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Chris Hammer was a journalist for more than thirty years, dividing his career between covering Australian federal politics and international affairs. For many years he was a roving foreign correspondent for SBS TV’s flagship current affairs program Dateline. He has reported from more than thirty countries on six continents.

Chris’s non-fiction book, The River, published in 2010 to critical acclaim, was the recipient of the ACT Book of the Year Award and was shortlisted for the Walkley Book Award. Scrublands, his first novel, was published in 2018 and won the CWA John Creasey (New Blood) Dagger Award, as well as being shortlisted for Best Debut Fiction at the Indie Book Awards, and Best General Fiction at the ABIA Awards. It has also been longlisted for the Ned Kelly Best Crime Novel of the Year. Scrublands is in post-production for television by Easy Tiger (a FremantleMedia company).

Chris has a bachelor’s degree in journalism from Charles Sturt University and a master’s degree in international relations from the Australian National University. He lives in Canberra with his wife, Dr Tomoko Akami. The couple have two children.
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About the Book
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The ensnaring new thriller from award-winning Chris Hammer, author of Sunday Times Crime Book of the Year Scrublands and Times Crime Book of the Month Opal Country.

NO ONE IS EVER INNOCENT IN PARADISE.

A small town.

A closely guarded secret, stretching back decades.

And blood in the water.

A body has washed up in an irrigation canal, the artery running through Yuwonderie, a man-made paradise on the border of the Outback. Stabbed through the heart, electrocuted and dumped under cover of night, there is no doubt that detectives Ivan Lucic and Nell Buchanan are dealing with a vicious homicide.

The victim is Athol Hasluck, member of one of the seven dynasties who have controlled every slice of bountiful land in this modern-day Eden for generations.

But this is not an isolated incident. Someone is targeting the landed aristocracy of this quiet paradise in the desert. Secrets stretching back decades are rising to the surface at last - but the question remains, who stands to gain most from their demise?

Can Ivan and Nell track down a killer before the guilt at the heart of these seven families takes the entire town down with it?




FOR FARMSY—LEGEND!




Author’s note and acknowledgements

YUWONDERIE IS NOT A REAL PLACE; DON’T EXPECT TO FIND IT ON A MAP. THE district described, south of the Murrumbidgee River, is the location of the real-life Coleambally Irrigation Area, developed by the government in the 1950s.

The privately developed Yuwonderie Scheme and the Seven families are fictitious. However, some characteristics of Yuwonderie township are borrowed from Leeton, designed by Walter Burley Griffin and Marion Mahony Griffin (the couple who designed Canberra). Leeton hosts an annual Art Deco festival.

Bessie Marney’s story is not based on a real person or events. That said, the mission where her mother lives has some parallels with the Warangesda mission at Darlington Point. Warangesda Station was closed in 1924 and its remaining Indigenous residents evicted, as government policy moved towards assimilation.

I pay respect to the Wiradjuri people, the traditional owners of the lands of the Riverina, and acknowledge the deep injustices perpetrated against them over many decades.

Water trading is real. There is a widespread belief among farmers that they are being cheated by water barons, hedge funds and screen jockeys.

Shamefully, the opacity of political donations is also a reality. Over the years, hundreds of millions of dollars in political donations in Australia have been hidden from public scrutiny. It is entirely possible for nefarious individuals and organisations to donate large amounts to parties and politicians without detection.

The Calabrian mafia, the ’Ndrangheta, has been present in Australia for more than a hundred years, with a well-documented presence in regional areas such as Griffith.

The Peltier effect, spruiked by Harley Snouch, is real.

There are many people to thank, starting with everyone at my Australian publishers Allen & Unwin.

I am particularly indebted to the amazing editorial team that I’ve had the great good fortune to work with on all my novels: Jane Palfreyman, Ali Lavau, Christa Munns and Kate Goldsworthy. How could I go wrong? And a special thanks to A&U’s former head of publishing Tom Gilliatt, who so effectively supported the first five books.

Big thanks to publicist Bella Breden and marketing wizard Sarah Barrett.

I am so fortunate to be published in the UK by the wonderful team at Wildfire, notably Jack Butler, Alex Clarke and Caitlin Raynor.

And a shout-out to the foreign language publishers—and their dedicated translators. Thank you!

I remain totally indebted to agents Grace Heifetz of Left Bank Literary Australia and Felicity Blunt of Curtis Brown UK. Just brilliant. And welcome to Peter Steinberg at UTA in New York.

The maps have become a real feature of my books, and thanks once again to Aleksander Potočnik for his wonderful imagining of Yuwonderie. Luke Causby has created yet another eye-catching cover for Australia—thank you. Gratitude to friends and photographers Mike Bowers and Robert Owen-Jones for author portraits over the years.

Thanks also to audiobook narrators Dorje Swallow and Lockie Chapman—what skills!

And a huge thanks to all the brilliant booksellers—we authors would be nothing without you.

And, as always, my gratitude and love to Tomoko, Elena and Cameron.
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Our lands, our lives, and all, are Bolingbroke’s,

And nothing can we call our own but death;

And that small model of the barren earth

Which serves as paste and cover to our bones.

– Richard II, William Shakespeare




prologue

THE IRRIGATION CANAL STRETCHES INTO THE DISTANCE, PERFECT FOR WATERSKIING: two kilometres long, ten metres wide, ruler-straight, almost as large as Yuwonderie’s main canal. There’s a gentle breeze wafting in from the north, enough to ripple the surface. Eggs splashes water onto his face, then eases himself into the canal, feeling its sun-warmed embrace. It’s Sunday, and his supervisor at the Wholesalers has let him off early. The others were already here waiting, preparing, Eggs keen to go first, his friends happy to let him. And now all is ready for this summer’s challenge: the curve. He has the ski, the towrope handle. He wriggles his feet into the soft rubber toe pieces, leans back, pushes the tip of the ski above the surface, curling himself into a ball, an astronaut on a launch pad.

On the bank, Johnny Titchfield is driving the farm truck, while Pete Allsop is the go-between in the back tray. Eggs gives the thumbs-up, Pete yells, ‘Take the slack!’ and Johnny edges the vehicle forward, along the path above the right-hand bank, the tightening rope emerging from the water. ‘Gun it!’ yells Pete, and Johnny floors it. The truck lurches into motion, and Eggs is all concentration: the wrench to the shoulders, the pressure on his legs, pushing ever so slightly to get up and stay upright in the narrow canal as the truck gathers speed, hanging on, edging the ski to counter the rope’s sideways pull. Avoiding the banks. And then he’s up, in equilibrium, accelerating down the canal, Pete yelling his encouragement, Johnny struggling to keep the speed constant on the runnelled track.

Eggs feels the thrill of it, the exhilaration, water spraying and wind in his face, tearing down the canal, orange trees to his left, grapevines to his right. Now they’re moving fast, the truck reaching cruising speed, and there’s not a lot to it, the narrow canal allowing no room for slalom. He enjoys the moment, taking a hand from the crossbar to wave to Pete, to demonstrate his mastery. A family of ducks sees him coming and bursts into flight as he slices through them, laughing.

So far, so easy, but now they are almost at the curve; it’s time to concentrate. He can see it approaching, and then it’s almost upon him, Pete yelling, ‘Two hundred!’ The canal angles to the right—not by much, twenty degrees at most, but the turn will take precision: carve too early and he’ll clip the apex; too late, and he’ll swing wide and career into the left-hand bank at fifty kilometres per hour.

‘One fifty!’

Time is starting to slow. Eggs can see the red flag, the sighter they’ve planted at the bend.

Johnny is backing off on the speed, letting Eggs’s momentum carry him forward. They’ve debated this, thought it through, how best to take it. The trajectory is self-evident: go wide to the left, cut across the top of the turn, giving himself the width of the canal to straighten again. It’s the speed that’s tricky. If the truck slows too much, the rope will slacken and Eggs will lose impetus, ski sinking below the surface—but if Johnny doesn’t back off enough, then as the truck takes the curve ahead of him, it will impart a slingshot effect as he rounds the curve, propelling him uncontrollably towards the outside bank. None of them knows yet what speed is optimal. They’ve talked and talked, but this is the first time they’ve tried it.

‘One hundred!’

He’s told Johnny and Pete to take it slow, this first run. Better to run out of steam and fade into the water than to hit the bend too fast. If he feels himself being slung wide, if the speed is too much, he’ll need to bail, strike the water, not the earth, but he has no idea if that’s possible, if there would be enough time. And now, as time slows even more, the narrowness of the canal presses in on him: so easy to negotiate in a straight line, so difficult to take a turn. A split second, that’s all he’ll have.

He’s in position, close to the left-hand bank, feeling the rope tighten, the acceleration.

‘Fifty!’

The countdown is redundant; he barely hears it. Johnny is still going too fast.

The apex, the red flag.

A thought: Johnny is speeding on purpose, putting him in his place.

Resolve comes to him: he won’t pull out, he’ll defy them.

The rope thrumming now, as if with malevolence.

And still he hangs on.

Do or die.

‘Now!’

He carves into it, feeling the ski responding, the power coming through beneath him, his shoulder close to the water, pushing on his thighs, the acceleration growing. The truck is around the corner, the energy flowing down the rope, through his arms, into him, the force elemental, past the point of no return. And through the apex, his head and shoulders floating for a split second over dry land, lifting his head ever so slightly to avoid hitting the flag, the rope still pulling, no slack in it, Johnny not easing off enough, Eggs carving so hard his shoulder is clipping the water.

‘Yes!’

And he’s around, the canal stretching out for another dead-straight kilometre. The rope’s tension is back to normal and he lets go with one hand, pumping the air with his fist, Pete yelling in victory, Johnny blasting the horn. Satisfaction. Fulfilment. Accomplishment. Victory. Eggs takes a look over his shoulder, the red flag waving its own congratulations. He turns back, sees it too late, the shape in the water, the white sack.

Too late to turn. He jumps, leaping sideways, out of the ski, just before it ploughs into the sack, lifting and tumbling as he hits the water, closing his eyes, shoulder first, going under. But not too deep, not too awkwardly, some water up his nose, nothing more. Not hitting the bottom. No damage done, the exhilaration still with him. Treading water, stitching the unforeseen obstacle into the narrative, an embellishment to an already compelling story. His mind is moving quickly, rehearsing the version he’ll recount at the pub, as he begins to stroke back to retrieve the ski, waving to the truck, showing he’s uninjured. It’s stopped some ways down the track. Pete is out of the tray, sprinting towards him, slowing as he sees Eggs is unharmed. Eggs turns, searching for the ski, sees it a little way further along, floating towards the bank, not far from where it struck the sack. Curious now, he swims towards the object, wonders what it could be. Something solid: he remembers the thwack of the ski colliding with it as he hit the water. Solid, but buoyant enough to float. Where did it come from? He needs to get it out, can’t believe they didn’t see it when they reconnoitred the course, planted the flag, did their dry run.

It’s mostly submerged, barely breaking the surface. He’s about to reach out, to touch it, then stops. It’s not a sack. The white is a shirt. White smeared with mud. And streaks of blood, drifting. The back of a head, brown hair wispy in the water. Holy shit. A body—he’s hit a body. He treads water, recoiling, then slowly starts to back away. It’s real. A dead person.




chapter one

Miss Bessie Walker

Castle View

Via Narrandera

Mrs Elizabeth Walker

Worthington Point Mission

New South Wales

September 1913

My dearest Mother,

So I have arrived and am found acceptable. I believe I detected a sense of relief as I dismounted from the carriage: my clothes respectable, my teeth intact, my hair restrained. Their eyes swept my face, keen to detect any sign of my lineage, pleased when they saw that, like my hair, it is subdued. They complimented me: on my posture, on my diction, on my cleanliness. On the lightness of my skin. I smiled, demure, speaking softly with my head bowed. They asked if it were true that I could read and write, and seemed pleased, if a little perplexed, when I confirmed it. The mother set me a task, a test, to demonstrate my ability. Afterwards, she declared my work passable and herself satisfied. She assigned me an additional duty there and then: that of her secretary, so that she might dictate her correspondence to me. She blames rheumatism for her inability to write, and her failing eyesight for her struggle to read. She is fooling no one, but I have no wish to embarrass her.

She is a tiny thing, worn down by life. Her name is Madeleine, and she informed me with pride that it was French, while in the same breath forbidding me from ever using it to address her. I must call her Madam, as if she is some great lady, this is some other century, and I am her possession. None of that is true, not legally: she is no more an aristocrat than I am a chattel, but the relationship at times is not so very different. It is her house and it is she who provides my food and my board. She is my mistress and I am her servant.

For a while, I found myself at something of an impasse, not sure exactly how to approach her and how to calibrate this new station of mine, until I realised what it was that she truly wanted from me: not obedience, not subservience, but gratitude that they should take me in. I was initially a little taken aback by this. I had thought it a work contract, nothing more, nothing less: they would give me food, board and payment in return for my cooking, my cleaning and, so it would seem, my ‘secretarial’ duties. I am indeed grateful for the work, but I feel as if she believes my gratitude should run deeper and be demonstrated more effusively, as if she has sacrificed something, as if her generosity in employing me deserves some greater declaration of loyalty. Having deduced this, I put it into practice, declaring aloud the debt I owe her. It sounded hollow to me, yet no matter how ambivalent I felt in uttering the words, they worked and she relaxed. Her sacrifice has been acknowledged, our relationship defined.

In truth, it is not so very bad. It is clear she is not used to having a maid. She works at the house herself and smiles and jokes, before withdrawing as if remembering she is meant to be playing a role, but I suspect her nature is not so very aloof: she has spent too many years engaged in domestic toil to rise too far above it, no matter what her ambitions or the expectations of her son.

He had barely sized me up and voiced his approval than he was away again, out with the sheep, mustering. His mother tells me he has barely been at home these past few weeks, for he has been camping with the men, herding the flock, bringing them to the shearing shed in preparation for their clipping. It was only on my second day that he returned once again in the evening, badly in need of washing, feeding and sleeping. His name is Horace and he is now the man of the house. Madeleine tells me he intends to marry, have children and live on the property. She is thrilled by this, by the prospect of grandchildren, and has suggested my role may soon enough transform into one of nanny and, later, governess.

He visited me in the cookhouse, checking to see if I was settling in. I’m not sure he was so much checking on my welfare as coming to inform me that this year’s wool clip will be prodigious, to boast that the Titchfields are growing wealthy, that they have planned a new house as grand as any in the district, that now his father is dead he can set the family on a better trajectory. There will be more servants, more qualified and more experienced; I represent just a first step. He is a hearty young man, so full of his plans and enthusiasms that he cannot help but share them as they come bursting out of him.

The land hereabouts is very flat and dry, the grass brittle brown even before summer’s onslaught, with few trees to offer shade. The graziers have cleared most of them away; I cannot say why. The sheep gather under the survivors, wandering back and forth between their shelter and the creek’s waterholes. The river proper is some miles to the north. Out of this featureless plain rises a high and rocky hill, known locally as the Castle. It still has some trees upon it, although near its peak there is a cliff of sheer rock. It is a strange and wonderful sight, as if it carries some unspoken portent. Our people must have a name for it; I wonder what it might be.

The house itself is more solid than grand, no squatter’s mansion, but by no means poorly constructed. It is a single storey, with sash windows and elevated floorboards, and a lovely parlour, from which I am banned except to clean. There is a separate dining room with an imposing table; Madeleine was quick to inform me it is made of cedar from the coast. There are three bedrooms: one for her, one for her son and one for her daughter, away at school at present but due to return soon. There is a small study at the end of the house, the office from where Horace administers the farm business. There is a series of sturdy outbuildings set back from the main house: a cookhouse, a washhouse, a little shack for me. These are where I will spend the majority of my days. A tad further in one direction is a killing shed, and further yet twin outhouses. They have built a new one for the family and I am to have the old one. It would seem that, according to some unknown rule of society, servants should not void down the same hole as their betters!

Will I be happy here? I am not so sure.

This evening, after I helped clear the table, Madam came to me in the cookhouse, where I was washing the dishes. I do feel she is lonely out here, starved of feminine company. She confided in me a great secret, one that I am not meant to know and that I am forbidden to share: nothing is settled yet, but some local families want to bring water to the district, and prosperity with it. An irrigation scheme, they call it, similar to that being developed north of the Murrumbidgee.

She said her husband was the visionary who first saw the potential in the pan-flat country of the district, so similar to the landscape north of the river. ‘Why should we not have something like that?’ he had asked. Madeleine spoke of this scheme in reverent tones, as if reciting the Scriptures, or recounting some heavenly vision set out by her late husband, the prophet of the Riverina: the rail line extended, small landholders invited to share the bounty, a town rising from the plain, with halls and shops and schools and churches. There would be cricket teams and football clubs and an annual agricultural show and visiting theatre troupes. The desert made green; the land drought-proofed. She said I was indeed fortunate to be here at the beginning of this new epoch, that I might witness his dream become a reality.

She left me there to finish my chores, telling me she didn’t want me to read to her after all, that she was too tired. I don’t mind her. For all that she tries to elevate herself and put on airs, I think there is a kind soul residing within her.

I trust all is well with you, and I look forward to your letters.

Your loving and obedient daughter,

Bessie
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