. Bolted. No one knows where he is. Florence’s just back from his place.’

				‘What happened?’ I asked.

				‘He had a terrible hissy fit while you were away,’ said Jane. Digby dropped by to pick up some letters from the secretary and Henry got stuck into him. It was really awful. We could hear them all through the place. Yelling and screaming. Then he stormed out. And that’s it. He hasn’t contacted anyone. I was ringing on and off. No answer. I thought he was just sulking. But Florence was concerned.’

				‘He’ll turn up,’ I said. I wondered if Lennie Lowenstein had to deal with problems like this at his laboratory. Then I remembered what had been teasing me since my telephone conversation with Lowenstein. ‘Is Digby trying to isolate a protein-snipping protease from his ants?’ I asked.

				‘I’ve never been really sure of his ants thing,’ said Jane. ‘But that’s probably it. I know it’s something to do with immunotoxins.’

				I went downstairs to Florence’s lab and found her putting samples away, cold air swirling like mist around her gloved hands as she stacked them in.

				‘Bloody Henry,’ said Florence. ‘I’ve just lost an hour out of my day going out to his place. How dare he take off like this and not give me any notice! I’m already overloaded and now I suppose I’ll have to pick up his projects, too. I don’t know how I’m going to manage.’ Bloody Henry, I agreed silently.

				‘I’ll have a look at the jobs and see what we might put on hold for a while,’ I said. ‘And maybe we could get some of the honours students from the university to help out with the more routine testing. Supervised, of course.’

				Florence sighed. ‘That might make even more work.’ She turned to her desk. ‘Here are the approximate dates and times you requested where the scanning electron microscope was used without my authority.’ She handed me a piece of paper. ‘I’m 100 per cent sure about the dates. The times are a bit iffy.’

				‘Henry might have gone into hiding,’ I suggested. ‘He might think he’s next on the killer’s list.’

				Florence gave me a look. Then she went over to the door of the lab, looked up and down the corridor and closed it. We were alone in the air-conditioned room. ‘I’m thinking something quite different,’ she said. ‘It’s been on my mind, so I might as well say it.’ She paused. I put the note in my pocket and Florence lowered her voice further. ‘This is strictly between you and me, Jack,’ she said, her voice barely audible. ‘But I think Henry should be investigated.’

				‘For what?’ I asked, although I thought I knew exactly where she was heading. It had occurred to me, too.

				‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘The profile of the anthrax letter killer that was published. Henry walks right out of that description. He’s full of resentment. And I’ve just heard from a friend in Sydney that he and Tony Bonning had the most dreadful argument at the Forensic Society Dinner last Christmas. They’d both worked on certifying some case and Henry reckoned Bonning’s results were wrong. My friend said it was so embarrassing she couldn’t finish her cheesecake.’

				‘I didn’t hear anything about that,’ I said, making a note to follow it up.

				‘You never go to things like that,’ she said. ‘So how could you know?’

				‘It’s a very serious allegation,’ I said.

				Florence raised her hands and I noticed a large new gold and amethyst ring on her finger. ‘I’m not making an allegation,’ she said. ‘I’m just suggesting that Henry should be investigated. There’s no question that he’d be able to do it technically.’

				‘Florence,’ I reminded her, ‘the same could be said of any of us.’

				‘I know, I know. But he fits the profile.’ She drew closer. ‘And,’ she said, lowering her voice even more, ‘he was always talking about it. Always saying how dreadful it was and what a worrying thing it was, knowing that someone was targeting scientists. He was going on about it, reckoning he’d be next on the list.’ She walked across the lab and picked up another tray of tiny ampoules and slid them into the freezer.

				‘Florence,’ I said. ‘It’s a genuine fear. For all of us. I’ve worked on cases with Tony Bonning too. I’ve seen his signature on cases I’ve analysed. And I’ll bet your name shows up now and then.’

				‘But don’t you see?’ she said. ‘The best way to hide something is to put it right under people’s noses. Henry is always moaning about something. The best way to allay suspicion would always be to present yourself as a potential victim.’

				I recalled my last run-in with Henry. ‘The next victim,’ he’d said, ‘might be me. Or it might be you.’ At the time, I’d just put it down to Henry’s paranoia. Now it almost sounded like a threat.

				‘And he’s got a well-equipped lab out where he lives,’ she said. ‘He could make nuclear weapons out there and no one would be any the wiser.’

				I had to admit she had a point.

				‘And,’ Florence continued, ‘you saw for yourself that the spores that killed Tony Bonning and Livvy Worthington weren’t from a weaponised source—there were no carriers added. They were handmade.’

				She was right. I thanked her, promised her discretion and went back to my office. Funny how often a person can’t see what’s in front of them, even a scientist. As long as I’d known Henry, he’d always been the sort of person who saw himself as victimised by the world. He nursed resentments. He was a loner, he was a scientist. He had more than a working knowledge of microbiology. Florence was right. He could have walked out of the profile. And now he’d disappeared.

				My desk phone was ringing as I walked into the office and I snatched it up, still considering Florence’s words. It was Brian Kruger.

				‘Our friend Jeremiah Dokic is in hospital. We let him go to the bog during an interview and he drank a bottle of heavy-duty toilet cleaner. We took him to the hospital. They pumped him out. It was touch and go for a while. Nearly lost him.’

				‘When did this all happen?’ I asked.

				‘Last night,’ said Brian. ‘He’s out of danger now, but there could be nerve damage. He might be only a shadow of his former self.’

				‘He’s terrified,’ I said.

				‘Mate,’ said Brian, ‘don’t I know it. But what about? And who?’

				‘Father Oswald,’ I said. ‘That name mean anything to you?’

				‘He’s some holy old geezer who lives in the bush. He’s been there for years. Reckons he has visions or something. More likely the horrors.’

				‘He’s a priest,’ I said. ‘He was an acquaintance of Sister Gertrude. He was her spiritual director.’

				‘What’s that when it’s at home?’ Kruger asked.

				‘It’s a holy thing,’ I said. ‘An intimate spiritual relationship.’

				‘You’re not saying he was slipping her one?’ Kruger’s voice was incredulous.

				‘I wasn’t, no,’ I said. ‘Have you met him?’

				‘In a funny sort of way,’ said Brian. ‘We had to break up a brawl in town a couple of years ago.’

				‘Don’t tell me he’s a fighting priest,’ I said. ‘Muscular Christianity?’

				‘We were called out after a fight at a club. He’d been having a drink, or so he said, with a couple of friends when some dickhead picked him. No charges or anything. He handled himself pretty well for a reverend, I remember. And an old fellow, too.’

				‘I want to talk to him,’ I said.

				‘You could try his church in the scrub.’

				‘I’ve done that,’ I said. ‘There was no one there when I went out a couple of days ago. Can you think of anyone who might know where he is?’

				Brian couldn’t.

				‘I don’t think Jeremiah killed Sister Gertrude,’ I said.

				‘What about the weapons you found?’ Kruger asked. ‘You think the killer left them there? They weren’t there when I searched.’

				‘Maybe he returned,’ I said, ‘and planted them to implicate Jeremiah. And when Jeremiah saw me bending over the bottom drawer he didn’t know who I was. But now he realises he’s being set up. I think he knows who the killer is. That’s why he’s so scared.’

				‘You’d think he’d feel safe in custody,’ said Brian.

				‘Would you?’ I asked. ‘I think that’s why he drank the disinfectant. He’d rather take the risk of dying.’

				•

				I dropped in at the hospital. Iona was looking better, the swelling had subsided and the bruises around her eyes were moving through their spectrum. ‘I’m going to be out of here in a day or two,’ she said. ‘They’re very pleased with me.’

				I smiled. ‘They should be. You heal quickly.’

				‘Have you any idea yet who is responsible?’ she asked, lowering her eyes. ‘I seem to have this difficult karma,’ she said. ‘Attracting violence towards me.’

				‘That’s one way of putting it,’ I said. ‘All we know is that your attacker is not the same person who carried out the other two university assaults. The DNA is quite different. All I can tell you is that he’s a man.’

				‘That’s hardly surprising,’ she said. ‘Women don’t go in for this sort of thing.’

				There was a long pause in which I pondered some of the sorts of things that women do. Women like Genevieve and Alix.

				‘That business the other night with Alix,’ I said.

				‘You don’t have to explain.’

				‘I’d like to tell you the whole story,’ I said.

				‘I feel I know it already,’ Iona smiled. ‘The end of the affair. With rather bad grace.’

				‘It was never really an affair,’ I said. ‘It was a mess. And I don’t come out in such a good light.’

				‘Jack,’ Iona said. ‘Please. It’s not an issue.’

				I had the wit to leave it alone then.

				‘Look,’ she said. ‘Your daughter sent me a “get well” card.’ She showed me. Jacinta had addressed it care of the hospital.

				‘She’s very interested in meeting you,’ I said.

				I didn’t stay long. I was exhausted and wanted an early night. I knew I’d have to make a list and try to bring some order to the several cases I was working on. But not tonight.

				I rang Jacinta. Charlie answered, telling me that she and young Andy had taken off for a romantic camping trip somewhere up the coast. ‘They’re going to do some bushwalking,’ he said. ‘I made sure she took plenty of woollies.’

				I rang Jacinta’s mobile. ‘Dad,’ she said to me. ‘I’m fine. Stop worrying. No one knows where I am.’ She laughed. ‘Even I don’t. All I can tell you is that there are a lot of trees. And a creek.’

				‘It was kind of you to send that card to Iona,’ I said.

				‘I am kind sometimes,’ she said. ‘Don’t sound so surprised.’

				‘What about Andy?’ I asked. ‘How are you getting on?’

				‘He’s off collecting firewood or hunting, being a male. We seem to be getting on better. We’re going to talk about a few things while we’re here. Oh, here he comes. Better fly, love you.’ And she was gone.

				I had a shower and wrapped myself in my dressing gown, settling in for a quiet night. I thought of Iona in a hospital bed only a few kilometres away and wondered what I was going to do about that. There was no denying my interest in her, but at the moment, I had so much going on that it wouldn’t be fair, I told myself, to get too deeply involved in that direction.

				It had been a long day and I decided to turn in.

				•

				I was awoken much too early by a call from Ryan Holbrook, a young Senior Constable from Physical Evidence. ‘It’s Ksenia Jelacic,’ he said tersely. ‘We had an anonymous telephone tip-off suggesting she was likely to commit suicide. Could have been a hoax call, but we followed up anyway and we’ve found her hanging in a doorway in her home. Bob said we should contact you immediately.’

				I told him I’d be there as soon as I could and arrived at Ksenia’s place by seven.

				‘We’re treating it as a suspicious death,’ Ryan Holbrook said. ‘She was found hanging, but there was some bruising that the pathologist wasn’t happy about at first sight. She’ll tell us more later.’

				He showed me the place where Ksenia had hanged herself—the doorway between the saint-encrusted living room and the kitchen. Less than a week ago she’d walked through that doorway, smiling, with her peach wine. A kitchen chair lay on its side among a pile of broken glass and I could see the damage to the paint work and timber of the fanlight. ‘She smashed the glass, chucked a rope over the door frame, and used that chair,’ said Holbrook.

				I looked around. Everything was in order. ‘Any note?’ I asked.

				He shook his head.

				‘You checked the rubbish bins?’ I asked. In one case I’d worked on once I’d found about a dozen versions of a suicide note in the bin.

				He nodded. ‘Nothing there to surprise us.’ He looked around at all the icons and saints. ‘It’s spooky with all these guys looking at you,’ he said. ‘It’s like being in church or something.’

				And that’s when I noticed something. The gap in the row of saints was gone. A new saint now hung there. ‘That’s odd,’ I said. I went up close and studied him. She had said the missing saint had looked a bit like me. I failed to notice any similarity but there was no doubt that he had piercing eyes. He held a book and wore a nicely checked black and white chasuble. ‘He’s not one of ours,’ Ksenia had said, ‘but Katica won’t mind.’ I wondered again what she meant by this.

				‘That icon wasn’t there before,’ I said. Maybe Ksenia had bought a new one. Maybe Sister Gertrude had returned the gift. I peered closer at him. What is the problem with you, mate? I thought. Why do people not want you?

				‘You’ve been here before?’ Ryan Holbrook was asking.

				I nodded. ‘In the course of another murder investigation. Are you aware that this woman’s niece was murdered several days ago in a convent near Canberra?’

				‘Shit,’ he said. ‘Some sort of family feud?’

				‘I don’t know about a feud,’ I said. ‘But I’d say for sure it’s related to the family.’ I told him that Ksenia had a boyfriend, that I believed his name to be ‘Marko’ and that I’d briefly seen him the day he’d picked her up outside the house.

				Ryan Holbrook took notes. He wanted to know all the details about Gertrude, and I told him as briefly as I could, my eyes continually going back to the additional saint. Holbrook struck me as someone who would go the extra distance. I recalled the faint dust outline of the object that had been removed from the wall of Sister Gertrude’s room. Was this it? I looked more closely, studying the severe-looking saint again. He held a book, and on that book was a cross. It seemed that wherever I looked in this investigation, I found the cross, but for the first time I noticed what I’d so far failed to see. Although the design on the book in the icon was very faint, in each angle made by the intersection of the crossbars, was something that reminded me of the cross carved in the woman’s flesh. It looked as if two capital Cs on the right-hand side of the cross, with their mirror images on the left side, decorated the angles of the crossbars.

				In that instant, I felt the excitement of sudden comprehension. Now I understood the discrepancy in the shapes. Far easier to make two strokes with a knife, rather than drag it through flesh. Just as the Phoenician scribes had been forced to cut angular symbols simply because of the angled tools they used for inscription, the killer’s knife had changed the curve of a C into the right angle of an L. At last I had something. ‘Get photographs of this cross on the book the saint is holding in this icon,’ I told Ryan. ‘And I want copies. Enlargements. Send them out to every crime agency.’ I stared at the capital Cs and their mirror-image opposites. ‘I want to know what this sign is all about.’

				I felt a slight easing of the burdens of worry that I’d been carrying. Jacinta was safely away in the bush. And I was getting closer to the mysterious cross cut into the flesh of the dead nun. Now I needed to find someone who knew about icons and religious history. I felt now I could almost reach out and touch the killer; that we were now only separated by my ignorance. I stared into the deep-set eyes of the saint on the icon. They seemed to go back into a dark place beyond time. I hoped that once I’d filled in the gaps, I’d be able to reach through to the killer’s world and grasp him. I remembered how scared Ksenia had been last time I’d visited, and now she was dead. If my instincts were right and Jeremiah knew the killer, this knowledge had terrified him enough to attempt suicide. I needed every scrap of information possible if we were going to be able to get this killer. It was time to apply the metaphoric telephone book around the head of Sister Felicitas . . .

				I left Ksenia’s place as the police doorknock in the street was getting underway. Two uniforms were detailed to visit the club Ksenia worked at and I’d furnished them with a description of the dead woman’s boyfriend. It was hardly detailed—a pale-faced man with dark hair and eyes. But it was a start. I made a note of the attending pathologist’s name. Miriam Furlough. I wanted to know the results of Ksenia’s autopsy.

				I drove back to Canberra, aware that something was niggling at me. Something to do with Digby’s ants. Something that didn’t fit. But I couldn’t for the life of me remember what it was. Maybe it was just the thought of them making me itchy.

				As I neared Canberra, I rang the Convent of the Assumption and told Mother Anacletus that I had to speak with Sister Felicitas. I informed her that Sister Gertrude’s Aunt Ksenia had been murdered.

				Ethelberta welcomed me like a long-lost friend. She clattered off down the hall to get Felicitas and I waited as I had done that first day, watching the lime-green vision net move in the breeze. Finally, I heard the sound of footsteps again on the polished floorboards and Felicitas appeared at the doorway, looking paler and older. She even seemed to have shrunk in height.

				‘Sister,’ I said. ‘There can be no more prevarication. Another woman in Sister Gertrude’s family is dead. I’m going to have you charged with obstruction and conspiring to pervert the course of justice if you don’t tell me what I need to know. I want to know everything that happened when you went into Sister Gertrude’s room that night.’

				There was a silence.

				‘Sister Felicitas,’ I finally said, ‘if you don’t tell me exactly what occurred in that room the night you heard Sister Gertrude call out, you will be responsible for a dangerous killer remaining at large. I’m starting to put a few things together.’ I drew closer to her and could smell her; an old nun smell, of plain soap, mothballs and a hint of mildew. ‘No one is safe,’ I warned. ‘Including you.’

				‘I’ve told you everything,’ she cried, and her distress was genuine. ‘Except for her last few words.’

				‘Tell me.’

				‘But they were sacred!’

				‘Sister,’ I said, ‘so is the truth.’ I stared grimly at her and her olive eyes faltered. Finally, I could see I had won. I had worn her down.

				‘Gertrude said—she whispered—’ Again, she hesitated. I could see what this was costing her.

				‘What did she say?’ I thundered.

				‘She said, “Justice is done.”’ 

				‘Justice is done?’ I repeated to make sure I had it right.

				Felicitas nodded.

				‘And then?’

				‘She tried to say something else. I put my ear to her mouth. Then she said a strange thing. She whispered “it’s blood” or something that sounded like that.’ Sister Felicitas placed a weathered hand over her flat chest, as if swearing an oath. ‘Just those two words. Something about “blood”.’ Felicitas paused. ‘Now,’ she continued, ‘I’ve told you everything. Poor Gertrude tried to say more. I was right there close to her lips, but then all I heard was that last long breath. She was dead.’

				I considered what I’d just heard. ‘What did you think she meant by that?’ I asked.

				Had she been frightened by the sight of her own blood? The killer hadn’t bled at the scene. If he had, we would have found it.

				‘I thought—I hoped—that she’d seen the miraculous crucifix bleed,’ said Felicitas in awe. ‘Before she died.’

				Once I would have lashed out at this but now I held my tongue.

				‘When will you return it?’ she asked.

				‘I’m afraid I can’t do that for a while,’ I said. ‘It’s part of our investigation.’

				‘Is there anything else you want me for?’ said Felicitas, pulling a fob watch out from under her scapular. ‘I need to get ready for Divine Office.’

				‘You could tell me where I can find Father Oswald,’ I said.

				The minute I said this, her whole demeanour changed. She seemed to straighten up, even brighten up at the mention of the name.

				‘Father Oswald,’ she whispered, ‘stands between us and evil.’

				I remembered the time in the garden, when I first met Jeremiah.

				‘Sister,’ I said. ‘What do you mean?’

				‘How can you ask me that,’ she rounded on me, ‘when the whole world is black with sin and wickedness? When people break into our holy places and desecrate our sanctuaries?’

				‘That’s been happening since the world began, Sister,’ I started to say.

				But she wasn’t listening, she was on a roll. ‘The world must turn to God. The world must repent its Godlessness. Before it’s too late.’

				Here we go again, I thought. Same old same old. ‘Sister,’ I said. ‘I’ll do my best.’

				‘Have you tried the chapel at Rockwell?’ she asked.

				‘He’s not out there. I’ve checked.’ I took out my notebook and waited.

				‘Then he might be out at the sports club,’ she said. ‘Further along the Heronvale Road. He does a great deal of good among the local young people.’ I jotted down the directions she gave me, somewhere west of the township.

				‘There’s one thing you haven’t told me,’ I said. ‘Something was taken from Sister Gertrude’s room the night she was killed.’

				‘Yes,’ said Felicitas. ‘You accused me of that.’

				‘I believe an icon was taken. The portrait of a saint holding a book.’

				‘I wasn’t familiar with that saint.’

				‘Tell me what he looked like.’

				‘He had a very miserable expression on his face. And he had a checked cloak. And the book you mention.’

				I sketched a new improved version of my diagram, this time curving the L-shaped angles into C-shapes on each side of the cross bars. ‘And on the book was this cross.’

				‘You’ve already asked us about that,’ she said, rather too smartly.

				‘Tell me, Sister,’ I said. ‘What do you understand by the expression “the way of the Cross”?’

				Felicitas’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘The way of the Cross is the painful journey undertaken by Jesus through Jerusalem,’ she said, ‘to the place of crucifixion outside the city. Why do you ask?’

				‘That’s all?’ I asked. ‘It doesn’t have another meaning?’

				Felicitas looked offended. ‘He died for your sins,’ she reminded me.

				‘I’ll pass on that,’ I said. But spite had entered my heart. ‘I didn’t tell you everything,’ I said. ‘I didn’t tell you that this symbol was carved with a knife blade into the flesh of Sister Gertrude.’

				Felicitas drew back in horror. ‘Oh my Lord!’ she said.

				I was instantly ashamed of myself.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Eighteen

				On the drive past Heronvale I thought about what Felicitas had told me. I regretted my final attack on her. Charlie was right. Old issues were still alive in me. Then I kept wondering what Gertrude’s dying words might have referred to, what ‘blood’ she was talking about. Was it just some pious reference?

				I turned off the dirt driveway near an oval. A faded timber sign announced the Stjepan Radic Athletics Club. The sports club was fairly basic, a large barn of a place, with a climbing wall on the far side and various other bits of athletic equipment and a fair-sized gym. I asked the lanky youth who manned the boxed-in office room where Father Oswald was.

				‘He’s gone to Sydney,’ he said. ‘Back tonight.’

				‘Where does he stay when he’s in town?’ I asked.

				‘Here or out at Rockwell. Sometimes he sleeps here,’ the youth said, indicating a sofa bed against the wall of the office covered in box files and sporting equipment.

				I gave the youth my card. ‘Please tell the Father to ring me,’ I said. ‘It’s important.’

				My mobile rang and I took the call outside. It was Bob. High above, an eagle circled.

				‘Neil Stewart’s last known address was some one-horse town near Rockwell,’ he said. ‘He left Sydney, according to his ex-girlfriend when she kicked him out of her place after he totalled her car and lost his licence for five years for drunk driving. She apologised for not being able to help.’

				‘She’s been more helpful than she knows,’ I said.

				I went back to the car fairly confident I’d find Neil Stewart. The ex-girlfriend had told me everything I needed to know. I stopped at the Rockwell pub, and had a chat to the barman. He knew all his regulars and none of them were called Neil Stewart.

				‘The person I’m looking for,’ I said, ‘wouldn’t live too far from his local because he hasn’t got a car. Is there another pub between here and the city?’

				The publican shook his head. ‘It’s a fifteen-kilometre drive to the next one just on the outskirts.’

				‘What about on the back roads?’ I asked.

				‘There’s Dundas,’ he said. ‘But no one goes there much. There’s only a pub and a post office.’

				I arrived in the historic mining town of Dundas. It didn’t have enough to offer the tourist to have become chintzy. Apart from the nineteenth-century timber hotel, there was a craft shop selling the same stuff that all craft shops sell—large white mice wearing clothes, teddy bears in various shapes and sizes, bright coloured ceramic teapots, and pens and egg cups made out of eucalypt wood. It was shut and the goods in the window looked dusty.

				The publican was an ex-cop with a past and in less time than it took to finish my lemon, lime and bitters, I knew where Neil Stewart was to be found. For the first time, I felt the investigation was swinging round my way.

				Neil Stewart lived a mile down the road in a colonial nineteenth-century cottage, the sort that looks charming to drivers passing by, with vines and hundred-year-old roses climbing all over the roof and verandah. I parked a few hundred yards away and walked through the long grass until I came to a small clearing. The little house was probably about a hundred and fifty years old and was still standing—just. It was almost derelict and I nearly fell through the verandah when I stepped up onto it. I knocked and waited. I knocked again, a voice said something incomprehensible and finally the door was opened.

				‘Neil Stewart?’ I asked.

				‘What do you want?’ He opened the door and I could smell the acetone stench of a chronic drunk even before the puffy features and bloodshot sagging eyes told me their story. I showed him my ID and he stared at it for a while.

				‘AFP scientist eh? Used to work in with you guys sometimes.’ He opened the door a little more. ‘I was in the job,’ he said. ‘New South Wales.’

				‘I know you were,’ I said. ‘And so did I,’ I told him, ‘before I was a scientist.’

				‘What’s the problem?’

				‘No problem for you,’ I said.

				‘Come in then. Don’t mind the mess.’ There seemed to be a desperation burning in him. Maybe he was longing for some sort of human contact, although from the look of him, he was past that. There was only one thing he longed for these days, I thought, and that’s why he’d stuck himself out here, within walking distance of the local.

				I followed him inside and looked around. Neil Stewart was already living the life of a derelict. The hessian ceilings had once been whitewashed, but now they were a dark cloud, sagging under the weight of a century and a half. The floor was stacked with empty flagons and bottles in cartons, and stank of stale cigarettes and urine. A pit toilet out the back, no doubt, and a lot of pissing out the windows. Just off the main room was a tiny annexe where an ancient stove and a few cupboards above a dirty sink completed the facilities. But there was a bookcase and I noticed some of the classics, Plutarch’s Lives, Shakespeare, Plato and Machiavelli. I wondered if he’d been carrying them around for a lifetime waiting for the time to read them and now never would.

				‘Take a seat if you can find one,’ he said.

				‘I’ve had a chat to Toby Speed,’ I said.

				‘That prick,’ he said. ‘Want a drink?’

				I shook my head. I looked around for somewhere to sit and Neil swept a pile of clothes on an armchair to the floor.

				‘Toby Speed, eh? One of the liars from ASIO.’ He settled himself back at the small table with its one chair that formed his dining area and I guessed that was his usual perch beside a window on his left that filled the dingy room with harsh light. I heard something rustling in the ceiling. ‘That’s just the rats,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry about them. Give me a rat any day.’

				I looked up. One day the sagging ceiling would collapse under the weight of a century of rat shit.

				‘I’m investigating the murder of a woman,’ I said, ‘in a convent on the Heronvale Road. A nun.’

				Neil Stewart picked up the hand-rolled cigarette burning in an upturned lid and took a big suck on it. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Sister Gertrude.’

				‘So you’ve been following the papers?’ I asked.

				‘I don’t bother with those much,’ he said. ‘And what did Toby Speed have to say about that?’

				‘He wouldn’t tell me anything much. Gave me some bullshit about witches.’

				‘Witches?’ Neil laughed. ‘He knew about Katica Babic and her father.’ He leaned forward a little. ‘You’re involved in the investigation into her murder?’

				I nodded

				‘You’re surprised that I know about her?’

				‘Yes,’ I said.

				His demeanour had changed; his spirits had lifted. ‘I know why she died,’ he said. ‘I’m not talking about the cause of death. I mean, I know why she died.’

				I felt a surge of optimism. ‘Tell me,’ I said.

				Neil Stewart ignored the stump of cigarette burning in front of him and started rolling another one using a neat little contraption that looked like a sardine tin complete with key.

				‘You really want to know?’ said Stewart.

				‘I really want to know,’ I replied, watching him.

				‘I came up here years ago,’ Neil said, ‘because I wanted to keep an eye on someone—someone connected to Josip Babic, the executioner of Sarajevo.’ He took a sip of something dark, evil and sticky from a middie glass on the table, before winding the key on the cigarette-making contraption and lifting out the neatly rolled cigarette it formed. ‘But I’m getting ahead of myself,’ he said.

				‘I heard Babic was a patriot,’ I said. ‘A war hero.’

				Neil Stewart shrugged. ‘If the Germans had won the last world war,’ he said, ‘the same would have been said about Hitler and the rest of them. We had a different perspective.’ He leaned forward. ‘Josip Babic was a butcher—a war criminal. His daughter wouldn’t have died if she hadn’t been his daughter. Toby Speed was very helpful in making sure Babic and men like him slipped through the screening process after the war.’

				A bolt of electricity ran through me. Aunt Ksenia hadn’t liked her brother-in-law. Was it because she’d known this? I pulled out my notebook and started jotting down what Neil Stewart said.

				‘No wonder Toby Speed wasn’t too keen to get involved again,’ I said.

				‘Too right,’ said Neil. ‘Him and his superiors protected Babic and people like him. They used him.’ Neil Stewart glanced my way. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ he asked again.

				‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m on duty.’

				He topped up his glass. ‘Never stopped me,’ he said, putting the carton of port down. ‘We nearly had Babic, you know,’ he said. ‘The brief was watertight. I had eye witnesses—even after all that time—who were prepared to testify in court that they’d seen him gun down youngsters and shoot men and women. I had photographs. We had more than enough to nail the bastard.’

				‘Slow down,’ I said. ‘All I know is that you were involved in the Special Investigation Unit. You’ll have to start at the beginning.’

				‘That’s what I’m trying to do,’ he said. ‘The SIU was set up by the Hawke government in the 1980s. We looked into 800 suspected war criminals.’

				‘What? Here in Australia?’ I was surprised at the number. ‘And one of those was Josip Babic?’

				‘You bet,’ said Neil. ‘He not only compiled lists of the people to be hauled in front of his kangaroo courts in Sarajevo, he also participated very vigorously in the verdicts. There was only one sentence handed down in Joe Babic’s court.’

				I scribbled while he spoke.

				‘We tracked witnesses,’ he continued. ‘We found death warrants with his name on them. We even found a photograph of him standing beside what turned out to be a mass grave in his Black Legion uniform.’

				‘Black Legion?’ I asked.

				‘It was a notorious killing unit in Yugoslavia during the Second World War,’ said Neil, topping up his glass yet again. ‘Its members murdered Serbs, Jews and Gypsies. I was in Sarajevo fifteen years ago,’ he added. ‘I actually talked to old men who still remembered Josip Babic well from those days. Men who’d watched him kill their neighbours. And in some cases, their relatives.’

				Neil lurched out of his chair, scrabbled through the pile of papers on the lounge and grabbed a handful, thrusting them at me.

				‘What’s this?’ I said, startled, taking them from him.

				He stood in front of me, his hair standing on end from being pressed up against the chair. He would have been an imposing figure once, tall and wide-shouldered. Now his clothes hung on his skinny wide frame and the skin on his face showed the burnt look of advanced alcoholism. It could have been me if I hadn’t stopped when I did, I thought, and felt real compassion for the man.

				‘Have a look through what I’ve given you,’ he said. ‘It’s just rotting here, like me.’

				‘What happened to your case against Babic after you charged him?’ I asked.

				‘Our prosecution failed. I couldn’t believe how the judge just threw the case out. Simply because it was old.’ He fell silent, brooding over the cigarette stub in the ashtray. I saw then that he’d rolled yet another cigarette in the little machine.

				‘We had some very good advice, too, about prosecuting another war criminal.’ He shot me a look. ‘The AFP sat on it and then turned it down. And then the money ran out. Too costly, they said. Old war criminals aren’t sexy. There’s no votes in justice.

				‘Things like the fucking Olympic Games are never too costly. Fucking bread and circuses.’

				I looked at the papers in my hands. They were old-fashioned typescript with dates from the 1950s. ‘What are these?’ I asked again.

				‘If you read through those letters and documents,’ he said, ‘you’ll see how a man who was first classified as a war criminal was cleaned up until he became a desirable migrant to Australia. You’ll see the names of the public servants who colluded in reclassifying him.’

				I scanned the old documents, puzzled.

				‘The War Office Screening Mission,’ Stewart continued, ‘sorted people into those they wouldn’t touch with a barge pole and those that were supported in their immigration to new countries like Australia. Somehow, Babic went from classification “Black”—meaning he was known to have been party to war crimes, or a vigorous collaborator with the Nazis—through to “Grey”.’ Stewart tipped his hand from side to side as he spoke. ‘That meant they were a bit iffy—right over to “White”. Squeaky clean. Then the war hero bullshit.’

				I’d stopped taking notes and just sat there, staring at Neil Stewart. ‘Josip Babic was Black as Satan’s arsehole.’ He gestured to the papers in my hand. ‘Take ’em,’ he said. ‘They’re no bloody use to me. To anyone. Not now. Nobody gives a rat’s arse.’ He poured another drink and took a long swig. ‘Fuckin’ broke my heart,’ he said, ‘when that fucking judge threw the case out. I couldn’t believe it. And you should have seen the look on Babic’s face. I wanted to jump up and punch him. He was preening.’

				From my experience I knew it was depressing when a hard-won brief gets knocked out. And I’ve heard cops tell me how it was a certain case that did it for them, made them lose their heart, made them not bother anymore. Sometimes it’s a series of less serious cases. But usually there’s one heartbreaker. I looked at Neil Stewart slumped at the table.

				‘But Babic is dead now,’ I said.

				‘Died nice and cosy in his own little bed,’ said Neil. ‘He got away with it. Not beaten and raped or mutilated, or standing in front of a ditch waiting for a shot in the back of the head. If he was lucky.’

				Some people do seem to get away with it, I thought. I’d never believed in a higher court, although sometimes the idea was appealing. Like right now.

				I recalled something Neil had said earlier. ‘That’s why you said “ASIO liars”,’ I said.

				Neil grunted. ‘After the war, they recruited Nazis as intelligence agents. They never admitted it, but they did. Anything anti-communist was considered a good thing.’ He sank back in the chair. ‘And that meant Croatian patriots.’ He spat out the last word. ‘And war “heroes” like Josip Babic, the butcher of Sarajevo.’

				‘So Sister Gertrude’s murder is related to her father’s past?’ I asked.

				Neil Stewart gave the merest shrug, eyes almost closed against the cigarette smoke curling around his face. ‘A lot of human beings were murdered by Babic and his gang. And if I know about her father, other people would, for sure.’ His eyes suddenly opened wide like a spooked horse. ‘I reckon someone knew who she was.’

				‘But she was far too young to have been involved in the war,’ I said. ‘She was an innocent.’

				Neil’s laugh was bitter. ‘Since when has innocence been any defence?’

				He had a point. ‘There was a brother killed in 1972,’ I said, remembering the facts I’d put together. ‘And within a very short time, she went into the convent.’

				Neil Stewart looked into my eyes. His were red and bleary but the old investigator still lurked behind them. ‘Maybe she was making reparation,’ he suggested.

				In other times and circumstances, I could imagine myself working with this man. He had the knack. The capacity to imagine and play around with the pieces until he’d fitted them together.

				‘But reparation for what?’ I asked.

				‘Christ almighty,’ said Neil, ‘take your pick.’ He leaned forward, warming to his topic. ‘You’ve got to know a bit about the old Yugoslavia,’ he said. ‘The Croats are mostly Catholic—fiercely anti-commo, like Babic. Many of them were committed to the idea of an independent state. They didn’t see a future for themselves in Tito’s communist Yugoslavia.’ He swallowed the rest of the fortified wine. ‘War makes strange alliances and many Croats teamed up with the Nazis in the quisling Nazi state during the war. Tens of thousands of Serbs were murdered.’

				The history was coming back to me. ‘The Croats were Nazi collaborators?’ I asked.

				‘They didn’t see it like that,’ said Neil. ‘It was their righteous struggle against the godless forces of Communism that would crush their religious freedom and national honour. Not to mention their dream of an independent state.’

				‘Speed told me that Josip Babic was a soldier in the NDH—the Croatian army.’

				Neil nodded vigorously. ‘That’s right. And he was also a member of the Ustashe, the Croatian fascist movement. Some of their atrocities even sickened the Nazis.’

				It was a long time ago, I thought. ‘Does the name Jeremiah Dokic mean anything to you?’ I asked, coming back to the present.

				Neil shook his head. ‘Who’s he?’

				I told him about Jeremiah and his terror, his attempted suicide.

				‘What’s he frightened of?’ I asked.

				‘It’s a Serbian name,’ he said. ‘He might know something helpful.’ He paused, considering something. ‘When the Germans lost the war and their allies had to lay down their arms, too, the NDH surrendered to the Yugoslav army as prisoners of war. Too many Serbs saw this as payback time and tens of thousands of Croats were murdered at Bleiburg in Austria. Those not killed straightaway were forced into death marches and murdered along the way by Serb partisans. The Croats called it “Kryzni put”.’

				‘The way of the Cross,’ I quoted.

				Neil Stewart looked impressed and I wished I’d found him right at the beginning of this investigation. I might have had a guide through this labyrinth a lot earlier.

				I sat there in the dingy room, mulling over what I’d just heard, trying to put it all together. But I wasn’t completely satisfied. Vengeance from somewhere over half a century ago just didn’t work for me. Murder is a young man’s business. The sort of killing I’d seen hadn’t been done by an old man in his eighties, I’d swear. I drew a line under my notes. This wasn’t going anywhere. My earlier sense of excitement faded. What Neil Stewart had told me was just background information.

				‘But anyone involved in World War Two crimes,’ I said, ‘is either dead or very old by now. Sister Gertrude was only murdered a week ago. The motivation you’re suggesting is over sixty years old.’

				‘Exactly! That’s the whole point!’ said Neil. ‘It’s not! It’s as fresh as today. Young Australian Croats trained and fought with the Croatian militia in Yugoslavia in the 1990s. They were part of units that carried out some of the worst mass murders of the war.’ The anger in his voice grew. ‘Don’t you get it? There are dozens, maybe hundreds, of young Australian men who went back just a few years ago to Sarajevo, to Kosovo, to Bosnia and other places in the old Yugoslavia and fought in their fathers’ battles—Croatian, Serbian, Bosnian. The old war criminals trained the next generation and handed it on, father to son.’

				I felt something constrict around my heart; this familiar family pattern.

				‘These young Australians were party to atrocities on all sides,’ said Neil. ‘And it’s only a few years ago we’re talking about.’ He’d forgotten to pour another drink and his cigarette waved as he spoke, ash dropping.

				I scribbled again. ‘You’re saying it’s a generational thing,’ I said.

				Neil Stewart stared at me. ‘You’ve got it,’ he said.

				It had been there all the time, right in front of my eyes and I thought of Florence’s words and Charlie’s similar warning.

				‘Blei Babic went back to Yugoslavia in the ’70s,’ Neil was saying, ‘and was killed during a fierce battle against government forces. Fighting his father’s old fight.’

				‘Men like Babic in the ’40s,’ I said, ‘then his son Blei in the ’70s and then their sons in the ’90s.’

				Neil Stewart nodded. ‘This war just keeps on going,’ he said.

				All wars keep on going, I thought, and the memory of my father rose. It’s just that some are more obvious than others. Outside the dusty window, a crow scolded and noisy miners alarmed. ‘Sister Gertrude died because of something that happened in Croatia,’ I said.

				Again Neil nodded. ‘That’s my theory.’

				‘There was a crucifix involved,’ I told him, ‘and its hands and feet had been chopped off.’

				‘That’s exactly the sort of atrocity that occurred,’ he said. ‘The savagery on all sides is sickening. They were pissed out of their brains a lot of the time. They’d be all fired up in a militia mob, full of battle rage and slivovic.’

				I wondered if any of them woke up and remembered what they’d done the day before, and wept with the horror of it. Maybe they just had another brandy the way Neil Stewart was doing right this minute and didn’t think about it.

				‘Then,’ said Neil, ‘when they’d had a gutful, they flew home to Australia. They’re all back at work now, sleeping safe in their beds at night. And you know something? Even if we could prove this beyond the shadow of a doubt, there’s nothing we could do about it in this country. Because there’s no legislation in existence covering war crimes committed overseas. Not after the Second World War. They’re home free.’ He sat down again. ‘Fucking justice,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it great?’

				I pulled out my notebook with the cross from the icon and its four Cs, half of them back to front. ‘Neil,’ I said, showing it to him. ‘What’s this?’

				He leaned forward, took the notebook from me and examined it.

				‘Where did you get this?’ asked Neil, uttering a strange, sibilant phrase in a language I didn’t know. ‘These are Cyrillic letters,’ he said. ‘This is the letter that we’d write as S.’ He raised his eyes from my drawing. ‘These initials stand for “Samo Sloga Srbina Spasava”,’ he said in a foreign tongue. ‘Why are you showing me this?’

				I told him about the knife cuts on the murdered nun’s leg. ‘Why the hell didn’t you tell me that in the first place?’ he yelled. ‘If I’d read that in the papers I’d have been in touch with you like a shot.’

				I was taken aback at this outburst. ‘We can’t release all the details,’ I said. ‘You know that.’ I paused. ‘And we didn’t know what it was. What it meant. It was only a cross, for God’s sake.’

				‘You should have released it straightaway. The man you’re looking for is probably out of the country by now.’

				I felt stung. ‘I didn’t know what it was until a short while ago. And it didn’t look like that on her skin. The C curves were angular, more like Ls.’

				‘Whoever carved that into Katica Babic’s flesh was proclaiming a Serbian nationalist slogan,’ Neil said. ‘Those four letters are the initials of one of their most famous myths. What I just quoted before. “Only unity saves the Serbs”.’ 

				‘You speak Serbian?’ I asked.

				‘A bit.’

				‘Then you might know something else,’ I said, and described the icon I believed had gone missing from Sister Gertrude’s room at the time of the murder.

				‘That sounds like St Sava,’ he said, ‘Serbia’s great thirteenth-century saint.’

				I was champing at the bit, eager to move. A broken-down, alcoholic ex-cop had given me the most useful information I’d had so far. Now I had a Serbian killer and a Serbian saint.

				‘But I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘How come a Serbian Orthodox saint is hanging in a Croatian nun’s room?’

				‘Her aunt gave it to her.’

				‘Then why did the killer take it?’ he asked.

				There are some questions about cases that are never answered, I thought, and this is probably one of them. Maybe he just wanted a souvenir and what better than the great national saint.

				‘A Serb kills a Croat,’ said Neil. ‘According to him, justice is done.’

				‘But it’s just more of the same,’ I said. ‘Setting up the next killing. And so it goes on.’

				‘It’s been going on for decades,’ he said. ‘Centuries. Serbs killing Croats, Croats killing Serbs, everyone killing the Muslims. And not just in Yugoslavia.’

				A light had switched on in my brain at his earlier words. ‘Sister Gertrude’s dying words were “Justice is done.”’

				‘How do you know that?’ Neil asked.

				I told him.

				Neil Stewart emptied the middie glass, refilled it, shaking the cask. ‘Time for another walk to the pub,’ he said.

				I sensed the atmosphere change as he switched off. It was time to go and I stood up, folding over the documents Neil had passed to me.

				‘Dr Johnson used to say that patriotism was the last refuge of scoundrels,’ Neil said. ‘But he was wrong. The last refuge of real scoundrels is religion. Bullshit about love of country and honour and shedding blood for God and the fatherland.’

				‘Thanks for these,’ I said, gathering up the papers he’d given me. ‘I’ll return them safely.’

				He waved them away.

				‘You said,’ I reminded him, ‘that you came up here originally to keep an eye on someone. Was it Sister Gertrude?’

				Neil Stewart shook his head. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘I’ve stopped caring about justice.’

				‘And thanks for your time,’ I added.

				‘It’s all I’ve got these days,’ he said. ‘Time. Day after day, the same.’

				I couldn’t leave without giving him something that might sound hopeful. ‘You know,’ I said, ‘you can always make a choice to live differently.’

				He looked at me as if I was simple.

				‘I used to drink like you do,’ I said.

				He slumped back down in his chair and shot me a look of black contempt.

				‘No one drinks like I do,’ he snarled.

				I let myself out, shivering, trying to remember who Dr Johnson was. I sat in the car, staring sightlessly through the dusty windscreen. It had been there all the time, right under my nose, the racial and historical hatred that had underpinned the death of a harmless, middle-aged woman in a convent in the country. ‘Sister Gertrude knew her killer,’ I whispered out loud. ‘She knew why she was dying.’

				I thought of pretty Aunt Ksenia who had tried to put the past behind her. Maybe if she’d looked more closely at it she might still be alive. I recalled the dark-haired man who’d kissed her in the car outside her house. Then my thoughts turned again to her niece in the convent. ‘Justice is done,’ she’d said. That sounded like resignation to me. She was waiting for what happened. And as the violent crime scene replayed itself in my imagination I suddenly understood something. Now I knew why the killer had taken that icon off the wall.

				I called Ryan Holbrook, the detective in charge of the Ksenia Jelacic case, telling him what I’d discovered from Neil Stewart.

				‘We’re putting everything we’ve got into finding her boyfriend, Marko,’ he told me.

				I drove a few miles and pulled off the road, near a huge snow gum where a young falcon perched, reading the country with his fathomless black eyes. I looked through the papers Neil Stewart had given me. It made interesting reading to see how Josip Babic, a war criminal ‘Black’, had moved through the stages until he was a desirable ‘White’ migrant and almost certain ASIO agent. A couple of letters from ASIO field operatives to their superiors suggested he was a double agent as well, working for the Yugoslav government in the 1960s, betraying his Croatian countrymen for money, playing both for profit. I looked up from my reading. In the long run, and like so many betrayers, the only real loyalty Josip Babic had shown had been to money.

				I was about to stash the papers back into the carton and restart the car when a familiar name jumped out at me. I’d almost missed it, scanning as I was for information about Josip Babic. A certain Franciscan, Father Franjo Oswaldi, was known as one of Babic’s associates. It was hard to believe what I was reading; the Franciscan had connections to a well-documented Croatian terrorist training camp at Wodonga in the early 1960s.

				Just to make sure I’d got it right, I read it all over again. I leafed through the earlier papers, following Father Franjo Oswaldi’s clerical career, from the Vatican just after the war, and thence to Australia to establish a house for members of his flock—a meeting place in their new country where he and other members of the Croatian Revolutionary Brotherhood met and practised bomb-making. I looked up from these revelations and was almost certain this man was the person Neil Stewart had originally wanted to watch.

				I wasn’t going anywhere or doing anything until I’d found this priest. I drove straight back to the Stjepan Radic Athletics Club and as I walked over to the cubby hole office where first I’d met the lanky youth, the nuggetty old man sitting at the bench looked up. I knew he was my man straight away, even before he stood up and came out, moving stiffly on bowed legs, the small cross on his collar the evidence of his calling, or one of his callings, I thought. He should have a skull and crossbones on the other lapel.

				‘Father Oswald?’ I asked.

				His smile was tight and his eyes narrowed as he tried to place me. I held out my ID and I saw him react. ‘What can I do for you?’ he said, his accent still strong, his manner guarded.

				‘I’m making enquiries about the death of Sister Gertrude. Katica Babic.’

				At her name, his face paled. ‘But you are not the police?’

				‘I work closely with them,’ I said, keeping it vague. ‘I believe you were her spiritual director,’ I said. ‘I’d like you to tell me anything you know that might be helpful.’

				‘The matters we discussed were personal and very private,’ he said, his manner hostile. ‘I don’t have to talk to you.’

				‘No,’ I agreed, ‘you don’t. However if you don’t, I’ll tell the local police something about your history. They’ll want to know why you’ve been impossible to find, considering your close association with a murder victim. Why would that be, Father? What are you hiding?’

				I watched his face register the hit and I moved in with another. ‘I’ve got written evidence that shows you were part of the Vatican rat lines. That you helped war criminals like Josip Babic set up the terrorist training camp where young Croatian men of the next generation learned how to kill.’

				‘We did nothing illegal,’ he said. ‘We provided a service for young men. Healthy, masculine activities. Even some of the Australian army came and trained with us. There’s nothing your police can do to me.’

				That at least was the truth, I knew.

				He was watching me keenly. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong,’ he continued. ‘Except to stand up against evil.’

				‘Today on the Murray River, tomorrow on the Drina,’ I quoted from Neil Stewart’s papers.

				He blinked at that.

				‘You wouldn’t want to spend your last years, Father, locked up for breaching the Crimes Act.’ I leaned even closer and half-whispered. ‘Being party to the training of terrorists is not a popular career choice in Australia, right now.’

				‘I’ve done nothing wrong,’ he repeated.

				‘Men like you never do,’ I said. ‘It’s always the others. Perhaps you will be interested to know,’ I continued, ‘that whoever murdered the daughter of your fellow trainer carved this on her flesh.’ I showed him the cross.

				Father Oswald crossed himself. ‘The beast,’ he muttered. ‘The sign of the beast.’

				‘That doesn’t sound like Christian brotherhood to me, Father,’ I said. ‘Is that how you should think of your neighbours?’

				He suddenly stood up. ‘Leave now,’ he commanded.

				‘You can talk to me now, Father,’ I said, ‘or I’ll arrange to have you taken into Heronvale Police Station and questioned. It could go on for hours. Think of the publicity.’ I watched his face, but he remained impassive, the mask-like features of a man who has hidden for half a century.

				‘Sister Gertrude must have spoken with you about what was happening, about the first time her killer came to the convent,’ I suggested.

				He remained mute.

				‘See, Father,’ I said, ‘I don’t have the power or the inclination to torture answers out of you. But I’ve got a couple of journalist friends who would love to hear all about you.’

				Father Oswald capitulated. ‘I told her not to speak about the past. There is a war going on, still going on, between the righteous and the Godless. Between God and Satan.’

				‘Give it a rest,’ I said, tired and angry. ‘The war goes on because of egoists like you and Josip Babic. You didn’t want anything stirred up, did you?’ I said. ‘You told her not to call the police. To protect yourself. You didn’t want the killer caught because then the whole Croat–Serb business would become hot news again and people might start asking questions about you. And about the young men you’ve helped train out here. And their connection to atrocities in Bosnia and Kosovo.’

				His eyes, half-hidden in folds of scaly flesh, remained hard and unblinking.

				‘I gave her a great treasure in her hour of trial, the miraculous crucifix.’

				‘She turned to you for help and you gave her superstitious mumbo-jumbo,’ I said, my words reflecting the contempt I was feeling.

				His eyes blazed. I had the distinct impression that if he could have killed me in that moment, he would have.

				‘And you know damn well who killed her. If Sister Gertrude knew, she would have told you, her spiritual adviser.’

				Father Oswald spat. ‘His name doesn’t matter. They are all the same. The same beast.’

				‘Tell me his name!’

				‘We know how to deal with God’s enemies,’ he said.

				I was sick of it. I pulled out my mobile and rang Heronvale police.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Nineteen

				When I got to work, I found Bob waiting for me. We went into my office and he sprawled comfortably on the lounge Digby had only recently installed. I told him what Neil Stewart had told me. ‘Father Oswald is being questioned by the police right this minute,’ I said. ‘I’m kicking myself for not noticing that cross earlier. If I had, I might have got this a lot quicker.’ I gave him a quick run through the documents that showed the murdered nun’s father to have been a double agent—double traitor, more to the point. ‘Gertrude’s death is related to the ghosts of Eastern Europe,’ I said. ‘This is what I’ve put together.’

				Bob listened in that way he has, very still, taking it all in. ‘This Marko, an Australian Serb, gets close to Ksenia Jelacic. He knows who her niece is. He’s got a score to settle with the Babic family. He’s determined on revenge for something done to a Serbian or Serbians by either Josip or Blei Babic. Or maybe even someone connected to the family featured just recently in the 1990s,’ I added. ‘But Josip and his son Blei are already dead and there’s only the daughter left. He finds out from Ksenia where Sister Gertrude lives. He goes to Canberra, visits the St Sava Social Club, meets countryman Jeremiah Dokic the convent gardener there, makes friends with him. Later they get into a fight about a woman,’ I said, thinking of the blonde in the bedside photo and the AVO, ‘and then Marko realises that he can commit murder, his act of vengeance, and make it look like the gardener did it. He must have come back and planted the weapons later, or maybe he wanted Jeremiah to hide them for him. We might find out if Jeremiah ever talks.’

				‘Ryan Holbrook’s pulled a few strings with the Assistant Commissioner for extra personnel. It’s only a matter of time before we get this Marko,’ said Bob.

				‘Father Oswald’s bunch might get to him first,’ I said.

				‘I thought priests were men of peace,’ said Bob.

				‘You can think again,’ I said. ‘Let’s come down hard on Jeremiah. He’s a witness, Bob. He must have heard something. He’s been outside Sister Gertrude’s room. Why do you think he was involved with the weapons? Why do you think he’s so scared?’

				Bob’s steady grey eyes met mine.

				‘I think he saw the murder,’ I said. ‘He knows who did it.’

				As we were driving to Canberra Hospital, Jacinta rang from the bush. ‘Don’t forget my birthday dinner,’ she said. ‘I’ll be home for that.’

				‘Wouldn’t miss it for quids,’ I said.

				I was coming to be very familiar with this hospital, I thought, as we were directed to the ward where Jeremiah Dokic lay. When he saw us approaching, he looked even unhappier. He fumbled for the nurses’ bell but I deftly moved it from his reach.

				‘Come on, Jeremiah,’ I said, looking at the man, diminished by his faded hospital-issue nightie, eyes wide in his weathered face. ‘There never was a big blond man with a beard frightening Sister Gertrude. You were bullshitting us. The man you saw was a clean-shaven fellow with dark hair . . . The same man you saw the night of the murder. When you were perving on poor old Sister Gertrude.’

				Jeremiah closed his eyes. ‘Leave me alone,’ he rasped. ‘I can’t tell you anything more. What is it with you people?’

				‘You saw Marko,’ I said.

				At the mention of that name, what little colour still remained in Jeremiah’s face drained away.

				‘You even tried to kill him, but it was me.’ I rubbed my still-tender neck. ‘And,’ I continued, ‘we know you can help us.’

				Jeremiah coughed painfully. ‘Look at me,’ he said. ‘I’m in no state to testify anything. And there’s nothing I can say. No way I’m going to testify. I’d be dead before I got to court.’

				‘We can make sure you’re safe,’ said Bob.

				‘I’m not saying anything. Not now, not in court.’

				‘You tell us what you saw,’ said Bob, ‘and the court, and we’ll look after you. Keep you safe and set you up in a nice new life. With the man you’re scared of safe behind bars.’

				Jeremiah shook his head. ‘No thanks,’ he said. ‘I just want to get back to my old life. That suits me fine.’ He winced with the pain of swallowing.

				‘Jeremiah,’ I tried one more time, ‘we need you to testify. We need your eye-witness account so that we can get this killer off the streets. Otherwise, he’s going to come after you. You know too much.’

				‘Just go,’ said Jeremiah. ‘Just leave me in peace. You don’t know what he’s like. Him and his mates.’ He moved lower in the bed and turned his face away from us. The interview was over. I walked away, with Bob behind me, attending to a call on his mobile.

				‘He’s too scared,’ I said. ‘This bloke must have a fearsome reputation.’

				‘Jeremiah is right to be scared,’ said Bob, rehooking his phone. ‘That was Ryan Holbrook. Miriam Furlough just rang him with the initial findings on Ksenia Jelacic.’

				‘Surprise me,’ I said.

				‘There’s every indication she was dead before she was strung up in her doorway. The scientists at the Divison of Analytic Laboratories are going flat strap with the physical evidence collected at her place. But so far they’ve got nothing.’

				‘But,’ I said, ‘even if they find his DNA at Ksenia’s place, so what? He’s got a good reason for it being there. He was her boyfriend. Something’s not right, Bob.’ Florence’s words about the best hiding place being right under your nose kept circling round my mind. There was something I was failing to see and it was something obvious.

				‘Keep working at it,’ said Bob. ‘You’ll sort it out. You always do.’ His mobile rang. He didn’t say anything, but I saw his face change.

				‘Good news,’ he said. ‘That was Sydney. They’ve got Marko Gavrilovic.’

				•

				I went to Sydney with Bob. I wanted to see Marko again. ‘We’ve found he had an interstate record,’ said Bob. ‘I’ve got one of the young blokes getting details for me.’

				When I saw him sitting in the interview room, I knew it was the same man I’d seen briefly in the car outside Ksenia’s house. At closer quarters, I saw how the pale face and good-looking features expressed habitual vigilance.

				Everything about him made my fists clench and I had to remind myself that I was a man of science, not violence. After the formalities, Ryan Holbrook started the questions. No, said Gavrilovic, when he left Ksenia’s house that morning, she’d been alive. She’d been upset though, he said. Crying.

				‘Why was that?’ asked Ryan.

				‘I had told her it was finished between us,’ he said. ‘Maybe she hanged herself because of that?’

				The carelessness with which he spoke made me hate him. He told Ryan he had never been on the premises of the Convent of the Assumption. He had no idea why he’d been arrested.

				A young man entered the room and passed a fax to Bob. Bob glanced at it and passed it to me. I took a few moments to read it. It was helpful.

				‘Tell me about the job you were working on in Brisbane, Marko,’ I said.

				‘Brisbane?’ The facade slipped a fraction but was almost immediately back in place.

				‘You were working as a bodyguard, weren’t you?’ I said, waving the fax at him. ‘For Herbie Groom. Big Brisbane crim.’

				‘So?’ he said. ‘How was I to know he was a crim?’

				‘You make a habit of working for crims,’ I said, holding my card till last. ‘Before Herbie Groom, you worked for another crim. A big international crim. He’s being tried right now in the International Court at the Hague.’

				Now he was rattled. It was clear he hadn’t known that we would know this.

				‘You worked as a bodyguard to Slobodan Milosevic,’ said Bob, who had taken the fax from me and read further.

				Gavrilovic pulled himself together and visibly straightened up. ‘I’m proud I served my country. I love my country. I served my president and that makes me proud too. I am a true patriot.’

				God preserve us all from such true patriots, I thought. I left the interview room in search of a DNA screening kit. My mobile rang. It was Toby Speed.

				‘I’ve been trying to get on to you,’ he said. ‘I didn’t tell you everything when we met.’

				‘Fancy that,’ I said. ‘But I can bet I know why you’re ringing me now.’

				There was a silence.

				‘You’ve heard we’ve arrested Marko Gavrilovic,’ I said. ‘Isn’t that right?’

				‘It’s my job to know things like that,’ said Speed.

				‘Used to be,’ I said, wondering which Australian Croat or Serb had rung him to inform him, in just the same way Josip Babic’s daughter had rung him.

				‘I’d like my name left right out of this,’ said Speed. ‘If it comes to anything.’

				‘Is that so,’ I said, wondering what the deal was.

				‘It could be embarrassing,’ he said. ‘Not just to me.’

				‘You’re spot on with that,’ I said. ‘Terrorism is not exactly the flavour of the month right now, Speed.’ I almost felt gleeful. ‘What’ve you got that’s worth me going to the trouble of losing your contact details?’

				‘I’ll tell you something about Marko Gavrilovic,’ said Speed. ‘His mother was raped and mutilated and left to die by Croatian irregulars some time in the ’70s after a raid on a Serbian village.’

				I thought of the murdered nun, the wound on her ankle. I remembered the precision of the cuts that had hacked through the figure on the miraculous crucifix. In my mind, details that had seemed puzzling started to come together. ‘They cut her hands and feet off and she bled to death,’ I said.

				Toby Speed sounded surprised. ‘How did you know that?’

				‘He did it to the crucifix,’ I said, ringing off.

				I was starting to make sense of the crime scene in Sister Gertrude’s room. I longed for a clean piece of paper on which to draw the sequence, like a story board. I hoped I had most of it now. But there was just one problem: and it was a big one. So far, we had absolutely no evidence to put this killer back at the crime scene. Nothing convincing for the jury. I couldn’t even see us getting to the committal stage with this one.

				As I re-entered the room with the DNA kit, Bob looked up. ‘Doctor McCain here will take a DNA sample,’ he said. ‘He’ll fix you up with a mouth swab.’ Gavrilovic glared at me as I took my cue, pulled on the disposable gloves and took a swabstick out of the kit Bob had ready and waiting. I passed the cotton bud to Gavrilovic and explained what he needed to do. He looked at it for a while, and I thought I saw the beginning of a smile at the corners of his tight mouth. Then he rubbed it around his gums. I took it from him and pressed it against the treated paper that seals the sample, fixing it at room temperature. I snapped it into a small sterile container and wrote the necessary details on it. Now we had Gavrilovic in a little plastic house.

				I cursed inwardly that we had no DNA profile against which to match this man. But the best Florence had been able to get was the NR—Not Reportable—result which had given us no details apart from the sex marker.

				Gavrilovic was sitting back in his seat, looking as if he owned the joint, wearing his cockiness like a badge. It seemed as if he couldn’t care less. Bob and I left him to the Sydney blokes and walked down the hall together.

				‘We’ve got nothing on the prick,’ said Bob.

				‘I know,’ I said.

				We parted and I drove to Malabar. I was tired and only just remembered in time that it was Jacinta’s birthday. I bought some roses on the way.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty

				I was surprised when I walked in, to find Jacinta there, lying on the lounge, reading.

				‘Dad!’ said my daughter with her rare, huge smile. ‘How cool!’

				She jumped up and threw her arms around me when I handed her the bunch of pink roses.

				‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. ‘What’s happened?’

				‘I live here. Remember?’

				‘I thought you were staying at Charlie’s,’ I said. ‘What’s happened to the Bondi flat?’

				‘We just got back from the bushwalking thing and I needed to get more clothes and do some washing.’

				She found a big jug in the kitchen and shoved the roses in it, then went back to the lounge and flung herself down, legs stuck up the wall. ‘I needed some space. It’s hard being with someone twenty-four hours a day.’ She pulled a face.

				‘So how was the camping trip?’ I asked.

				‘The bushwalk was great. I saw a huge goanna and two black snakes.’ She paused. ‘We’re just too different,’ she said. ‘And he’s got lots of weird, old-fashioned ideas.’

				I didn’t tell her I’d noticed these already.

				‘He wants me to move in,’ she said. ‘But I don’t want to go through all the hassle of packing up and moving to North Bondi only to have to move again in a few months if we can’t get along together.’

				I heard her swing onto the floor. And suddenly she was there, in the doorway, watching as I made a coffee.

				My mobile rang. It was Colin Reeves.

				‘Where are you?’ he asked me.

				‘In Sydney,’ I said. ‘At my place.’

				‘That’s a good start, mate,’ he said. ‘Because we’re moving on Jacinta tonight.’

				‘Shit,’ I said. ‘Tonight? Are we ready for this?’

				‘We’ve gotta be,’ said Colin.

				‘Who are you talking to?’ Jacinta asked and I hushed her with a hand signal.

				‘Everyone’s ready to go. I’ll tell them the address on the way.’ I gave it to him.

				‘But Colin—’ I started, about to protest that it was her birthday.

				‘I’ll call you back when we’re on the way.’ And he was gone.

				I felt my legs trembling but it wasn’t fear. It was a combination of anticipation and anger. And also a wild feeling of satisfied vengeance. I put the phone down. Jacinta stood in the doorway, frowning, wanting to know.

				‘Tonight,’ I said to her. ‘Cash thinks he’s going to grab you tonight.’ I saw her go for her mobile. ‘No,’ I said, putting my hand over it. ‘Don’t ring anyone. Don’t say anything to anyone. You can tell them all about it in the morning. When we’ve got that bastard locked up.’

				‘What do we do now?’ Jacinta asked.

				‘Just act normal,’ I said. ‘Me and Charlie are going to cook you a birthday meal.’

				‘But I wanted us to go to the bistro at the pub with Andy.’

				‘You’d better ring and cancel,’ I said. 

				‘Ja wohl, mein Kommandant,’ Jacinta said.

				I rang my brother and told him what was going on, but still felt jumpy when I heard a noise at the front as he arrived a bit late.

				I got my car out of the way, so that only Jacinta’s was parked on the rise in front of the house. And we kept our voices down, just in case. It was hard to forget that we were part of a stake-out. In fact, it wasn’t possible at all.

				We had dinner and a cream-filled sponge cake that Jacinta had ordered, with pink and blue roses around the rim.

				It was difficult to feel normal when all the time I was acutely aware that someone called Brett and his huge companion, Darren, tooled up and fit as buggery, had settled down in the small back bedroom I used as a study. They had my portable television set. But they refused to eat anything and all I could hear from the back room was the occasional muted sound of canned laughter. My heart was racing and I wondered if my daughter’s was doing the same. We didn’t say much. To cover any noises, I asked Jacinta to put on some of her music, which she did with relish. I’d made sure the blinds and curtains were well and truly drawn and checked the locks. I knew there was no lock on earth that could keep out a determined intruder, and I knew that tonight, if we were to put this bastard away, my house had to be breached, but that didn’t make it easy on me. It meant staying alert even though I felt as tired as a drover’s dog.

				Another noise, this time at the back door, unsettled me. It was Bob, who’d walked the last several hundred yards, having left his car near a look-out. He ate both slices of sponge cake that the big boys had declined and I took up my position in the front living room, near the curtained window that overlooks the road outside, sitting in the dark like a dickhead. If I turned my head I was just able to discern Bob comfortably seated on the lounge behind me, arms folded, ankles neatly crossed, dozing peacefully. Once I’d found him dozing, waiting for me, beside a naked woman, half-sitting on a couch, the woman dead as a doornail, strangled by a jealous lover.

				At about eleven, Charlie went home and Jacinta went to bed, and in the back bedroom, the two State Protection Group officers either dozed or watched the television with the sound turned off. Outside, the wash of the sea was a soft and continuous constant, except for the sound of the occasional passing car, and as the night grew later, these became infrequent.

				At about twelve-eighteen, the sound of a powerful car approaching startled me and I was suddenly wide awake. There is a current that flows between the watcher and the watched, and I had experienced its power on other occasions. I leaned forward to see a vehicle without headlights pulling over to a halt on the grassy verge opposite my place. Only a few lights showed in the houses along the street and the street lighting was meagre. I waited, trying to recognise the man who got out of the car. Bob was beside me just like in the old days and, together, we strained to see what was going on in the street below. It was Colin, greasy, leather-jacketed, jeans and boots, the perfect picture of a small-time crim. Come on, I was saying to the other party in the car, get out too. But only Colin was visible, standing near the now closed driver’s door, fiddling with his jacket. Where are you, you bastard? I willed Marty Cash to move: Get out of the car and come in here. But all I could hear was the crunch of Colin’s boots as he started across the road.

				‘Cash isn’t coming in!’ I hissed to Bob. ‘He’s too fucking smart. This is a waste of time.’

				Colin was just about to step up onto the footpath when I heard him swear, and down he went, like a fighter who’s just been kayoed. He rolled around there for a moment, grabbing his knee. He looked as if he was in intense pain. Then he started pitifully crawling across the road. Come on, Cash, I hissed again.

				Suddenly, Brett and Darren were with us, crouched under the windowsill, peering out into the street, all of us shivering with tension and excitement.

				We watched in a tense silence as Colin crawled back to the car, pulled himself up by the handle and, hunched over, made silent conversation with whoever was in the car.

				‘Come on, come on, you prick,’ Brett whispered. ‘Get out of the car.’

				We waited. Nothing happened. I felt a sudden protective urge and crept down the corridor to check on my daughter who, in spite of everything, had gone to sleep like a baby, her bedside lamp still glowing, her book still near her curled fingers. Lying there, with her soft hair and soft breathing, she could have been my ten-year-old again. I rechecked her windows and retreated. To get to her, they’d have to get past me. And the rest of us.

				When I returned, Colin had disappeared.

				‘He’s back in the car,’ Bob said.

				‘Move, you bastard,’ I whispered to Cash.

				‘He’s not going in,’ I said after a moment. ‘He’s going to call it off.’

				‘Just wait,’ said Bob. ‘Marty Cash doesn’t rush things. He’s got to adjust to a completely different scenario. Give him time.’

				We waited. The car remained where it was, dark and unmoving. Then I heard the sound of a car door opening. And as I watched, the large bulk of Marty Cash got out and walked around the front of the car, looking around him like a feral dog, checking the road, then crossing it. I could just make out some sort of breaking tool in his hands.

				We all took up the positions we’d organised earlier, with me and Bob in the small back room that opened at the other end of the hallway, opposite the front door, and the two riot boys in the kitchen, near the back door, just by Jacinta’s bedroom. Now I could actually hear Cash’s footsteps as he crossed the road. You big fat bastard of a coward, I thought. You think you’re going to grab one small-framed adolescent girl and you’re checking up like you were expecting Schwarzenegger. In just a few moments, I knew, he’d be in here and we’d pounce. I was pumped and charged, feeling the elation of a successful stake-out, the prey about to walk into the trap. Behind me, I sensed the others shifting into a higher gear of readiness, and the tension in the house tightened further.

				I could hear Cash creeping around the side of the house, round to the back door. It would only take a few seconds to jemmy it open. I tensed up, then remembered to relax, and just as I was expecting to hear the sound of door frame timber tearing, instead came the roaring of a car screeching to a halt in the street.

				‘Shit!’ someone said. Then came the sound of loud voices singing, shouting. The spell was broken and I raced to the window. A pile of people were pouring out of a small car parked just behind Colin’s.

				‘Happy Birthday!’ someone yelled.

				‘Hey! Jacinta!’ I recognised Andy Kelly’s voice. ‘Wake up, baby! We’re here with the champagne!’

				I heard the running footsteps pound past my house and then the bulky figure of Marty Cash raced across the road, and jumped back into the car. It suddenly jumped into life and the lights came on. The revellers pouring out of the car parked in front of my house didn’t notice.

				‘Fuck it!’ Brett swore. ‘We’ve lost him!’

				The revellers were now at the front door, banging and yelling. I saw Colin’s car speed away and vanish round the bend.

				Jacinta staggered out. ‘What’s happening?’ she cried. ‘Is he here?’

				‘No,’ I said. ‘He was, but your friends arrived and scared him off.’

				‘Come on, Jass!’ I heard a girl’s voice call through the door. ‘We thought we’d bring the pub to you! Open up!’

				•

				After the stake-out crew went home, I took refuge in my room, with earplugs. Despite my exhaustion, I was too keyed up and too pissed off to sleep so I lay there, listening to the music coming from the lounge room, listening to the occasional bursts of laughter, remembering what it had been like when I’d done that sort of thing. It seemed lifetimes ago.

				Colin rang early the next morning, waking me from a heavy sleep. ‘We’ll have to set up another time,’ I said. ‘To get that bastard Cash.’ There was a pause at the other end of the line.

				‘Is there a problem?’ I asked.

				‘That’s why I’m ringing. I’m being moved in a hurry. I’m sorry mate. I really am. You’ve got enough on the mongrel to charge him.’

				‘You know what I want,’ I said. ‘I want him to go down for the count. I want to eat his heart.’

				Until I had that bastard locked up, I couldn’t rest.

				‘Mate,’ said Colin. ‘I’m sorry. There’s nothing more I can do.’

				He rang off and I felt shithouse about him, about Marko Gavrilovic getting away with murder, about every bloody thing in my life right now.

				I glanced up at the framed black and white photograph of my little sister hanging in the hall as I walked past. Jacinta had referred to her as her guardian angel a couple of years ago. ‘Rosie,’ I whispered to her. ‘I need you to keep Jacinta safe.’ I lifted the photograph off the wall and carried it down to the kitchen. I wanted Rosie right here, in the heart of my family. I took down the calendar next to the fridge and hung Rosie there instead so that she looked out onto the living area.

				•

				Jacinta slept in and I had to wake her. She was not happy about that, either. After her shower, her mood improved and she drifted around eating a bowl of muesli. I resisted the urge to suggest she sit at the table like a civilised person. She wasn’t one of those, really, and often neither was I.

				‘I know I’m being a real Barbie, but after last night I think I should move in with Andy,’ she said, flinging herself on the lounge, almost spilling the contents of her bowl.

				‘Good,’ I said. ‘And I don’t want you going to tech for a while. I don’t want you going to any of your known haunts until we sort this out. I can organise a medical certificate for tech if you need one.’

				‘I don’t feel good about this, Dad,’ she said. ‘I’m just using Andy for a safe place to live.’

				‘There’s always Canberra,’ I reminded her. ‘I can have a house organised within a day or two. And remember,’ I said, ‘home study only. Don’t go to tech. And don’t come back here. If there’s anything you need, ask me or Charlie. Or Bob, if he’s around.’

				She squinted towards the fridge where the calendar had been. ‘Do you have two pictures of Rosie, or is that the same one?’ she asked.

				‘I just moved it then. It’s the same one.’ And as I said those last words, a wave of energy rolled through me. Of course, I thought as a door in my mind opened wide and showed me a possible way to put Marko Gavrilovic back at the convent crime scene. I was aware of Jacinta’s voice, but nothing of what she was saying penetrated. I had hit on something that would give us Gavrilovic. It’s the same one, I thought. Of course it is. And it was there all the time.

				‘Dad? What is it?’ Jacinta was suddenly in front of me. I brought my attention back to my daughter, aware of the puzzled expression on her face.

				‘You were just standing there like you were freaked out or something. You okay?’

				‘Too right,’ I said. ‘Let’s start packing you up.’

				A short while later, Jacinta gave me the address and phone number of Andy’s flat and set off in her new car, suitcases piled in the back.

				I stepped back, watching her drive away, glad she was moving to a new address. I felt free now to focus on getting Gavrilovic. Locard’s famous statement regarding the transference of particles and physical evidence filled my mind: ‘Physical evidence cannot be wrong, it cannot perjure itself, it cannot be wholly absent, only its interpretation can err. Only human failure to find it, study and understand it, can diminish its value.’

				I had almost failed this principle. Failed to find what I needed. But my response to Jacinta’s question had given me the answer. I glanced at the image of my little sister. ‘Thanks Rosie,’ I said. Because if my insight was right, I had a fighting chance to put Gavrilovic back at the crime scene. In Sister Gertrude’s room. Beyond any shadow of a doubt.

				I rang young Ryan Holbrook at Physical Evidence and told him what I needed and why. He said he’d be happy to meet me at Ksenia’s house with the keys. He was there before I was and he supervised the opening of the place and watched while I went in, found what I wanted, bagged and sealed it and signed it out so that the chain of custody was duly recorded. Holbrook relocked the place, we shook hands and I stowed my package in the car and drove down to Canberra, my head aching from too much inspiration and not enough sleep.

				•

				I went to University House and crashed out for a few hours before heading into Forensic Services.

				I was pleased to get in out of the cold wind that cut through me like a knife. It was quiet on Sunday and the labs and corridors were almost empty. Just the workaholics were around, those who wanted to get away from mowing lawns or taking kids out, those avoiding time with the spouse, the sort of people Jacinta with her youthful folly referred to as ‘tragic saddos’.

				I took the object out of its packet and examined it carefully, going all over it with my magnifying glass. There it was. It was barely visible against the dark colour and I’d almost missed it. I couldn’t believe my luck. I did the lift myself, as carefully as I knew how and to say I was pleased at the result was an understatement. I scanned it into the system and made copies of it. I was very confident that soon I’d be sending it on its way to NAFIS, the national fingerprint database. Once I’d done that, I prepared the swipe samples I’d taken for the PCR process.

				It was early evening by the time I left, with the DNA extraction done, and the automated profiling system up and running. I felt better than I had in days—more hopeful, more sure that this investigation would not stall. On the way to the car park I ducked under an overhanging bough, noticing as I did a tiny woven bird’s nest, with four blue eggs in it, lying on the ground. This wasn’t the time for nesting so it must have been an abandoned nest from last season, blown out of the tree, shaken by the strong winds. Carefully, I picked it up. It was an exquisite thing, beautifully crafted. The eggs were as light as paper, their contents long ago evaporated. I put it in the glove box.

				I went back to University House, wondering what to do about dinner. I rang the flat at North Bondi. Jacinta answered. She was fine, she said. ‘I’ve unpacked already, I’m having a coffee and I’m actually truly studying.’

				I was about to ring and order something to be brought to my room on a tray when my phone rang and my heart beat faster when I heard that voice. ‘Great,’ I said. ‘You’re safely home.’

				‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You’re a hard one to catch.’

				‘I come and go a lot,’ I said. ‘It’s the job. How are you?’

				‘Still a bit bruised, but a hundred per cent better than when you last saw me.’ She paused. ‘Look, this is just an impulse. I realised I’ve cooked far too much for me to eat. Have you eaten?’

				‘No.’

				‘It’s fried rice. Vegetarian fried rice.’

				‘I’ll see you in thirty minutes,’ I said. I wouldn’t have cared if she’d been cooking turnips.

				I had a shower, dressed, tried and failed to find any flowers in any of the little shops I passed and arrived at Iona’s rented cottage empty-handed. Then I remembered the perfect little nest and took it out of the glove box.

				She came to the door and made me come in and warm myself at the open fire. I couldn’t help noticing some good watercolours on the walls, and also the strange painting of the little blue monkey that I’d seen some years ago, in the house she’d lived in in Sydney.

				‘I brought you this,’ I said. ‘I couldn’t find any flowers.’

				She took the woven nest from me and smiled. ‘It’s beautiful. What sort of bird is it?’

				I shrugged. ‘Not sure,’ I said. ‘Could be a finch of some kind.’

				She put it reverentially on the shelf over the fireplace and I saw where a table for two had been set in the corner near the fire. Within a few minutes, Iona had taken off her apron, done her hair and was sitting opposite me with our plates of fried rice in front of us. The swelling around her eye had lessened and the bruises were more colourful than when I’d last seen her.

				‘We need to catch up with each other,’ she said.

				We talked a bit about her family. Unlike me, she had no one left now. I told her a bit about my father and, as I spoke, I knew I’d have to visit him soon. ‘It’s much easier,’ I said, thinking of my mother, ‘when they’re in heaven.’

				‘Or wherever they go,’ she said, looking up at me from under her bruised brows.

				‘Iona,’ I said and her dark eyes widened, alerted by the seriousness of my tone.

				‘I am very drawn to you,’ I said. ‘But at the moment, I’m not in a position to—’ I searched for a word.

				She found it for me. ‘Court me?’ she said and the smile was back. I nodded.

				‘And I’m not really in a position to be courted,’ she said. ‘Despite my behaviour of the other night. I want to concentrate on my studies and just take my time to get acclimatised to this new city. And learn some more about you, too.’

				‘That sounds wise,’ I said. Why then did I feel this heavy disappointment? ‘Then it’s settled.’ I noticed she’d remembered my history and our glasses were filled with mineral water. I raised mine.

				‘To good friends,’ I toasted.

				Iona clinked her glass on mine. ‘Good friends,’ she said.

				I looked at her. Her eyes were shining and I leaned across and kissed her mouth, a soft, quick kiss. ‘Let’s have a picnic,’ I said. ‘When it gets warmer. Down by the river.’ I told her about the pepper trees and the willow, bare now, but soon to be covered in a fine green mist near the bridge at Seven Oaks.

				After a wicked chocolate slice and coffee, I thanked her and went home. I barely had time to feel pleased about the picnic under the pepper tree before I was asleep.

				•

				When I did a quick tidy-up in the morning I found the little gift-wrapped box that Alix had thrown at me, during our last encounter. I was about to chuck it in the bin, but instead, I opened it. It was a fancy square candle, wrapped in cellophane with a little note attached: ‘Looking forward to lighting this and making love to you by its light.’ Instead of signing it, she’d imprinted a lipsticked kiss at the bottom. I left the candle near the phone for the cleaner to take, and pocketed the note, carefully folding it up to protect the kiss print. I needed the occasional known control sample for the database. It would be very good, I thought, to have this woman on my books. That way, if she ever bothered me again, I’d have her on toast. It wasn’t strictly legal I realised. But then neither was I. I didn’t think Florence would even notice.

				I dropped by Forensic Services to give Florence the lipstick kiss, and to ask her to add the resulting DNA to the database.

				‘Will you run tests on this?’ I asked, casual as anything, showing her the lipstick imprint in its plastic bag.

				Florence immediately smelt a rat.

				‘Where did this come from?’ she inquired, her eyebrows raised above her glasses.

				‘Just a friend of mine,’ I said vaguely. ‘Someone left it on his desk at work. He wants to know which woman it is who fancies him. He’ll supply reference samples later.’

				Florence lowered her head. ‘You know we’re not supposed to do this sort of thing, Jack,’ she said.

				‘You can truthfully say you know nothing about it,’ I said to her. ‘You’re just doing your job as instructed by your boss.’

				‘I’ll hold you to that,’ she said. ‘If things ever get ugly.’

				She turned to the computer screen. ‘Those tests you started running last night,’ she said. ‘They’ll be ready in a couple of hours.’

				‘When they are,’ I said, ‘please match them against the buccal swab we got from Marko Gavrilovic yesterday. And Sister Gertrude.’

				‘Our triploid at 23?’

				‘Yes,’ I said.

				Florence looked surprised . . . ‘But Jack, what’s the point in redoing them?’ she asked. ‘We didn’t get anything except an NR from the crime scene at the convent. Remember?’

				‘I didn’t redo them. These come from a different source,’ I said. ‘Something removed from the crime scene.’

				‘The magic crucifix?’

				‘No. Something else.’

				‘Jack, you’re not making sense.’

				‘Florence,’ I said. ‘Trust me.’ I turned to go.

				‘It’s not like you,’ she said, ‘to delegate. You must be easing up a bit.’

				I shook my head. ‘I’m going to look for Henry,’ I said.

				Florence sniffed. ‘You know what I think about him,’ she said.

				‘Why do you think I’m going out there?’ I asked.

				I drove out to Henry’s place. I was a little concerned about his absence, but pretty sure I’d find him sulking at home. He’d behaved like this once before, I remembered, when I’d first started working at Forensic Services. Florence’s suspicions were not to be brushed away, however, and Henry, like any of us, was a potential suspect, so I made sure I had everything I needed in the back of the van, cartridge respirator, suits, gloves and boots. These days, we had to be ready for anything.

				Henry lived in a cottage across the river from Seven Oaks and I rattled over the wooden bridge that was impassable during floods. At the start of the dirt road, thirteen four-gallon drums, the householders’ names painted on them, were fixed in a colourful row along the fence at the turn off the highway, where the mail was left for the outlying farms and cottages. Henry’s was the last one and I noticed a pile of mail lying uncollected. Something is wrong, every instinct told me as I drove slowly along the rutted road towards gates leading to Henry’s small century-old cottage. The gates over a rusting cattle grid stood wide open and I rattled up the overgrown driveway. In spring or summer, perhaps this place had a charm. But on this bleak winter day, all I could sense here was desolate loneliness. Wintering briar roses covered the wooden verandah rails and two ringbarked eucalypts had dropped dangerous boughs across the path to the steps. As I got out of the car, I noticed that the front door was ajar. The back of my neck felt very exposed and I swung around, half-expecting to find Henry creeping up behind me. But there was no one about, just a crow swooping near one of the dead trees.

				I turned my attention back to the house. Grimy lace curtains hung inside the closed windows. Nothing stirred in the silence. I didn’t like this one bit. I stood there, trying to discern what was lying halfway down the hall. But it was too small to be a body.

				There was no way I was going into that place without extreme caution, so I went round to the back of the vehicle and took out a Tyvek spacesuit, shivering in the cold air. The worst that could happen would be that I’d feel a fool if Henry suddenly appeared to find me lumbering down his hall in full regalia, but feeling like that was nothing new.

				A crow wailed from the top of one of the ringbarked gums as I geared up. I looked around for his mate. There are always two of them, but maybe out here, at Henry’s desolate cottage, even the crow was unmated. I took the little portable recorder I kept with me and stepped up onto the front verandah, stating the date and the time of day. There were no signs of forced entry and I could see clearly now that the lump halfway down the hallway was a hessian sack, half filled with wheat, some of which had scattered over the dusty floorboards.

				‘Henry?’ I called out, stepping into the hall. I checked the room on my right—Henry’s bedroom from the look of it, untidy, bed unmade, bedding mostly on the floor. The room on the opposite side of the hall was the lounge where piles of newspapers and magazines littered an old couch. The fireplace was dead and the house smelled of stale fire. I went further down the hallway and into the living area where plates and a half-empty wine glass stood on the small dining table. The kitchen was a mess, with dishes stacked in an old-fashioned ceramic sink that hadn’t been upgraded since Victoria was queen. I saw a couple of mouse traps with ancient cheese nibbled away near the old range and one washed wine glass stood upside down on the sideboard, alone among its stained companions. Maybe Henry only washed an article when he needed it.

				‘Henry?’ I called again, moving to open the screen door to the smaller back verandah. But no one answered me. He’s not here, my instincts told me.

				Outside, about ten metres from the house and at the end of a path overgrown with winter grasses, stood Henry’s home lab, a solid construction, much sounder than the cottage I was in. Now my instincts were screaming a flashing, red alert. He was in there, I knew. And he was dead. I don’t know how I knew that, before I actually got to the door. It was locked. I went back into the house but couldn’t find a key. It took me a while to smash the door in. Then the stench hit me. I moved closer to look and heard the sound of the opportunistic flies and insects loud in the surrounding silences. And there he was, not far from the door, completely naked, one foot almost lying in the walk-through sterilising tray, covered in flies, huddled in a congealing puddle, stains around his lower body, his head thrown back in an extreme rigour, eye orbits, nostrils and mouth black with clustering insects, blackening fingers swollen with post-mortem lividity. I didn’t need to go any further. 

				I stood there a moment. If I’d been a religious man, I might have said a prayer. But I felt an immense sadness for this lonely man and his lonely death. I wondered how he’d done it. I glanced around the shelves and sinks of his laboratory. Brown bottles and flasks held any number of toxic contents. Beside him lay a Tyvek spacesuit, in tatters, as if he’d ripped it off, and beyond that, the rest of his clothes. A full respirator lay on its side nearby next to a pair of used rubber gloves. What had happened here? For a moment, I even suspected some strange lonely auto-erotic practice gone horribly wrong.

				But my attention was quickly taken by the books on microbiology on the bench above the stark corpse, the Petri dishes, the one-litre fermentation vessel, the empty nutrient container in the bin beside the door, the incubation cabinet and waterbath, the small centrifuge and drying cabinet. Anchored in the sticky congealed muck near his head was a stained piece of paper. I looked closer. It was a receipt from Bioport, the American supplier of special vaccinations. Despite the staining, I could just make out what Henry Dupont had ordered. A course of BA vaccination dated eighteen months ago. Something bright caught my eyes, on a high shelf, three of them, on top of each other, shining innocuously, in red foil. My sadness evaporated. I’d seen a lot of clandestine labs in my day, dedicated to the production of amphetamines and other white powders. I backed away. I wanted to be a million miles from here. Florence was right. Henry was the anthrax killer.

				It was less than half an hour after I’d alerted the authorities that Brian Kruger and Harry Marshall arrived. We decided to keep the initial crime scene team as small as possible, until we knew exactly what we were dealing with. We set up an outer perimeter at the gates of the property and despite snooping neighbours and the local media, no one was permitted entry. I posted biological hazard warning tape and signs at the gates and along the tumbledown barbed-wire fencing that fronted the road. Bob arrived later, having organised a flight with a National Parks and Wildlife ranger from Sydney.

				Harry Marshall did what he needed to do, Brian Kruger video-taped the lab and house, Bob and I poked around, bagging and labelling obvious items from the house and lab. When we’d exposed and recorded the obvious items, including the three chocolate valentines in bright red foil, the Fire Brigade came in and did a full bleach and steam clean. Brian Kruger would organise a full-scale search of the property as soon as possible. Until then, the place was locked up and sealed, a uniform left at the front gates. The miserable corpse was bagged as a bio-hazard and taken to the morgue.

				‘I’m putting every other case off,’ said Harry. ‘I’ll have the official result for you as fast as I can.’

				After we’d been thoroughly decontaminated, Bob and I went separately back to town. An urgent call took him away before I packed up and drove away from Henry Dupont’s sad life and its ending. It was right that he’d died in the very laboratory where he’d been manufacturing death for colleagues. There was a natural justice in it.

				Back at work, I made my way along the corridor to my office and Florence almost jumped out of her room at the sound of my footsteps.

				‘I just heard,’ she said. ‘About Henry. I was right, wasn’t I?’

				I didn’t know how much she knew, and I didn’t want to talk about it at all. I was sick at heart that someone I’d worked with, argued with, even occasionally felt empathy for, had been so consumed by hatred and resentment that he’d turned his mind and his expertise to murder. Florence and Charlie had both been right. The best place to hide something is right under people’s noses.

				‘It looks that way,’ I said.

				‘Jack,’ she said, coming up close. ‘You look heartbroken.’

				‘I’m tired,’ I said.

				On the way back to town I drove round to Digby’s town house to tell him the news.

				I got out of the car and knocked on the door. A woman who looked like a softer version of Digby opened the door and I guessed who she was before she spoke.

				‘I’m Marcella,’ she said. ‘Digby’s sister.’ She ushered me in and we went into the comfortable, book-lined living room. ‘Dig’s just having a little nap,’ she said.

				‘No I’m not,’ Digby said, coming into the room, pulling a cardigan on. ‘I was only dozing. Good to see you, Jack.’

				He was looking a bit better, I thought, since the last time I’d seen him, with more colour in his face. He must be well and truly over the strong reaction he’d had to the first vaccination injection. Marcella busied herself in the kitchen preparing a late afternoon tea.

				‘Shocking news about Henry,’ Digby said after I told him. ‘It never occurred to me that he could hate me like that.’ He paused. ‘Or poor Tony Bonning,’ he continued. ‘And he was very smart about it. The way he used a real case, that Delmonte extortion thing, where all our names were linked together. Very smart.’

				Marcella carried a tea tray in and I was suddenly starving, noticing homemade cupcakes on a plate.

				There were still some aspects of this case that puzzled me. ‘Why do you think he went to all the trouble to make spores?’ I asked. ‘And why did he change the method of delivery?’

				‘Maybe he wanted to trial two different methods,’ he suggested. ‘His inquiring scientific mind perhaps?’

				‘At this stage,’ I said, ‘we’ll never know.’

				‘Can we change the subject?’ Marcella begged. ‘Dr Lowenstein’s bringing Digby’s newest journal publication with him,’ she said. ‘We’re very excited about that. Dig’s been invited to New York.’

				‘I hope it’s a piece about your ants,’ I said to Digby. ‘I’ve been looking forward to that for years.’

				‘You’ll just have to wait a little longer then,’ he snapped. He hadn’t enjoyed my levity, I thought.

				‘I’m thinking of a change of address for myself, too,’ I said, happy to change the subject. ‘I’m thinking of moving to Canberra. I’ll be looking around for a place to rent for the rest of the year and maybe next year, too.’

				‘I’ve got the perfect solution,’ said Digby, and for the first time since Livvy’s death, his face became animated. ‘Why don’t you take advantage of Seven Oaks? It would be good to have someone house-sit while I’m away.’

				‘Oh yes, do,’ said Marcella.

				Digby smiled at his sister. ‘I might settle over in Perth,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing to keep me here now.’

				The idea of staying out at Seven Oaks pleased me very much.

				‘Cecil from down the road has been locking the fowls up at night,’ Digby was saying, ‘and checking on the ants’ food and water. And keeping an eye on the horses.’ He leaned over and picked up the plate of cupcakes, taking one and offering the plate to me. ‘And I know Jacinta will be pleased,’ he added. ‘Duchess and Taffy are getting very fat. They need some work to condition them both.’

				He found me a spare set of keys and explained them to me. ‘The door handle on the poultry shed door is broken on the inside,’ he said, ‘so for goodness sake don’t let the door slam while you’re in there. Prop it open with something. I keep meaning to fix it. I was stuck in there all afternoon last year, till Livvy came home . . .’

				I saw him control himself. He rallied quickly. ‘You’ll find everything you need out there so make yourself comfortable. You might need to get basic things like bread and milk. I haven’t been out there since you and I—’

				His voice faded again. ‘The ants,’ he said. ‘Their food is in a large bin on the verandah near the home-brew kit. There’s a bag of bran in the cupboard in the shed for the chickens, and their pellets. I usually mix it together.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘They’d all be inside by now,’ he said. ‘They put themselves to bed. All you have to do is close their door.’

				I was on the way back to my car when my mobile rang. ‘Can you come over?’ Harry Marshall asked. ‘I’m just finishing up Henry Dupont. There’s something you should see.’

				•

				It takes a while, getting organised for the bio-hazard autopsy area, but when I was ready, Harry, who was closing up the messy cadaver on the table, beckoned me in.

				I heard his muffled growling throat-clearing behind his mask. ‘Makes you think about being careful of what you eat,’ he said. ‘And there’s no doubt about it. He died of the disease he’d sent to others. He must have breathed in spores during the manufacturing process.’

				‘But Harry,’ I said. ‘He had receipts from Bioport. I saw them. They were dated at least eighteen months ago. He should have been completely protected.’

				Harry Marshall shook his head. ‘He couldn’t have been,’ he said. ‘Look at him.’

				I stood looking at the eviscerated corpse, the face that was barely recognisable now as the irritable, envious man I’d known. Or rather, not known, as it was turning out.

				He raised the corpse’s stiff right hand and I remembered how I’d seen the dark lividity as I stood in the doorway. I peered closely at the blackened fingers. There was damage to the nails and fingertips: abrasive marks.

				‘What do you make of that?’ Harry asked me. ‘I’ve never seen that pattern of injuries before.’

				‘They’re not defensive injuries,’ I said. ‘I’m not sure what they are.’

				Harry put the dead hand back down and leaned over with a probe, lifting the top lip, pulling the bottom one down with small forceps. ‘Then there’s this,’ he said. ‘When I checked the mouth area, I found this bruising here on the gums.’ I looked through to where Harry had pulled the sticky lips apart and saw what he meant. There was a darker rectangular-shaped mark in broken skin against the gums of both upper and lower teeth. ‘Looks like he fell against something,’ I said, peering closer at the small square marking. ‘Injured himself in the fever stage.’

				Harry rearranged the dead body. ‘I can’t explain it,’ he said. ‘I’ve simply mentioned it in my report.’

				I looked down at the dead face. Henry’s features seemed to have shrunk and tightened even over the last few minutes. Nothing stays the same in this world, I thought. Especially when you’re dead.

				After we’d de-gowned and washed up we went back to Harry’s office and I thought of Sister Gertrude who had lain in the morgue not so long ago. ‘The prayer book that came over with the murdered nun,’ I said. ‘Do you still have it?’

				‘It’s here waiting to go back to the investigating officer. Let me see.’ He moved a few piles and found a manilla envelope, opened it and took the pearl-covered book out. ‘I marked the place she had her fingers in. See there?’ he said indicating a piece of cardboard at the section of the gospel.

				‘Thanks. I’ll drop it over to Brian Kruger,’ I said, signing the envelope under Harry’s name.

				•

				I was just about to shower and turn in for the night when my mobile rang. My better angel prevented me from switching it over to voice mail.

				‘Guess what we found at Henry Dupont’s place?’ said Bob. He didn’t bother waiting and my brain was fused, anyway. ‘When the young blokes did the house search.’

				I waited.

				‘Two handbags,’ said Bob. ‘From the first two campus assaults. The young women identified them.’

				Every instinct of mine went into alert. This didn’t feel right to me at all.

				‘Are you sure?’ I asked.

				‘As I can be,’ Bob said. ‘I’m sending them over.’

				‘Don’t you think it’s odd?’ I said. ‘That a man who’s ready to kill people and himself with biological weapons turns out to be also a bag-snatcher?’

				‘Okay,’ said my friend. ‘It does seem strange. The DNA will say for sure.’

				‘Otherwise,’ I joked, ‘I’d think you were loading up a dead man, Bob.’

				My friend chuckled and rang off. I didn’t have time to worry about it. I crashed and slept until the gang-gang parrots woke me. It was nearly seven am.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-one

				I rang Sydney and talked to Ryan Holbrook, who I knew was working with Bob.

				‘How’re you getting on with Gavrilovic’s interrogation?’ I asked.

				‘What interrogation?’ said Ryan. ‘We had to let him go. We had nothing to hold him on.’

				‘He’ll leave the country,’ I said.

				‘We’re keeping an eye on him,’ said Ryan.

				That didn’t fill me with confidence. I just hoped that Marko Gavrilovic’s contempt for the law might be sufficient to keep him here until my evidence against him had ripened . . .

				I rang Jacinta with an invitation to stay at Seven Oaks. ‘Great,’ she said. ‘I’ll get down there as soon as I can. Give the horses my love.’

				I drove by work and pinned a note up on the noticeboard near the secretary’s office, letting them know of my change of address and the phone number out there. Then I drove out to Seven Oaks, buying some basic groceries on the way.

				It was strange to be there alone. I parked my car under the bare oak tree and walked round the back, past the dark and mysterious workings of the huge ant farm. I let myself in and walked through the house, the ghost of Livvy almost palpable in the rooms, and the strong sense of her presence in the stacks of research papers and shelves of reference materials. The world had lost a brilliant research worker, there was no doubt of that, I thought. I went round, opening curtains, letting light in, and felt immediately cheered as winter sunlight fell on the carpet. I soon had a good fire crackling away in the lounge room and did a reccy of the kitchen. The basics were there, as Digby had said, but I’d need to stock up for myself. There were three large bedrooms, the master one opening onto a paved terrace where the twisted grey ropes of wisteria curved around a pergola. I didn’t want to live in that one, it was too much Digby and Livvy’s, but the second bedroom, cheerful and north-facing, suited me well and I knew Jacinta would love the third bedroom at the back, with its huge bow window and private bathroom. My plan was to get the house ready and then go into work for a while. I found linen and made up the beds, and worked out how to put the washing machine on.

				Outside, the powder puff fowls were clucking and freely ranging around the garden and beyond the house. I could see their very well-built fowl house. I wandered over and checked it out. It was state-of-the-art animal husbandry, a luxurious hen hotel, I thought, with air-conditioning and all sorts of other mod cons. A couple of the powder puffs were busy in nesting boxes so I left them in peace and stepped back out over the walk-through disinfectant tray. Clearly, Digby was taking no chances of disease getting a foothold on his precious chooks. The nut trees in a line against the ridge were covered with tiny knobs. Soon it would be spring and this place would be flocked with blossom. I felt my spirits lift. Despite everything, it was good to be out here and I was grateful to Digby for the chance. I felt a real sense of pleasure, heightened as it was by the knowledge that the automated DNA process was working away for me, hopefully providing the evidence to lock Gavrilovic up.

				In the home paddock, in a far corner, Duchess and Taffy necked gently and then resumed grazing. I glanced at my watch. I should have a reference sample by now, I hoped, to match against Marko Gavrilovic’s mouth swab.

				When I arrived back at work, I went straight down to my lab. Florence was working away in her office, head down, diligent as always, as I passed by. I sat down at the computer, pleased to see that the automated DNA extraction procedure had completed its process.

				Now, with gloved hands, I propped up my secret weapon—the icon of St Sava I’d taken from Ksenia’s wall—and studied it. His coal dark eyes glowered at me. ‘Thank you, Saint Sava,’ I said to him. ‘You’ve been a great help to a jobbing scientist.’

				I had a look at Florence’s findings after matching the trace results with the buccal swipe Gavrilovic had given me, as well as checking for a match with the idiosyncratic profile we’d earlier gained from the murdered nun. When the results showed up on my screen I leaned back in my chair, a great big grin on my face, and rang Bob.

				‘Have I got a surprise for you,’ I told him. ‘And Gavrilovic. Bring him down to Canberra.’

				I printed off both profiles, and put them in an envelope together with the icon of St Sava.

				I spent the next few hours tidying up reports that needed the last touches, and signing documents. A packet of tickets for the Wesley Morton memorial dinner lay on the desktop, reminding me that I needed to devise a fancy way of avoiding it, when Bob rang from his car, telling me that he was almost in town.

				‘I hope this is worth my while,’ he said. ‘Our friend is threatening legal action against us.’

				‘In his dreams,’ I said.

				I jumped into my car and drove to Heronvale Police Station to meet them. As soon as I walked down the corridor towards the detectives’ rooms, Marko Gavrilovic’s voice—the edges of the words clipped, his accent tightening under stress, reached me. He stopped short when he saw me walk into the interview room.

				‘What’s he doing here?’ he asked Bob.

				Brian Kruger came in and the three of us stood around Gavrilovic.

				‘Why should I answer any of your questions?’ he hissed. ‘If he says he’s got DNA from the convent that belongs to me, he’s lying.’

				‘I don’t have to lie, Marko,’ I said. ‘I’ve got what I need to put you back in Sister Gertrude’s room. The room you say you’ve never been in.’

				‘Impossible!’ he said. ‘If you’ve got anything, you put it there yourself.’

				‘You must have been very very careful, Marko,’ I said, ‘to be so confident when you killed Sister Gertrude. What did you do? Wear protective clothing?’ Only hostility and suspicion showed in the handsome features before me.

				‘I’m going to tell you a story,’ I said. ‘Not for your benefit, because you already know it. But these two detectives—’ I nodded to my colleagues, ‘don’t.’

				Bob leaned back in his chair in his usual comfortable sprawl, while Brian Kruger’s eyebrows reached higher limits as he positioned himself near the door in a straight-backed chair. Gavrilovic continued to lounge back in his seat.

				‘Fairytales,’ he spat. ‘That’s all you have!’

				‘During the 1990s,’ I said, ‘you went back to Yugoslavia like a lot of young Serbs. You were trained by your grandfathers’ and your father’s generation. They taught you all about how to serve the nation of “Greater Serbia”—a place that only existed in the delusions of men like Slobodan Milosevic. His “Greater Serbia” was already occupied by large populations of Croatians, Albanians and Bosniaks who’d lived in these territories as long, if not longer, than the Serbs had.’

				Gavrilovic looked as if he was about to interject, but I raised my hand. ‘I don’t know what you did while you tried to carve Greater Serbia out of the flesh and blood of the people who already lived there.’ I paused. I wasn’t used to talking like this. But the three others in the room, especially Marko Gavrilovic, seemed to be hanging on my every word.

				‘Your law cannot touch me,’ Gavrilovic said. ‘No matter what I did there. I haven’t broken Australian laws.’ He had regained his composure, and more. Now there was a touch of triumph in his sneer.

				‘We could charge you under the Crimes Act,’ said Bob. ‘But I think Dr McCain’s got other things in store for you, pal.’ The way Bob says ‘pal’ to those who are not his pals is downright terrifying.

				‘It’s not what you did there that concerns me right now,’ I continued. ‘It’s what you’ve done here, in this country, that’s going to get you locked up, Marko Gavrilovic.’ His bravado slid a little more and I watched as he endeavoured to restore it. ‘While you were over there, doing the things that irregular Serb militia groups did, lobbing grenades into houses where people were living, raping, killing defenceless old women and children—’

				He jumped out of his chair but was quickly pushed back down by Brian and Bob.

				‘And old men, too,’ I continued. ‘You went drinking every day. It’s hard to do the things you did stone cold sober. Best to be in the haze of drunken brutality, then it’s easy.’

				‘You don’t know nothing!’ he snarled again.

				‘I know a lot of things,’ I said again. ‘And I don’t for one moment think that Ksenia Jelacic hanged herself. I believe you killed her.’

				Pressed back into his seat, Gavrilovic narrowed his eyes. ‘You can believe all you want, Mr Detective. But how will you prove it?’ He was looking at the envelope I’d brought in with me, and the square package underneath it. ‘Of course you will find my DNA at Ksenia’s house. She was my girlfriend. My depressed girlfriend.’

				‘The only depressing thing in Ksenia Jelacic’s life was you. She lived for the moment. She loved red lipstick. But she made a big mistake in denying the past.’ I lowered my voice so that Gavrilovic had to strain to hear it. ‘Not looking into the past cost Ksenia her life, didn’t it Marko?’

				‘What are you talking about?’

				‘Because if she’d done a little bit of research into you around the émigré traps,’ I said, ‘she would have found out that she was connected to you. She was open-minded enough to have a Serb boyfriend. But she was uncomfortable with an Orthodox icon he’d given her earlier in their relationship hanging with her sainted sister’s collection. So she sent it down to her niece in the convent.’

				I watched Gavrilovic closely. Something was happening to the cocksure manner; it was starting to unravel. ‘She would have discovered she was connected to you by blood. She would have found out that your mother was murdered years ago in the old country—by her nephew. Maybe it was during one of the drinking sessions, when you were trading information about the Croats’ version of how to slaughter people, that you heard the name of your Croatian counterpart, Blei Babic, who was responsible for your mother’s horrible death.’

				Gavrilovic had stopped trying to get up and was listening as hard as the others.

				‘If she’d known that,’ I added, ‘Ksenia Jelacic might have been more circumspect in her choice of you as a boyfriend. But Blei Babic was dead—he’d died in the same violence that had destroyed your mother. He’d cheated your desire for vengeance. However, you heard there was still a Babic woman somewhere for you to target. It wasn’t hard for you to track down the aunt, Ksenia Jelacic. You became her lover. You found out that the sister of the man who murdered your mother was now living the anonymous life of a Sister of the Assumption.’ I paused. ‘How am I doing, Marko?’

				I was doing great, I could see. He was staring at me, too involved in the retelling of his story to remember to defend himself. But he was used to tight corners.

				‘You have no proof,’ he said. ‘If you had proof, you would be charging me instead of making up this fairytale! You have no evidence for what you say. It is just a lot of words.’

				‘But first,’ I said, ignoring his outburst, ‘I had to work out a few mysteries for myself. Then, once I’d done that, I realised there was a way to link you to that crime scene at the convent with your physical PIN number—your own DNA.’ Now it was my turn for triumph. ‘What do you say to that?’

				‘I say it’s not possible!’

				‘Why is that?’ I asked.

				‘Why?’ he repeated. ‘Because it’s not!’

				‘Is it because you were smart enough to take precautions, so as not to leave any trace?’

				‘You crims,’ said Brian Kruger, ‘are getting better educated by the minute.’

				‘I am not a crim,’ Gavrilovic said, swinging on Brian. ‘I am a patriot.’

				‘Patriots like you,’ I said, ‘give patriots a bad name. You’ve tripped up badly, Marko.’ I could see the fear in his eyes now. He wasn’t sure if I was bluffing or not.

				‘Let me tell you what happened that night in Sister Gertrude’s room,’ I said.

				‘I want to ring my lawyer,’ he said. ‘I’m not saying anything more until I have legal counsel.’

				‘Suits me fine,’ I said. ‘Time is something you’re going to have a helluva lot of once this gets to trial. This will only take a few minutes and then you’ll really need a lawyer, I promise you.

				‘You’d already visited your enemy’s daughter, once,’ I continued. ‘Just to determine that it was indeed Blei Babic’s sister. Gertrude was frightened, she broke away from you and ran inside. Jeremiah the gardener saw that incident, but because he already knew you, and knew your capabilities, he tried to throw us off the track with some bullshit about a blond giant with a beard. Jeremiah also saw you in Sister Gertrude’s room that night. So we have an eyewitness.’

				‘He’s a liar! We had a fight. He’ll do anything to cause me trouble.’

				‘Marko, I don’t need his eyewitnessing,’ I said quietly. ‘Because I have a silent witness, something that cannot err, that cannot perjure itself.’

				Gavrilovic had a hunted look.

				‘You got into the convent through the fire exit—’ I continued, ‘the security there provided no problem to you—you’ve got into houses before, haven’t you? And you went to Sister Gertrude’s room. You attacked her. And I believe you made sure you left no physical traces of your presence. You were certainly gloved and maybe even wore a disposable overall. You killed her with the hatchet. I believe you were going to hack off her hands and feet, just like Babic had done to your mother, but something happened. You just couldn’t do it. You weren’t pissed like you were in the old country when you did the hacking and the killings. Instead, you cut the Serbian slogan onto the flesh of the dying woman. And I think that’s when you looked up and saw the same symbol on the icon of Santa Sava. That worried you. Because in your mind, it was a very pointed connection to you, a Serbian. You had just cut the same symbol onto the body of your enemy’s daughter and here was Santa Sava, the great Serbian saint, staring at you. Instead, you hacked at the arms and legs of the miraculous crucifix. That way, it looked like a religious crime, rather than what it was—a vicious revenge for a vicious war crime.’

				Gavrilovic was finally silenced. He was watching me like the rabbit watches the snake, wondering when the final strike will come. I didn’t keep him waiting long.

				‘And we couldn’t find any trace of you in that room.’

				‘So,’ he said, ‘you can’t prove any of this fairytale about saints and their eyes!’

				I opened the envelope on the table and pulled out the DNA profiles I’d printed off in the laboratory some time earlier as well as the match from Fingerprints.

				‘What’s this?’ he demanded.

				‘It’s your profile. Pretty, isn’t it.’ I put the first one down in front of him.

				He studied it. ‘That’s your physical ID, Marko. Wherever you go, whatever you touch, you leave this pin number, this ID behind.’

				‘So?’

				‘And here is the DNA profile I got from an article at Ksenia Jelacic’s place.’ I put the second print down next to the first. Even Marko had no difficulty understanding that.

				‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ he said. ‘I have never denied being at her place. If this is all you have, you are wasting my time.’

				‘After you’d taken the icon from the murdered woman’s room you slipped up. I’ve never gone in for all that miraculous stuff about paintings and statues that bleed, but in this case, I have to make an exception. You gave us a really miraculous icon.’

				I could see Bob’s face wearing the expression it did when he was trying to follow me, determined to, but failing. I pulled out the print I’d lifted. ‘And here’s your thumbprint,’ I said, ‘taken from the icon at Ksenia’s place.’

				Gavrilovic leaned back in his chair. ‘Like I said, I’ve never denied being there. It’s quite natural my fingerprints will be all over her place. You’ve wasted all this paper!’

				He swept his hand over the three print-outs. ‘You think you are so clever. I can hear your own prosecutor telling you to stop wasting the state’s time and money. You have nothing to charge me with.’

				‘And here’s Sister Gertrude’s DNA profile,’ I said, taking no notice of his crowing. ‘You will notice that she has three very distinct peaks at one of the marker points.’

				I jabbed my finger under locus 23. ‘We’ve never seen that result before. But there it is, and it makes her very distinctive indeed.’

				‘So?’

				It was time to bring out my trump card. ‘When you struck Sister Gertrude’s neck, your violence created a fine blood spray, almost like a mist, invisible to the naked eye—and some of it landed against the wall near the door, including on this icon. It was the finest mist only. And it required high magnification for me to find it. And it dried very quickly and would have rubbed off quite easily. We know you pulled that icon off the wall and took it away with you. At that stage, you were wearing gloves, but later, when Sister Gertrude’s murder was hours perhaps even days behind you, and there was no need for gloves, you hung it on the wall of your murdered girlfriend’s house. Another patriotic triumph for your Fatherland.’

				Surprise, bewilderment, anger and incomprehension showed on the tight, handsome features. For the first time, he was lost for words. ‘But when you did that, when you prepared the icon to give to Ksenia, you weren’t wearing your little rubber gloves. And this is when the miracle happened. The minuscule physical traces left by your thumbprint, reacted with the invisible blood mist on the surface of the icon to create something rich and rare.’ I paused because I myself had been touched by the scientific perfection of this trace evidence. ‘A most beautiful piece of evidence,’ I said, ‘something that I have never seen before in many years of examining physical evidence.’

				I took out the scanned colour print ready to show him. ‘You left a picture of your thumbprint—exquisitely enhanced by Sister Gertrude’s blood. Your DNA spliced with that of the woman you killed. It was as if Sister Gertrude were to rise from her grave right now and point a finger at you and say “Behold my killer—Marko Gavrilovic.” And write it in her blood.’

				I paused to let it sink in. ‘Now that’s what I call a truly miraculous icon. Try explaining that away,’ I said.

				Gavrilovic had shrunk, I thought, from the defiant man who’d tried to dominate the room earlier. ‘You did that! You police did that! You put it there!’

				Again, I ignored his outburst. ‘When our scientific people take another look at the wall you took it from, they’ll find more of that fine blood spray. And they’ll find the square where it’s missing. That icon will fit back there like a piece in the jigsaw that puts you right there in that room. And they’ll photograph that and enlarge it and it will be presented to the jury. Just as they will do with this thumbprint.’

				I’d expected Gavrilovic to rant and struggle and maybe yell a few war slogans. But he just sat quietly in his chair. He knew when he was beaten.

				Brian Kruger took him away to charge him and Bob still had that puzzled look he gets when he knows I’m onto something and he’s just a little way behind.

				‘So what about that place she’d marked in her prayer book?’ he asked. ‘And what did she mean when she said something about “blood”. She couldn’t have known about the thumbprint, surely,’ he said.

				‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘And I still have to ask myself why didn’t Sister Gertrude cry out for help? Why didn’t she dob Gavrilovic in after the first time he frightened her? She was scared enough to ring Toby Speed. If I knew that someone like him was coming after me with vengeance on his mind, I’d make sure I screamed blue murder. Why didn’t she?’

				‘Good question,’ said Bob. ‘And have you got the answer?’

				I shrugged. ‘I’m working on it.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-two

				The best thing I heard that day was that Natalie Haynes was out of danger and expected to make a full recovery. She’d only inhaled a small amount of BA. Everyone was relieved that the anthrax killer had turned out to be just a nasty scientist, and not a toxic religious ideologue, like white supremacist Timothy McVeigh and the mass murderers of the Islamic jihad. Now, it seemed that all I had to worry about was whether or not I could keep up with the paperwork of the chief scientist position and how I could ensure that Marty Cash didn’t come anywhere near Jacinta before he got locked away good and proper. I didn’t think there’d be any chance of recovering the million dollars missing from the Delmonte Deli case, but it made for a nice fantasy.

				I asked Bob to meet me and together we drove out to the convent where I’d organised to meet Father Oswald and Sister Felicitas. But when we arrived, there was no sign of Father Oswald. Felicitas met us in the parlour and stood defensively near the window while I spoke, handing Bob the manilla envelope with the pearl-covered prayer book in it.

				‘Father Oswald sends his apologies,’ she said. ‘He felt ill.’

				‘Sister,’ I said, ‘you know the truth of what happened here that night. You’ve always known. You knew who Sister Gertrude was. That she was Josip Babic’s daughter. You knew that she entered the convent to offer atonement after she discovered what her brother Blei had been doing in the old country.’ I saw her stiffen as she went into defensive mode, and the olives in the jar behind the thick glasses became larger and more opaque.

				‘I may have known something about her,’ she said.

				‘You knew everything about her. You’ve done everything you could to interfere with this investigation. You’ve withheld information. You haven’t been honest.’

				‘I haven’t told any lies!’ she said.

				‘You know there are lies of omission,’ I said to her, showing off my knowledge of the Green Catechism. That quietened her down. ‘You were fearful that if we realised who Sister Gertrude was, your wonderful Father Oswald might be exposed as something more than just an elderly priest.’

				Bob watched as I pulled out the prayer book. ‘And you nearly pulled it off,’ I said. ‘You didn’t really want us to find Sister Gertrude’s killer. Because that would expose other things. Things you didn’t want to come to light. Like how you and Father Oswald worked in Rome to get men like Gertrude’s father out here through the Vatican rat lines to make new lives for themselves in Australia. War criminals, acceptable because they were hostile to Communism, the Church’s big bogey man.’

				Sister Felicitas drew herself together. ‘I don’t need young whippersnappers like you telling me about my church,’ she said. ‘We had to defend the true faith against evil.’

				I don’t know what I might have said then but Bob took the prayer book out of the envelope and handed it to me. ‘I think Dr McCain has something he wants to say about this.’

				I opened the prayer book where Harry Marshall had placed the marker. ‘At first, I thought maybe Sister Gertrude had been meditating on the miraculous crucifix, and that’s why she had it opened at this page—a section dealing with crucifixion. But then I put Gertrude’s actions together. She didn’t call for help. She didn’t tell the police about the danger she was in.’

				I opened the prayer book and started reading Pilate’s words as he washed his hands before the multitude: ‘“I am innocent of the blood of this just person. Look you to it.” Then answered all the people and said, “His blood be upon us and upon our children.”’ I looked up. ‘Sister Gertrude didn’t try to escape or call out. She knew what her father and then her brother had done in the old country. Maybe she overheard them, trading horror stories of what great patriots they’d been as they got drunk on slivovic. I believe that by entering the convent she hoped she was making reparation for the deeds of her father and brother. Perhaps she even told you about this.’

				Sister Felicitas made no attempt to contradict me.

				‘That’s why,’ I continued, ‘she accepted the death that was coming to her. Sister Gertrude believed that justice was being done. She believed—no, more than that—she accepted that she was going to die for the sins of her father and her brother.’ I paused.

				Felicitas stood silent, her mouth slightly open.

				‘Sister Gertrude,’ I continued, ‘was one of those rare souls who really understands that vengeance only breeds more vengeance. She was trying to quote the mob’s response to Pilate’s words when he said he was innocent of the blood of this man. And they yelled out, “His blood be upon us and upon our children.”’

				Sister Felicitas bowed her head.

				‘But all she could manage,’ I said, ‘was the first word or two.’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-three

				I dropped Bob, who’d been doing almost as much travelling as I had over the last week, back in town with the prayer book in the envelope to give back to Brian Kruger. Then I drove to work. Human beings like Sister Gertrude are very rare, I thought. The world is filled with people like the Babics, the Gavrilovics and, I had to add, people like me. We believe in vengeance. And so it goes round and round.

				There was a pile of mail and other papers on the desk, twice the size it had been when I’d last looked, and I checked my email as a way of avoiding it a little longer. Whatever it was that had been niggling me over the last few days had taken up a position further towards the back of my mind, but it was still most definitely there, and I wished I could drag it out into the light and see what it was.

				On top of the pile was the print-out I’d requested from Security Services with the dates, times and names of everyone who’d accessed any of the secure laboratories, including the hot suite. I found the note Florence had given me, with her estimation of the days and times she’d discovered unauthorised use of the electron microscope. Around eleven am on a morning in May, and late afternoon one day last month. I scanned down the list of names. One jumped out at me. Vic Agnew had no reason to be going into the hot suite. I circled his name on the security print-out. He owed me an explanation.

				Among my email was one from TIGR—The Institute for Genomic Research—among the hundreds I’d failed to check over the last few days. A full report was following in the post, I was told, but the upshot of their tests into the genetic structure of the BA that had killed Tony Bonning and Livvy Worthington was this: neither samples were from either the Ames or Sterne strains. The capsules were highly resistant and toxicity of the virulence plasmids was extremely high. This highly dangerous variety, they added, was new to them—a brand new strain. They were very keen to discover its provenance and asked me to provide a full case report when I’d completed my work on this form of the pathogen. Even in his malice, I thought, Henry had been a consummate scientist. The scientists at Defence might be very interested.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-four

				I was on the way back to Seven Oaks with supplies, and had turned off the highway onto the half-mile driveway when the nearside tyre went flat and my steering wobbled over the corrosions in the dirt. I swore and got out. My spare was in reasonable form and I was almost finished putting the hubcap screws into place when my mobile rang. It was Bob. I could hardly believe what he was telling me. I put the shifting spanner down and cursed again.

				‘What do you mean escaped?’ I asked.

				‘The bastard overpowered the officers who were putting him in the wagon to bring him in for our trip to Canberra,’ said Bob. ‘And that’s the last anyone’s seen of him.’

				‘This is hopeless, Bob,’ I said, angry. ‘The cops up here let an important witness make a suicide bid while in custody, and now the Sydney detectives have lost a very dangerous suspect.’

				‘We’ve got every command area looking out for him. We should pick him up.’

				I wasn’t so sure. Terrorist training comes in handy when a man needs to make a fast getaway from captivity.

				‘He’ll leave the country,’ I said. ‘And we’ll never see him again.’

				‘We’ve got people at the airport and railway,’ Bob said. ‘We’re getting assistance from interstate police in case he crosses a border.’

				‘He’s been a soldier. He’s lived and fought in war zones. My bet is he’ll stay low, living off the land. Make his way to an airport. You’d better put out a warning to householders,’ I said. ‘Make sure vehicles are kept locked. Gavrilovic is a dangerous man.’ I rang off, gave the hubcap screws a final tighten, threw the shifter onto the floor, chucked the dead tyre in the boot and drove up towards the house.

				My frustration eased as I looked around at Seven Oaks, beautiful with the sun shining in long swathes through the grass. I could see Taffy and Duchess ambling along the river flat although the low river was almost invisible, its long brown ribbon only visible in short lengths between the rises. Flocks of galahs rose from the ground as I drove down the driveway to the house and Digby’s feathered puffballs were scratching around in the garden.

				I checked the house locks and found that they were satisfactory and as I packed tea and coffee and some of Jacinta’s favourite packets of corn chips and salsa dips away, I found myself hoping she’d come down soon. I’d feel happier with her out of Sydney altogether.

				I sat on the back verandah with a cup of soup, although it was too cold to stay out there for long with the evening coming on. Against the wall, Digby’s ant farm went about its subterranean business. At least, I thought, he’d be happy about the publication of his latest research. That was some small light in his bereavement.

				I thought about Henry Dupont and how his hatred and resentment had created so much suffering for so many people.

				I went to the back shed and brought in an armload of firewood for the slow-combustion heater in the living room and stood a moment with the wood in my arms, watching the ants through the cross section created by their glass housing. Their teeming industry made a subtle sound, the hum of activity. There must have been thousands of them, streaming up and down their narrow channels, dragging bundles of food. I could see the strong stinging pincers that delivered their powerful venom. Their movements were nudging at whatever it was that was niggling me, but not enough for me to cry ‘Eureka’ like Archimedes. The wood was feeling heavier so I hurried inside and started the fire. I was thinking about dinner when my phone rang.

				‘Henry Dupont was all over those handbags,’ Florence said. ‘A non-confrontational loner with a grudge and a weakness for handbags. And you should see the glassware from the cultures I grew from his tissue samples. Serves him right,’ she said. ‘I’ll bet we find he died from the same strain of the disease he used to murder other people.’

				I thought of the naked body, lying in its own corruption. ‘But Florence,’ I said, ‘like I told Harry Marshall, Henry had a receipt from Bioport.’

				There was a silence. ‘That’s a worry, then,’ said Florence.

				‘You bet it’s a worry,’ I said. ‘If the batch he ordered isn’t effective, what the hell are we being injected with?’

				‘He might have ordered it, but not used it,’ Florence suggested. That sounded unlikely, given that he had every intention of producing quantities of the pathogen in his home lab.

				‘Maybe he ordered it thinking he could use it as a base for growing the stuff,’ said Florence.

				I doubted it. Henry’s experience in biochemistry was much more advanced than mine, and I knew you couldn’t get a living source of bacteria from a cell-free filtrate.

				‘We’d better talk to Bioport,’ said Florence, ‘quick smart.’

				I was about to ring off, noticing that my battery was getting very low. ‘Oh,’ said Florence, ‘one more thing. That foreign order profile you requested.’ I remembered Alix’s lipstick print; her Judas kiss. ‘You’d better tell your friend that the person who left the gift for him on his desk bats for the same team. It’s a male profile.’

				‘That’s not possible,’ I said before I could stop myself. ‘I know where it came from. It’s a woman. There’s been a mistake.’

				‘No mistake,’ said Florence, and I could hear the change in her voice that meant she was about to climb onto her high horse.

				‘I didn’t mean you, Florence,’ I said, keen to maintain our improved working relationship. ‘It must have been a contaminated sample.’

				‘I got epidermal cells from the lipstick kiss,’ she said in her stern, non-negotiable voice. ‘That kiss print, Jack, was made by an XY human being. Twin peaks.’

				There was no point in arguing the toss, so I rang off. Florence Horsefall was just about the best analyst I knew. But something had gone terribly wrong. I tried to find ways to make sense of the male DNA result. Alix must have been kissing someone just seconds before pressing her lips against the envelope, I theorised. And we’ve got his cells instead.

				My mobile rang again as I was sliding a gourmet steak and kidney pie into the microwave. It was Bob. ‘Thought you’d like to know we’ve got a warrant out for Marty Cash,’ he said. ‘Colin Reeves has enough taped evidence to lock the bastard up for a good long time. Still no news on Gavrilovic, I’m sorry to say. And I think it would be a good idea . . .’ His voice broke off before returning, ‘for all concerned.’

				‘Bob,’ I said. ‘You’re breaking up.’

				There was no reply.

				‘Bob?’ The line was dead.

				My battery was stuffed. I looked around for a place to recharge it and found a double adaptor in a power point just above the table where Livvy’s research folders had sat. I plugged the phone in. As I closed the flue on the heater, I accepted the fact that I’d just have to be satisfied with Cash being charged with conspiracy to kidnap rather than the crime itself. Sometimes, we don’t get what we want, I thought.

				I looked outside and noticed that the hens had suddenly vanished from clucking round the garden, signalled by the fading light, and told myself I mustn’t forget to lock them into their luxury henhouse. I wouldn’t be able to face my boss if I had to tell him I’d let a fox take his precious puffballs as they roosted in their luxury accommodation.

				I walked outside and the second I did, my early warning system sounded an alarm. A cold little wind rustled the few stubborn leaves remaining on the nearby oak tree and against the dark pewter sky I could make out the dark blotches of a couple of deserted nests in its branches.

				‘Hello?’ I called. ‘Who’s there?’

				The wind stopped and now the place was completely silent. Half a mile away, I could see the headlights of the occasional car driving past, the sound of their distant, receding engines the only noise. The same small cold wind lifted the ivy vines that hung from the trellis hiding the garbage bins before dying again. I walked over there, almost certain there was another presence.

				I imagined Gavrilovic with his assassin’s knife and wished I had something with me that might serve as a weapon. But the continuing silence eventually convinced me that I was merely being paranoid and I headed over to the henhouse. Bob’s words from years ago came to mind: just because you’re paranoid, doesn’t mean the bastards aren’t out to get you.

				I stepped inside and felt for a light, grateful when it came on. For a second, I thought an intruder might be hiding in here, but when I looked around, spooked at the idea, I realised there was nowhere to hide. A few of the hens squawked at this intrusion then resettled. They were all fluffed up together against the cold, although the temperature in here was very mild. I knew that Digby took no chances with the health of his precious puffballs; it must have been the only air-conditioned henhouse in the ACT, although the air-conditioning wasn’t on at the moment. I walked along the roosting boxes, making sure they were all snuggled up. I was just about to turn around and lock up, when a loud noise made me jump in fear. I swung round. When I saw what had happened, I swore out loud. Digby had warned me to prop the door open. It had swung shut in that light wind and I was stuck in the bloody chookhouse.

				I felt like a real dill, and even more so when I reached for my mobile and remembered it was inside the house, recharging. I swore again, and the hens clucked in disapproval. It was almost funny. But it wasn’t long before the joke wore very thin as I wondered what the hell I was going to do.

				Hey!’ I yelled, stupidly. ‘I’m stuck in here. Open the door!’

				I stood in the centre of the spacious henhouse, with the roosting boxes lining the wall behind me and the wretched door ahead tightly closed and only a small round hole where the lock should have been. I had no idea how long it might be before another person came out here. I searched around for another way out. The windows were twelve feet or so up the wall, just below the ceiling and there was no way to get up to them. And they were glazed anyway because of the air-conditioning. Even if I managed somehow to get up there, and smash the glass, I doubted if I could fit through the horizontal apertures. I looked around to see if there was anything that I could use as a jemmy. Maybe I could prise the door open. The walls were cement-rendered brick and the doorframe, set in its metal housing, showed no chinks or weakness. It was sealed tight as any crash door. How the hell was I going to get out of here?

				I just had to face the fact that the whole place was sealed up tight and it looked like there was no way out. I was stuck here and it could be for some time. I wasn’t looking forward to being cooped up here with the damn Chinese silkies for too long, with their ammonia wastes fouling the straw bedding and the air. Air, I thought. That might become problematical. I switched on the air-conditioner and nothing happened. Either it was broken, or the power point had failed. I flicked the switch on and off. I fiddled with the controls on the front of the air-conditioner. Still nothing happened. Great, I thought. I’ve not only locked myself in, but put myself in danger of asphyxiation. Usually, there were only chickens in here during the night and not an adult male human using up the available oxygen as well. I searched around again. Behind the incubator was a glassed-in cabinet, and I peered to see if there was anything helpful. But it was just an array of veterinary remedies, for the horses and the hens, various antibiotics, vaccines and vitamin drops, additives, no doubt, to the hens’ mash. In the cupboard underneath were stacks of old research notes and the orange and red sports bag with its more recent contents that Digby had put in for safekeeping when last we were here.

				I slid down the wall and sat in complete dejection. Why on earth hadn’t I been more careful? I looked around the fancy henhouse. It was more like a bunker, I thought, cursing Digby for this absurd overprotection of his goddamned chickens. I leaned back against the wall and glanced at my watch. It wasn’t even eight pm. No one might come near this place for days. The people at work would think I was on the road, or in Sydney. The people in Sydney would think I was at work. Jacinta had said she’d be up some time, but it might be several days before she arrived. Cecil from down the road would assume I was looking after everything on the property now. There was no reason he should visit.

				I swore again, furious at myself, and paced some more, trying to find a plan, a way out of this impossible situation. Round and round I went, the powder puffs softly clucking at my passing, unused to human company at night. I searched the place from top to bottom with increasing desperation but found nothing helpful. I was getting hungry, too. Again, I checked the glass cabinet, thinking that if the worst came to the worst, I’d have to drink water from the puffballs’ hopper, and share bran mash and vitamins with them. I slid down the wall again, in the space between the water hopper and the bran processor, feeling. I noticed a strip of anti-skid tape under the dusty floor and wondered why it was there. Then I looked closer and saw that it wasn’t anti-skid tape, but a grounding strip. To keep the dust down, I thought.

				I leaned back against the wall, considering my next move. If I hadn’t been so tired I might have been more conscious, more careful, and followed Digby’s instructions concerning the broken lock. I pulled out the box of notes to see if there was anything even half-interesting that might help me while away the time. Most of it was Digby’s print-outs and handwritten papers on Myrmecia pilosula. Livvy’s notes on the protein-snipping chemical in the red and orange sports bag failed to fascinate me, although I noticed that she’d trialled some of the possibilities from the distributed computing program that ran twenty-four hours a day in the storeroom near Digby’s laboratory. I kept searching, hoping to find a secret stash of pulp fiction, or porn, or anything. No such luck. All I found was a key on a key ring with ‘Lab 13’ written on it in Henry Dupont’s spidery writing. I frowned. We don’t have a Lab 13, I thought, as I chucked it back into the bag.

				I went back to Livvy’s work, my eyes barely engaging with the text. One small molecule she’d tested had actually neutralised certain toxic proteins produced by tumour cells. I looked up from my reading and thought again what a disaster it had been to lose Livvy Worthington in the prime of her research. It wasn’t just the humanitarian aspect of her work. The pragmatist in me could see the potential for a multi-million-dollar deal with a drug company, and the boost that would be to Australian scientists, too often forced overseas by government shortsightedness and cuts to universities and dedicated research institutions. I didn’t have the chemistry skills to make sense of all of it, and I would have much rather been reading a good Peter Corris or Jeffrey Deaver. I pushed the notes back into the sports bag and decided to try to catch some sleep. Maybe after a nap I’d have a clearer mind. I made myself as comfortable as I could and lay down against the feed hopper. The body warmth from the sleeping hens kept the cold at bay and I had plenty of clothes on. I dozed on and off. Maybe someone would notice the lights still on in the chookhouse late at night and come and check up. Maybe pigs might fly, I thought, or these bloody puffballs would get organised and dig me out of here.

				I must have slept deeply and it was four am when I woke, cramped, alarmed, not knowing where I was. I sat there, with the chickens, trying to laugh at myself, pushing away the thought that it might be a week before anyone found me here. I heard the magpies carolling. Who’s the dickhead in the chookhouse? they chorused with their pretty upwards inflexion. There was nothing to do except sit or walk around as the hours crawled by and the sun came up. The puffballs started fussing and clucking around, knowing they should be outside by now, pecking for green treats and insects. I saw the sunlight through the high windows move down the walls until it was high in the sky again. The puffballs pecked around me, and I saw that the water level in the hopper was dropping fast. A couple of times, I held my breath because it sounded as if a car were coming down the driveway, but it must have been a neighbour because no one came. I heard the phone ringing inside the house. I walked around again, trying to find something to use to get the hook off the door. If I could do that, I might be able to chip away at the render and make a hole in the brickwork. But there was nothing useful. All the hoppers were made of easy-clean plastics.

				The day dragged on and I started to feel very hungry. I tried chewing some of the chicken pellets and found it hard going. They were fishy and chalky, but at least I wouldn’t starve. The smell from the hens’ droppings was building and I was grateful it wasn’t high summer. Even so, my eyes felt weird from the rising ammonia levels in the enclosed area. I paced again, like a caged animal, becoming more and more desperate as the ammonia smell built up and a headache started behind my eyes.

				I forced down another handful of pellets with some increasingly cloudy water from the hopper. Outside, another day was drawing to a close. I had been stuck in the henhouse for nearly twenty-two hours. I checked the medicine cabinet for the umpteenth time, and still the same vaccines, vitamins and vet supplies stood in tidy rows behind the glass. I sat down again. If I was stuck here, I might as well use my brain for something else. Here was a place free of all distractions.

				I pulled out my notebook and started making notes about the BA contaminations, starting with Tony Bonning’s death. Looking up from my notes, and staring at the wall opposite, I saw that by looking at a certain streaking of the render, I could make out the figure of a woman with her upper body bending backwards. Looked at another way, the rough lines could be seen as an elaborate bow tie. I thought of the clever drawing hanging above Vic Agnew’s desk, the perception puzzle. I jotted down a few notes about Livvy’s death, the link between Tony Bonning and Digby, by virtue of their names on the Delmonte certifications. I thought of Livvy and her brilliant research, now just a pile of folders in a sports bag. I was feeling really sick by now and I stretched my arms out behind me, thinking I’d need to stay low now that the ammonia was building up. My fingers encountered something half covered by seed husks. Whatever it was had been buried but the puffballs must have gradually unearthed it. I drew it out and stared at it.

				Then I looked at the wall and the cement streaks, seeing them one way, then the other. ‘Once you’ve got it,’ Vic Agnew had said, ‘you can’t imagine how you didn’t see it before.’ 

				I continued to sit there, stunned. I wasn’t sitting in a henhouse at all. This place might serve as a henhouse, but it could serve equally well as something else entirely. It had always been there, but I just hadn’t seen it. Now I couldn’t see anything else. As I looked around my prison, and then back at the small object in my hand, the whole damn thing came together. Now I understood why things had been the way they were. I understood why the killer had gone the extra, dangerous step to develop spores, rather than use the vegetative form of the bacteria. I understood why Tony Bonning had died from ingestion anthrax and Livvy Worthington from the inhalational form of the disease. And I understood why the killer had acted in the last few weeks rather than at another time. I knew where ‘Lab 13’ was located, and what had happened there. I understood why grounding strips had been laid on the flooring. I understood why Digby had had the terrible reaction to vaccination against BA and I was sure now what had made the odd, square-shaped bruise on Henry Dupont’s gums and upper lip . . . And why Henry, in spite of the receipt from Bioport in his lab, for vaccination against BA, had still succumbed to the disease. I finally understood the injuries to his fingertips. Then, the flash of exhilarating comprehension faded, and something else took its place. Fear. Would they find the same injuries on my fingers when they discovered me? Or would someone reach me in time? The likelihood was passing with every second that ticked away.

				I was sweating, my heart racing as I understood at last the awful danger I was in. I felt panic rise and then subside. Remain a man of science, a still, small voice told me. Write up your case notes. Move only from what is to what is. And so I did, bringing my terror under control, mindful of the Russian scientist, contaminated by his own weaponised pathogen, who wrote up his own disease progress, the final papers stained with his own haemorrhage. I wrote furiously, sitting in front of the medicine cabinet, that was no longer a medicine cabinet, using the carton of stacked research notes as an ad hoc desk.

				When I’d filled my notebook, I used some of Livvy’s spare paper. It was not much comfort. If no one came in the next few hours, I faced a horrible death. But at least now the perpetrator of the anthrax murders would be brought to justice.

				I re-read my case notes. I thought of my daughter and my son whom I might never see again. And the idea of justice was no comfort to me. I thought of Marty Cash, of Gavrilovic, I thought of Iona Seymour. I felt a tickle in my throat and wondered if this was the first effect of the spores hatching in my system. In the warm and humid atmosphere of my airways, in the tiny fissures of the alveoli in my lungs, the spores would be carried into the bloodstream, to hatch and grow. In spite of all this, I must have dozed again.

				Then, I jolted awake. Outside the house, a car was pulling up.

				My first instinct was to jump up yelling. ‘Help! I’m locked in the fucking chookhouse! Get me out of here.’

				And then I stopped yelling as I heard footsteps approaching the henhouse. Whoever it was I could not in all conscience allow them to come in here. The symptoms I was feeling were nothing to do with the clouds of ammonia now rising invisibly from the fowls’ bedding and flooring and it was possibly already too late for me. I imagined the spores travelling through my medium airways, hatching, putting out the probes to pierce my cells, boarding them, producing oedema factor and lethal factor.

				‘Don’t come in here!’ I yelled.

				But it was too late. Someone was bashing at the door. I watched as it opened.

				‘Don’t come in!’ I yelled again. ‘This place is contaminated with anthrax. Call HAZCHEM. Don’t come in here!’

				In the gloomy light, announced by a sudden blast of freezing fresh air, appeared the massive bulk of someone blocking the doorway. I stopped yelling in shock.

				Marty Cash had tracked me down. ‘You can’t hide from me you bastard!’ he roared.

				‘Stop!’ I yelled again. ‘Stay outside. This place is a bio-hazard!’

				‘In a pig’s arse!’ he bellowed, advancing his eighteen stone at me. ‘Where’s my fucking money?’

				There was no point in trying to convince him. Instead, I did what I could to keep him from hurting me too badly. With what strength I had left Cash and I struggled together, the puffballs shrieking and flying around us, trying to get out of the way. As we locked together, I found an extra strength that must have come from my complete desperation. Cash was slowed by his massive bulk and I was driven by instinctual survival surges and that gave me some edge. At least at the beginning. I did what I could to avoid the rain of blows. Fist-fighting is not like it is on television, or in the movies, all crisp and choreographed. One heavy punch to the side of my head had my head ringing with shock and pain. I was down, curled around, trying to protect my body from the kicking. Puffballs squawked, exploding around us and I lunged out at his shins, whacking them with a hard-edged folder that I’d somehow snatched up from the box of research notes. Cash toppled like a demolished wall, teetering with a crash to the floor.

				‘Marty!’ I screamed as he scrabbled to get up, putting the boot into me again. ‘We’ve both been exposed to anthrax! We’ve got to get out of here or we’re both dead!’

				He’d got to his feet again.

				‘There’s a warrant out for my arrest,’ he roared. ‘You and Bob Edwards and that little prick Reeves.’

				‘Marty,’ I was able to squeeze out, ‘arrest is one thing. Death from anthrax is much worse.’ I rolled away.

				‘I’m going to kill you, you cunt!’ he roared. He came at me with all his might, both arms raised, ready to pick me up and crash me against the wall. I could see the crazy rage in his eyes. He was past reason and I had no more strength left. Driven by instinct, I plunged my hands into the bran, scooped up a huge handful and hurled it at Cash’s face just before he crashed into me. We both hit the ground, Cash cursing and choking, blinded by the bran, his hands fumbling to get me. I kneed him as hard as I could in the goolies and rolled towards the door, his choking shrieks lending me speed. I scrambled to my feet, coughing, praying it was just the effects of bran and the winding I’d taken, and not the explosively replicating pathogen in my system depriving me of air.

				Somehow, I staggered out into the freezing blackness, got inside the house, locked the door and grabbed my phone. I rang Heronvale Police. It took me a while to make them understand me. They said they’d be out quick.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-five

				Jacinta came to see me in hospital and I was sitting up, with a half-closed red-black eye, still feeling very bruised and fragile. She fussed and cooed over my splinted digits and arranged the white jonquils she’d brought with her. Their heady scent almost eclipsed the hospital odours.

				‘Where are you staying?’ I asked.

				‘Guess?’ she teased.

				I shook my head. Jacinta had a network of friends and allies I knew nothing about.

				‘With your friend Iona,’ she said. ‘She contacted me through Bob and asked me if I’d consider using a room at her place. I went and had a look at it. It’s got French windows opening out onto this gorgeous courtyard and it’s got a fountain and everything. So that’s where I am.’

				‘Iona?’ I was a bit stunned at this.

				‘I intended to stay at Seven Oaks but I couldn’t because it’s all taped off, so I went back into town and she’d tracked me down.’

				‘What about Andy?’ I asked.

				Jacinta looked down at her fingernails. ‘We’re having a bit of space from each other. He’s too bossy.’ She paused. ‘Speaking of bossy, there’s someone who wants to see you.’

				‘Who?’ I asked, alerted by her manner.

				‘Mum,’ said my daughter.

				I lay back, feeling sicker. ‘Oh Jesus,’ I said. ‘Not her. I couldn’t face her just now.’

				‘No, Dad,’ said my daughter. ‘It’s all right. She’s—well—maybe you should just have a word with her.’

				Genevieve appeared and as soon as I saw her I knew something was different. It wasn’t just that she’d lost weight and looked older—somehow, my ex-wife had managed to stay frozen at about thirty-seven. But today she was looking her age. And that was different. She stood near the doorway, unsure, and that, too, struck me as new.

				‘Jack,’ she said. ‘I’m here to apologise.’

				I thought I must be hallucinating. ‘What did you say?’ I asked her.

				‘You heard,’ she snapped. Her new humility had lasted point-eight of a second. ‘I talked with the police—’

				‘They talked to you, Mum,’ said Jacinta. ‘They said you didn’t have enough evidence to support your allegations. Especially after what I told them.’ I wondered what Jacinta had said. I didn’t have to wonder very long.

				‘I told them that you never laid a hand on me, Dad. Never. That was the problem. You were always so distant. I couldn’t remember any time you’d cuddled me. And then you’d come in drunk and sentimental and I’d hate you. That’s why Mum found me crying with you on the floor. I hated it when you were drunk.’

				Genevieve was almost preening her tail feathers at this, but Jacinta was letting both of us have it—with both barrels. ‘And I hated you, Mum, because you just went on and on at him. Why couldn’t you have just shut up and got on with things?’

				All preening stopped and there was a charged silence. Genevieve and I glared at each other until my ex-wife walked forward in the neat June Dally-Watkins way she’d learned years ago. Pity she hadn’t learned anything else, I thought.

				‘I’ll say goodbye then,’ she said in a cold, tight voice.

				‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’ll say the same.’

				And that was it. One of the shortest hospital visits of all time, I thought. I hoped it was the end of the whole sorry business.

				•

				I stayed in hospital for three days. I had a split over my left eyebrow, a black eye, two broken fingers, a bruised throat and I spent most of the first two days feeling as crook as Rookwood from the combined effects of a second BA vaccination shot and three varieties of antibiotics, additional to the course I was already taking. I had a foul taste in my mouth, and I still couldn’t tell if the lousy way I felt was because of galloping BA infection, antibiotics or the bashing and kicking I’d taken from Marty Cash. So I felt a lot better when my blood tests came back negative for BA.

				Charlie threatened to come down and visit but I told him not to bother, that I’d be seeing him soon enough and there was nothing he could do. When I regaled him with what had happened in the chookhouse and what I’d discovered earlier, he whistled.

				‘Dad actually suggested something like that when I rang him. He said that French thing about cherchez la femme.’

				‘How is he?’ I asked.

				‘He actually let the community nurse visit him and said she was an intelligent girl.’

				‘She probably got his number. Those women know how to deal with men like him,’ I said, but I was relieved just the same.

				•

				Bob visited on the last evening. ‘How are you?’ he asked, comfortable in his usual sprawl in a chair beside the bed, completely at home wherever he sat.

				‘Low as sharkshit,’ I said.

				‘You look shithouse,’ he agreed in his pleasant way.

				‘I could have looked a lot worse,’ I said, thinking of Henry Dupont black and stinking in his home lab. ‘Any word on Cash?’

				‘He’s gone to ground,’ said Bob.

				‘Watch this space,’ I said, indicating the ward I was in. ‘Or another hospital like it. He’ll have to turn up soon.’

				‘Once he starts feeling really crook—’ Bob started to say.

				‘—It’ll be too late,’ I finished for him. ‘If he’s been exposed to enough spores.’ I thought about that and could find not an ounce of pity for the bastard.

				‘I read your chookhouse notes,’ said Bob. ‘Your writing’s lousy.’

				‘Some chookhouse,’ I said.

				‘Some notes,’ said Bob. ‘I’ve had copies made, and I’ve brought you a set,’ he said, handing them to me. I put them in the drawer beside the bed.

				‘After it had been decontaminated,’ Bob continued, ‘we found everything you mentioned and I sent the weapon you found away to the Analytic Laboratory.’

				‘And?’ I asked.

				‘Just as you suspected. The analyst got a positive result.’

				‘It was a horrible thing to do,’ I said. ‘To kill someone using one of those.’

				‘Any way’s a horrible way, as far as I’m concerned,’ said Bob, ‘with anthrax.’

				‘So what’s being done about the killer?’ I asked. It was difficult for me to have been out of action during this critical time.

				‘We’re keeping a very discreet eye on everyone in Forensic Services,’ said Bob. ‘So don’t you worry. Everyone’s very curious about what happened to you but we’re just saying that you had a run-in with Marty Cash. The techno kids are finding all sorts of interesting things on the killer’s hard disc.’

				I was very interested in this and he continued. ‘Like the original order with Bioport in Henry Dupont’s name. As to the arrest—’ He paused to answer his mobile, spoke briefly and then put it away, ‘—everything’s under control.’

				‘What about Seven Oaks?’ I asked.

				‘It’s still sealed up,’ said Bob.

				‘Digby won’t mind,’ I said. ‘He wasn’t planning to stay there again anyway for some time.’

				‘Right now he’s in Sydney with his sister and the Yankee scientist taking in the sights. They’ll be back for that Wesley lecture thing on Friday night,’ Bob said. ‘It’s turning into your boss’s farewell. Everyone’s going.’

				With everything else, I’d forgotten that damn dinner. Now, there was no way I could avoid it.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-six

				Iona offered me a room at her place before I came out of hospital, but it didn’t feel like a comfortable arrangement to me, what with Jacinta already there, so I moved back into University House.

				Jacinta spent most of her time studying in the library with Iona, or so she told me. It was odd, I thought, the way things had turned out between them. I wasn’t sure if it made things easier or harder for me. I felt a pressure to sort things out with Iona that I hadn’t felt before the developing friendship with my daughter. If things didn’t work out between us, and I had no reason really to think that they would, it could be another loss for Jacinta.

				The afternoon of the Wesley Morton memorial dinner found me in Digby’s office, desperately trying to contain the mountain of paperwork that had appeared over the five days I’d been away. I concentrated on writing up my case notes on the three BA deaths, using my own laptop. It took a couple of hours to tidy up. 

				Gavin Wales, the NSW detective in charge of the Tony Bonning case, rang just as I was finishing to say he now had the necessary paperwork for the extradition of the killer. ‘I’m about to leave Sydney,’ he said. ‘I’ll be there at six-thirty.’

				‘That’s just before we all go in for dinner,’ I said. ‘I’ll take you to the target.’

				•

				I leaned back in the chair. My aches and pains were almost healed now and I’d finished the job that had started with my search of Tony Bonning’s bedroom. It seemed a lifetime ago now. It was time to let the Federal and NSW police do their jobs; my part in it was complete. I hooked up to the printer and soon had a neat document printed out and ready to send to the relevant authorities.

				I wanted to be there when the arrest was made. I wanted to see the look on the killer’s face when I pulled out the damning piece of evidence I’d found hidden in the henhouse—or a perfect copy of it. The original, now in the hands of the Government analyst, would make its reappearance during the trial.

				But there were a couple of things I needed to sort out before I left work. I went down the hall to Vic Agnew’s office and found him there, beavering away, head down, with the disconcerting drawing above his desk. I owed a lot to that drawing, I thought. He looked up as I knocked and I thought I saw fear in his eyes.

				‘A word,’ I said, going in and closing the door. ‘I’ve checked the security print-outs recently and I found you made two visits to the SEM. On each occasion a stub with a sample of BA was left in the microscope.’

				‘I wanted to see it close up,’ he said. ‘I probably should have asked Florence if it was okay.’

				‘There’s no “probably” about it,’ I said. ‘In future, if you wish to access any area that is not part of your immediate work, please see me or—’ I stopped. ‘Just make sure you get approval.’

				‘Sure,’ he said, looking suitably contrite. ‘I will.’

				I wondered how he’d look later on in the evening.

				Florence wasn’t in her lab. I wanted to check the run she’d done on Alix’s kiss-print. I was in luck, the print-outs were still in a folder on her desk with my name on it. I opened it and examined them and, sure enough, there they were, the twin peaks at the sex locus, marking a male. I sat down at Florence’s desk where a science magazine lay open at an article about an American sportswoman, banned from playing the sport of her choice at a professional level. Florence had stuck a note on it ready to pass on to me: ‘Jack,’ I read. ‘This could throw some light on your “friend’s” mysterious admirer.’ Her quotation marks around the word ‘friend’ indicated she’d seen right through me. I started reading it, puzzled at why Florence might think I’d be interested in an American sportswoman. Until I read it. ‘Of course,’ I said, out loud. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’

				Every time I think I’ve got a handle on the way things are, events explode around me and I have to be humble again. Now it all made sense. Alix’s legginess and some of the remarks she’d made now became crystal clear. I re-read the piece, but there was nothing about preferring older men. That at least was her own idiosyncrasy.

				This should go into the database, I decided, because it was an important deviation from the norm and we should have a sample. I went back to my office, entered it in the system and checked it against the automatic matching program. I was about to leave, when the program stopped. It had found a match to the assault case we were working on. Curious, I looked at the two identical profiles. Then I noticed the name of the victim of crime. Alix was in very serious trouble.

				I went back to University House, noticing the green mist just showing along the willows, and disturbing a pair of noisy miners who seemed to be already looking for a nesting site. Ducks wandered on the lawn under the bare trees and it seemed unseasonably warm for a late winter day. I rang Brian Kruger and told him what I’d just discovered from the profiling system.

				‘We’ll pick her up tonight,’ he said. Tonight wasn’t early enough for me, but it would have to do.

				I put on my best suit for the dinner and finally I was ready. The chookhouse notes lay on the desk. I didn’t want to leave them lying around until we’d made the arrest, just in case. I didn’t want the killer to have the slightest whiff of a warning that justice was about to come crashing down. I picked up the duplicate weapon and slipped it into my pocket together with the notes.

				The Wesley Morton memorial dinner was being held in the large conference centre near Administration and I caught a glimpse through the folding doors of the long tables set for a formal dinner: spotless napery and shining crystal. People were arriving in large numbers now, academics in their colourful robes, wives and girlfriends decked out to the nines. Over a period of about half an hour, the foyer to the dining room filled fast. I saw Florence drifting around in a strange outfit that looked as if it’d been made out of a number of highly contrasting tablecloths. Near her, Vic Agnew stood, uncomfortable in a too-big suit, talking to Digby and the dean’s wife. Sarah and Jane, visions of glamour very different from their white-coated workday appearances, had their heads together over the bar, and waiters dispensed drinks into the rows of glasses on several long tables covered in white linen.

				‘Glad you could get here,’ I said to Bob as he came over to me.

				‘Wouldn’t miss this for quids,’ he said, taking an orange juice from a passing tray. Then he was pounced on by the head of Biochemistry and dragged away. George must be running short of people to talk at, I thought. Or to do lectures for him.

				I nursed my lemon, lime and bitters and made small talk with people I hardly knew, or fielded questions about my state of health, which apart from the fading bruises was pretty good. I spotted Gavin Wales standing near the main entrance and went over to him, a surge of adrenalin coursing through me. The time had come.

				‘How many of you are there?’ I asked.

				‘Just me and my partner,’ he said, indicating an unmarked car parked outside. ‘We didn’t think we’d need to bring the posse in for this one.’ He looked around. ‘Is the target here yet? Am I allowed to smoke in here?’

				‘Yes, to the first,’ I said. ‘About ten minutes ago. And no to the second. No smoking.’ I’d been watching our quarry who’d left the foyer area several minutes ago with someone else I knew. And because they’d gone into a small room near Reception, used for storing baggage and trolleys, I was concerned that the target might have sensed danger.

				Gavin pushed the cigarettes back into his pocket. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Let’s do it.’

				He took out the warrant for arrest and I only had to raise an eyebrow in Bob’s direction and he got the message, immediately putting his juice down and heading over.

				‘They’re in there,’ I said to Gavin, indicating the door to the storeroom as we approached. I put my hand around the replica weapon in my pocket and when we reached the door, I stepped back to allow Gavin precedence. The first murder had been in New South Wales. It was his arrest.

				He shoved the door open and the four of us burst into the small room. I don’t know who was the more shocked—us or them.

				Alix, kneeling in front of his trousers, screamed. And the expression on Digby Worthington’s face almost kept me from noticing the way he was fumbling his fast-shrivelling penis back into his fly.

				‘How dare you just barge in like this!’ Alix screamed. ‘You’ve got no right! We’re engaged!’ They must have got together over immunotoxins, I thought. Or at the Drama Society. Alix shoved a hand in our direction, flashing a large diamond. ‘We’re not doing anything wrong.’ She swung round to her companion. ‘Tell them, darling!’

				‘What’s going on?’ Digby cried.

				‘This is the icing on the cake. This is the person whose DNA matches the third campus assault,’ I said, indicating Alix.

				‘What are you talking about?’ Alix shouted, her pretty face squeezed in rage.

				‘It was you who attacked Iona Seymour, Alix,’ I continued. ‘You’re looking at a prison sentence now. Grievous bodily harm.’

				‘Take your hands off her!’ Digby yelled. ‘My fiancée is carrying my child.’

				‘You’re a liar, Alix,’ I said, still ignoring my ex-boss. ‘“Built for pleasure not reproduction,” you told me. You have no ovaries, no uterus. You’re an XY woman, Alix. There’s no baby and you know it.’

				‘What’s he talking about?’ Digby said. By this time, my ex-boss had recovered some of his dignity. ‘I know it looks bad, Jack,’ he started to say, ‘with Livvy scarcely cold in her grave—’

				‘You should know how bad it is, Digby,’ I said, advancing towards him. ‘You put her there.’ As I spoke, I pulled from my pocket the replica of what I’d found in the chookhouse. Digby stood transfixed. He couldn’t take his eyes off it.

				‘How did you—?’ he started to say.

				‘How did I know?’ I asked.

				But his face sagged. He was utterly confounded.

				‘You started to get worried about how much I knew,’ I said, ‘because I quite innocently asked you a question about your journal article. And you snapped at me. Remember? Your guilt did the rest. You thought I knew a lot more than I did. That’s why you locked me in your henhouse, Digby. You hoped that by the time I was found, you’d be happily installed in New York, covered in glory, raking in your first millions, living it up with your floozie.’

				I had the pleasure of hearing Alix explode at this.

				‘My time in your henhouse was a huge turning point for this investigation.’

				I slipped the weapon back into my pocket. Looking at Digby now, I was reminded of the hell I’d seen in his eyes that night at hospital. Then, he’d been forced to confront the horrifying death he’d inflicted on his wife. Now, he was seeing the yawning pit of the future for him, public disgrace and prison. The end of his high-reaching ambition. The end of his thespian fun. The rich fruity actor’s voice that had lent itself to his performance as the grieving widower now had no words left to mouth.

				Gavin moved forward and touched Digby’s arm, like the end of a tag game. ‘Digby Worthington,’ he said, ‘I have a warrant here for your arrest and also for your extradition to New South Wales where you will be charged with the murder of Dr Tony Bonning.’

				By the time he got to the end of the cautioning, Alix had slunk away. Digby, dazed and silent, was led away by Gavin and his partner and we followed, making our way through the thronging onlookers.

				‘What’s happening here? Where’s Dr Worthington going?’ drawled Digby’s patron, Lennie Lowenstein.

				Someone told him. I stood near the doors, watching my ex-boss being put into the unmarked car by the two Sydney detectives. Alerted by the screech of tyres, I saw Alix speed away in her car.

				‘She’s a student here,’ I said to Bob. ‘Brian Kruger will find her. All her contact details will be with Administration.’

				The noise in the foyer reached a crescendo. All around me came questions and looks of bewilderment, as ushers and academics tried to get people to go in for dinner.

				‘What’s an XY woman?’ Bob asked.

				‘They’re very rare,’ I answered. ‘Despite the male XY gene, they develop as women, but the vagina is a dead end. They generally have longer bones than average and make terrific models and sportswomen. Until DNA testing began.’

				I wanted to be away from all this, but the dean descended on me. ‘We must carry on, Jack,’ he said. ‘I’m relying on people like you to keep things going. The honour of the university demands it.’ There was no escape.

				A little while later, I looked up from my two asparagus spears to see my daughter and Iona beckoning from the entrance. I gave them Digby and Alix’s settings at the end of my table. I quietly told them most of what had happened. All around me, the conversations were about Digby and the anthrax killings and whether the police might have broken some arcane regulation about making an arrest on university property. I made my way through something blanketed in heavy white sauce, acutely aware of Iona’s presence only inches away. After the first course, the dean rose to his feet and tinkled his glass with his knife.

				‘Our designated speaker has unfortunately been—’

				‘Arrested,’ someone yelled out and there was laughter.

				I couldn’t join in. And I was stunned when I heard the dean’s words. ‘Acting Chief Scientist Jack McCain has kindly agreed to speak on an interesting matter.’

				No one had asked me, I thought. But at least he’d left the subject matter open. There were a few things I’d worked out by now and I had the chookhouse notes in my pocket. I left my place and went up to the lectern on the podium near the High Table. There was a hushed silence as I pulled out the notes. I glanced at them and decided against reading them.

				‘I’m going to tell you about three murders,’ I said, putting my notes back in my pocket. ‘And about the man who carried them out. And why. And how.’

				The hum of conversation had stilled. The atmosphere was electric.

				‘But because we have a presumption of innocence in this country, I won’t mention the murderer’s name,’ I said and looked out at the audience. No one moved. There wasn’t even the slightest tinkle of glass or cutlery.

				‘I knew a man,’ I started, ‘who was a brilliant scientist. But he was also a very ambitious man. His wife, another brilliant scientist, was involved with research into possible drug candidates to combat the effect of certain toxin-forming tumours. She was fiercely possessive about her work and discussed it with no one except her husband and her supervisor. After some brilliant investigation and research she had discovered a chemical that had the potential to neutralise the toxins released in the human body by certain tumours. And she’d also discovered that this chemical seemed to have the potential to neutralise other toxins, those produced by pathogenic bacteria, including Bacillus anthracis.’ I paused before adding, ‘More commonly known as anthrax.’

				The room erupted in a buzz. When it subsided I continued. ‘Because of the anthrax letters in the USA and growing fears that so-called “rogue” states might use biological weapons, this work of hers suddenly became immensely significant. The patents on such a discovery, the manufacture and marketing of a simple, cheap and efficient antidote to contamination by Bacillus anthracis could make her a billionaire many times over.’ I paused and looked around the room. Still no one moved. They were gripped by my narrative.

				‘Last year,’ I continued, ‘this man had a paper published in a prestigious American journal. The very distinguished American analyst—’ I nodded in the general direction of Lennie Lowenstein—‘Dr Lowenstein, who’d been impressed by the journal piece, was about to visit this university.’ I realised I was getting ahead of myself. ‘Meanwhile,’ I said, ‘I was locked in a henhouse.’ A puzzled titter broke the silence but soon subsided. ‘I spent hours stuck there, in uncomfortable surroundings. Because I had nothing to do, I read through a box of the scientist’s wife’s research notes. And in the box I found a copy of the article based on this research which had been accepted for publication by the most prestigious science journal. Except the name under the title wasn’t the wife’s name, but the name of her husband. I knew then I’d stumbled on a case of enormous academic dishonesty and that if this became public, it was the end of this man’s professional life. It was inevitable that there’d be discussion of the paper and its contents and his wife would quickly realise that her husband had stolen her work. I don’t know what he’d been planning to do about this in the long term. Perhaps he hoped that running away to the US with another woman might solve the problem. But with the proliferation of publications on-line, getting away with intellectual theft of this sort would ultimately require his wife to disappear. In the short term, two people had to die. First, the man who supervised his wife’s earlier thesis—toxicologist Doctor Tony Bonning, who might have questioned the authorship of the article if he’d ever seen it—and of course, the wife herself.’ I drank some water and saw Iona and Jacinta leaning forward, listening to me intently in the hush.

				‘After many more hours of just looking around,’ I continued, ‘I realised that it wasn’t a henhouse I was sitting in, but a very well-equipped laboratory. There was reverse cycle air-conditioning which hadn’t been installed only for the fowls’ comfort, there was an incubator for culturing up bacteria, a home-brew kit which could equally brew up quantities of the required pathogen, there was a centrifugal mixer for the bran mash that could also be used to agitate and stir the bacterial soup, there was a glass-fronted cupboard, which could easily double as a biological safety cabinet, behind which the murderer could work to dry and mill the bacteria in safety. And there was a fridge, ostensibly to keep medicines in but which could also be put to good use in keeping the bacterial preparation. In the medicine cabinet, I’d noticed vaccination for poultry and horses. I’d remembered that the property on which the scientist and his wife had a hobby farm was not suitable for cattle grazing. I’ve since checked and found that anthrax is endemic on that section of the river flats. So the scientist had everything he needed. All he had to do was go out into his paddocks, dig up some soil, culture it up, purify it, then grow quantities of BA, treat it and use it. He had plenty of test animals available to him to test toxicity.’ I looked around the dining room in the perfect silence that filled it. All the faces were turned to me, there was a complete absence of movement.

				‘We were puzzled, we investigators,’ I continued, ‘as to why the killer had changed modus operandi. For his first victim, he’d injected the vegetative form of the bacteria into a chocolate and sent it as a gift to his wife’s former supervisor. But for his wife’s death, he needed to go the extra distance. He needed to force spore formation. Because he’d devised a brilliant, devilish idea for delivery. Time was of the essence because his American patron had suddenly announced he was due to arrive. The plagiariser needed his wife to die quickly, from the inhalational form of the disease. So he inserted anthrax spores into an article she used daily, knowing that the aerosol in the article would deliver the spores deep into her airways. The killer’s wife would willingly inhale them.’

				There was a gasp from the audience as I took the replica of the weapon Digby had used to murder his wife out of my pocket. I held it up in the air so that everyone could see it. ‘I don’t know why he didn’t dispose of it,’ I said, waving the asthma inhaler in my hand. ‘Maybe he realised it was a very handy little weapon. He’d already had occasion to use it twice successfully. He’d hidden it, but I found it. He never imagined I’d spend any time in the henhouse.’ I could see people shrinking away from me in the tables nearest the podium. ‘This is not the one he used,’ I reassured them. ‘Once his wife had been exposed to fatal quantities of spores, the murderer simply switched the contaminated inhaler with a harmless one, just as I have tonight. Nobody noticed anything. We were all running around searching for and testing a bottle of aftershave that actually had nothing to do with any death.’

				I heard a murmur. People were clearly puzzled by the reference to aftershave. I decided against explaining it and glanced down at my notes. ‘Another one of our colleagues, Henry Dupont, somehow found out that the plagiariser had used his name to requisition anthrax vaccine last year, a long time before the first anthrax death. This fact alone suggests to me that the plan to murder his wife started a long time ago. The plagiariser had a terrible reaction to his first vaccination shot, not as we all believed, because he was extremely stressed, but because he was already highly sensitised by a previous course of vaccination. The plagiariser decided that Henry Dupont had to die.

				‘He would naturally question why his boss had ordered a course of vaccination for himself well before there were any cases, so the killer went to Henry Dupont’s home lab—a place he’d been welcome to visit over the years—forced the contaminated inhaler into Henry’s mouth and locked him in his lab. Henry Dupont couldn’t escape from his well-built lab any more than I could from the henhouse I was locked into. Then the killer went back when his victim was dead, unlocked the door, left the receipt for the vaccination and placed red-foiled chocolate hearts similar to the one he’d used to kill Tony Bonning on a shelf. I found the key to Henry’s private laboratory ‘Lab 13’—his mailing address, incidentally is number 13—hidden in the box of the murdered wife’s research notes. Everyone thought that Henry Dupont was the anthrax killer and the plagiariser seemed to be home free.’

				I looked around at my audience of academics, philosophers, scientists, engineers, chemists, poets, dreamers, men and women of immense education, all of them riveted by this tale of deception, betrayal and death.

				I could have spoken longer, but I put the rest of my notes back in my jacket and I stepped down from the podium. No one clapped. It wasn’t that sort of night.

				•

				Bob came back with Jacinta and me to Iona’s place where we sat around her open fire, listening to the wind in the trees outside. Ever since we’d sat down, Bob and I had done nothing but answer questions from my daughter and Iona.

				‘He was very clever,’ Bob said. ‘The aftershave was a brilliant touch.’

				‘Why?’ Jacinta asked.

				‘It pointed our minds in the direction Digby wanted,’ I said. ‘We all assumed he was the target and it looked like Livvy had died accidentally from sniffing a poisoned gift sent to her husband. When I found the aftershave in the bin, where I was supposed to, he acted the whole little drama for my benefit. That package didn’t come through the mail at all and that’s why we found no trace of contamination in the local sorting area. He set it up, put spores around its screwcap, put it in a post bag, dumped it in the rubbish, made up a story about a phone call from Livvy telling him a parcel had arrived. None of that ever happened. Poor Livvy was doomed the first time she used her inhaler.’

				I remembered the cold wind out at Seven Oaks, and Digby’s fruity voice.

				Jacinta jumped up and hugged me. ‘I’m so glad you’re okay now,’ she said. ‘And I’m glad you’re my Dad.’ I hugged her back and for a moment, I couldn’t speak.

				It was getting late. Jacinta disentangled herself from me and I stood up, Bob taking his cue from me.

				‘See you in the morning, Dad,’ said Jacinta.

				‘Come round for breakfast,’ Iona invited. ‘You too, Bob.’

				A half-moon lit our way back to our cars. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Bob. ‘I won’t show up for breakfast.’ He got into his car and leaned out, just before closing the door. ‘You were going to tell me what the Assumption was,’ Bob reminded me. I laughed. Bob never forgets anything.

				‘Mate,’ I said. ‘I don’t think you’re ready for it. It’s a Catholic thing.’

				Bob slammed his door shut. ‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘Let me know when you think I am.’

				‘I will,’ I said, getting into my car. But Bob hadn’t finished with me yet.

				He called out to me, and I switched my engine off, to hear him.

				‘Jack,’ he said. ‘That’s a classy woman in there. What are you going to do?’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Twenty-seven

				Bob’s question teased me all the way to Seven Oaks. I wanted to have a look around, even though officially it was still taped off.

				All was cold and silent as I got out of the car, the moon low against the hills, preoccupied with thoughts of Iona Seymour. I don’t know what alerted me, but I stood, close to the trunk of the bare oak tree, frozen. The moonlight showed me that the front door was slightly open. It was just possible that the cops or the Decontamination team had failed to secure the place properly. But I didn’t really believe that. The house lay in darkness, surrounded by its nut trees and gardens. Either someone had been there and left, or someone was still inside. Every instinct warned me; my system went up into red alert. I strained to hear, to see, to sense who it was and what they wanted. They must have seen my headlights, heard the car pulling up in the silence of the country night. They knew I’d arrived and they weren’t moving.

				I wished like hell I still had the prohibited item that sometimes used to travel with me attached to the underside of my car seat with masking tape. But it was at Malabar, under the floorboards, absolutely useless. Whoever was in the house could be watching, knowing I was that dark shape against the oak tree, just biding his time till I came inside. Okay, I thought. I’ll go along with that. I started whistling in what I hoped was a carefree manner, went back to the car as if I’d forgotten something, and opened the front passenger door, pretending to get something. But all the time my hand was searching around feverishly for the shifting spanner, still there from my recent flat tyre. My fingers closed around its cold steel and, keeping it close to my body, I slammed the car door shut and walked towards the house. If he was waiting for me near the front door, I’d force a change to his plans by continuing to walk round the side of the house to the back door. I stepped up onto the verandah, tingling, wanting him to jump me, knowing I was ready for him. I made no secret of my presence, stepping up to the door between the brewing kit and the glass wall of ants, trembling with fear and excitement.

				As I reached to open the door, he flew out at me, his speed and agility taking me down heavily. We struggled together and the shifter flew from my hand. Marko Gavrilovic used the weight of his body to pin me down so I couldn’t escape, crushed as I was between him and the glass wall of the ant farm. I saw the knife flash in his hand, and a huge surge of survival energy drove my body. With all my strength, I pushed myself from under him, kicked out, found the shifter and grasped it. But the angle was awkward and I could get no leverage to strike down and towards him. Any second now, the knife would descend, Gavrilovic would kill me, take my car and flee. All I had was this desperate strength and local knowledge. I knew something that Gavrilovic didn’t know. Use assets already in place, a little voice said to me. I lashed out with the shifter, away from me and as hard as I could, smashing the wall of glass that housed the ant colonies. I had the briefest glimpse of the whole glass wall splintering and dropping like an avalanche in front of the weight of soil and ants before it fell like a ton of bricks, covering us in shards of glass, heavy soil and ants. I had the advantage. I had taken a huge breath. Gavrilovic hadn’t. The shock of the ant farm collapsing on top of him gave me the break I so desperately needed. My face and neck burning with agonising stings, half-blinded by soil, I rolled out sideways, managing to kick the edge of the collapsed ant farm off me.

				Gavrilovic floundered, trying to free himself from the huge pile of glass and soil as thousands of enraged Myrmecia pilosula, with their venom four times more powerful than bees, poured like a river over him. I raced back to the car, brushing ants from my face, heedless of his shrieks. I left him to it.

				•

				A few weeks later came the day of our planned picnic on the riverbank a little way from Seven Oaks. Jacinta and Iona were spending the morning riding and arranged to meet me at the largest willow just past the car bridge, eat with me, rest the horses and then ride back to Seven Oaks.

				On the way to our meeting place I diverted to the Convent of the Assumption with a wrapped-up parcel on the front seat. When Ethelberta opened the door, she ushered me in. ‘Goodness,’ she said. ‘If I’d known you were coming, I’d have made some morning tea for you.’

				‘I won’t stay, Sister,’ I said. ‘I’ve returned the crucifix.’

				Ethelberta clapped once with delight. ‘Felicitas will be so happy. Shall I ring for her?’

				‘No,’ I said. ‘Don’t take her away from her contemplation.’ The truth was, I didn’t want to see Felicitas again. But a rattle of rosary beads, and there she was, bearing down on me, a small black delta, reminding me of one of Dr Who’s Daleks.

				‘Thank you so much!’ she said, taking the package from my hands. ‘You have brought it back to us.’

				‘How’s Father Oswald?’ I asked.

				Felicitas shrugged. ‘He’s decided to stay out at Rockwell,’ she said. ‘In indefinite retreat. He was getting too old, he told me, to continue running the sports centre.’

				I hoped he was getting too old to continue running terrorist training camps, too. But I was sure there were plenty of new people coming up the ranks to fill his shoes. None of this was my problem anymore. I’d already handed over all the information I had gathered to the security people. I indicated the package Felicitas was holding.

				‘I also took the liberty,’ I said, ‘of mending the hands and feet properly. The glue Sister Michael Mary was using would have sweated into the plaster and eventually undermined it.’

				Felicitas gave me a long look with the olives-in-the-jar eyes. ‘That was well done,’ she finally said. ‘That will earn you a blessing.’

				‘I need everything I can get, Sister,’ I told her, and I was only half-joking. I thanked Ethelberta and took my leave of both of them, but I turned at the portal. ‘It didn’t bleed for me,’ I said, unable to resist. But there had been miracles, I thought, as I got back into my car. A flock of black cockatoos shrieked overhead and I hoped they meant rain—but not today.

				I drove over the bridge near Seven Oaks and, a little way off the road, I parked the car and unloaded the picnic. I waited for my daughter and Iona in the idyllic clearing. Above me was a landmark old willow; its branches over the brown river showing tiny green shoots. It was one of those warm, pre-spring days, with the sky brilliant blue against the fleece of the occasional cloud and the silvery paddocks gleaming under a gentle sun. I thought of Marty Cash and wondered what had happened to him. Maybe he’d escaped contamination, although that seemed impossible, given the spore-filled henhouse floor we’d wrestled on. Had he made it to Thailand and his dream bar, using what was left from the Delmonte Deli extortion money? And was he now selling alcohol and underage girls to ugly Australian men? Or was he lying somewhere out in the bush, collapsing into corruption, his huge body melting back into the ground, spores dropping into the soil around him? Maybe I’d never know.

				Marko Gavrilovic hadn’t survived the anaphylactic shock induced in his system by the massive dose of ant venom. He was dead when the ambos arrived. Odd, I thought, how one killer’s hobby had provided the means of stopping forever the actions of another murderer.

				I unpacked the cold meat and salads Jacinta had helped me prepare the night before and unwrapped the fresh loaf I’d bought at the bakery that morning, putting out the plastic cups and plates and fetching kindling to make a little fire for the billy. I lay back again, munching on a bread roll, watching a pair of eagles circle very high up, surveilling huge tracts of country with their seven-mile gaze.

				The sound of a familiar laugh floated along the river and I saw two riders splashing across the shallow crossing a little downstream of me. It would have made a good watercolour study, I decided, the long-legged reflections of the horses, Jacinta’s Scandinavian jumper brilliant against the silvery-grey of the late winter pastures, the water churned up by the hooves, wood ducks squawking away. I waved to them, determined that as soon as I got home, I’d get the paints out and start some serious work again.

				My mobile rang. ‘McCain,’ I said, hoping it wasn’t work.

				‘McCain junior here,’ said Greg, ringing from the UK. ‘Can’t talk for long, Dad,’ he said. ‘My pre-paid runs out in about forty-five seconds. Just letting you know I’ll be home the week before Christmas and everything is cool over here.’

				We talked a little longer, speaking too fast over each other in our excitement, and I told him how good it would be to see him again and that we were all well. There would be time enough to tell him everything later. Greg rang off, promising to write, and I put down my mobile, thinking of the two fine young people they were, my son and daughter.

				The riders were getting closer. I could hear them clearly now. I was about to call out to them when my attention was caught by fluttering white petals that suddenly appeared in the air, up and down the river banks, putting me in mind of a snowstorm and I wondered for a moment what they could be. It was too early for blossoms. Iona and Jacinta reined in the horses and called out to me, pointing at the petal-filled air. But petals don’t flutter skywards, I thought, and besides, the breeze along the river had died. Then I understood. There must have been a massed early hatching, and all along the greening willows and down the brown river as far as I could see, before the wind scattered them, and the predators dived in, hundreds and thousands of graceful white butterflies, wings edged with black lace, filled the bright afternoon.
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