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Praise for Promise by Tony Cavanaugh

‘One of the most complex and uncompromising heroes since Harry Bosch.’ Weekend Australian

‘The best thing about this book is that it looks like there will be a second one.’ Australian Bookseller & Publisher

‘Chilling and memorable: top-notch Aussie noir definitely not for the faint-hearted.’ Graeme Blundell

‘For crime fans thirsty for an Aussie voice.’ Woman’s Day

‘Tony Cavanaugh’s searing debut marks the beginning of what should be a very promising writing career.’ Canberra Times

‘Cavanaugh’s capacity to crawl inside the mind of his killer character, Winston Promise, is convincing and frightening, walking the reader in graphic detail through the acts of stalking, abduction, torture and killing.’ Herald Sun

‘Compulsive reading, Promise itself is more menacing, more disturbing and much more confronting than any other crime thriller on the shelves. It is brutal. It is terrifying. It is a brilliant book.’ Rob Minshull, ABC

‘The good part of any crime story is an intricate yet totally authentic plot, allowing the reader to suspend any disbelief for the entire journey. Mr Cavanaugh manages this with the deftness of a tightrope walker – all the while retaining his own unique approach to the characters and backdrop.’ The New York Journal of Books
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For Cav and Liz – keep dancing


‘The mind is its own place, and in itself
Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.’

John Milton – Paradise Lost


PART I


THE PAST IS ANOTHER COUNTRY

SOMEONE WAS WATCHING ME.

Parked across the road, on the other side of the street, with a clear view in through the open gate to my yard and ramshackle wooden house that fronted the river, was the same late model white Celica I’d seen the day before. I’m an ex-cop and I don’t believe in coincidences.

There was the shape of a guy sitting in the front seat. He was staring straight ahead, looking up the road, in the direction of the bridge which spanned the river and a massive lake that was surrounded by dense mangroves. The road took you up to Tewantin, a small town on the Sunshine Coast, a little north from Noosa, a dazzling community of beaches, cafes, resorts and rainforests. For just over two years I’d been living on the Noosa River, which snaked its way from the ocean, barely a kilometre away, past million-dollar houses and dump houses, communities and towns, deep into a remote and uninhabited forest of bush and white sand.

I’d come out to collect the bin. It was Tuesday. Bin day. I was dressed in a bright orange sarong. I don’t wear very much else these days. The detective’s uniform of a black suit, of which I had a few, had all been thrown away.

I followed his gaze.

There was nothing up there. The road was empty of cars and people. Cracked pavements on either side. Old houses, new houses. Frangipani and jacaranda trees, their branches bent over, forming a canopy across the street, which was littered with bright purple flowers.

The sun was intense. It’s always intense up here. It’s sunshine all year round, peppered occasionally with a massive tropical thunderstorm.

I turned to look back at him, to try and get a better view. He held his gaze, staring up at the empty road. Trying to appear all normal and everyday, he was as innocent as a guy walking towards me with a gun.

‘Hey!’ I shouted.

No answer. Even though his window was wound up he would have heard me. Still kept on staring ahead. Maybe he was deaf. Maybe he was lost. Maybe he was dead.

No, I didn’t think so. This guy, whoever he was, was stalking me.

I stepped out onto the road and walked towards the car. He started the engine and I could see his left arm jerking the gear shift.

I ran.

And stood directly in front of the car. Blocking him.

‘What are you doing?’ I asked. ‘Who are you?’

In his mid thirties, he looked a little anxious. Short red hair, curly. A soft young face with big eyes. He had freckles. When he was a kid he would have looked like Dennis the Menace and I’m sure he got mocked for it. He wasn’t a crim.

Well, that was obvious: he was wearing a black shirt with a priest’s white collar.

He didn’t answer my questions but held my look.

Kept on holding it as I walked from the front of his car to the driver’s side, where I reached down and opened the door.

‘You’ve been out the front of my house twice in two days. What’s going on?’ I asked.

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come here. It was a mistake,’ he said as he turned off the engine. He had a deep, gravelly voice, the sort of voice you might hear on national radio reading the news.

‘Get out of the car,’ I said.

That seemed to disturb him, but he did what I asked. He was tall and well built, like he’d played rugby.

‘You’re Darian Richards?’ he asked. There was an edge to his voice. The guy had a toughness about him. Buried though, like he was intent on keeping it hidden.

I didn’t answer. It bothers me when someone I don’t know is aware of my name and where I live.

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m Tom. Tom Ellison. You used to be a homicide detective? In Melbourne?’

I didn’t answer. Silence unnerves people and Father Tom was no exception. Silence is a hole that has to be filled. He filled it:

‘I’ve heard the confession of a man. He is sick. He’s dying. He asked me to see you and pass on a message.’

I didn’t say anything.

‘He wanted me to say he is sorry for what he’s done in the past.’

‘What has he done in the past?’ I asked.

‘I can’t tell you that. It was confession. I’m just passing on a message, that’s all.’

‘He killed someone? Now he’s about to die. He wants to apologise to the detective who was searching for him? That about sum it up?’

Now it was Father Tom’s turn not to answer.

‘Tell him no deal. Tell him to turn himself in. There’s a police station up around the corner. They’ll look after him. Tell him there’s no absolution, not unless he does the right thing. You might have given him forgiveness in the confessional booth but not me, and not whoever he killed, not their family who’ll still be grieving. Saying sorry to God doesn’t cut it, not in the real world.’

‘Like I said, I was just passing on a message,’ he said as he got back into his car.

‘Don’t come here again,’ I said. Then I turned and walked back across the street, through the open gate into my yard. A breeze had kicked in. Maybe it was going to rain. Out past the palm trees on the other side of the house, where the river ebbed with an incoming tide, I could see, on the far horizon, storm clouds massing, blue, dark, threatening. I heard the sound of his car fire up and a moment later I heard him driving away.

—

SIXTEEN YEARS WORKING Homicide in Melbourne added up to many, many murders and, additionally, a lot of murderers. Gangsters and housewives, businessmen and vagrants, school kids and teachers, bored people and angry people, killers who acted on sudden impulse or slowly built premeditation; I’d long ago ceased to be amazed by the spread and reach of the murderer demographic.

Remorse – a desperate, urgent need to atone and find redemption – quickly follows the act of murder for most who’ve pulled the trigger. God steps in to fill the space. Prison is full of God. He gives meaning to their actions and, most importantly, a way to deal with the guilt. The court might have found you responsible and sentenced you to some time behind bars but the old guy absolves you and, hey, He’s more important, right? The real deal. In my view, God’s a convenient succour for people who’ve fucked up big time.

A one-time killer blathering his confession to a local priest and then asking the guy to pass on his remorse to a homicide investigator didn’t warrant my interest, in any way. I went back to the serious business of river-watching. There was a new flock of pelicans in town and somehow they’d been told that I was the go-to guy for food scraps.

—

IT DIDN’T WORK. The priest had poisoned my mind. He’d dredged up the past and I didn’t like to think about the past. I liked to sit by the river and stare at its flow, at the narrow island on the other side, covered in mangroves and a dense thicket of strangler figs and palm trees, at the fishermen in their tinnies and the kids and families in their rent-a-boats. I liked to listen to the pounding surf from the ocean on the far side of the island across the river, to the sounds of the gulls as they hovered in the wind blowing off the surface of the water.

The past was a life of murder and chaos. When I arrived here, having resigned as Officer in Charge of Homicide, I was burned out, fucked up, shot up, a dead man in a living body. I’d done too many kills and they’d swamped me, haunted me, taunted me, the victims and the perps, the good and the evil; they’d all swarmed into a miasma of toxic quicksand from which I couldn’t escape.

Now I was living in the sunshine, lying in a hammock, reading, cooking and not doing too much of anything else. F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote that there were no second acts in life; he was wrong, even when applied to life in Australia. My second act was pretty good. Aside from a few ventures when I had to don the cloak of my old life, my past identity, take out my gun from where I kept it hidden, life now was peaceful.

The past was buried. The killers and their victims, my successes and failures, all gone, swept away.

Until now. Who was the killer this priest was talking about? Who was his victim? Was I the investigating detective? Had I interviewed him? Had I then let him go, released him? Had I stuffed up?

These thoughts wouldn’t let go of me.

And then another emerged. Another part of the past, a more recent past from up here at Noosa.

I had hurt somebody, a person who was very close to me.

I’d been doing okay, forcing myself not to think about her and what I had done to her. The Father’s visit had stirred that up too. The remorse bit hard.


SODA WATER BLUES

THE SHADOWS OF THE TOWERING GUM TREES WERE LONG AND twisted. They shifted form as the headlights from my car bathed them momentarily in white light, receding then into the gloom of darkness as I sped through dense bush, the narrow road cresting at the top of a mountain, a corkscrew of bitumen now falling steeply below as I gunned it, fast, faster and felt the wind and the first pellets of a tropical thunderstorm lash me through the open window. I didn’t wind it up. I drove harder, staring ahead as the road turned in on itself, as the overhanging trees seemed to reach down to the wet surface, as the wind began to lash the branches. My car was old, a red 1960s American Studebaker Champion Coupe. There weren’t many of them made and even fewer had been shipped as far as Australia. No power steering, no electric windows, not much in the way of modern, calm, reliable safety. It also had left-hand drive. I drove fast and hard not because I’m a maniac or was on a suicidal bender and not because I was going to be late for the band before they walked on stage, but because it felt good. I felt alive.

It was a week after the visit from the priest. I’d forced out all thoughts of who the repentant crim might have been – forget him, he was in the past – but stayed focused on the woman I’d hurt.

It was time to go back, see her and apologise for what I’d done. Or, at least, try to.

I wasn’t sure if she was going to be interested.

—

THE ROAD EVENED out and I drove under a wide canopy of branches from trees on either side, reaching the turn-off to the Noosa–Eumundi Road. I turned right and drove towards the lights.

Eumundi is a small town, anchored around the tourist trade more than country survival. If you want a hammer, you keep driving till you get to Cooroy, up the road; if you want a coffee-table book on the Sumatran rainforest or an antique Moroccan rug or a freshly baked baguette or a Thai or Greek meal or handmade chocolates, you go to Eumundi. With a population of maybe a thousand, the place explodes twice a week when a market is held, adjoining the main street, to which over ten thousand tourists turn up in buses and cars, squeezing the joint so tight that nobody can move between the stalls. At night Eumundi is dead but for a pizza place, owned and run by an angry Turk, and the pub, Joe’s Waterhole, which is where I was headed. With hard-beam wooden posts holding up an old verandah on the main street, Joe’s is one of those colonial pubs that were built sometime in the 1800s. Befitting the cosmopolitan buzz of the tiny country town, it’s now home to the best live music on the Sunshine Coast. Bands from across the country and around the world play at Joe’s.

I pulled up on the other side of the road, killed the lights and the engine. There was a park in front of me. Lining the footpath were huge, ancient fig trees with sprawling trunks and roots that etched out of the ground and long, low-hanging branches that swayed in the wind and rain, menacing, like something out of a Tolkien fantasy. I got out and walked across the road, which was wide and empty. Cars were parked out the front of Joe’s, guys and girls in jeans and shorts and singlets, holding beers and vodkas, stood on the footpath by the entrance. Music pumped from inside.

Tonight’s band was an old, almost-forgotten one from the US: Canned Heat. Back in the Woodstock days they were big. For some weird reason – their music didn’t seem appropriate at all – they were big with bikies and had been since the 1960s. They had a couple of hits nearly fifty years ago and since then had been on the road touring funky but B-grade venues like Joe’s, around the world. At least it wasn’t a bowls club or bingo night.

I didn’t like Canned Heat; never had.

It wasn’t them I had come to see.

—

HER NAME WAS Rose.

She came into my life two years ago as Angelique or, as I got to call her, Angie. These were her professional names as an escort. Angie. Nineteen. Sweet was how the classified advertised her attraction to male clients. I would see her on Tuesdays; that was our night for over a year.

At first it was just the sex and the shimmering erotic nature of her body.

But she also had a passion for life and a curiosity about all things, from why the hell didn’t Galileo just shut up about the sun not moving to an argument on how to make the perfect Caesar salad. I hadn’t met many people who ignited me, excited me. Who I wanted to talk to. In my travels I actually haven’t met many people I like at all. I pushed through the throng and made my way to a far wall where I could stand back and survey the crowd. Rose loved Canned Heat and I was gambling that she’d be here, seeing them live, which was something she’d rarely get the chance to do – the last time they’d toured Australia she was probably in primary school.

I saw her. Standing in the middle of the crowd, down near the stage, jiving on her own, mouthing the words to ‘Goin’ Up the Country’ as the band played. Still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Dark and languorous, sleepy eyes with high cheek bones, long, thin legs, golden skin and sinewy in movement – the sort of girl who attracts attention from swooning guys and anxious women.

I turned and walked away. I was unnerved. I was in alien territory. I was used to living in crime or staring at my river, complaining to the pelicans. I went to the bar.

‘Soda water,’ I shouted to the barman above the din.

Rose is in her late twenties. The nineteen-year-old Angie was a false allure for her clients. As those Tuesdays we spent in each other’s company turned from an hour together to two, three, five then the night crossing into the morning of the next day, we formed a close and caring relationship. Tuesday became the high point of the week for me and – she said – for her. We held one another and talked and listened to the rain and the surf and the flow of the river, we stroked one another and danced our fingers across our bodies. She made me feel boundless. For the first time ever I was excited about someone. Over that year of Tuesdays – initially a job for her as I was the client who paid – I fell in love with her, and maybe she fell in love with me.

And then I destroyed it all.

I had hurt her. I had abused her. I had taken her trust and love – maybe love, I wasn’t sure – and used it. I had been hunting a serial killer and knew he’d never be able to resist the temptation to hurt me by hurting the person closest to me – Rose – and so I put her directly into his line of fire. Here, take me, I’m Darian’s weak point, the only person he cares about, take me. It was a successful plan. He took her, and the GPS trace I’d hidden in a ring that I’d given her took me to him. It was tight. When I kicked in the door the killer had already begun to work on her, taking his saw to her neck. She’d seen a couple of his victims in his kitchen as he bundled her into his house, as I was still in my car, driving as fast as I could to save her; she knew what he was planning. She had survived, and the killer was dead, but ruin had set in. To her. By him. By me.

Maybe it was a vibe I’d sent out – who knows? – but she stopped singing and turned around, as if searching for someone or something she realised had arrived. Her gaze settled on me as I stood by the bar cradling my soda water. She held the look. Didn’t acknowledge me, just stared. It was the first time we had looked at each other since she was in Promise’s house. Then she looked away. And didn’t look back.

What had I been expecting? One of those across-a-crowded-room moments? Not really; I knew this was going to be hard terrain. This was wrong. This was not good. This was trespassing. I’d done enough damage and if there’s one thing about the past which is true and certain, it’s that you cannot recapture it. It’s gone. Nostalgia for me is like God: of no use.

I turned away, embarrassed, drained my drink, put the glass on the bar and pushed through the crowd once again, towards the exit. Time to go, to get on with my life and to let her get on with hers.

—

I LEFT BY the side doors and stepped outside, onto the footpath. I stood there, not moving for a long time, unable to go back, unable to walk away. The wet road was glistening, pools of warm yellow light reflected onto the bitumen from the street lights. Fat raindrops plonked onto the surface, rolling off the tree branches above, which were now motionless.

She was standing by my car, a shadow in the remnants of the rain. Staring. Her hands were thrust deep into the pockets of her jeans. Her hair was wet, clinging to the side of her face, a lone strand askew, plastered across her forehead. She had been waiting for me and watched as I stepped onto the road, as I tried to figure out: What the hell am I going to say? Everything I’d rehearsed swept out of me.

I like to know where I’m going in a conversation, I like to know what the end will be, or what the possibilities will be, before I start … and that works when you’re a homicide cop interviewing a suspect or a victim or a witness, but when it comes to emotions – well, then I’m lost. Made worse in this instance because to this girl I had been, in a word, awful. I’d told myself I would stay away from her, leave her in peace. And for over the past year I’d stuck to that. But I just couldn’t any more.

‘What are you doing?’ she yelled at me, from the other side of the road. ‘Are you stalking me or something? I don’t want to see you again. Ever.’

I crossed the road, slowly.

‘Hi,’ I said.

‘Fuck you,’ she said.

And then she started to cry.
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