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  For my husband Kym


   


  Author’s Note


  The Popeye Murder is set against the backdrop of Adelaide and South Australia, with its strong food and wine culture.


  The main chefs—Leong Chew, Francois Bacone, Nick Pecorino, and Will Oliver—are purely figments of my imagination.


  Some of the characters are an amalgam of people I have known, read about, seen on television, or heard on the radio over a lifetime, but mainly they are just made up. Some characters I would love to know if they were real people—others, probably not.


  While I name actual restaurants, wineries, newspapers, and other products, I have not sought nor accepted any money, goods, or other incentives to include reference to them in my book. It is purely my editorial choice as to which Adelaide establishments are referenced in the book. Many of the establishments are entirely fictional.


  Some years ago, Adelaide was dubbed the murder capital of the world in a poorly researched British television documentary. In some quarters the label has stuck. However, in 2013, a university study ranked Adelaide as the safest city in Australia with the lowest rate of crime per capita. When you consider Australia has one of the lowest crime rates in the world, Adelaide could more accurately be described as the safest city in the world. But for a writer of crime fiction, murder capital of the world has a certain ring to it.


  I hope you find this story a fun read. It is set in a city that is just a little bit different.


  The Head


  Rebecca
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  Rebecca wondered if she was looking at an elaborate hoax. She wasn’t.


  Along with a dozen other journalists and food-industry celebrities, she had just witnessed the unveiling of the baked head of one of Adelaide’s most celebrated chefs. The head of Leong Chew sat on a pewter platter. The cloche had just been removed, revealing Leong Chew, clearly not at his best.


  Leong’s head had been shaved, except for his signature plait still attached to the back of his head and wrapped artistically around his severed neck.


  His waxed moustache glistened. His entire head was glazed. Leong’s poached eyes stood open and appeared to take in everyone on the small ferryboat, ironically called Popeye. Nestled around Leong Chew’s head lay roasted kipfler potatoes, parsnips, carrots, and miniature apples. Rebecca thought the apples were most probably crab apples.


  In that brief look at Leong, an image that Rebecca knew would be imprinted forever in her mind, she noticed that over each of Leong’s ears were sprigs of holly. Rebecca thought the holly was an unusual flourish given it wasn’t Christmas—but then again, whom was she kidding? The entire scene was an unusual flourish.


  Days Earlier
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  The Australian Food Festival was Nick Pecorino’s baby.


  He’d chosen Adelaide to be the venue for an adventurous week of thinking about, discussing, and eating South Australian-sourced food and drinking fine South Australian wine.


  It was a biennial event and had only been held twice before. The next festival was due in November, less than five months away. The festival was a mecca for Australian foodies. The first two festivals had been successful, attracting chefs and food writers—not only from Australia but also from around the world.


  Nick had received enormous encouragement and financial help from the South Australian government. The media had covered the last event generously. Adelaide’s only daily newspaper, the Advertiser, was a major sponsor, giving extensive coverage both before and during the festival. It was this year’s coverage of the festival that Nick Pecorino wanted to discuss with the Advertiser’s food and wine editor, Rebecca Keith.


  Rebecca stood in front of the mirror. She had showered and was drying her hair. Up until a few months ago, Rebecca’s blond hair had been cropped close to her head in a smart, modern style. Rodney had liked it short.


  Despite dating Inspector Rodney Storer of the Drug Investigations Unit for two years, Rebecca had never lived with Rodney. It was the not living together that had eventually caused the end of the relationship. Rebecca had been ready for commitment—Rodney hadn’t.


  The ultimatum had come, and Rodney had exited. It had hurt Rebecca more than she was willing to admit, but she knew ending the relationship was the right thing to do. She wasn’t going to waste her life on someone who wasn’t going to be there for her when it mattered.


  Rebecca was a youthful-looking thirty-seven with a soft face. Her smile was her best feature. It lit up her face. Her eyes were turquoise blue. She had long limbs and beautiful hands. Her fingers looked like they belonged to a pianist, long and elegant. She rarely wore nail polish. That would have been too fussy for her.


  Rebecca poured her ample figure into freshly washed black jeans and a T-shirt under a red turtleneck sweater, with black ankle boots and a well-cut black blazer.


  She walked the few blocks from home to the Advertiser building on Waymouth Street. She preferred walking whenever she could, as she never tired of looking at Adelaide’s Victorian bluestone architecture. It was also a good way to work off some of her culinary and alcohol indulgences.


  Rebecca walked into the office, greeting those around her as she threw her tote under her desk. Turning on her computer, she struck up a conversation with Reg Cooper, her boss, asking the same question of Reg as she did every working day.


  ‘What’s up, Reg?’


  Reg rose to the occasion, as always.


  ‘I’ll tell you what’s up. These young journos wouldn’t know a bloody story if it hit them between the eyeballs. They spend all their time on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram or trawling through other news sites, trying to get away with plagiarising some other poor bastard’s work. Kiss their foot, will they get out of the office and talk to real people.’


  ‘That’s a bit unfair, Reg,’ said Rebecca, turning on her computer. ‘With the constant deadlines for both online and the print edition, it’s tough getting out. You know as well as I do that Twitter and Facebook are the platforms where most stories break. The world’s changed, Reg, and you know it.’


  ‘Yeah, yeah ... It’s a bloody shame, though. There’s too much pandering to other people’s agendas. Not enough original journalism. Getting out and talking to people, that’s where you get the best yarns.’


  ‘Depends how you look at it, Reg. You can source a lot of information off social media.’


  ‘Talking about getting out,’ said Reg, changing the subject. ‘You seem to have no trouble getting out and stuffing your face. Where are you getting a free feed today?’


  ‘I’m having lunch with Nick Pecorino at the Red Ochre.’


  ‘Tough life. Make sure we get plenty of exclusives out of this deal. And try not to drink too much. You need to be on the ball to make sure you aren’t sweet-talked into giving too much editorial away.’


  Rebecca only had time to quickly refamiliarise herself with the long list of requests Nick Pecorino had put to the Advertiser’s food supplement, Taste, in exchange for giving the paper prominent recognition. There were also some dollars to change hands, but she left that detail to the marketing department. Editorial was her bag, even though she would need to liaise with marketing so it could monetise the editorial contribution. But it all seemed doable. Plus she had a few ideas of her own she wanted to discuss with Nick.


  Rebecca had decided on the Red Ochre for lunch. She’d known the chef, Robert Mason, for years. The first time she had tasted his food was at The Lodge in the Adelaide hills. Robert liked to call his food Australian cuisine rather than bush tucker like some, as he thought the latter sounded too down-market. The food, with its unusual taste of the Australian bush, was like nothing she had eaten before.


  When she was growing up, her father only ever took the family to pubs for a counter meal, where the choice was normally restricted to schnitzel the size of the plate, overcooked battered fish and chips done in six-month-old lard, charred T-bone steak, or, at the lower end of the price list, lamb’s fry and bacon swimming in stodgy gravy.


  Rebecca took a taxi to the Red Ochre. The restaurant sat on the northern banks of the River Torrens. The floor-to-ceiling glass windows overlooked the modest but elegant skyline of Adelaide. Nick was already seated, but he rose to kiss her on both cheeks.


  ‘Hello, darling. I’m so pleased you could make it,’ said Nick as he helped her to her chair.


  It wasn’t long before Nick was in full swing, detailing his plans for that November’s Australian Food Festival. Rebecca explained her own ideas, and the two were engrossed in conversation when the waiter arrived to take their order.


  ‘My God, man,’ Nick barked. ‘Can’t you see we’re in a conversation? Come back in five minutes.’ Nick smiled at Rebecca. She was embarrassed.


  ‘I think we really must look at the menu, Nick, as I have a lot of work back at the office this afternoon. And besides, I’m hungry.’


  ‘Okay, darling, if you insist. What’s it going to be?’


  Rebecca ordered the sausage made of kangaroo, lamb and emu, with crisp prosciutto, mash, spicy tomato, pepper-berry jam, and grain-mustard glaze. Nick ordered the pepper-leaf linguini pasta with a trio of wild mushrooms sautéed in garlic- and sage-infused truffle oil.


  After conferring, Rebecca selected the wine, a 2008 Heartland Directors’ Cut Limestone Coast Shiraz, described as having ‘enticing twists of eucalyptus and just a whisper of spicy old oak’. Its grapes came from Langhorne Creek and Bordertown regions.


  The waiter served the ciabatta bread with a dish of extra-virgin olive oil and caramelised bush-tomato balsamic vinegar.


  Between mouthfuls of bread, Nick pointed to Popeye as it made its turn by the weir, directly in front of them.


  ‘We’ll be on Popeye Friday week for the launch of the festival program. My God. On Popeye. Don’t those little ferries just symbolise Adelaide? It’s kitsch, but I love the idea,’ gushed Nick.


  ‘Popeye is cute, albeit a little old fashioned, Nick.’ Rebecca paused before she added, ‘Although it should provide pretty pictures for television and print. Pity it’s winter though. The photos would be even better in the morning light of a bright summer’s day.’


  ‘You’re coming to the dinner on Thursday week, aren’t you?’ said Nick.


  ‘Yes, looking forward to it. But I understand you’ve only invited six people. Surely that will put a few people’s noses out of joint?’


  ‘Oh well, can’t please everyone. Besides, I’ll be hosting so many promotional lunches and dinners over the next few months, everyone will get their fill,’ said Nick.


  ‘Wattle House is a good choice. The Adelaide Hills are beautiful at this time of year. So who are the lucky six, apart from you and me?’


  ‘Leong Chew is designing the menu and supervising the chefs, but he will also be a sit-down guest. Jonathan Riddle—he has to be there, as Leong wouldn’t hear of not having his boyfriend with him. Then there’s Dorothy Plant from the tourism commission. God, she’s been good to us. Anything I wanted. She’s kept that goth of a tourism minister ... What’s her name again?’


  ‘Paula Hull,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Yes, that’s right. Someone really should tell Paula about her makeup. That bouffant jet-black hair and that dark eye shadow and eyeliner. At her age? She looks like Morticia from The Munsters.’


  Rebecca didn’t respond. She was always irritated when people talked about women, particularly women politicians, in such a superficial way. Male politicians were rarely criticised on their appearance.


  Nick took a sip of the wine before continuing. ‘Dorothy is able to keep the money coming from the minister’s office without too much interference or the need for accountability as far as I’m concerned.’ Nick paused for a minute while he took another mouthful and added, ‘Oh, and Francois Bacone will be there.’


  ‘What? You know Leong feels threatened by Francois. They’ll be at each other’s throats.’


  ‘Yes, yes ... I know,’ said Nick. ‘But Francois is the future—we’ve got to keep one step ahead. To have Francois involved will add extra sparkle to the program launch and bring out more people. Leong will just have to live with it. It may even do him some good. He needs a bit of a kick along. Get him out of his rut. Francois’s Le Petite Choux Choux is booked out weeks in advance, while poor old Chewie’s has empty tables even on a Saturday night.’


  Nick paused before he added, ‘To be honest, Rebecca, Leong is fortunate to still be involved as heavily in the festival as he is. And as for Leong supervising the cooking for us on Thursday night, I was very tempted to ask Francois to take charge.’


  ‘Does he know that Francois will be a guest?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Yes, I told him last night. He was outraged, of course, threatened to pull out. But he won’t—he can’t afford not to be there. If he pulls out of the dinner, he’s frightened I’ll pull him out of the entire program, and then where would he be? Further down the spout! So he blustered and carried on a bit but then took the high moral ground and said that he would be the professional he has always been and not allow this “insignificant man” to upset his apple cart. Which of course is exactly what he has done. But let’s not be logical.’


  Rebecca was looking forward to the dinner. They were to spend the night in the villa and attend the festival program launch the next morning. It got her thinking about what she would wear. The dress would have to be glamorous with a touch of theatre.


  Wattle House
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  What was on the agenda today? Rebecca loved making lists. She had a long list of to-do lists. Shopping lists, work priority lists, weekly menu lists, professional and personal goals lists. Rebecca didn’t feel in control until she had gotten whatever was going on in her head onto a list. She even gave lists to other people. She used to give her ex-boyfriend Rodney lists.


  Rodney normally had screwed the list up in front of her and defiantly said, ‘I’ll remember.’ Much to Rebecca’s satisfaction, he never did.


  Rebecca started making a list for that day. Go into town and buy a low-cut, long black or possibly red dress, preferably with sequins or beads. She had a long black chiffon dress, but the neckline was conservative, showing nothing of her rather large assets. It wouldn’t do on this occasion. Her thirty-seventh birthday resolution had been to take more risks and pursue some adventures—this included her wardrobe.


  Next on the list was work. She planned to arrive at noon and work through to about four. After all, thought Rebecca, tonight would be work. By four-thirty, she planned to be soaking in the bath. By six she would be dressed in a smart, casual outfit, with her overnight bag packed and her new dress and jacket in a suit bag, waiting for the taxi driver to honk his horn.


  And it pretty much panned out that way. Rebecca was a good organiser. She was never late.


  The taxi pulled into the gravel driveway of the Piccadilly mansion just before six thirty. Drinks were not until seven o’clock, so Rebecca had plenty of time to unpack and change.


  The drive up into the hills had been rather eerie. The fog had started appearing at the Crafers turnoff, and with only a half moon, the night was dim. Visibility was down to a few metres, and the gum trees along the side of the road had been only visible in the headlights for a few seconds at a time. At one point the driver had had to break hard to avoid hitting a koala crossing the road, and at any moment Rebecca had expected a kangaroo to come through the windscreen.


  Driving up the gravel driveway was made somewhat easier by the fact that the gum trees had been festooned with fairy lights twinkling softly through the haze of the fog.


  The taxi had stopped in front of the entrance steps to the large old bluestone villa. The fairy lights had been extended to the sweeping verandahs of Wattle House.


  Rebecca was welcomed into the large entrance hall by Nick Pecorino and the woman who owned the property, introduced as Ruth. A roaring fire was ablaze in the entry hall fireplace, and Rebecca momentarily paused with her back to it, soaking up its warmth.


  ‘How did you find your trip up?’ asked Nick.


  ‘Oh, it was good,’ said Rebecca. ‘No dramas.’ She turned to Ruth. ‘The house is beautiful. How old is it?’


  ‘It was built in 1868, the home of Angus Fyfe, an early pioneer in this district. He had the bluestone brought over from Wistow,’ replied Ruth.


  While engaged in small talk with Nick and Ruth, Rebecca looked around the hall. It was panelled in the valuable and now scarce Tasmanian Huon pine. Large double sets of matching doors led off from both sides of the hallway.


  Ruth led Rebecca to a large bedroom, with high walls painted in bone with high-gloss white skirting boards and woodwork. It was sparsely furnished with a canopied red-cedar bed dominating the room. The pillowcases and sheets were expensive natural linen. The natural colour of linen and the lightly coloured walls made the room look fresh and modern rather than old and stuffy.


  White bath towels lay on the bed, tied with a glossy yellow satin ribbon. French doors led onto the verandah, and as the curtains weren’t drawn, Rebecca could see the twinkling fairy lights on the verandah posts and wrought iron filigree framing the black, misty night.


  Pointing to the antique dressing table, Ruth said, ‘I have some Penfolds tawny port in the decanter. It’s a 1985 vintage. And the Haigh’s chocolates are from their dark chocolate range. Would you prefer milk chocolate?’


  ‘Oh, no. Dark is fine. In fact, great. Thanks.’


  Through an adjacent door lay the en suite bathroom, tiled in translucent white marble with a frameless shower and a large, deep bath.


  ‘The room is gorgeous,’ said Rebecca.


  Ruth smiled. ‘Guests are gathering at seven o’clock in the drawing room off the main entrance hall. I’ll leave you to freshen up and change.’


  Rebecca drew the curtains. They were of various shades of green and featured a colony of red- and blue-crested birds. Rebecca recognised the William Morris design. She laid her red dress out on the bed.


  Twenty minutes later, all eyes turned to Rebecca when she entered the drawing room. She looked magnificent. Her glittering red dress flowed to the floor, with the exception of a slight kink at the front that showed off her shapely ankles. Her black strappy shoes added four centimetres on to her already stately frame.


  But everyone’s focus was more centred, aimed straight at her rather ample breasts spilling out of her dress. Rebecca had decided to wear a push-up bra to further accentuate her already shapely twelve-C bust. The curves of her creamy alabaster bosoms were jellylike, with a fake diamond the size of a bantam’s egg sitting in the middle of her cleavage. Her curled blond hair and flaming-red lipstick magnificently complimented the red dress.


  To keep warm, Rebecca wore a beaded black bolero jacket with long sleeves finished in a triangle over her hands. She stood in the doorway momentarily, basking in being the object of everyone’s gaze. The ice was broken by Jonathan Riddle’s pronouncement, ‘My God, your tits are huge! I wish I had them!’


  Jonathan promptly lifted a glass of champagne off the sideboard and placed it into Rebecca’s hand.


  ‘Thank you, Jonathan. I can see you’ve already had a few glasses yourself. It looks like it is going to be a big night.’


  ‘Don’t be embarrassed, Rebecca. As they say, if you’ve got it, flaunt it,’ said Jonathan.


  ‘We’ll, you’ve certainly got it, darling,’ said Dorothy Plant as she took a sip of her own champagne. Dorothy was dressed in a demure wine-coloured dress with a high, frilled neckline. She resembled Queen Victoria.


  They were all in the room, with the exception of Leong Chew, who was just finalising instructions to his sous chefs.


  Rebecca nodded to Francois Bacone, who had just caught her eye and raised his glass. Francois was in conversation with Nick Pecorino, so Rebecca didn’t make moves to join them but sidled up to Jonathan, who was always good for gossip.


  A storm had started. The rain and hail were making such a din on the tin roof that Rebecca had to raise her voice to be heard. She understood from Ruth that it had been raining heavily on and off all day. Ruth had explained that if it rained much more, the ford that Rebecca and the others had crossed about a kilometre down the road would rise to such a height that even if they wanted to go home tonight, they wouldn’t be able to.


  Just as Rebecca finished her third glass of champagne, she heard a doorbell. She thought, We’re all here, so who in the hell would that be out on a night like this?


  ‘Did you hear that, Jonathan?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I thought I heard the doorbell.’


  ‘I didn’t hear anything.’


  ‘Well, I heard something. Excuse me while I go check. It doesn’t look like anyone else is going to make a move,’ said Rebecca.


  She made her way out into the entrance hall, closing the double doors behind her to keep the warmth in, and went to the front door herself. She opened the door, and standing there, shaking off what appeared to be a large garbage bag, was Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie, a colleague of her former boyfriend Rodney.


  Gary stared. Rebecca noticed he was looking straight at her breasts.


  Gary finally stuttered, ‘You look beautiful, Rebecca.’


  ‘What the hell are you doing here?’


  Gary appeared nervous and spluttered, ‘I live in a cottage just down the road. A branch of a gum tree has just fallen on the roof, and the rain is pouring in. I can’t get the State Emergency Services crew in just yet, as the ford is up. I can’t get out, either, so here I am. I thought Wattle House might have a vacancy for the night?’


  Gary looked handsome, dressed in old blue jeans, muddy RM Williams boots, and a big olive-green woolly jumper (that Rebecca thought would be incredibly warm to cuddle up to) over the crisp collar of what looked to be that day’s business shirt. Rebecca noticed that Gary’s dark-brown wavy air was a little long at the back, but not unattractively so.


  They stood staring at each other until Gary eventually said, ‘It’s cold out here, Rebecca. Do you think I could come in?’


  ‘Oh, yeah, sure.’ Rebecca stepped back to allow him to brush past her. As he did so, she could smell a mixture of damp wool and body odour. Gary went straight to the fire in the entrance hall and squatted down in front of it, rubbing his hands together over the flames. He then proceeded to take off his boots, leaving him in stocking feet. Rebecca noticed his left big toe stuck out of a hole in the woolly sock.


  ‘So what’s the big occasion? Here with your boyfriend?’ he asked, Rebecca thought, rather too nonchalantly.


  ‘No,’ said Rebecca, ‘it’s a dinner for the Australian Food Festival.’


  She was about to explain when Jonathan made a dramatic entrance, exclaiming, ‘Well, who do we have here, darling? Has Ulysses come to save us from the storm?’


  ‘This is Gary Jarvie, Jonathan. He’s a policeman.’ Rebecca decided to be more precise. ‘Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie.’


  At that point, Gary broke in and said rather apologetically, ‘Actually, I have a place just down the road. But a branch of a gum tree has fallen on the roof, and I’m waiting for the state emergency guys to arrive. They’re held up in the floods.’


  ‘Well, well,’ Jonathan drawled. ‘Won’t you join us for dinner? Leong always orders extra.’


  ‘Oh, I don’t want to impose. I’m not exactly dressed for a formal dinner.’


  ‘Don’t be silly. You look gorgeous to me, and I’m sure everyone will be enchanted.’


  Rebecca rolled her eyes.


  As Jonathan walked away, he yelled, ‘Ruth! Set a new place at the table. We have another guest. And make sure you put him next to me!’


  There was an awkward few moments of silence between Rebecca and Gary until Rebecca said, ‘Well, come on then. You better join us in the drawing room and be introduced to everyone.’


  Gary followed her into the room, flashing what Rebecca thought was a beautiful smile to everyone. They all looked up, clearly stunned, until Rebecca told the story. Upon hearing about his cottage, they made suitable concerned mutterings, with Dorothy charging across to take Gary by the arm. She escorted him to the fireplace, asking what he would like to drink.


  ‘You must tell me all about your little cottage in the woods,’ Rebecca heard Dorothy ask.


  Gary looked up at Rebecca, who had strolled to the other side of the room with a topped-up glass of bubbly. He smiled, and she returned the smile rather curtly before turning away to talk to Francois.


  Small Talk


  Gary
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  Turning to Dorothy, Gary said, ‘It’s just my little weekender. I’m making some repairs and renovating at the moment. It keeps me out of trouble.’


  ‘So where do you normally live?’ inquired Dorothy.


  ‘An apartment block in the East End, just off Rundle Street,’ he explained. ‘But I get up here as often as I can. I love the bush, and I like using my hands to make and fix things.’


  ‘Beautiful hands they are too.’ Dorothy picked up one of his hands and sensually turned it over and examined it closely.


  Gary pulled his hand away. ‘I might get that drink.’


  He walked over to the sideboard and picked up a glass of red. As he turned around, he nearly tripped over Dorothy, who was hot on his heels.


  ‘So you’re a policeman, are you? How did Rebecca introduce you—“Chief Inspector”?’


  ‘Detective Chief Inspector,’ said Gary.


  Just then Jonathan returned to the room and made a beeline to Gary, declaring, ‘Okay, Dorothy, you can get your claws out of the man now. I’m here.’


  He grabbed Gary by the arm and manoeuvred him over to the rather cosy two-seater couch and sat down, offering him the narrow space next to him. Gary was beginning to wonder what he was getting himself into. Even Rebecca’s tantalising cleavage was beginning to lose its pulling power in competition with this smothering. He just wanted to get out of there.


  At that point, Jonathan’s boyfriend, Leong Chew, entered the room, took one look at Gary’s big toe, and Jonathan sitting cheek to cheek next to a stranger, and declared rather shakily, ‘Dinner is served.’


  Gary watched Rebecca roam around the dining table twice, trying to see her name in gold calligraphy on porcelain name tags. Seeing her difficulty, Gary took her by the arm and gently guided her to her chair. He could tell she was more than on her way. She had just poured her sixth glass of champagne. He looked at the eight glasses on the table and wondered how she was going to get through the night. Rebecca smiled sweetly at him, and he thought she was about to swoon. He was unsure if it was him or the wine.


  Things Get Messy


  Rebecca
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  Rebecca felt giddy and rather warm and was manoeuvring to take off her bolero jacket when she remembered with horror that she had forgotten to shave her armpits. She had let the pits go for months, and they were now an impenetrable forest.


  Rebecca stubbornly hadn’t shaved since Rodney’s departure and had sworn never to pander to men in such a way again. She now conceded to herself that she had left shaving her armpits too long, probably two months too long. She quickly dropped her elbow, and as she did so, bumped Nick Pecorino, forcing him to spill his drink.


  ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, Nick. What a duffer I am. You must forgive me,’ she slurred as she dabbed at the wine with her napkin. Rebecca was pleased at the way she was enunciating her words but wondered at the odd glances directed her way.


  Nick turned to Rebecca and pointedly said, ‘Perhaps you would be kind enough to give me a personal introduction to your friend who has joined us at my table?’


  Despite Rebecca’s level of inebriation, she was still able to pick up the emphasis on my in Nick’s question.


  After taking a moment to collect her thoughts, she responded, ‘Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie, may I introduce you to Nick Pecorino, the head of the Australian Food Festival and our host for this evening.’


  Rebecca was impressed that Gary stood up and leaned over the table to shake Nick’s hand and said, ‘I’m so sorry to interrupt your dinner tonight, Mr Pecorino. It is very kind of you to have an interloper like me join you.’


  Jonathan cut in at this point. ‘I invited Gary to join us, Nick. I knew you wouldn’t mind. Wild and wintry night and all. And we have plenty of food and wine to go round.’


  Nick gave what looked to Rebecca as a forced smile. He was in an awkward position and couldn’t be openly rude in front of his guests.


  ‘Not at all. It is a pleasure to have you as our guest, Detective Chief Inspector. You never know when one might need the services of a policeman. And please call me Nick.’ Nick raised his glass of wine and added, ‘Enjoy.’


  Gary sat opposite Rebecca. Dorothy sat to Gary’s right, and to his left was Jonathan. Rebecca was convinced Dorothy had visited the dining room during drinks for the sole purpose of changing her place name so as to be seated next to Gary. Francois was seated at one end of the table, Leong at the other. A standoff, thought Rebecca. Nick sat next to Rebecca.


  Rebecca looked around the room. It had a bay window at one end that housed a Steinway grand piano. A log fire roared directly behind Rebecca. She watched the shadows from the fire dance in the mirror on the opposite wall. Two large chandeliers hovered over each end of the table, dimmed to a low shimmer.


  The dining table was wide and long, of polished cedar. It could comfortably sit ten without the extension leaves. It was roomy for the seven of them. The chairs had balloon backs, and the seats were covered in rich red velvet, matching the drapes at the bay window.


  Each place setting had a round silver place mat. There were two candelabras at either end of the table, with the candlelight helping to enhance the room’s warm glow. An enormous bowl of seasonal Fuji apples lay in the centre of the table. The napkins were red to match the velvet curtains, placed in antique sterling-silver napkin rings. Next to the napkins sat a scroll of parchment, listing the menu for the evening. The lineup of silver cutlery and glassware went on forever.


  Rebecca looked at the menu. There were eight courses and at least eight more glasses of wine. She was anxious at how she was going to manage to get through it all without sliding under the table.


  The waiting staff presented them each with a small plate containing two very tiny tartlets. Rebecca promptly crammed both in her mouth. She swallowed the last tartlet just as a wine waiter finished pouring her another glass of champagne.


  No one else but Rebecca had touched the tartlets. She was looking rather longingly at Nick’s tartlets, when Nick raised his champagne glass to propose a toast.


  ‘To the Australian Food Festival and to Leong Chew’s magnificent dinner.’


  Rebecca had no choice. She raised the glass to her lips and gave a polite sip. Gary smiled at her across the table, leaned forward, and said, ‘I’d go easy if I were you.’


  At that, Rebecca said, ‘Well, you’re not me,’ and she proceeded to defiantly down the entire glass of champagne.


  As she swallowed, she wondered, Why am I giving this guy such a hard time? He is gorgeous, so why am I being petulant? And why the hell am I drinking like a fish?


  She started to think about when she had met Gary previously. It would only have been three or four times. Rodney tended to keep his colleagues as a separate part of his life. Indeed, she wasn’t even sure how much of a mate Gary was to Rodney. Rodney hardly mentioned him.


  She remembered Gary being at a policeman’s ball. He had been with a short, pretty brunette Rebecca thought was as timid as a church mouse. She had noticed Gary and had definitely seen that he was cute, but she had been with Rodney, and for all her faults, Rebecca had never cheated on her partner.


  So Gary had been off limits. But surely the situation has changed, she thought. Rebecca was on her own, a free agent, able to take up with anyone she wanted. She wasn’t sure if Gary was in the same boat, but that was up to him to signal.


  So why the hostility? Was it that he was a colleague of Rodney’s? Someone from the past, associated with her ex-boyfriend? Probably, she thought. But why not have a bit of fun tonight? Drop the haughty barrier and flirt a bit. Why not? It could be fun.


  Rebecca began to think what a bore everyone else at the table had become. Leong was giving everyone an intricate description of his tartlets. Francois interjected to describe one of his own tartlet creations he thought superior. Jonathan and Dorothy were both trying to talk to Gary at the same time, and Nick was boring Rebecca with his latest food venture in the Hunter Valley, due to go ahead only a couple of months after the Australian Food Festival in Adelaide in November.


  Rebecca started to drift off. She began to imagine what it would be like to be alone, dancing with Gary in front of the fire to a romantic ballad. Their bodies held against each other. She would be able to smell the lanolin from his damp merino-wool jumper. Be engulfed by his strong arms. Have her head nestled against his neck. Smell his manly body odour.


  Rebecca was gazing dreamily at Gary when she was jerked back to reality by Nick repeating her name.


  She turned to Nick, apologising. ‘Oh, please, go on.’


  The soup and sherry were served. Jonathan was talking to Gary about fitness and asking him how he kept his ‘beautiful body in such good condition,’ when the civility of the evening was broken.


  Leong, in a tone not unlike a banshee, screamed, ‘Jonathan, do you expect me to sit here all night and listen while you make love to this man? You’re nothing but a slut. You make me sick!’


  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that, old dear,’ said Jonathan. ‘Someone might mistake your malady for food poisoning.’


  Rebecca slurped her soup. Nothing was going to distract her from eating. While Jonathan and Leong continued to trade insults, the others silently sipped their sherry and averted their eyes. It started to reach a crescendo when Jonathan became equally shrill and brought up Leong’s past indiscretions.


  ‘Talk about the pot calling the kettle black. You are a whore! How many men have you bedded in the past year? How many affairs have you had, not even caring if I knew or not? And you have the temerity to have a go at me for having an innocent flirt with Gary. Well, I will tell everyone here and now, on my mother’s grave, I’ve been true to you. I haven’t slept with anyone else since we’ve been together. I’ve been loyal!’


  Rebecca thought it was now getting awkward, when Nick interjected with, ‘There’ll be tears before bedtime if this keeps up.’


  Jonathan and Leong both looked at Nick, rather stunned. Leong snapped back, ‘Well, that’s a bloody stupid thing to say.’


  Jonathan burst into tears.


  With that, Leong rose from the table. ‘I’m checking on the next course.’


  Rebecca, having finished her soup, rose from her chair and yelled after Leong, ‘You’re a disgrace, Leong. How dare you treat Jonathan so appallingly!’


  Leong ignored Rebecca’s indignation and continued to walk out of the dining room.


  Rebecca staggered around the table and flung her arms around Jonathan, saying, ‘Don’t worry about that bastard. You’re better than him. He doesn’t deserve you!’


  Jonathan used his napkin to wipe away his tears and to blow his nose. ‘Thank you, Rebecca dear.’


  Rebecca sensed an awkward silence, and lost for what to say next, she said, ‘Anyone for charades before the next course?’


  There was a collective groan around the table.


  Rebecca unwrapped her arms from around Jonathan, declaring, ‘Well, I know one thing—if I don’t get more food soon to soak up this booze, I’m in trouble.’


  Rebecca staggered back to her chair as the soup bowls were cleared and the seafood compote was brought to the table.


  Rebecca noticed Gary’s eyes on her. She refused to look at him.


  The room was quiet as they used the crab crackers to break open the crab legs. Dorothy was the first to try the broth.


  ‘Oh my goodness,’ she sputtered. ‘This is dreadful.’ She lunged for her water glass and gulped down the whole glass of water and declared, ‘There’s something wrong with this broth!’


  Francois took a small sip and exclaimed to Leong, who had just returned to the room, ‘Are you trying to kill us? This is disgusting!’


  Leong quickly tasted the broth for himself. He turned crimson and managed to splutter, ‘But I don’t understand. I had only just tasted it for seasoning.’ He rose from his chair and stormed off to the kitchen, yelling, ‘What have you done to my seafood? None of you will ever work anywhere in the food industry again, not even as dish pigs!’


  Leong’s yells could be heard clearly in the dining room. He was using every expletive under the sun, and it appeared that, rather than calming down, he was getting more worked up and insulting to his staff.


  ‘What do you think is in it?’ asked Dorothy.


  ‘Probably cayenne pepper—and a heap of it. That’s what it tastes like to me,’ said Nick, taking another tiny sip. ‘Leong probably gave instructions for more pepper after he tasted it, and some poor sod’s mistaken the cayenne for pepper. They are, after all, working in a foreign kitchen. Still, it is a terrible mistake. Something that should never happen.’


  Thinking it would be a disappointingly long time until the next course arrived, Rebecca stood up and strolled over to the fireplace. She rested her hand on the mantel and gazed into the flames licking the slow-burning mallee roots.


  As Rebecca looked down at the fire, she caught sight of a big toe. She looked up to see Gary’s dazzling white teeth.


  ‘Fires are wonderful things. I can gaze at them for hours. That’s one of the things I love about weekending up here. Open fires. Or lighting a bonfire in the paddock to get rid of all the old stuff,’ said Gary.


  ‘What about the environment?’ said Rebecca. ‘What about the destruction to native habitat from clearing trees, or worse, collecting dead wood? Do you know dead wood is the home to a whole host of native Australian animals, not to mention reptiles and insects?’ She knew she was conveniently ignoring the fact that she too loved wood fires and had an open fire at her own home.


  ‘You do impress me,’ said Gary ‘I didn’t realise you were a conservationist. You may be interested to know that I’ve planted over one thousand native species on my land in the past two years, Rebecca. I’ve a wood lot that I grow purely for my own firewood, and I selectively cull. I don’t collect dead wood. I understand its role in the ecosystem. Nonetheless, there is a certain amount of clearing I do have to do around my cottage to make sure that it’s bushfire safe in summer. That and wood from my wood lot is the stuff I burn in the open fire, not the fallen logs.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Rebecca, feeling chastened and once again confused as to why she went on the attack and tried to find fault in the first place.


  There was a moment’s silence as they both looked into the fire. Gary said, ‘Sorry to hear about you and Rodney.’ She quickly looked at him to see if she could read his expression. He looked compassionate enough. In fact, she noticed how gentle his face was.


  ‘Oh, don’t be,’ Rebecca answered. ‘It was for the best. It just didn’t work out.’


  At that point, she was dying to ask Gary about his own circumstances. But she couldn’t think of a way to phrase it that didn’t seem either too forward or too desperate. But she needn’t have worried.


  ‘Yes, both partners don’t always want the same things. I haven’t found any woman yet that wants what I want,’ said Gary.


  Rebecca couldn’t help herself. ‘What do you want?’


  Just then, Dorothy came up. ‘Apparently Leong’s sorted the kitchen staff out. It was cayenne pepper. It was that poor Will Oliver’s fault. He’s been with Leong for ten years, but Leong just sacked him. He’s gone. But the next course is ready.’


  The three of them resumed their seats, and the rest of the meal was eaten in a subdued atmosphere.


  It was midnight before Rebecca fell into bed. She didn’t bother to take her makeup off or brush her teeth. She just threw her dress over the back of a chair and let her black superlift bra and black G-string fall to the floor.


  Getting into bed in the raw, she couldn’t stop thinking of Gary and wondering if he would have admired her new underwear. She hadn’t gotten to speak to him at all for the rest of the night. Dorothy had monopolised Gary, and then he had left about eleven thirty, when the State Emergency Service blokes had phoned and said the ford was down and they could get through to help out. With polite goodbyes and a thank you, Gary was gone.


  In what was left of the evening, the rest of the group was entertained by Jonathan’s drunkenness. At one stage, there was a real possibility of Jonathan falling headfirst into the apple tart, and he would have done so if Leong hadn’t swiped the pie from under him just before Jonathan’s head hit the table.


  During pudding, cheese, and chocolates, the conversations had to be conducted at a sufficient decibel level to be heard over Jonathan’s snoring.


  The Cottage
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  Rebecca awoke to a cacophony of magpies and kookaburras in the blue gums outside her French doors.


  Despite the heavy curtains being drawn, she could see daylight teasing through their folds. She leaned over to the bedside table to look at her watch. It was nearly seven in the morning. The limo was due at ten twenty. She calculated she could take a nice long walk to check out the surrounding gardens, vineyards, bush, and orchards and still have time for a hot shower before breakfast.


  She wondered what Gary was doing now. Had he been able to make his roof watertight? She pulled open the curtains to reveal a foggy morning, more of the same. She could make out a sweeping lawn with a hedge of hydrangeas with hundreds of blue flowers edging the verandah.


  Across the other side of the lawn, she could see wattle trees, which presumably gave Wattle House its name. The wattles were in bloom with their bright-yellow pom-pom flowers glowing through the mist. Rhododendrons were interspersed between the wattle trees, and Rebecca wondered what colour their blooms would be in spring, imaging that the display would be spectacular.


  She pulled on her jeans, a T-shirt, an overly large red wool jumper, and a pair of socks. Rebecca always carried casual clothes when staying anywhere overnight, as she liked to go on early-morning walks to check out her surroundings and get a hint of exercise. She called them her long, muddy walks.


  Rebecca had noticed a line of Wellington boots on the far edge of the front verandah when she arrived last night, and she thought one pair was bound to fit her. She had also noticed some well-oiled RM Williams Driza-Bone coats hanging in the front hallway. They were probably meant for guests, so surely it would be okay to borrow one.


  As Rebecca stepped out onto the front verandah, having slipped on the longest Driza-Bone, the cold air hit. She guessed it was only a couple of degrees. Rebecca adored a winter’s day in the Adelaide Hills. Everything was a little bit magical. The heavy fog was not likely to burn off until at least ten o’clock.


  She slipped on a pair of wellies that looked about right and made her way across the lawn and through the wattles and rhododendrons to the bush. A stand of ghost gums loomed out of the fog. The trunks of the gums were translucent, with large, vein-like branches. There were also stands of ribbon gums.


  As Rebecca approached the ribbon gums, she could make out sections of bark hanging like spaghetti. They were planted closely together along the fence line and looked spindly in comparison to the ghost gums. She walked alongside them for a while, then turned to look back at the outline of Wattle House through the fog. It was an imposing building. She guessed the house was built in the style of the Regency Period. It definitely resembled Ayers House on North Terrace. She wondered if it, like Ayers House, had been designed by George Strickland Kingston.


  The building had a deep verandah that wrapped itself around two sides of the building, finishing at one end with a curved wall that housed the bay window to the dining room, where they had enjoyed such a decadent dinner the night before.


  On the verandah was a series of sea-grass chairs she imagined would be particularly inviting on a warm summer’s evening with a cold glass of Adelaide Hills pinot grigio, looking over the lawns to the bush beyond.


  Rebecca continued on her walk, crossed over a dirt road, and came to an enormous cypress hedge that ran for about 600 metres, with a stand of pencil pines poking their way skyward from behind the hedge.


  The smell of eucalyptus gave way to the smell of pine as Rebecca reached the end of the hedge and turned the corner.


  The valley dipped down, and the fog now fell away and lay as a cloud below her. On the far side, undulating hills penetrated the fog. The hills were covered with an orderly patchwork of barren vines. Above, the sky was deep blue.


  After a few minutes of taking the scene in, Rebecca brought herself back to the reality of the day. She needed to get on if she was going to complete her walk, shower, and breakfast before the car left.


  Rebecca hurried on, crunching through the bracken of the bush, and walked down into the valley, following a little-used track. She estimated she’d been descending for about thirty minutes before she came to a fork in the track. As she contemplated whether to continue or simply go back the way she’d come, something caught her eye.


  It was yellow, a colour that cut through the fog better than any other. Whatever it was appeared to be flapping. Rebecca walked toward it and eventually made out a large plastic tarpaulin stretched over the roof of a small cottage.


  Her heart missed a beat. This must be Gary’s cottage.


  She walked down the gravel pathway and stepped up onto the small wooden verandah. The verandah was only about two metres deep and about ten metres wide across the length of the building. Two threadbare, khaki-coloured canvas chairs sat on the verandah. A chipped and dirty mug was placed next to one of the chairs. The view from the verandah took in the surrounding bush. The area immediately adjacent to the cottage was cleared of trees and laid with rubble, except for a few clumps of ground where Gary had planted old man saltbush and myrtle wattle. There were native grasses scattered around the base of large boulders.


  Rebecca knocked on the cottage’s wooden door. She heard someone move in the cottage before the door opened. Gary stood in the doorway with wet hair, holding a towel around his waist. It was obvious he hadn’t expected to see Rebecca. He looked momentarily stunned before he managed to stammer, ‘Hello,’ and then, ‘Won’t you please come in?’


  Rebecca smiled, more to herself than at Gary, rather pleased to see so much of him, and slid past into the small and very sparsely furnished lounge. The room took on the yellow glow from the tarpaulin that was stretched over this section of the house, making the room lighter than what it would normally be at this time of the day. Despite the extra light, the room felt cosy. A fire was burning in the open fireplace. Mallee roots were piled in a large basket next to the hearth, with kindling and newspaper in an old fruit box. There were only two chairs in the room, both chocolate-brown leather club chairs. One had a turquoise blanket scrunched up on it, and Rebecca was struck by how the bright blue of the blanket lifted the browns of the room. The only other pieces of furniture were two side tables strategically placed next to each chair, a bookcase filled to overflowing to the right of the fireplace, and a standard lamp next to the chair closest to the bookcase. A large red Turkish rug lay on the floor. Rebecca thought how comforting it would be to curl up on one of the chairs, wrap herself in the turquoise blanket, and read a book under the light of the lamp and the glow of the fire.


  While she was taking in the room, Gary had excused himself to quickly dress and was now back wearing a conservative grey suit, white shirt, black tie, and black winged brogues. His hair had been combed but was still a little dishevelled. Rebecca, surprised to see him in a suit, said the obvious, ‘Off to work?’


  ‘Yes, I had planned to take the day off and make a long weekend of it, but I received a call from work about half an hour ago. They need me in on a job that has just come up. There’s a few guys away at the moment, so I will just have to get to the roof and other jobs later. Hopefully I will still get the weekend. In the meantime, this tarp should do the trick and at least keep the place dry until I can get to it.’


  ‘Oh,’ said Rebecca, not quite sure what to say next. ‘I was just having an early-morning walk, and I stumbled across your place. I think the yellow tarpaulin gave it away.’


  After an awkward silence, Gary said, ‘Look, I’m really sorry. I’d offer you a coffee or tea, but I have to get going, or I’ll be late.’


  ‘Sure, sure,’ said Rebecca, making a bolt to the door. ‘We must catch up sometime. Enjoy your policing.’ Not waiting for a goodbye, she took off back up the gravel path and retraced her steps.


  Gary yelled out, ‘Goodbye, Rebecca.’ Rebecca heard but didn’t acknowledge his goodbye.


  Just over an hour later, Rebecca had showered and dressed and was walking down the long corridor of Wattle House, wondering whether breakfast would be served in the dining room or if the building had a sunroom. It would be too cold to sit out on the verandah, although she imagined it would be beautiful in spring and summer to breakfast there.


  Rebecca entered the dining room and found Dorothy, Francois, Nick, and Jonathan already seated and enjoying a fully cooked breakfast.


  ‘Mmm, that looks yummy,’ she said, helping herself to an enormous portion of eggs, bacon, and toast from the sideboard.


  ‘Where’s Leong?’


  Jonathan replied, ‘Leong had to leave early to supervise the food preparation for the program launch on Popeye. He told me before dinner last night that he hoped to be gone by six at the latest.’


  With that, Jonathan rose from the table and wiped his mouth with his napkin and threw it on the plate. ‘Indeed, I’m off myself. This thing is going to start at eleven, and I want to get down and help Leong. Don’t want any stuff-ups like last night, do we? See you all there by eleven, and don’t be late!’


  Jonathan headed out the door, and Nick yelled out after him, ‘Hey, wait up. I’ll come with you. I was going to wait and go in the limo, but I probably should check everything is going as per my instructions.’


  ‘Looks like all is forgiven, at least on Jonathan’s side,’ said Rebecca as she grabbed a piece of toast from one of the china toast racks on the table and poured herself a cup of tea from a pear-shaped Alessi teapot.


  Rebecca began to daydream. She wondered when she would next see Gary. She knew she would see him again, but she would have to engineer a way that didn’t look too desperate. It was amazing what a turn-off desperation could be. Rebecca felt that this morning’s adventure had had an odour of desperation. She needed to be careful.


  Popeye
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  The limousine turned up just before ten thirty, and Francois, Dorothy, and Rebecca seated themselves while the driver loaded their overnight bags.


  Rebecca wore narrow-legged moleskin pants with polished brown ankle boots, a woollen black turtleneck jumper, a soft thigh-length alpaca jacket, and brown leather gloves.


  They drove down to the city in relative silence, gazing out of the windows at the valleys and hills dotted with gums and occasional vines or fruit trees. It had stopped raining sometime late the night before, and while the creeks were still flowing swiftly, they were no longer raging torrents.


  As the car swung around the tight bends on the descent, they could see, spreading out before them, the city and suburbs all the way to the sea. The weather was sunnier down on the plains. While it was still cool, there wasn’t the heavy cloud of the hills, and it would definitely be a few degrees warmer once they hit the suburbs.


  They arrived at Jolley’s Boathouse at a little before eleven.


  They walked across the lawn from the boathouse to the boat landing, where one of the blue-and-white Popeye fleet of small ferries was moored. There was a great deal of action around and on the boat, with waiting staff ferrying lidded trays of food from the Jolley’s Boathouse kitchen to the tables set up on the boat, where most of the bench seating had been removed. The boat, already painted blue and white, was decorated in bunting, giving it a festive air.


  As Rebecca watched the staff dressed in matching blue-and-white aprons making their way from the restaurant, she saw someone rushing toward them. It was Nick Pecorino, and he didn’t look happy. As he approached, he breathlessly exclaimed, ‘No one’s seen Leong. He hasn’t turned up. Luckily, Will Oliver arrived for work this morning, thinking that Leong might have only sacked him in the heat of the moment and that he may still have a job. He’s taken over and done everything.’ Then Nick added, ‘But that’s it. If Leong’s reputation wasn’t already in the toilet, it is now! He’s finished. When this gets out, Chewie’s is history. His name will be mud. And I won’t be helping him to pick up the pieces.’


  The Channel Seven car was making its way down to the banks of the Torrens when Dorothy interrupted with, ‘Well, you better keep your mouth shut—the media have started to arrive, and you don’t have to offer any information. Let them work it out. Chances are they won’t even notice. I’m sure Francois can step in and do interviews as one of the leading chefs of the festival.’


  ‘Quite right,’ said Nick. ‘Let’s not make a fuss—and, Francois, you don’t mind, do you?’


  It was at this point that Rebecca felt a tinge of anxiety. Should she be part of the cover-up to the media when she was part of the media herself? Where did the fact that the Advertiser was a major sponsor of the festival intersect with her ethics as a journalist to cover the story, warts and all? She was often getting herself into conflict-of-interest messes and never seemed to resolve the questions satisfactorily. She was compromised with her professional and personal relationship with Nick Pecorino.


  Francois looked positively gleeful. Rebecca almost couldn’t blame him—he’d waited a long time to take on the mantle of the leading chef in the Australian Food Festival. It would be his face, rather than Leong’s, that would appear on the TV bulletins, the food magazines, and the lifestyle programs. He was going to enjoy this attention.


  All the camera crews and journalists had arrived—or at least those who were coming. The ABC TV news crew hadn’t turned up, but that wasn’t unexpected; the public broadcaster didn’t often cover what it saw as ‘soft’ stories or those that seemed too commercial. But all the commercials were there and a couple of celebrities from SA Life.


  As Popeye took off upstream toward the weir, Nick Pecorino took charge and grabbed the microphone. ‘Welcome to the program launch of the 2014 Australian Food Festival. It has been a long journey to get this festival on the map, and all of you here today have contributed in some way to its success. Today I will outline just a few of the highlights that the lucky people of Adelaide and the many thousands of interstate and overseas visitors will have in store for them come festival time in November.’


  The cameras rolled, smartphones recorded Nick’s speech, and journalists took notes. Rebecca admired how he played right into the hands of what he rightly judged to be a parochial audience.


  Nick finished up his lengthy speech with, ‘Adelaide is the food and wine capital of Australia. It makes more than 50 percent of the nation’s wine, and bloody brilliant wine at that.’


  The crowd cheered.


  ‘Not only are we the home to Penfolds Grange, but Henschke’s Hill of Grace. From the Barossa to the Coonawarra and the Limestone Coast, from McLaren Vale to Clare and the Adelaide Hills, South Australian wines are world class. And to go with our great wines is our outstanding food, made from some of the best and cleanest produce in the world. Influenced by our rich migrant heritage, particularly the Italian, we have an outstanding food culture in this state. One only has to look at all the new bars and restaurants that are opening. The Australian Food Festival is helping to promote this state as a destination for food and wine lovers from all round the world. Today I also want to announce that the South Australian government has agreed to sponsor the Australian Food Festival for another four years. Please welcome Tourism Minister Paula Hull to say a few words about the reason the government is so strongly behind this event.’


  Rebecca inwardly groaned as the minister stepped up to the microphone. She anticipated a long speech.


  Rebecca was finally jolted from her reflections when Minister Hull congratulated Nick Pecorino and the Australian Food Festival team. Nick grabbed the handle to one of the pewter cloches and lifted it with a theatrical swish.


  The cameras were still rolling, and indeed the flashes of cameras reached a crescendo. Nick Pecorino, the blood draining from his face, had the presence of mind to replace the cloche, albeit shakily.


  What were they to do now? Nick looked as if he was about to faint. He haltingly found his way to a bench and collapsed onto it. Jonathan, weaving through the audience, made his way up to the table. To Rebecca, everything seemed to happen in slow motion. She watched Jonathan stop in front of the table, put his hand on the handle of the cloche, and lift it off. Up until now, Jonathan hadn’t uttered a word, but now he wailed and collapsed onto the floor with the cloche still in his hand, saying the obvious, ‘It’s Leong. It’s his head!’ He screamed, ‘Who could have done this?’


  Dorothy made her way up to him, knelt beside him, removed the cloche from his hand, and replaced it over Leong’s head. She held Jonathan close to her, with her hand on the back of his head, gently rocking him.


  At this point, one of the young male journalists pushed his way to the side of the boat and vomited. The smell of the journalist’s vomit, combined with the disturbing mix of odours and the shock of seeing a cooked head, prompted a female cameraperson and one of the waiters to rush to the sides of the boat to spew in unison.


  While none of the guests said anything in those first few moments after the unveiling, gradually and sombrely the journalists and others on board started to discuss among themselves what they had just witnessed. After a few more minutes, a few of the journalists put their mobile phones to their ears to ring their editors and chiefs of staff.


  Rebecca wondered if she should call her editor. But her next thought was to wonder if anyone had called the police. She slowly started to come to life after feeling suspended in time. Everything seemed so vivid. Her senses were on full alert. Panic welled in her stomach, and she had an overwhelming urge to do something. To take action. She took her mobile phone out of her bag and rang 000. ‘I need the police,’ she said shakily.


  The policewoman calmly asked Rebecca a succession of questions and finished with, ‘Don’t let anyone get off the boat until we get there.’


  Rebecca thought she had been taken seriously. But she wondered if she would have believed that story if she had been on the other end of the phone. She rang off.


  The pilot of the boat had the presence of mind to turn around and head back to the landing at Jolley’s Boathouse. Rebecca estimated it would be about five minutes before they moored. She made her way up to the front of the boat, placed a hand on Nick’s shoulder, as she brushed past, and went straight to the pilot.


  ‘Can I use your microphone, please? I need to address everyone on board.’


  The pilot looked at her but didn’t reply. With a shaky hand, he gave her the microphone and flicked a switch on his console.


  ‘Excuse me, ladies and gentlemen,’ said Rebecca in a thin voice. She found it hard to get her breath. Her head felt light, and she noticed that the microphone was shaking violently in her hand. ‘We’ve obviously had a big shock here today.’ There wasn’t much else she could say in relation to what they had just witnessed. What could one say? ‘I have called the police. They will be here shortly. The police have asked me to tell you that you all need to remain on board the boat until they get here.’


  That was all she really needed to say, but she stood with the microphone to her lips for a few seconds more just in case something else came into her head. The collective eyes of those on board remained fixed on her and the shaking microphone, in expectation of some other piece of information or even explanation, and they didn’t wander until Rebecca carefully and deliberately placed the microphone back onto the console.


  Rebecca imagined some of the journalists on board would want to file their stories, and the camera crews would be keen to get back to their stations. She noticed a couple of radio journalists had recorded her address to them. As if a switch had been flicked and they were all again in real time, the journalists—all of whom she knew, having gone to university, worked, or partied with them—started coming up to the front and addressing questions to both her and Nick.


  ‘Was that really Leong Chew’s head?’ asked one journalist. ‘What was it in? Aspic, honey?’


  ‘When was he last seen alive?’


  ‘Who do you think did it?’


  Rebecca didn’t feel inclined to answer any questions, not that she knew the answers, except to the first question: that was the head of Leong Chew. She knew she would have to write the headlines to the story herself for online release within the next ten minutes, with the fuller story to follow within the next hour, with unfolding news added as it came to hand.


  Jo Sharpiro, the Advertiser photographer on board, had taken photos already. Rebecca never had to instruct Jo. Indeed, the veil of inaction had already been ripped aside. Jo purposely strode over to the table, lifted the cloche off Leong’s head, and started to take photos from all angles. Even the TV cameras started to roll again, their red lights flashing. Thoughts of what the journalists could legally use or what was in good taste were abandoned, knowing those decisions were for their editors to make in the coming hours.


  After a few seconds of photo frenzy, Jonathan looked up and saw what was happening. Indeed, Jonathan was in a few of the shots himself. He jumped to his feet and forcefully put the cloche back onto Leong’s head, screaming, ‘You are all vultures. Get away! Get away, you vile creatures. Can’t you see he is dead? My lover is dead!’ At that point, Jonathan became the subject of the lenses, and he cowered under the flashes, putting his arm in front of his face as if fending off blows. He then crumpled to the floor, sobbing into Dorothy’s arms.


  Rebecca raised her hand and said, ‘I think that’s enough, guys. You’ve crossed the line. We are in the middle of a murder scene here. No one should touch the lid or intervene in any way with the evidence. Let’s just sit down and quietly wait for the police.’


  Just then one of the radio journalists dialled his station and started a radio interview. Finally, Rebecca’s journalistic mind kicked into gear. She rang her editor, Reg, and told him the gist of the story, carefully omitting the fact that she should have called him with the story about five minutes ago. She just hoped he wasn’t monitoring the other news outlets, particularly the radio station interviewing a journalist on board right now.


  ‘Jesus, Rebecca. This is a bloody amazing story. Can you dictate a few lines now?’


  Rebecca quickly gathered her thoughts and then dictated a few paragraphs. ‘See what you can do with that. Jo Sharpiro’s photos should be available on the cloud by now. I’ll be in to write up more as soon as the cops let me go.’


  As Rebecca rung off from Reg, she could hear him muttering headlines to himself. She suspected he wouldn’t make it past the first one—HEAD CHEF GETS THE CHOP.


  Jolley’s Boathouse
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  As the pilot of Popeye turned the vessel to make his landing approach, Rebecca could see three patrol cars and what she assumed was an unmarked police vehicle pulling up. Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie got out of the unmarked vehicle, and Rebecca’s heart raced. Don’t tell me he’s going to be working on the case!


  Gary strode up to the now-moored Popeye and jumped on board, addressing everyone in a calm and authoritative tone from the boat’s platform on the port side. Rebecca noticed that his presence and manner immediately gave everyone a sense of relief that someone was in charge and was going to begin to make sense of this shocking event.


  ‘I want you all to file off the boat and congregate on the landing. No one is to leave until I say so.’


  The uniformed police then moved up as if to deter anyone from running off. It seemed completely unnecessary to Rebecca, who was certain no one was going to be stupid enough to defy the police instruction and do a runner. They all filed off and stood waiting while two of Gary’s officers boarded.


  Rebecca’s eyes followed Gary’s every move. He marched to the rear of the boat, looked out onto the assembled crowd, and said, ‘Rebecca Keith, can you please come back on board?’


  Rebecca almost jumped, and her mind raced. Why me? Surely he isn’t going to flirt with me here, at a murder investigation? She hopped back on board and stood just inside the boat’s entrance.


  ‘Rebecca, you called the police,’ said Gary. ‘I want you to point out where you believe the body to be.’


  Oh, thought Rebecca. If this is a hoax, I’m the one who will be asked to explain. She walked across to the table and pointed at the pewter lid under which Leong’s head lay and said, ‘It’s a head, not a body.’


  Gary slipped on a pair of white gloves and lifted the cloche off the platter. He stood looking at the head for about a minute, touching it through his surgical gloves. Turning to address one of his assistants, he said, ‘Detective White, we’ll need an autopsy of this head. Also, get forensics down here. I want this place swept from top to bottom for DNA and prints, and of course I want all those who were on board or who delivered the food on board to have their prints and DNA taken.’


  Gary turned to lift the cloche of another platter while addressing Rebecca. ‘And I take it there was nothing untoward under any of these other platters?’


  ‘I don’t know. I don’t think anyone checked.’


  ‘Okay, we better check now. Detective Lee, help me with these.’ The inspector and the detective took off the lid of every platter but found nothing but the sort of food one would except to find at a launch party. Rebecca was relieved.


  Gary addressed another of his officers. ‘I want you to go up to Jolley’s Boathouse and organise an interview room and a waiting room for these people. Tell everyone waiting that we will need to interview them and take buccal swabs of their DNA.’


  Rebecca interrupted Gary, saying, ‘I don’t think a lot of them will be happy—many of them will want to file their stories.’


  Gary turned to look at her and said quietly but firmly, ‘That is bad luck, Rebecca. We are dealing with a very serious matter here. A murder may have been committed. A little inconvenience isn’t important. And that goes for you too.’


  Rebecca thought it best not to tell him that the story had already been broadcast on ABC radio and would now be leading the bulletins, or that every other station would be lifting the story for online versions. But she felt she just had to comment on his use of the word may when he referred to the murder.


  ‘Detective Chief Inspector, why did you say it may be a murder? Surely it is obvious. If it really is Leong’s head and not a hoax, what else could it be but murder?’


  Gary turned to her. ‘Look, Rebecca, it is not appropriate to explain everything to you, but what I will say is that we don’t know it is murder as yet. Leong could have died of natural causes or even killed himself, and his head on the platter could have been someone’s idea of a sick joke. Until we have a forensic pathologist do an autopsy on at least the head, we won’t know. And indeed we might not know too much more unless we find the body. But one thing I am certain of—this is no hoax. That head is human, and I am certain it is Leong Chew. Of course, we will get the head officially identified.’


  With that, Gary alighted from the boat and strode up the lawns to Jolley’s Boathouse to begin interviewing witnesses.


  The police assembled everyone from the boat and the waiting staff in the downstairs section of the restaurant. Management had been informed of what had happened and had arranged for coffee and sandwiches to be served. Rebecca marvelled at how Jolley’s staff was still conscious of hospitality at a time like this. Workers were being professional in the most stressful of circumstances. But it was beyong her how anyone could think of eating at a time like this—and then she remembered that they were dealing with journos, renowned for their ability to scoff free food at any time and under any circumstances, even those as macabre as today’s.


  With the exception of those milling around the coffee table, most had seated themselves. The room was large enough for people to spread out, and they had taken advantage of it, mainly sitting in isolation, probably contemplating the morning’s events.


  Rebecca noticed Francois sitting on the far side of the room on his own. She realised that, both on the boat and here in the banquet room, Francois had remained detached and seemed unaffected by the incident.


  Sleuthing


  Gary
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  Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie was preparing himself in the interview room, along with his assistants, Detectives Alice White and Kym Lee. The interview room was usually used by the restaurant as a private dining room and had a large cherrywood table in its centre, with twelve white metal chairs. Gary and his assistants sat at one side of the table, leaving the interviewees to sit across from them.


  While Gary’s mind was very much on the line of questioning he would take with each person, he couldn’t help but think about Rebecca and how he had to scrap plans to ask her for dinner tomorrow night. He couldn’t get himself involved with a suspect in what looked very much like a murder case. As it was, he knew he would have to speak to his superintendent about his attraction for Rebecca and whether he should be relieved from this case. In the force it was referred to as upward referral. It would be up to the superintendent to decide.


  On Gary’s orders, Detective Alice White went to the doorway between the waiting and interview room and called out, ‘Nick Pecorino.’


  As Nick seated himself in the interview room, Gary saw that Nick was looking far less at ease this morning than he had the previous night. Nick was a small man, about 60 kilos and 160 centimetres in height. He had a full head of jet-black hair and an olive complexion. Gary wondered if some of Nick’s black hair came from a bottle. It didn’t look natural.


  After Detective White had established Nick’s full name, address, and contact details, Gary began the interview. ‘Thank you for making yourself available for the interview, Mr Pecorino. I understand it was you who first discovered the head.’


  ‘Yes, I was the one who first lifted the cloche from the platter and saw the head.’


  ‘We need confirmation that the head is that of Leong Chew. Are you willing to come down to headquarters in Wakefield Street after this interview to identify the head?’


  ‘I suppose I could, but I wonder if Jonathan Riddle might not be the best person to do that, given their close relationship.’


  ‘I plan to ask Jonathan as well, and it would be nice to get a blood relative, too. But I would prefer you both identify the head so we can inform the relatives with certainty.’


  ‘Well, you may have trouble finding a relative. Both of Leong’s parents are dead, and I understand he has a sister, but she is living in Brisbane. I couldn’t even tell you her name. All I know is that Leong is originally from Singapore. He moved here in his twenties, mainly because he was gay, and I understand they still lock you up for that in Singapore, even today. Leong often told stories about how, when he left Singapore forty years ago, he was in fear of his life if he was found out. Leong claimed gay men were often found drowned in the Singapore River. I told him I didn’t think Adelaide was much better.’


  Gary immediately thought of the celebrated 1972 case of the murder of Adelaide University law lecturer George Duncan, drowned after police officers threw him and his lover, Roger James, into the River Torrens for making love openly on its banks. The case had had an interesting twist, with future convicted child killer and suspected serial killer Bevan Spencer von Einem being the one to find Roger James crawling along the road late that night with a broken ankle. George Duncan hadn’t been so lucky.


  Gary was jolted from his thoughts by Nick saying, ‘You will have to ask Jonathan—he will know more and have a contact number for his sister.’


  Gary moved on. ‘When did you last see Leong alive?’


  ‘Last night at about a quarter to twelve. We had finished dinner, and the waiting staff were doing the final clearing of the plates. The other chefs had already left for the night. They left just after you, actually, once the ford was down. Rebecca had already gone to bed. After you left, she lost all interest in the rest of us.’


  Gary blushed, and Detectives Alice White and Kym Lee gave him a quick look. Gary had already told White and Lee of his presence at the dinner the night before and that he was therefore one of the last to see the deceased alive. He also had given them his alibi. One of his mates from the State Emergency Services had spent the night with him to help out if the temporary tarpaulin they had erected over the roof didn’t hold. The SES mate had left at about seven o’clock, just before Rebecca had turned up on his doorstep. Alice had already confirmed the alibi.


  Nick went on. ‘After you left and Rebecca went to bed, Leong declared he would retire, as he had an early start the next day. I followed him out into the hallway to thank him for the effort he had put into the dinner—and to also tell him not to worry about the seafood entrée and blow it out of all proportion. I said some words of reassurance, but he still appeared agitated. He then left me, presumably to go to his room, and I returned to the dining room to say my goodnights, and then I too went to bed. The next morning, I had breakfast with Rebecca, Jonathan, Dorothy, and Francois. I then left for Jolley’s with Jonathan just before ten.’


  ‘You said he was agitated. What do you mean by that? Was he more agitated than he should have been over the cayenne-pepper incident? Do you know if something else was worrying him?’


  ‘Well, he certainly had reason to be agitated. A ruined course in front of influential diners, including his main rival, Francois Bacone, was a disaster for him. However, I know he had more than just some spoiled food worrying him. His restaurant, Chewie’s, is not going well. The place has been half empty even on Friday and Saturday nights. There used to be a three-month waiting list at Chewie’s—now Francois Bacone and his Le Petit Choux Choux have taken over that mantle. I’m sure Leong was having money problems, and he was jealous of Francois. The new bull taking over from the old. Yes, he did have lots of other things worrying him.’


  ‘But do you think he would have taken his own life?’


  Nick Pecorino gave Gary a puzzled look. ‘I thought this is murder. How in the hell could he have killed himself and ended up with his head on a platter?’


  ‘I agree—on the face of it, it does look like murder, and it may well be, but we can’t rule out the possibility that he committed suicide, and then someone found the body and decided to cut off his head, cook it, and put it on a platter to be found at a media event. The motive could be anything. Someone wanting to embarrass the Australian Food Festival, perhaps?’


  Nick stared at Gary. ‘Do you think that is what happened?’


  ‘I don’t know, but do you think Leong was in a state of mind that he could take his own life?’


  ‘Who knows?’ replied Nick, giving a slight shrug of his shoulders. ‘He certainly wasn’t a happy man and had lots of problems, but killing yourself is pretty extreme.’


  ‘What about his boyfriend, Jonathan Riddle? Did Jonathan go to bed at the same time as Leong last night? Were they sharing a room?’


  ‘Well, he was supposed to,’ replied Nick. ‘But when I left Jonathan, he was asleep at the table, and I didn’t attempt to move him. I doubt whether anyone else did. He certainly didn’t appear capable of going anywhere by himself.’


  ‘How long have Jonathan and Leong been together?’


  ‘Oh, about three years.’


  ‘They didn’t seem to be getting on too well last night. How would you describe their relationship?’


  ‘Volatile. Last night’s antics were normal for them. They are—um, were—always fighting.’


  Gary’s final question was open ended. ‘Is there anything else you can think of that we ought to know? Any enemies that Leong had who would want to see him dead? Or anything unusual you heard or saw last night after you went to bed that, in retrospect, could be significant?’


  Nick Pecorino paused for a while. Finally he said, ‘No. I didn’t hear anything. I slept soundly. As for enemies, well, I’m sure Leong had his share. Francois was no ally. But the jealousy and animosity were more on Leong’s side than Francois’s. Leong wasn’t a pleasant man. He was rude to his staff and to most people.’ Nick paused again for a moment, as if remembering something, and then said, ‘And he did sack Will Oliver—his under chef, or sous chef—last night after that cayenne-pepper incident. But then again, he was always firing staff and then taking them back on again, as not too many would put up with him. Leong found it hard to get and retain good staff.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Gary. ‘If you can think of anything else, here’s my card.’


  After Nick Pecorino left the room, Gary turned to Detective Lee and said, ‘I want you to check out Leong’s will—see who benefits from his money and assets, whatever he had left. And seize the restaurant’s books, files, and computer. I want to know exactly what state the business was in, and I’ll need a list of all the staff that were on duty last night and this morning. They will all have to be questioned.’


  Detective Alice White frowned. ‘Inspector, Nick Pecorino doesn’t have an alibi.’


  ‘I doubt whether any of them staying at Wattle House last night have an alibi unless they were shacked up with someone. Any one of them could have killed Leong in the middle of the night and disposed of his body and been back in time for breakfast.’


  Gary’s mind wandered to Rebecca. He wouldn’t have minded being Rebecca’s alibi last night. He continued, ‘We need to see Jonathan Riddle next. Can you get him, please?’


  Jonathan sat at the cherrywood table with a vague, faraway look. His eyes were puffy and red. Gary had heard Jonathan’s story the night before. Before the row between him and Leong, Jonathan had told Gary all about how he came from old Adelaide money and that he had been schooled at St Peter’s College, one of the top private boys’ schools in Adelaide. It was an enormously rich school set in thirty-two hectares of prime land just a kilometre from the heart of the city. Gary had even played cricket on one of the school’s seven ovals. While Jonathan had bragged about the three Nobel laureate alumni of the school, in Gary’s assessment he was more of an eccentric than an academic.


  Jonathan sat opposite Gary, wearing his old cricket blazer with vertical royal-blue-and-white stripes, in keeping with the colour theme of the day. Gary noticed that the matching school cricket jumper was grubby and pulled tight over a bulging stomach. Gary made a quick calculation and guessed the blazer and jumper to be about thirty-five years old.


  Hoping to ease into the interview with Jonathan, Gary gently asked, ‘How long have you known Leong Chew?’


  Jonathan took in a deep breath. ‘I’ve known him as an acquaintance for over twenty years, but we didn’t become an item until Christmas 2011. We used to bump into each other at various parties around town. With me being in the food industry as well and with us both being gay, we moved in similar circles.’


  ‘What do you do in the food industry?’


  ‘Oh, I’m headwaiter. A professional waiter. Not like these uni students who do it part-time, mostly under sufferance because they have to pay the rent. I love serving people. I just have a knack for knowing what people need before they know it themselves. I love those who are passionate about food, and Leong was the best.’ Jonathan broke off, sobbing.


  Detective White moved the box of tissues, already strategically placed on the table, closer to Jonathan. Jonathan pulled out about ten tissues, in what seemed to Gary to be a series of overly dramatic flourishes, before blowing his nose hard and then sipping delicately on a glass of water.


  ‘Go on,’ Gary said.


  ‘Well, I came to work for him just over three years ago, a few months before we became romantically linked. Leong was looking for a headwaiter, and I was his man. I had been attracted to him for some time, but we were both with other partners, so nothing ever came of it. Just after I came to work for Leong, I broke up with my fella. Leong had broken up with his about two months earlier. Leong was still a bit of a mess. Charles left him for Les Girls in Sydney. He cleared out while Leong was at work and just left a short note saying, “Au revoir, remember me fondly. Charmaine.”


  ‘Anyway, one night just before Christmas, I invited Leong over to my place for drinks with a few of my chorister friends at my traditional Christmas recital. He fell in love with me because of my organ.’


  Gary’s eyes widened, and he cleared his throat. ‘What do you mean, he fell in love with your organ?’


  Jonathan gave a wicked smile. ‘I have an 1837 Joseph and Claude-Ignace Callinet pipe organ in my North Adelaide villa. I had to get builders to raise the roof to fit it in. The renovations cost me almost as much as the organ. I was a senior organ scholar at Cambridge in my youth, playing at King’s College Chapel as part of my scholarship. Since I returned from Cambridge, I have played the organ for Handel’s Messiah at St Peter’s Cathedral every Christmas. After the Messiah is out of the way, I always have a small gathering at my house. I do my own mini version of the Messiah with a heavy emphasis on the “Hallelujah Chorus” and a few other favourites, such as “Angels from the Realms of Glory” or “Beautiful Bethlehem Bells”. It was in the middle of “Beautiful Bethlehem Bells” that I looked over to Leong and knew he was mine. Simple as that.’


  ‘Right,’ said Gary. He thought he probably had enough context. ‘I now have to ask you some specific questions about the last twenty-four hours. When did you last see Leong?’


  ‘It was last night at dinner. As you know, I imbibed rather heavily and didn’t make it to bed. I fell asleep at the table. I don’t even remember eating dessert.’


  ‘When did you wake up?’


  ‘I’m embarrassed to say I didn’t wake up until six thirty. I heard the mantel clock chime in the dining room and sat up and saw what time it was. After I realised where I was, I became angry that no one, particularly Leong, had even bothered to help me to bed. Everyone just left me there like a piece of leftover pudding. My neck was stiff as a board. I wasn’t very happy.’


  ‘What did you do then?’


  ‘I went to our bedroom, Leong’s and my bedroom, but he had already packed his bags and left. I knew he had an early start. But I have to be honest and say I didn’t care that I had missed saying goodbye to him, as I was angry at him leaving me facedown at the dining table. But by breakfast I was over it. I don’t stay angry for long. It’s not in my nature.’


  ‘Why didn’t you go with him or plan to go with him that morning? As headwaiter, I would have thought he needed you to be part of the program launch and help him set up.’


  ‘I did help him. My job is front of house and making guests feel comfortable. I arrived at Jolley’s Boathouse and Popeye in plenty of time to do my professional duty—in fact, earlier than I had initially planned. It is always different at a publicity event anyway. You aren’t dealing with sit-down meals—it is just finger food and drinks. I was there in enough time to brief the staff on how the program launch would run and what we needed to do. Besides which, I and a couple of staff did a lot of prep yesterday, decorating the boat, setting everything up at Jolley’s Boathouse, readying it to go down to the boat this morning.’


  ‘Were you worried that Leong wasn’t there when you arrived this morning?’


  ‘Of course I was worried. I tried calling his mobile. I called it at least a dozen times. But it just kept going to message bank. I knew he was not in a good frame of mind because of his business and money problems. I had offered to lend him some money, but he said he didn’t want to be beholden to me. He said he had another plan.’


  ‘What sort of plan?’


  ‘I don’t know exactly. Perhaps he thought his spring menu would turn things around. He was very secretive in the last couple of months. I was cranky with him about it. It was one of the reasons we weren’t getting on as well as we normally do, and I was worried.’


  ‘Do you think he might have harmed himself?’


  ‘Well, yes, I was thinking he might have done something silly. I thought he might have finally cracked. You see, Leong never acted unprofessionally. His restaurant was never closed during normal operating hours. No matter how sick, how tired, Leong delivered. I thought, even if he hasn’t harmed himself, not showing up meant he was in a bad way. Coupled with his secretive behaviour, yes, I fear he may have harmed himself.’


  ‘Do you have any idea about where he may have gone? Favourite haunts, places he escapes to?’


  ‘Well, I do have a place at Carrickalinga. It’s a beach shack my mother left me when she died. Leong loved going there.’


  Gary was familiar with Carrickalinga. It was home to no more than two or three streets of mostly old-fashioned shacks adjacent to one of the most beautiful beaches in Australia. The shacks were mainly owned by old Adelaide money, although a bit of new money was creeping in, much to the chagrin of the long-timers. Gary often played the golf course just up the road from Carrickalinga, called Links Lady Bay. Indeed, he was planning to play a round at Lady Bay in a couple of weeks, but at this rate he would probably have to cancel.


  Gary nodded to Detective Lee. ‘Check out the beach house. See if you can find any evidence of Leong having been there in the past twenty-four hours.’ Gary was confident this wasn’t a suicide with a nasty twist by some sadist. It felt like murder to him. ‘That will do for now, Jonathan. We need to take your DNA samples and fingerprints.’


  ‘Am I a suspect?’ Jonathan gasped.


  ‘Everyone is a suspect at this stage of the investigation. Nothing personal.’


  ‘Nothing personal? What could get more personal than being a suspect in the murder of my lover?’ Jonathan was getting shrill.


  ‘Settle down, Jonathan—you know what I mean. We can’t rule anything in or out at this stage. I suggest after the samples are taken you go home and get some rest. We will be in touch.’ Gary thought better of asking Jonathan to identify the head.


  With that, Gary stood and instructed Detective White to escort Jonathan Riddle from the room and to bring in Francois Bacone for questioning.


  Francois was a tall, slim, well-groomed man in his early thirties. He spoke with a French accent that Gary imagined women, and some men, would swoon over. True to Gary’s style of trying to relax the witness—and in this case, a suspect—he asked him how long he had been in Australia and what brought him here.


  ‘I backpacked around Australia about ten year ago, fresh out of Ferrandi, the top chef-training school in Paris. I had just finished my apprenticeship under the great Alain Ducasse in his restaurant, Benoit. I fell in love with your beautiful country and especially Adelaide with its food and wine culture so strong. Its freshness and freedom enchanted me. I did not return to France, and last year I became an Australian citizen. This country has given me so many opportunities. If I had stayed in Paris, I would probably still be Alain’s sous chef, julienning carrots.’


  ‘So you are doing well then?’


  ‘Oui, I am, how do you say, raking it in. My restaurant, Le Petit Choux Choux, is booked out for months. I am in discussions with my business partners about other ventures. The times are very exciting for me.’


  ‘How did you get on with Leong Chew?’ asked Gary pointedly.


  ‘Well, I’m not going to lie. We didn’t get on. Leong was always jealous of me, even when I was starting out in this country. He never gave me any encouragement. That’s okay. But when I did become successful, he became very nasty. He even found it hard to be in the same room as me. You might have felt the tension in the air at the dinner last night. He was always spreading rumours about me.’


  ‘What sort of rumours?’


  ‘Oh, things like I use horse meat. Horse is widely used in Paris of course, but I would never use it here, because people won’t eat it. They are repelled by it. It would be silly of me to serve it.’


  ‘What did you do to protect your business from these rumours?’


  ‘We French are very funny. I made fun of these insults. I would put signs up in my restaurant saying things like, “No horsing around here!” I would cultivate journalists such as Rebecca Keith to make sure she told a different story in her articles about my restaurant. And at the end of the day, I have just relied on delivering outstanding food that people talk about. Word of mouth has always been the best form of advertising for me, and it is working for Le Petit Choux Choux.’


  ‘When did you last see Leong Chew alive?’


  ‘Last night at dinner. I retired to bed just before midnight, and as far as I know, Leong Chew had already gone to bed. I never saw him alive again.’


  ‘Was anyone with you from the time you left the dining table until the time you entered it for breakfast?’ asked Gary.


  ‘Well, no, I was alone in my bedroom. I saw the others—that is, Jonathan, Nick, Rebecca, and Dorothy—at breakfast. With the exception of Rebecca, they were in the dining room when I arrived at about twenty past nine. Rebecca came in about twenty minutes later.’


  ‘Thank you, Mr Bacone,’ said Gary. ‘Please follow Detective White. We need to take your fingerprints and a sample of your DNA. We will be in touch. If there is anything you remember that you think may be relevant to the case, however minor, please call me.’


  Dorothy Plant was next. Gary knew that Dorothy was the director of marketing and communications with the South Australian Tourism Commission. At dinner the previous evening, she hadn’t stopped talking about her role and all she had achieved. She struck him as being one of those competitive women who thought she was superior to—well, everyone really. During the conversation last night, he had been confused when she had referred to her ‘classical training’ in reference to her tertiary education. At first, Gary had thought she might be referring to studying ballet. He had thought her pompous and, more bluntly, a pain in the arse.


  Gary addressed her formally. ‘Good afternoon, Ms Plant.’


  Dorothy sat bolt upright, trying to portray the serious professional that she was. Her mousy brown hair hung in a short bob. Dorothy had a hard face. She obviously stuck to a strict diet, as she was thin to the point of looking gaunt. She wore an expensive two-piece mauve Chanel suit, although even the softness of the colour did nothing to soften her face. Gary had the impression that this was a tough woman who didn’t care whom she stepped on to get her way. She appeared to be much colder this morning than she did last night. It didn’t surprise him. He knew from experience that controlling people could turn the charm on and off at will.


  Dorothy didn’t respond to Gary’s greeting but waited for him to go on.


  ‘Well then, Ms Plant, how long have you known the deceased?’


  ‘I’ve eaten at his restaurant for over twenty years, but I guess I really didn’t know him to speak to him until I became director of marketing and communications about five years ago and used him for various functions and, of course, worked with him more closely through Nick Pecorino and the Australian Food Festival over the past few years.’


  ‘So when did you see him last?’


  ‘Last night, of course. I went to bed when he was still at the table, and I didn’t see him again until today in that ghastly way on board Popeye.’


  Gary cocked his head. ‘Do you know who killed him?’


  Dorothy was silent for a moment. Gary thought it interesting she didn’t leap in with a defensive of course not!


  Dorothy spoke in a measured and superior tone. ‘Do you think if I knew the answer to that question, I would be keeping it to myself, waiting for you to ask?’


  ‘I take that as a no.’


  ‘I think you can take no as the answer, yes.’


  Gary could see he wasn’t going to get far with Dorothy. ‘Do you know of anyone who would want to see Leong dead?’


  ‘Probably a few, if truth be told. Let’s see now—there’s the obvious one, of course, Francois Bacone. They dislike each other intensely, professional jealousy and all. Then there is Will Oliver, the chef that Leong sacked last night. He may have been humiliated enough to take revenge on Leong. Then there is any chef or staff member that has ever worked for Leong—they all dislike him. Most of his staff only stayed with him for the money or for the reputation of working in one of the top establishments in Australia, although that star was fading fast. Even Jonathan had a volatile relationship with Leong, and you never know what passion drives the passionate to do.’


  In her attempts at implicating as many people as possible, Dorothy wasn’t coming up with any hard evidence or leads, so Gary decided to terminate the interview.


  ‘We may have more questions for you later, Ms Plant. Please accompany Detective White. She will show you where you need to go to have your fingerprints and DNA sample taken.’


  With that, Dorothy rose from her chair and followed Detective White out of the room. Gary couldn’t help but feel that Dorothy Plant was hiding something and that she couldn’t be trusted.


  Rebecca was next on the list. Gary was dreading this. He knew he had to play it completely straight and treat her exactly as he treated all suspects. He knew he couldn’t let his emotions show, but it wasn’t going to be easy.


  Gary studied Rebecca—her eyes darted around the room, as if afraid to meet his. Finally, she looked at him and smiled warily.


  ‘When did you last see Leong Chew alive, Ms Keith?’ said Gary.


  ‘Last night at dinner, Detective Chief Inspector.’


  Gary was pleased that Rebecca addressed him formally.


  ‘I went to bed just before midnight. Leong Chew and I left the table at the same time. Jonathan was asleep at the table, and I asked Leong if we should help him to bed, but he just shook his head and said, “I’m not sleeping with a drunk”. I saw Nick Pecorino follow Leong into the corridor. Dorothy and Francois had already gone to bed, so I was the last one in the dining room, besides Jonathan, of course. I blew out the candles and then went to bed.’


  ‘How long have you known Leong Chew?’


  ‘I’ve only really known Leong for about three years, since taking on the role of editor of Taste for the ’Tiser. Of course, I’ve known of Leong Chew for years and eaten at Chewie’s many times. If you are interested in food like I am, you have heard of all the good chefs. Working as a journalist, I used to run into Leong at the occasional function, but it was not until I became a food journalist that we sought each other out. I wouldn’t say we were friends. It was more of a professional relationship.


  ‘However, I’m friends with his partner, Jonathan Riddle. Jonathan and I have known each other for a number of years. Of course, when Jonathan started going out with Leong, I got to know Leong better. I know Leong had a poor reputation with a lot of people, but I think that was overblown. He was just volatile. A lot of chefs are. Some say that his staff hated him, but I don’t think that is true. Leong is—was—a hard taskmaster, but he could also be incredibly generous. Leong was always doing kind things behind the scenes that he never trumpeted.’


  ‘What sort of kind things?’ asked Gary.


  ‘Well, I heard he paid for the cancer medication of one of his staff who had a brain tumour. The medication wasn’t included on the pharmaceutical benefits scheme and therefore cost over $2,000 a week. Leong paid for the medication for ten weeks, but unfortunately the drug didn’t work, and the poor guy died anyway. All Leong’s staff knew of his kind side, so they cut him a lot of slack.’


  ‘When did Leong pay for this medication? How long ago was it?’


  ‘Oh, it was a few years ago.’


  ‘Did you know that in recent times Leong had money troubles and his business wasn’t doing well?’


  ‘Well, yes, I had heard his numbers had dropped off, but I didn’t know how serious it had gotten until now. Jonathan was just telling me all about it.’


  ‘Do you think he would have killed himself?


  Rebecca looked puzzled, and Gary wondered if she had remembered his earlier reference to suicide as a possibility when they were on board Popeye.


  ‘I don’t know. Who can have a definite answer to that question? He never spoke about harming himself. But as I said, I didn’t even know he had serious financial concerns until half an hour ago.’


  Gary decided to take a different line of questioning. ‘I’ve heard that Leong wasn’t too kind to Francois Bacone.’


  ‘No. No, they had a difficult relationship. Leong was very jealous of other chefs. I don’t think Francois helped though. Francois comes across as the romantic, sweet Frenchman, but he can be cunning.’


  ‘In what way?’ asked Gary.


  ‘He would always be coming to me claiming Leong was spreading rumours about him, but I never found any evidence of Leong spreading rumours, and that worried me a bit. I began to think perhaps Francois was making it up—I’m not sure why. I’ve speculated that perhaps Francois in some perverted way wanted to make Leong look bad and paint himself as the innocent. Francois was always trying to cultivate gossip that would lead to snippets in the paper. Perhaps Francois saw it as a marketing tactic?’


  ‘How do you know Leong Chew didn’t spread malicious rumours about Francois and his restaurant?’


  ‘I don’t have evidence either way, except I asked Leong straight out, and he emphatically denied it. And I believed him. Call it a woman’s intuition. I think Francois was the one telling porkies.’


  ‘Do you think Francois is capable of killing Leong?’ asked Gary.


  ‘I don’t know, Inspector. It seems incredible that he would, but then it seems incredible that anyone would. What I do think, though, is that whoever served the head up on a platter with the roast veggies had cheffing experience. The veggies were beautifully cut and roasted to perfection. The head looked succulent and not too dry. It wouldn’t have been easy to get the glaze so even.’


  Gary was surprised by Rebecca’s rather graphic description. It was as if she was describing a roasted pig’s head, not the head of Leong Chew. Gary cleared his throat.


  ‘Thank you, Ms Keith. I don’t have any further questions. Do you have anything you think pertinent to the case that you would like to add?’


  Rebecca thought for a minute or so and then added, ‘The only thing that is niggling me—and I don’t know why, exactly, at least not yet—is the fact that holly was placed over Leong Chew’s ears. The holly had an unusual red variegation around the edges. I’m not sure why that puzzles me—it is just that it isn’t a normal flourish one would expect at this time of year. It is unusual, and I wonder why it was used.’


  ‘Well,’ said Gary, ‘if you have any more thoughts on the holly, or if you have anything else you would like to tell me, please call.’ He handed her his business card.


  Rebecca looked at the card, her eyes widening. Gary wondered whether he was sending the wrong message—perhaps she thought he was giving her his number for personal reasons. Then again, perhaps he was.


  ‘Yes, of course,’ she said.


  As with all the other interviewees that day, Gary told Rebecca to follow Detective White to the room where they were taking DNA samples and fingerprints.


  Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie decided he needed to see the superintendent urgently. He had to raise the issue of his attraction to Rebecca and declare a conflict of interest before he got any deeper into this case. He left Detectives White and Lee to conduct the rest of the interviews with the various journalists, waiting staff, chefs, and guests.


  HQ
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  Back at police headquarters in Angas Street, Gary went straight to his office and dialled the extension of Super­intendent Bill McKie.


  Gary knew his boss would do the right thing. Bill was an old-fashioned policeman. He’d grown up at Kimba on the Eyre Peninsula. As in all Australian towns, if you didn’t play sport, you didn’t get on. Bill played sport. Bill got on with people. He loved his Aussie rules and played centre halfback for the Kimba Districts Tigers in the 1971 premiership side, when his team whipped the Cowell Cats. It was the highlight of his life.


  Bill McKie was noted for his straight talking and what he called a strong ‘bullshit detector’. He wasn’t what Gary would call politically correct. Bill’s pushback on some of the more ludicrous bureaucratic edicts was legendary in the South Australian police force. Like the time when an e-mail was sent out by the head of human resources stipulating the correct temperature for police officers to keep their sandwiches while on duty. Bill dubbed the directive Sandwichgate. Or the time the director of diversity e-mailed the entire SA police force asking for submissions of poetry for International Women’s Day. The brief was that the poems should focus on creating a gender-sensitive workplace environment. The winning prize would be the opportunity to discuss ‘the gender agenda’ with the director of diversity herself over morning tea.


  Bill’s expletive-laden cries of disbelief had been heard the length and breadth of the fourteenth floor. His prompt reply-to-all e-mail read, What’s second prize? Dinner with the director of diversity? Bill was formally counselled for that one.


  Gary respected him. He knew Bill was loyal and had his back. He only wished Bill had more support himself. Bill had a very challenging personal assistant, and one of the problems with the public service was that underperforming staff couldn’t be moved on easily. If someone tried, there were all sorts of tricks some staff would use to avoid being made accountable. Anita Lung was just such an employee. Gary knew that when he phoned Bill’s office, he would have to interact with Anita, and it was never easy. It was legendary that Anita often mixed up Bill’s appointments, resulting in Bill being double booked or turning up at the wrong venue or on the wrong day.


  On this day, however, Gary caught Anita in between her personal calls and managed to get her in a relatively stable mood. Miraculously, the superintendent was in and could see him immediately. Gary jumped at the opportunity and went up to the fourteenth floor. There, he entered Anita’s office, an anteroom to the superintendent’s office. Manila folders were scattered on every surface. The folders were stuffed with papers with handwritten labels crossed out and recycled in no semblance of order. The pile of folders in the in tray spilled over into the out tray. There appeared to be no logical systems.


  Gary opened the door to Bill’s office and walked in, but Bill wasn’t alone. He was in conference with two other officers discussing budgets. Gary apologised, saying Anita had said that the superintendent was free.


  Bill rolled his eyes and said quietly, ‘This meeting was in my calendar. The officers came past Anita—I’m not sure what she is thinking. She must be confused.’ He got up and poked his head around the door. ‘You must be confused, Anita. Remember my finance meeting? Can you reschedule Gary for fifteen minutes’ time, please?’


  Gary returned in the stipulated fifteen minutes. Anita wasn’t at her desk, and so he knocked on the office door.


  ‘Come in,’ said Bill.


  As Gary entered the room, Bill gestured to him to take a seat.


  ‘Sorry about before,’ said Bill. ‘What’s up?’


  ‘Well,’ said Gary, ‘it’s about a potential conflict of interest in this latest case. The Leong Chew case.’


  ‘Bloody gruesome. This one will get you on the front pages and your dial on the TV news.’


  Gary explained the case in detail and told the superintendent that, while he couldn’t yet rule out suicide, he was confident that he was dealing with a murder.


  ‘So what’s the conflict of interest you are grappling with?’


  Gary explained his attraction to Rebecca. How he would like to take her out. How he had met her a couple of times when she was going out with Inspector Rodney Storer. Gary said he had been at the dinner last night, the last time Leong Chew had been seen alive by anybody except his murderer.


  ‘Let me get this straight,’ said the superintendent. ‘You have met Rebecca a couple of times before in a casual capacity. No conflict there. You fancy her. You’d like to take her to bed. Christ, show me a heterosexual male officer in the police force that, put in the same position as you, would think differently. As for last night, you have an alibi—you are not the murderer. You are not conflicted. Therefore, no, I will not take you off the case. Just keep your pants on and put off any romantic involvement with this woman until after the case is solved.’ The superintendent stood up and walked over to the window. ‘And thank God it isn’t a conflict of interest and I don’t have to replace you, because we are drastically understaffed at the moment. Another major crime case this week, and it might be the straw that breaks the camel’s back. I may even have to recall some officers from leave, and you know how I hate doing that.’


  Bill took a deep breath and turned to face Gary. He was looking tired. ‘I’d offer you a tea or coffee, but God knows where Anita has got to.’


  ‘That’s okay, Superintendent. I’ve got to get going. If I’m to stay on this case, I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me.’


  ‘Then you better get onto it, son,’ said Bill affectionately, returning to his desk.


  It was a busy week for Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie. He followed a number of leads. Detective Kym Lee drove to Carrickalinga to check out Jonathan Riddle’s beach shack for any recent signs of Leong but found nothing. Detective White led the investigation into Leong Chew’s financial records and found that Leong was in a great deal of financial trouble and was illegally trading while insolvent.


  Leong’s restaurant, Chewie’s, had remained closed since his death, and it was now unlikely to reopen.


  The Farmers’ Market


  Rebecca
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  Rebecca awoke on Sunday morning still exhausted from the events of the past forty-eight hours. The rest of Friday and Saturday had been a whirlwind of meeting deadlines and dealing with the ethical and legal minefield of being part of the story. Plus there were the competing demands of everyone at the Advertiser who wanted a piece of the action. Ever since the paper had restructured to emphasise its online and mobile offerings, there had been some confusion over who wanted what and when. Rebecca was being hounded by the mobile editor, the multimedia producer, the executive producer, the online producer, the picture editor—as well as her day-to-day boss, the deputy editor, Reg Cooper. Even the editor, Terry White, was leaning on her, demanding she write a first-person account of being part of a murder investigation. However there was one person who didn’t want anything from her. The police reporter, Dave Mendelson, was jealously ignoring her and dealing with his own ‘reliable’ contacts.


  There was a reasonable degree of freedom as to what Rebecca could write for a feature article and what the Advertiser was able to publish, given no one had been charged as yet. Of course, Inspector Gary Jarvie counselled that nothing be published on any platform, as publishing any details of the case could hamper police investigations and potentially prejudice a future trial. Rebecca and the ’Tiser lawyers, of course, knew that Gary and the police could do nothing without a suppression order. The ’Tiser lawyers advised the police were unlikely to get one when the police weren’t even close to charging anyone. Even so, Rebecca was conscious of trying to do the right thing and balancing the public’s right to know and the police’s need not to be hampered in trying to catch and convict the killer.


  She pored over every word she wrote, as did the lawyers. But in the end, she was pleased at the picture she painted of the dinner and of the gruesome discovery of Leong Chew’s head on a platter. The ’Tiser artist had even painted a Renaissance-like still life of a pewter platter, upon which was a likeness of Leong’s head, surrounded by roasted vegetables and a crystal decanter of wine spilling blood onto the folds of a stark-white tablecloth. The painting was framed by holly.


  Rebecca knew the painting would be even more controversial than her feature piece, which it served to illustrate—and she was right. The ’Tiser was flooded with complaints about the graphic painting on its Facebook page, Twitter account, e-mail inbox, and letters to the editor. Terry was ecstatic.


  It was now Sunday, traditionally Rebecca’s day off, and on a normal week, she would have had Saturday off as well. The Taste supplement was always bedded down by five o’clock Friday for publication the following Wednesday—they always worked a few days ahead for proofing. Rebecca normally had the weekend free to go to lunches and dinners and maybe even brunches. But this wasn’t a normal week.


  Rebecca rose to open the pale-green curtains to her courtyard and popped back into bed, pulling her warm feather quilt up under her chin. She lay, slightly propped up on her pillows, looking out at the courtyard. The sky was a cloudy grey. The wind was moving the clouds across the sky quickly. It had rained overnight, and the limestone paving was still wet. Rebecca noticed the moss growing on the edges of the pavers but knew that once the warmer spring weather hit, the moss would recede and by the baking summer be gone completely, dormant until autumn, when it would begin its slow creep back. The wisteria vine lay in bare, twisted plaits over the cream-painted pergola, while her navel-orange tree was laden with ripe fruit. The neighbouring eureka lemon had a few dozen waxy yellow globes.


  Rebecca couldn’t think of a better way to spend a late-winter afternoon than to light the living room fire and ensconce herself for a couple of hours in the kitchen making marmalade out of her very own oranges and lemons. She made a date with herself for that afternoon to do just that. After the marmalade session, she could imagine herself taking the latest and unfortunately the last P.D. James novel she had just downloaded and curling up in front of the fire with a full-bodied red wine.


  But first she had promised her friend Penny Tavanagh that she would meet her at the farmers’ market at Wayville at ten o’clock for breakfast and a potter. The farmers’ market was probably the only thing that would tempt her out of her warm bed that morning.


  Rebecca lingered a little in the hot shower, enjoying the heat on her back. She blow-dried her golden hair and then rugged up in a bone-coloured pair of moleskin pants, chocolate-coloured elasticised ankle boots, blue-checked shirt, and dark-blue woollen jumper, which had matching blue patches on its elbows and shoulders. On her way out and anticipating rain, Rebecca grabbed her yellow poncho off one of the coat hooks behind the front door in the hallway. She also picked up her large woven shopping bag.


  Rebecca unchained her bike from the window grill on the front porch, placed her bag and poncho into the basket behind her seat, and rode off. The bike was cream with a tan seat and handlebar grips. Because she shopped frequently and only bought small amounts at a time, she tended to take her bike on her shopping trips to the central market, her local IGA, or the farmers’ market. If she felt like walking and had the time, she would take her shopping trolley. Rebecca rarely used her car.


  Today it was the bike, as the Wayville farmers’ market was about a ten-minute ride across the south park lands. She would ride through the Walyu Yarta park lands bordering South Terrace and Greenhill Roads. The bike and walking path cut diagonally across the park and was lined by towering gum trees.


  As Rebecca crossed the park lands she thought of how lucky she was to live in the city and how fortunate Adelaide was to have the park lands as a green buffer zone rather than endless concrete and congested roads. When she pulled up at the Wayville showgrounds’ Leader Street entrance she locked her bike to a fence and made her way to the breakfast van. Penny was sitting at one of the adjacent wooden tables. Rebecca greeted her and said, ‘You stay here and mind the table you have so cleverly nabbed, and I’ll order breakfast. What do you want?’


  ‘I’ll have the big breakfast, but make my eggs poached,’ said Penny.


  Rebecca liked the sound of bacon, eggs, and tomato on ciabatta and decided to order the same, along with two coffees. Once she had ordered and was given a table number, she returned to Penny’s table.


  Rebecca could see the concern in Penny’s eyes. ‘Are you okay, Bec? You’ve had one hell of a week, from what I’ve been reading. Very scary.’


  ‘Yeah, I’m fine. And thanks for your texts. Sorry I haven’t been able to talk to you until now. I’ve been swamped with work. Today is the first day since it happened that I have a bit of space to think about it from my point of view—on a personal level.’


  ‘Have you spoken to anyone? A counsellor? You’ve been through some pretty heavy stuff.’


  ‘Oh, for Pete’s sake, Penny, you know I don’t believe in that crap. Psychologists are loopier than their patients. No thanks!’


  ‘Okay, okay. I knew you would say that. But it would have been a shock, and you are wrapped up in it all. I’d be very anxious by now if it was me.’


  ‘Well, no offence, Pen, but you’re not me. I’m a tough old horse. No need to worry about me.’


  Rebecca felt the need to change the subject from her mental state and knew Penny would be interested in her amorous interests. ‘You know one interesting thing to come out of the last few days? I’ve met up with an old friend of Rodney’s, and he is a bit of all right.’


  Penny visibly lifted in her seat. ‘Tell me more. Who is he? Tell me everything!’


  ‘Okay—okay. His name is Gary Jarvie, and he’s a copper. Actually, he’s a detective chief inspector, and he’s in charge of this case.’


  ‘So you met him at the scene of the crime?’


  ‘Well no, the night before actually. I was at a special dinner at Wattle House for a few people involved in the food festival, when Gary came knocking at the door. He has a cottage up the road. The storm had blown a branch down onto his roof, and he was looking for shelter until the SES guys arrived.’


  ‘Well, tell me, what does he look like? Is he yummy?’


  Rebecca couldn’t hold back her excitement. ‘Oh, God, he is just gorgeous! I can’t stop thinking about him. What am I going to do?’


  At that moment, Rebecca saw Penny was distracted and looking at something over Rebecca’s shoulder. She couldn’t believe she had lost Penny’s attention.


  ‘Well, if you are not interested in my love life, I won’t tell you anymore,’ Rebecca said, sounding hurt.


  ‘Shut up, Rebecca, and have a look at the eye candy over there. The guy carrying the crate of apples. If this Gary guy is anything like the apple guy over there, I can understand why you’ve gone troppo over him.’


  Rebecca glanced over to where Penny was looking and almost spat out her coffee. ‘That’s him! That’s Gary. Oh my God, what is he doing here? And why is he carrying a crate of apples?’


  ‘Perhaps he’s got a twin?’ replied Penny. ‘Failing that, I guess he has a right to shop like the rest of us, and I guess he likes his apples—he’s buying a whole crate.’


  Gary disappeared into the hall, and both Rebecca and Penny wolfed down their breakfasts, keen to follow.


  They hit the food hall moments later. It was packed. They had to muscle their way through the throng of shoppers, many lingering to taste free samples from stallholders, and pushed through the crowds for about ten minutes before they saw him. He was standing behind the Lenswood Apple stall. There was a large handwritten sign dangling above his head: LAST OF THE SEASON’S EVE APPLES—ONLY $5.99 A KILO.


  ‘What’s he doing selling apples?’ Penny asked. ‘I thought you said he was a detective.’ Rebecca placed a restraining hand on Penny’s arm, and the two kept an eye on Gary’s booth through the crowd.


  ‘I don’t know,’ Rebecca said. ‘I didn’t know he grew apples. I didn’t see any apple trees when I dropped in at his place on Friday morning.’ Rebecca frowned and yanked at the shoulder strap of her bag.


  ‘Hang on—you didn’t tell me about going to his cottage. Did you stay overnight? Don’t tell me you’ve already done the rompy pompy with him?’


  ‘Oh, do shut up, Penny. No, I haven’t done the rompy bloody pompy. And what a ridiculous term. I wish you would stop using it. I didn’t get a chance to tell you the rest of the story about the dinner and the next morning. I’ll tell you later.’ Rebecca looked flushed.


  Just then Gary looked up and saw Rebecca. She gave an awkward smile, and Gary looked a little uncomfortable. Rebecca and Penny made their way closer to the stall. Rebecca said, ‘Good morning, Gary.’ She grabbed Penny’s arm forcefully. ‘This is my friend Penny.’


  ‘Pleased to meet you, Penny,’ said Gary, offering his large hand to Penny, who clasped it and held on to it for longer than was polite.


  ‘Likewise,’ said Penny.


  ‘So,’ said Rebecca. ‘Doing some undercover work?’


  ‘No, not at all,’ replied Gary, lowering his voice. ‘My mate has an apple orchard. His latest-picked Eve apples are almost out of season, and he needed help shifting them at the market today. I offered to help. He’s helping me fix my roof this afternoon. That’s the way we do things in the hills.’


  ‘Right,’ said Rebecca, thinking he sounded defensive. ‘Selling many?’


  ‘Oh, yes, we’ve sold about thirty crates so far—not bad for a few hours’ work.’


  At that moment an elderly woman sidled up to the counter, looking like she wanted to buy.


  ‘If you can excuse me, I better press on with serving. I’ll see you later.’


  Rebecca and Penny said their goodbyes over the back of the old lady’s head and let the throng of people move them along the aisle past the cheese stall and the grass-fed-meat stall before they could make their escape into the open air.


  ‘Well, he was nervous,’ Penny said.


  ‘Come on. Let’s shop,’ Rebecca said.


  d’Arry’s Verandah
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  Rebecca thought it was very fortuitous that Francois Bacone was doing so well and looking to take on new staff. Within the week, Francois had picked up most of Chewie’s staff, with the exception of a few who had had enough of the restaurant trade and its ridiculous hours and were looking for other lines of work.


  Jonathan was taking Leong’s death hard and that he hadn’t left his house for a few days. Rebecca had heard from a mutual friend that he was finding it difficult to sleep and was playing mournful music on his organ through to the early hours. The neighbours weren’t happy but had, to date, managed to restrain themselves from complaining, clearly knowing Jonathan was going through a bad patch. Thankfully the people of Adelaide were tolerant.


  Rebecca understood Jonathan and indeed knew him a lot better than most. She had first met him about ten years ago when he was working at Chianti in Hutt Street, one of her favourite restaurants. They had hit it off from the start. It had been Jonathan who’d first told her about the olive harvest ritual that occurred each year in the park lands. She had begged him to allow her to come along, and they had been close ever since. In recent years, Rebecca had decided her organisation skills were superior to Jonathan’s and had taken over most of the organising of the olive harvest and picnic.


  It was Tuesday morning, and Rebecca needed to drive to d’Arenberg winery in McLaren Vale to speak to the chef about his upcoming spring menu. She also wanted to taste wine that she planned to feature in an upcoming edition of Taste. Rebecca wondered if Jonathan might like to join her and have lunch at the highly acclaimed d’Arry’s Verandah Restaurant. It would be an opportunity to get him out of the house, and they could also go over the arrangements for that Saturday’s olive harvest and picnic. She knew that Jonathan wouldn’t have brought the olive gear out of his shed, not in his condition. She would have to sort it.


  Instead of ringing—it would have been too easy for him to say no—she decided to surprise him with a personal visit.


  Rebecca pulled into Jonathan’s gravel driveway in her aging BMW 3 Series. The driveway of the North Adelaide villa was in the shape of a horseshoe, edged by a sweeping lawn. It was bound on one side by blue-and-white hydrangeas and on the other by century-old date palms. As the front of the villa faced south and was in shade for most of the year, it had no verandah. Rebecca leapt up the three steps to the portico, the floor of which was covered in tessellated brown-and-cream tiles. The front double doors were painted a glossy green. Rebecca rang the doorbell three times before she heard the door unlocking and saw Jonathan’s face peer from around one of the doors. His eyes were red. He didn’t say anything to Rebecca; he just looked at her forlornly.


  ‘Can I come in, Jonathan?’ Rebecca asked gently.


  Jonathan slowly pulled back the door, allowing just enough room for Rebecca to slide through. Rebecca had been in Jonathan’s house many times before, but the hallway always struck her as beautiful. It was at least four metres wide and ran for about seven meters before being bisected by a pair of glass-etched doors featuring the same pattern as that surrounding the front door. The floor had been laid with large black-and-white marble tiles, and large kentia palms in round copper pots sat either side of the glass doors. There was a deep-set cedar hallway table, and a round mirror hung above it. The door off the right side of the hallway was open and led to Jonathan’s sitting and organ room.


  Rebecca followed Jonathan, who bypassed this room and instead led her down the second part of the hallway, through an arched doorway, and on to a modern extension that contained the family room, breakfast-dining area, and kitchen. The entire rear wall of this room was lined with floor-to-ceiling concertina glass doors that at any other time of the year would have been open, allowing a seamless transition from inside to outside. On this cold winter’s morning, the doors were closed. Normally a fire would be ablaze in the enormous stone fireplace that dominated the family end of the room, but Jonathan obviously hadn’t been up to lighting and tending to fires. Rebecca felt the warmth from the reverse-cycle heating.


  Up until this point, Jonathan had not said a word, but he now managed to say in a rather pathetic tone, ‘Do you want coffee?’


  ‘Actually, could I have tea, please.’


  Jonathan slowly shuffled over to the far side of the kitchen, picked up a retro green-and-tan kettle, and began his tea-making preparations. He set out two cherry-patterned cups and saucers and put three heaped teaspoons of loose-leaf tea into a matching china teapot he had preheated.


  Rebecca watched his ritual, feeling like she couldn’t interrupt his Zen movements. He stared at the electric kettle and waited for it to boil.


  Finally, Rebecca said, ‘How are you coping, Jonathan?’


  He didn’t lift his head from a hangdog position. ‘Terrible. I can’t stop thinking of seeing Leong in that awful way. I can’t sleep properly. I can’t concentrate on anything. Even making this tea is an effort for me. I feel like my heart is breaking.’


  Rebecca rose from the stool, walked up to Jonathan and hugged him. At her touch, he broke down and started to sob so violently that his shoulders bobbed up and down, and Rebecca found herself getting a little queasy. She’d been through a couple of heartbreaks herself and knew that the purging effect of crying always helped to relieve the tension.


  After a couple of minutes, the kettle reached its crescendo and clicked off. In sync with the kettle, Jonathan stopped crying and released himself from Rebecca’s embrace.


  ‘I must get the water in the teapot while it is still boiling hot.’


  Rebecca smiled to herself, seeing that Jonathan’s instinct to make a good cup of tea overrode his grief.


  He manoeuvred a green woollen tea cosy onto the teapot. He had made the tea cosy himself and indeed had made several for friends. He’d made Rebecca one with red poppies. As Jonathan turned the teapot, allowing the tea leaves to brew evenly, Rebecca said, ‘I’ve come to take you out to lunch.’


  ‘Oh, I couldn’t possibly go out to lunch. I’m in no state for lunching, Rebecca.’


  ‘Look,’ said Rebecca. ‘I have to go to d’Arenberg winery for work and thought it would be a good idea to stay for a bite to eat. It would do you good to get out of the house. You’ve been holed up here for four days. You need to divert yourself. I know it’s hard, but you have to force yourself. It will get better but not without you doing something to move on with your life.’


  ‘We can’t even bury him, Rebecca. How can I move on with my life when we can’t even have a funeral and bury Leong and say our proper goodbyes?’


  Rebecca understood. ‘I know it’s difficult. This is far worse than just losing Leong to an illness, as hard as that would have been. And the fact that we are both suspects complicates it further.’


  ‘Oh, God, Rebecca, how can you say either of us could be considered a suspect? Could you even begin to imagine that I would kill the love of my life? And you are the last person on earth I would suspect of being Leong’s killer.’


  ‘No,’ said Rebecca gently. ‘I know you didn’t kill Leong. Do you think I would be here asking you out to lunch if I thought there was even the slightest possibility of you being the killer? But the fact is, officially, we are suspects.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Jonathan. ‘At least knowing that’s something. Knowing you understand that my love for Leong could never lead to me ...’ At this, Jonathan broke down again into sobs.


  Rebecca gently led him over to a chair at the breakfast table, sat him down, and poured him a cup of tea. She knew that even though Leong and Jonathan had sometimes fought like cat and dog, they had loved each other deeply.


  They sat quietly sipping their tea, Rebecca making a conscious decision to just let things be and allow him time to gather himself.


  Taking his last sip, Jonathan placed his cup in the saucer and declared, ‘Okay, I will go with you—but only on two conditions. I drive, and we go in my car.’


  Rebecca moaned inwardly. Jonathan loved driving but was a terrible driver. When he was behind the wheel, Rebecca couldn’t help but compare Jonathan with Toad from Wind in the Willows. She half expected him to shout ‘Toot toot!’ as he sped along. The business that Jonathan brought to his local crash repairers was legendary. He was on a first-name basis with all of the workers. They drove him home and personally delivered his car after every bingle. Jonathan loved his car and despite all his crashes, with the help of the crash repairers, kept it in mint condition. It was a classic 1972 Mercedes-Benz 280D, finished with an elegant interior including a walnut dashboard and tan leather upholstery.


  ‘All right. You can drive, but you are not allowed to speed!’


  ‘It’s just what I need,’ said Jonathan. ‘I love taking Ralph out on country roads.’ He hopped up from his chair.


  Rebecca smiled to herself at his inclination to name his cars. While she had never met Ralph’s namesake, Jonathan’s late father, she knew that he too was a lover of vintage cars.


  ‘You need to have a shower and get dressed,’ declared Rebecca. ‘But before you do, have you got all the olive-picking gear ready for Saturday?’


  ‘Oh, I’m not up to doing that this weekend. I thought we would cancel it this year, given the circumstances.’


  ‘No, I think you’re wrong. This is just what we need. You need to keep yourself busy. You need diversions, and this one will be perfect. You know how much fun we have. We need to celebrate life. We have to do this.’


  Jonathan paused but finally blurted out, ‘You’re right. It will get our minds off this dreadful murder. I’ll have to get the nets and other gear down from the attic in the shed.’


  ‘Don’t worry about that. You go and have your shower, and I’ll go get the gear down and have it all ready to load into your truck come Saturday morning.’


  Already looking like a load had been lifted from him, Jonathan agreed and took himself off to the bathroom to shower.


  Rebecca went outside through the kitchen’s side door. The gravel extended off the horseshoe driveway and made another path down the side of the house and finished at the wooden doors of an old stable that now housed cars, with its upper floor used for storage. The stable was made from rubble and various types of stone, bound together with limestone mortar. The roof was covered in chipped slate, and two dormer windows peeked out of each side.


  Rebecca pulled on one of the old wooden garage doors. It stuck on the gravel, and she had to lift the heavy door up before she could free it. She did the same to the other side. It would have been easier to enter through the door down the side of the shed, but she knew Jonathan had to reverse Ralph out, and the larger doors would have to be opened anyway.


  Rebecca walked past Ralph, stopping momentarily to look at the car. It was a beautiful old car. Its hubs matched its cream paint job, and she had always thought that its front resembled a Rolls-Royce, albeit much more modest.


  Rebecca took the rough staircase up to the attic. It was stuffed full with furniture, tea chests filled with old clothes, and boxes of books. Rebecca nearly tripped over a chrome ashtray stand. The dust on the stand had pitted the chrome work, and there were patches of rust where the chrome had been chipped.


  Rebecca looked around, trying to locate the olive gear. There was a wonky pathway down the middle. She wound her way along the path, scanning the piles until she came to the back wall of the stables. She was about to turn back when she saw a large chest that looked like the type her father had used to store cricket gear when he was the captain of his work’s team. The chest had a rope handle on each end and a latch that could be locked with a padlock if needed. Rebecca opened the lid and found most of the olive-picking gear—nets for laying on the ground, poles for hitting the tree branches, and an assortment of gloves. About ten black plastic tubs stacked into each other, for holding the olives, sat next to the chest.


  The box was large but not heavy, and Rebecca thought she could bump it down the stairs. The rustic stairs weren’t going to mind a bit of knocking about, nor would the old chest. She grabbed the rope at one end and easily slid it along the floor.


  She stopped at the top of the stairs, having one last look around before she began the descent. As she scanned the attic she looked up and noticed some dried herbs and plants hanging from the rafters of the stables. There were a few strands of plaited garlic, a branch of bay leafs, some strands of chilies, onions, rosemary and thyme, and a bunch of dried holly. The dried herbs and plants in the rural setting of the stable rafters looked rather beautiful. But the holly was unusual. Rebecca hadn’t seen holly in a dried herb mixture before. She had once been told by a naturopath friend that holly berries were poisonous, but the leaves could be used in a tea to treat anything from blood pressure to joint fever to heart disease. She also noted the unusual variegation of the holly leaves.


  Then she stopped. She remembered where she had seen the red-veined holly before. It looked exactly like the holly that had been over Leong’s ears. What did this mean? Her mind raced. Was the dried holly in Jonathan’s shed an exact match for the holly on Leong’s ears? If it was a match, did it mean that somehow Jonathan was involved in the murder? Was he the murderer? Had she been wrong about Jonathan?


  No! Despite what this looked like, Rebecca couldn’t shake her belief that Jonathan was not capable of murder, especially not of murdering Leong. There must be some other explanation. What should she do? Don’t panic, was the first thought that came into her head. She decided to take a piece of the holly and, at the first available opportunity, see Detective Inspector Gary Jarvie and give it to him. Gary would be able to get tests done to see if the hollies were an exact match, and then he could take his inquiries from there. Rebecca knew Jonathan couldn’t be involved, and decided not to tell him. Not yet anyway. She needed to cheer Jonathan up, and telling him about the holly would only upset him more.


  She continued to drag the chest along the floor and began the slow bump down the stairs. By the time she had the chest beside Ralph, Jonathan had appeared at the shed doors. He was clean-shaven and wore a pair of jeans with a black T-shirt showing through the V-neck of a blue cashmere jumper. Over the jumper he sported an old-fashioned brown corduroy car coat. Jonathan also wore driving gloves that combined tan leather with cream crochet work. Rebecca wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d pulled out goggles, too.


  ‘Okay, I’m ready to roll,’ said Jonathan, already sounding brighter. He handed Rebecca her handbag, which he had taken the liberty of bringing with him from the house. Rebecca hopped into the front passenger seat. She sank into the wide seat and looked admiringly at the walnut dashboard, with its sparse array of round instruments. She looked across at Jonathan gripping the thin, large, and unadorned steering wheel, then her head was thrown forward as Jonathan reversed at breakneck speed, parting the gravel like Moses parting the Red Sea.


  ‘Jesus, Jonathan!’ Rebecca screamed as she reached up and grabbed hold of what had become known to all of Jonathan’s friends as ‘the Jesus bar.’ Rebecca was already terrified, and they weren’t even on the road.


  Jonathan drove like a madman, skirting the city and weaving in and out of traffic along South Road. Rebecca moaned as he took a turnoff, knowing they were now in for a hair-raising ride along narrow and winding roads through bush and vines. She tried shutting her eyes but felt motion sickness. The only thing for it was to keep holding on to the Jesus bar and look straight ahead.


  ‘For God sake, slow down,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘But I am. I’m not going over the speed limit.’


  Rebecca pointed to a sign. ‘What about that bloody sign? It says forty kilometres.’


  ‘Oh, that. That is for the bend and is purely optional. Silly girl.’


  Rebecca rolled her eyes.


  McLaren Vale had featured in the Taste supplement on many occasions, and Rebecca was familiar with its charms. Apart from some wineries in the Adelaide Hills, at thirty-five kilometres from the city, McLaren Vale was the closest wine district to Adelaide with eighty-eight cellar doors and wineries. The whole McLaren Vale area was nestled between the rolling Adelaide Hills and the sea of Gulf St Vincent, with a modest population of around two thousand people.


  In what seemed like hours to Rebecca but was in fact only about forty minutes, Jonathan pulled into d’Arenberg winery’s car park. Rebecca stumbled out of the car. She felt sick. Jonathan bounced out of the car looking sprightly.


  Sitting down on a nearby bench, Rebecca retrieved some of her composure and said, ‘Why don’t you have a bit of a wander, Jonathan? I have to catch up with the chef and discuss his spring menu, and then I have a wine tasting booked for twelve thirty.’ Looking at her watch, she continued, ‘It’s half past eleven now. Let’s meet in the tasting room at twelve thirty.’


  Rebecca knew that Jonathan loved walking, especially in the bush. Like Rebecca herself, he was a great fan of long, muddy walks. A walk would be therapeutic. Jonathan readily agreed and took off along a path next to the driveway they had just come up.


  Good, thought Rebecca, this will give me enough time to talk to the chef and get some ideas for the supplement. Rebecca took off in the direction of the restaurant kitchen and ensconced herself there, talking food for the next hour.


  By twelve thirty, Rebecca had not only built up an appetite but a thirst. She made her way to the wine-tasting room, which, like the restaurant, had a beautiful view across vineyards and over the valley dotted with gum trees. On a really clear day, she could make out the waters of Gulf St Vincent, but it wasn’t clear today. The vines were bare at this time of year, but the view was still magnificent.


  As Jonathan hadn’t come back from his walk, she decided to look at some of the wine trophies, memorabilia, and historical records that were scattered around the room, either framed or on tables. Rebecca was pretty familiar with the story of d’Arenberg, but she didn’t mind reading about it again. She particularly liked the fact that the founder of d’Arenberg, Joseph Rowe Osborn, had started buying land in the current McLaren Vale area in the 1880s from the winnings of one of his horses, Footbolt. In a nod to history, the winery makes a successful Shiraz called Footbolt.


  After Rebecca finished reading one of the articles on the winery’s successes, including its Jimmy Watson trophy wins, she started to wonder where Jonathan was. It was now a quarter to one. Jonathan was not usually late. She tried not to catastrophise, but with the events of the past week, it was hard not to jump to worst-case scenarios. Had something sinister happened? Did he know something about the murder that made him a target? She felt a panic rise within her but repressed it. What should she do? Should she take the car and try to look for him? But she didn’t have the car keys—Jonathan did. Should she call Gary? She had Gary’s mobile. But what would she say? It wouldn’t sound rational to say Jonathan was fifteen minutes late from a walk; it was hardly a trigger for Missing Persons to put out a bulletin.


  Rebecca pulled out her phone. She had already entered Gary’s number into her contacts from the business card he’d given her. She was contemplating pressing the Call button when Jonathan stumbled into the room, wet and muddy.


  ‘What the hell happened to you?’ exclaimed Rebecca.


  ‘I fell into the bloody creek!’ said Jonathan. ‘I was crossing a shallow ford when I slipped and fell. I had to drag myself up the muddy embankment. I stink.’


  ‘Yes, I’ve noticed,’ replied Rebecca. ‘So you did this yourself? No one pushed you?’


  ‘Of course no one pushed me. Why would anyone push me into the creek?’


  Rebecca quickly moved on. ‘Well, we can’t go to lunch with you looking and smelling like you do. I guess we will just have to go home,’ she said with exaggerated frustration, throwing her arms into the air.


  ‘No, not at all,’ said Jonathan. ‘I always keep spare golf clothes in the boot of my car, plus various other bits and pieces like jumpers and hats. I’ll grab something suitable, wash up, and change in the men’s loo.’


  Deciding to do the wine tasting alone while Jonathan changed, Rebecca sidled up to the counter. She listened with interest to the detail the sommelier imparted about each wine she sampled. Smelling the wine, swirling it in her mouth, and then spitting each mouthful into a spittoon, Rebecca actually felt like she knew what she was doing. She wrote copious notes and took a few snaps of the wines she was sampling with her iPad camera, paying attention to take close-up shots of the labels and the descriptions on the back. All this detail would help her when she wrote her impressions of the wines. She would get Jo Sharpiro, her photographer, to take the proper photos once she decided what she would feature.


  When Rebecca finished the tasting, she waited for Jonathan in the restaurant. A special table at the front of the enclosed verandah was reserved for them. Rebecca was always grateful that one of the perks of the job was great seating in restaurants. She was one of the few ’Tiser journalists to have a company credit card, for use when reviewing meals. But as today wasn’t strictly reviewing the current menu, and because Jonathan was her guest, Rebecca had already decided to pay using her private card. She felt virtuous. Besides which, she knew Reg would never approve the bill.


  The table was simply set with white linen napkins, plain water glasses, wine glasses, white side plates, and quality cutlery. Rebecca ordered a large bottle of sparking mineral water and started to peruse the food menu, but a shadow caught her eye. She looked up to see Jonathan walking toward her in one of the more bizarre outfits she had seen him wear. And that was saying something.


  He wore grey woollen diamond-patterned plus fours that Rebecca was certain had come from his deceased father’s closet—or perhaps it was his grandfather’s closet. On his feet, Jonathan wore orange plastic Crocs with short black socks. On top, he wore a whitish shirt that looked like it had been washed with the darks. Over the shirt, he wore his old and out-of-shape school cricket jumper, darned in a couple of places with wool that didn’t strictly match. He had been wearing the same jumper last Friday under his blazer, the day of Leong’s death.


  Rebecca slowly shook her head. ‘What do you look like?’ she said as he seated himself opposite her.


  ‘What? What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?’ he said with feigned indignation. ‘It’s better than sitting here wet, muddy, and stinky.’


  ‘Marginally,’ said Rebecca. ‘You’re lucky that d’Arry’s Verandah is too sophisticated to go in for silly rules such as a dress code.’ Secretly though, Rebecca quite enjoyed Jonathan’s eccentricities. Chiding Jonathan was one of the ways she communicated with him, and he loved it. It was a game to them both.


  Rebecca and Jonathan sat in silence for a few minutes while they made their food decisions. Rebecca always held off ordering the wine until the food was decided—not that she always stuck with the rule of whites with white meat or seafood and reds with red meat. It was more complicated than that.


  ‘So, what do you fancy?’


  ‘Well, I haven’t eaten a lot in the last few days, and it all sounds wonderful. Are you going to have an entrée and a main?’ He spoke hesitantly, and Rebecca suspected he felt guilty that he was beginning to enjoy himself.


  ‘Why not?’ said Rebecca. ‘And if there is room, I might even try a dessert.’


  ‘Great,’ said Jonathan. ‘In that case, for entrée, I’ll have’—he read from the menu—’the lobster medallion and the ravioli stuffed with blue-swimmer crab and prawn. For main course, I’ll go for the slow-roast pork belly with green beans, water chestnuts, and Asian olive paste. What about you?’


  ‘Well, for entrée, I think I will have the smoked trout with kipfler potato salsa, enoki mushrooms, silken tofu, and ginger. For the main, I’ll have the crispy-skin chicken.’ She added, ‘Why don’t we also get a salad? How about baby spinach with crushed green olive, white anchovy salad with lemon dressing?’


  ‘Sounds great,’ said Jonathan.


  Rebecca then opened up the wine list. The only Australian wine on the menu was, understandably, from d’Arenberg’s own winery. They offered two sparkling wines, seven whites, eighteen reds, and six fortified and sticky wines. The restaurant also had a reasonable selection of imported French champagnes and offered wines from France, Italy, Germany, and Spain.


  ‘Given you have to drive and I have to work this afternoon, are you okay to drink by the glass today?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Sure, you choose.’


  ‘In that case, why don’t we start off with some bubbles as a celebration of life?’


  ‘Sure,’ replied Jonathan, not in an enthusiastic way.


  The waiter came up and took their food order, and Rebecca ordered two glasses of Dadd NV sparkling, with its blend of chardonnay, pinot noir and pinot meunier grapes. She would have preferred the straw taste of real champagne, but given that she was footing the bill, she thought better of it. The Dadd, as opposed to the Mumm, should last them until their main course, when they would each have a glass of 2009 The Coppermine Road cabernet sauvignon to go with their hearty main courses. Rebecca loved a rich berry-flavoured cabernet sauvignon. She had just tasted the Coppermine in the tasting room, and it had been velvety.


  Over a superb lunch, Rebecca and Jonathan shared a conversation about food and the upcoming olive harvest—and for a brief moment, they forgot about death.


  When it came to desserts, they both plumbed for the honey-and-orange-blossom miroir with cinnamon tuile and salty-toffee popcorn, and two glasses of 2011 The Noble Botryotinia Fuckeliana sauvignon blanc.


  After polishing off dessert, they slumped back into their chairs, and Rebecca thought that if she wasn’t so terrified of Jonathan’s driving, she would be looking forward to a nap on the way back to town. Fat chance.


  In an effort to jolt themselves awake before heading back, they both ordered espressos.


  Rebecca walked behind Jonathan on the way to the car and noticed some blotches on the sleeve of his jumper. She looked closer. The blotches were red. Could they be blood? Her mind began to race again, just like it did when she found the holly in Jonathan’s garage, before, that is, she gave herself a good talking to and told herself to stop jumping to wild conclusions. But now she had seen what could be bloodstains. She knew she needed to see Gary sooner rather than later. This wasn’t looking good for Jonathan.


  The Holly


  [image: image]


  The drive back to town was just as crazy as the drive there, except this time Rebecca had a full stomach. She didn’t feel at all well. The fact that, despite her best efforts, she was now beginning to doubt Jonathan, didn’t make her feel any better. By the time Jonathan pulled into his North Adelaide driveway, Rebecca had turned green. She leapt out of the car, crunched over the gravel driveway to the hydrangea bed bordering the house, and vomited violently.


  ‘Oh dear,’ said Jonathan with a worried look on his face. ‘It must have been something you ate. I hope it wasn’t the dessert. Dessert was the only course we had that was the same.’


  Rebecca rolled her bloodshot eyes and grabbed a tissue in her pocket to wipe the edges of her mouth.


  ‘I need a glass of water,’ she growled.


  ‘Sure, come inside,’ said Jonathan.


  Rebecca drank her water and tidied herself up. She said her goodbyes and drove her car into the city and into a car park around the corner from the police headquarters in Angas Street.


  She went up to the heavily fortified counter and crouched down to yell through the small holes in the bullet-proof glass between herself and the policewoman sitting behind the counter. ‘I’m here to see Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie.’


  ‘Do you have an appointment?’ muffled the policewoman.


  ‘No,’ Rebecca yelled back. ‘It’s about a murder case.’


  The policewoman looked up from her papers and for the first time looked Rebecca in the eye. ‘Name?’


  Rebecca momentarily thought the policewoman might be asking for the name of the murder victim but decided to go with her own. ‘Rebecca Keith!’


  ‘Take a seat.’


  Rebecca looked around. There weren’t too many seats free. There was an assortment of types in the waiting room: men in business suits, presumably on business, and a couple of women with young children. Rebecca wondered if the women were wives of policemen, visiting their husbands, or if they were suspects in some crime. There were a few men with tattoos, looking unkempt and threatening, at least through Rebecca’s prism. She decided to take a seat by the businessmen, pondering if her stereotyping had gotten it all wrong and the businessmen were the more dangerous villains out of the lot of them.


  She hardly had a chance to cross her legs when the police­woman bellowed on the public-address system, ‘Ms Keith, please proceed to the counter.’


  Rebecca was startled into jumping up from her seat and ungainly leaping across to the counter. The policewoman slid a visitor name badge and a visitors’ book under the glass partition. ‘Put your details here, sign there, and wear this. Take the lift to the tenth floor. Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie will meet you at the reception area there.’


  ‘Right,’ said Rebecca, finding it difficult to write on the book perched halfway on and halfway off the narrow counter on her side of the glass. Rebecca pinned her visitor’s pass to her top and took the lift to the tenth floor as instructed.


  Travelling up in the lift, Rebecca once again began to get nervous at the thought of seeing Gary. This guy was really getting to her.


  The doors opened, and there he stood. He was wearing a black suit that complemented his dark-brown hair.


  ‘Good afternoon, Ms Keith. To what do I owe this pleasure?’


  ‘I think I have a couple of leads for you,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Follow me,’ said Gary, and he led her to an interview room, picking up Detective Alice White along the way.


  ‘Please be seated,’ said Gary, politely pulling out a chair for her. He and Detective White sat opposite. Detective White opened her notebook.


  ‘What is it, Ms Keith?’


  ‘Well, I was at Jonathan Riddle’s house today.’


  Gary raised his eyebrows. ‘One murder suspect visiting another?’


  ‘Jonathan hadn’t been out of his house since last Friday, and I thought he needed jollying up. I decided to visit him and then take him out to lunch with me. I had to go to McLaren Vale on work, so I thought I could also fit in lunch with Jonathan.’


  Rebecca noticed Gary’s beautiful brown eyes and long eyelashes.


  ‘And?’ prompted Gary after a long pause.


  ‘Oh, yes. Well, he needed to have a shower, so I decided to go out to his old stables, which is now a garage with a storage attic upstairs. I needed to find all the olive gear and bring it down ready for Saturday’s annual harvest.’


  Gary looked curious, but he didn’t ask about the harvest, so Rebecca moved on.


  ‘I was rummaging around and found the olive gear in an old chest, but I also found a range of dried herbs hanging on the rafters. One bunch of drying leaves was holly. Some people use holly for medicinal purposes. Anyway, the holly had a variegated red edge to the leaves, just like the ones around Leong Chew’s ears.’


  Rebecca pulled out the sample she had in her pocket.


  ‘Bag it,’ said Gary to Detective White. To Rebecca, he said, ‘We have already made a search of Jonathan’s house, but no one picked this up.’ To Detective White he said, ‘Get a squad around there to search again. Bag a sample of that holly, and make sure no one’s fingerprints or DNA contaminates it. Ask forensics to see if there is an exact match with the holly we found on Leong Chew. And I want a thorough search of that garage. Top to bottom. It was missed, and I’m not happy about it!’


  Gary turned back to Rebecca. ‘Thank you, Ms Keith. Did you tell Jonathan Riddle you found this holly?’


  ‘No, I didn’t. I didn’t want to upset him. I was there to cheer him up, not to throw him into another round of anxiety. However, there is something else.’


  ‘Yes?’ said Gary.


  Rebecca cleared her throat. She was finding it hard to say, knowing it was looking bad for Jonathan. When she did speak, it came out in a rush. ‘I think Jonathan has blood on his jumper!’


  ‘What jumper, Rebecca, and how do you know it is blood?’


  ‘Well, I don’t know it is blood for sure, but it looks like it. It was the jumper he was wearing on the day we discovered Leong Chew’s head on Popeye. He was wearing it today at lunch, except this time he wasn’t wearing the blazer, and I saw red blotches on the back of his sleeve.’


  Gary smiled.


  ‘What are you smiling at? This isn’t funny,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘It’s blackberry jam,’ said Gary. ‘We took swabs of everyone’s clothes, including yours, if you remember. Jonathan was asked to take off his blazer, and the stains on the back of his jumper’s sleeve were noticed. I’ve read the forensic notes, and no traces of blood were found on Jonathan’s jumper. What they found was blackberry jam and a range of other foodstuffs, but no blood.’


  Rebecca looked visibly relieved. Her instinct about Jonathan had been right, and she was again sure that the holly matter would be cleared up in Jonathan’s favour.


  ‘I knew it. My instinct told me Jonathan was innocent,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘But instinct can be wrong, Ms Keith. If the police relied on instinct, we wouldn’t get very far. You were wrong about the blood, but as for this holly, if there is a direct match, it does mean we will have a lot of questions for Jonathan, whether he’s directly implicated or not. The holly has been found on his property, and that raises serious suspicions, assuming there is a match. Is there anything else?’


  ‘No,’ said Rebecca. ‘That’s it from me. I think I’ve passed on enough for one day. How about you? Have you got any other leads you are following?’


  ‘I’m sorry, but at the moment, the information between us can only go one way. I cannot let you know any details of the investigation unless I need your assistance on a matter.’


  The Head Case
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  Rebecca left the station and drove to her office car park. She had a pile of work to write up. As she came into the office, Reg called her over.


  She knew Reg was still coming to terms with the open-plan layout—and not having an office where he could close the door. He would tell anyone who would listen that he thought the open plan was stupid. Reg had worked long and hard to be deputy editor, and as he’d complained to Rebecca before, he had thought the job would come with an office. The new trendy ’Tiser building, designed by bright young architects, had put an end to that. Every time Reg wanted to have a private conversation, he had to find a designated quiet room. The trouble was that the quiet rooms were always occupied and never quiet.


  Reg went over to one of the quiet rooms, where a couple of young reporters were working on a story, brainstorming the various angles. ‘Oi, out.’


  Rebecca smiled to herself. Reg was a man of few words. He was an old-time journo, having started his career as a copyboy at the now defunct News. Rebecca knew that Reg thought journalism degrees were nonsense. He believed tertiary education just gave young aspiring journalists tickets on themselves and often would say, both to their faces and behind their backs, ‘Haven’t got a clue.’


  ‘So,’ said Reg. ‘The cops haven’t gotten too far.’


  ‘No,’ said Rebecca. ‘Although I might have just given them a lead.’


  ‘What sort of lead?’


  Rebecca explained the holly she had found in the rafters of Jonathan’s shed and the fact that she thought it matched the holly found on Leong Chew’s severed head.


  ‘Look, Rebecca. This is a cracker of a story, but it has gone absolutely dead. Pardon the pun. Peanut-brain Dave Mendelson, our so-called crime reporter, has done nothing. Zilch. The nobby-know-all thinks he has great contacts, but everyone just avoids him. Dave’s a pillock. We should have had a story a day on this bizarre head murder, but it’s been two days and nothing in the paper at all. The readers are crying out for it. And we give them nothing. It’s a disgrace.’


  Rebecca looked at Reg curiously. He was a little guy full of fight, and he had the respect of every journalist in Adelaide. In his day, Reg had been a top crime reporter, and it was obvious he missed the cut and thrust of hunting down a story. But he loved the power of being deputy editor, and crafting the paper. Reg was renowned for his coverage of the Snowtown ‘Bodies in a Barrel’ case and his exclusives in the Azaria Chamberlain ‘A Dingo Took My Baby’ case from 1980. He was frightened of no one and had a great nose for news.


  ‘I know Cool Dave is a pillock. And I know he hasn’t delivered. But why tell me? I’m not going to help him. Besides, I’m a food writer,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘You’re a bloody journalist, Rebecca. And a good one! You’re not just a la-di-da food writer.’


  ‘Hey, come on. Don’t criticise one of your most-read sections. Anyway, what are you saying, that I should be giving Dave leads and helping him get exclusives? He hates me, and I don’t much like him either.’


  ‘The best thing this paper has put out on the Head Case’—as he now referred to the murder—‘was your story last Saturday. Bloody brilliant. Do you know how many internet hits we’ve got on your story? It’s gone viral, right around the world. We’re up over twenty million hits worldwide. Bloody amazing stuff. But now Cool Dave has done nothing. Apart from a couple of dull-as-dishwater pieces parroting police speak.’


  ‘Twenty million?’ Rebecca repeated incredulously. ‘Wow, that’s amazing.’


  ‘So, here’s what you are going to do: you are going to go undercover and find out what you can about this crime. Anything you have, I will publish without a byline, just to keep the mystery up. That will give you cover from the cops, from the murderer, and from stupid Cool Dave, who will be on the warpath thinking someone is cutting his lunch. But leave Cool Dave to me. I can keep him confused for years. Once the murderer has been charged and convicted, you can write the best feature piece of your life and unveil yourself as the writer of the murder stories. You’ll get a Walkley Award for this. Nothing more certain.’


  Rebecca was having a hard time processing so much information. ‘But what about the editor? Terry’ll want to know who is writing this stuff. You really think I could get a Walkley?’


  ‘Don’t worry about Tessa. I’ll tell him I have a deep throat that talks only to me, and I have to protect my sources. And I’m not even lying. You are my deep throat. Tessa won’t care when I double the readership.’


  ‘But what about my Taste supplements?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘For God’s sake, Rebecca. Stop thinking so small. You can do both. Just delegate more to your reporters—it’s time they pulled their fingers out. None of the readers will know the difference.’


  Rebecca bristled, and Reg, seeing her about to have a go, added, ‘The reader won’t notice anything different because you are a professional, and you will keep a strict eye on the direction and editing of Taste. You just won’t go to as many lunches. Think about it as staff development and a diet.’


  Rebecca decided not to fight the point. She was secretly excited about the chance to do some serious investigative work. Her mind was already racing ahead to whom she would interview first. She would have to keep it very casual. Technically, she was a suspect herself. Who would blame her for asking questions? This was getting very messy, but she was sure there was a way to steer through the legal and ethical technicalities. The job of a journalist was a constant juggle of ethical and legal considerations. But this one would take some thinking.


  ‘Okay, I’ll do it. But I will need to rely on you to be a sounding board. I don’t think I can do this alone.’


  ‘Sure,’ said Reg, almost unable to keep his excitement concealed. ‘More than happy to confer. And I’ll do all your editing. This will just be a secret between you and me.’


  The Central Market
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  The Adelaide Central Market was busy at nine o’clock on the following cold, drizzling Thursday morning. Large throngs of people—pulling their wobbly and soiled vinyl trolleys, pushing their collapsible wire baskets on wheels, or carrying their cane baskets—were milling around the food stalls or stopping at one of the many cafés for coffee and breakfast.


  The stall owners were still unpacking crates of seasonal fruit and vegetables, arranging them according to their shapes in raised shelves or in an array of containers, including old wine barrels.


  It was a feast for the senses. At the Smelly Cheese Shop, pungent cheeses were being unwrapped to top up the refrigerated glass cabinets. Rebecca stared at the array of cheeses, contemplating one of her favourites—Dauphin goat cheese. Forklifts were still whirring up and down the narrow aisles, dropping off packing cases overflowing with produce.


  Rebecca loved shopping at the market on Thursdays. She knew the produce, at more than sixty stalls, was at its freshest.


  The smell of freshly roasted coffee beans and baking bread reminded Rebecca that she hadn’t eaten breakfast. This morning, she was breakfasting at Zumas with an old school friend, Lisa Harrup. As Rebecca entered the café, she saw Lisa sitting at a corner table. Lisa looked up and smiled.


  ‘Hello, Lisa,’ said Rebecca, pleased to see her dear friend, with whom she didn’t have to be anyone but herself.


  ‘I’ve already ordered you a skinny latte, Bec. But given your week, I should have asked for a shot of brandy.’


  Rebecca smiled, relieved to be in Lisa’s company.


  Rebecca and Lisa had grown up together. They’d met on the first day at the Windsor Gardens primary school. The day stood out in Rebecca’s memory. The rather dim reception teacher, Miss Bogarth, had organised Rebecca and the other forty-odd nervous newbies into a line in the corridor outside their classroom. Miss Bogarth had then called out the children’s names, and as each name was ticked off the roster on her clipboard, the child had filed into the classroom and chosen a seat. The incident that still haunted Rebecca was that Miss Bogarth hadn’t read her name out. The silly woman didn’t even notice Rebecca standing alone and closed the door, leaving Rebecca standing in the corridor. Trying to hold back tears, Rebecca had eventually summoned the courage to knock on the door. There had only been one seat remaining in a sea of forty-six children, and that had been next to Lisa Harrup, whose smiling face was a beacon to a distressed Rebecca.


  Lisa’s smile this morning was the same smile that had greeted a frightened Rebecca over thirty years ago. Lisa’s smile always settled her.


  Lisa’s long black hair was tied in a loose ponytail. She was wearing her navy-blue bank teller’s uniform over a blue polyester cardigan and a blue woollen coat.


  ‘You’ve had a hell of a week, Bec. What’s going on?’


  ‘Some madman or woman has seen fit to chop off the head of one of Adelaide’s top chefs, that’s what. But you know all that. I’m sure you’ve been reading the papers,’ replied Rebecca as she sat down and manoeuvred her trolley so it wasn’t in any­one’s way.


  ‘What did the head look like?’ asked Lisa.


  ‘Dead.’


  ‘Great description. Do you think you could elaborate?’ said Lisa.


  ‘Well, it was a glazed head. It was creepy. Leong’s eyeballs were cooked, which made him look like a zombie.’


  ‘Jeez Louise, how gruesome.’


  ‘Look, can we not talk about it? I feel like it has taken over my life at the moment, and I was really looking forward to just catching up with you and having a gossip over normal stuff.’


  Just then the waitress brought their coffees, and the two ordered scrambled eggs on sourdough toast.


  Rebecca took a long sip of her coffee before adding, ‘I’ve met a guy.’


  ‘What? Who?’


  ‘His name is Gary Jarvie. He’s a cop, a detective chief inspector.’


  ‘Not another bloody cop,’ replied Lisa. ‘I thought you might have moved on from cops after Rodney.’


  ‘It wasn’t being a cop that was the problem. It was that he didn’t love me. I won’t rule out dating cops just because of Rodney. I know you don’t like cops, given the trouble your brother has been in over the years.’


  ‘Okay, okay. Don’t take offense. And just to be clear, Rosco has never done anything wrong—he just had creepy friends. They were the ones who did bad things, not him. And I’m pleased to say Rosco has now seen those creeps for what they are and has moved on.’


  ‘Pleased to hear it.’ Rebecca took another sip of her coffee and kept her hands around the glass to warm her fingers.


  ‘So, tell me about this Gary guy,’ said Lisa.


  ‘Well, I’ve met him before, when I was going out with Rodney, but only to say hello to. He turned up at a dinner party I was at the night before the murder. The dinner party was at Wattle House in the hills. Gary lives just up the road in a cottage. It was a really stormy night, and his roof was half blown off. He came to Wattle House for shelter and ended up having dinner with us.’


  ‘So, anything happen between you two?’


  ‘No, not yet. I know he’s interested, but this bloody murder has got in the way. Gary is in charge of Leong Chew’s murder case, and I’m a suspect!’


  ‘Awkward,’ replied Lisa. ‘So what are you going to do? He can’t seriously think you are a suspect.’


  ‘He has to think of me as a suspect until he can definitively rule me out, which I hope is soon,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘So, I repeat, what are you going to do?’


  ‘I can’t do anything, can I? I just have to wait until this murder is solved, which could be a long wait.’


  ‘Oh, well, I guess you at least get to see him from time to time, given you are writing articles on the case and are a suspect.’


  ‘Yes, I guess so. Bloody frustrating, though.’ Rebecca paused. ‘I’m back talking about the murder again! It just creeps into every conversation.’


  Just then their eggs arrived, and for the next twenty minutes, Rebecca and Lisa ate their breakfast and gossiped about their lives. It was nearly ten o’clock before Lisa excused herself and made her way to the nearby bank branch in Gouger Street where she worked.


  Rebecca spent another hour wandering the market, filling her trolley with delicious morsels before heading home. She knew she had a busy afternoon at work, getting that week’s Taste supplement bedded down and doing some sleuthing work on Chew’s murder. But for now, she savoured the sights and smells of the market.


  Le Petit Choux Choux


  Francois
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  That same Thursday morning, Francois Bacone was in the office of Le Petit Choux Choux, trying to put the finishing touches to his spring menu. It was building up to the busiest time of the week, with Friday and Saturday lunches and dinners as well as their newly instituted Sunday degustation lunch. Francois was agitated.


  He had just brought his staff together for the weekly meeting to discuss his mantra, What’s working, what’s not, and any ideas on how staff could improve the experience for the customer? Francois had introduced the meetings a couple of years ago after reading about the technique in a management how-to book. Early on, the meetings had been bogged down in what was not working and tended to degenerate into bitch sessions. Francois had nearly given up after the first few meetings but had stuck with it, and now he knew the staff looked forward to the meetings as a way to have input into the running of the business. The meetings were now generally positive, and if there were problems, the people raising them would normally have solutions ready to go.


  This morning’s meeting had been very different. For a start, Francois thought the new staff members from Chewie’s were feeling unsure of themselves. Francois speculated that Leong Chew had never held meetings and had never asked his staff for ideas. There was also a sense of shock as to what had happened the previous Friday. He could sense that everyone was a bit on edge. Francois overheard partial conversations, with speculation rife about motivation and suspects. He heard one of his staff speculate that the killer may be a disgruntled patron who had suffered a bad meal at Chewie’s. He heard another say, ‘A gourmet killer is on the loose—no one in the food industry is safe!’ Will Oliver, a former sous chef at Chewie’s, was at the meeting, sitting quietly at the back of the room.


  Francois normally chaired the meetings. Morning tea was always served, the chefs taking it in turns to make little morsels to go with their espresso coffees. Mini cinnamon scrolls had been the fare for today. Francois had not been himself, only half listening and occasionally asking a question that had already been answered. He kept looking furtively across at Will Oliver, who didn’t or wouldn’t look his way. Francois thought Will a rather strange fish who resembled a druggie, with his gaunt appearance, tattoos, and multitude of piercings. Francois had never seen Will wear anything but black. But he knew Will to be a hard worker who never missed a shift and never panicked—a must-have skill for a busy kitchen.


  In the end, Francois cut the meeting short with the excuse that he had to work on his spring menu. However, before he could escape to his office, Will stopped him.


  ‘Excuse me Francois. I know you said it was okay if I broke my shifts up across the day. Well, I need to pop home for an hour to check on my dogs. I’ve done all my prep. Nothing is needed from me until the lunch serving.’


  Francois was irritated. ‘I’m not the person you should be speaking to. Talk to the duty chef about your shifts and when you can come and go.’


  Francois wasn’t a dog lover, but he knew that Will Oliver liked dogs more than people. He’d overheard Will talk how he had rescued the greyhounds from animal welfare.


  Francois was sitting at his desk working on his spring menu when he noticed Will drive out of the restaurant car park. A few minutes later, Francois grabbed his coat and left by the kitchen door, not saying where he was going. He drove off in his black Porsche.


  Depasturing


  Rebecca
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  Rebecca woke early that Friday morning. She had promised Penny Tavanagh that she would join her to exercise her horses, and they had arranged to meet at Paddock Two in the park lands off Lefevre Terrace at six that morning. Penny kept two stock horses in the park lands because she lived at St Peter’s, a suburb that fell within a two-kilometre radius of the paddocks, a council requirement. Penny was agisting the horses, but the Adelaide City Council refused to use the term agisting, calling it depasturing instead. Rebecca thought it amusing that the council hoped the word depasturing would placate the public criticism that came from allowing horses to be kept on park lands. The council spin was that the horses were saving the council from having to spend money cutting the grass. Rebecca knew most of the public saw it as the council catering to the privileged and wealthy.


  Rebecca had come to horse riding a bit later in life than Penny. Penny had gone to Wilderness, a private girls’ school just up the road from the horse paddocks, at Medindie. Penny had had her first pony at twelve. However, there hadn’t been many pony clubs in the suburb of Windsor Gardens, where Rebecca had grown up. The closest she had ever gotten to a horse before she was in her early twenties was at the Royal Adelaide Show each September. She had watched the dressage on the show oval every year. After the show jumping, she would wander around the horse sheds, dreaming of one day being able to ride and perhaps even have a horse of her own. As a twenty-first birthday present to herself, she had paid for some riding lessons at a small farm in the Adelaide Hills and became hooked.


  From that first lesson, Rebecca tried to go horse riding most weekends and progressed to learning dressage. She loved being around horses, exercising their minds as well as their bodies. She often joined Penny in the park lands to help her exercise the horses.


  Rebecca had first met Penny playing netball. Both had been chosen to play in the under-sixteen state representative team. The two of them had just clicked from the start, and they had had great fun together touring interstate or around country South Australia. However, their friendship hadn’t really blossomed outside of netball until Rebecca was working as a journalist and Penny had begun her career as a real-estate agent. During their teenage years, Penny had tried to be closer to Rebecca and had often invited her to parties and various outings, but Rebecca had always felt uncomfortable about attending. While Penny seemed oblivious to the difference wealth made in their lives, Rebecca was very sensitive to it. Often, Penny was not aware that Rebecca had said no to an invitation because she couldn’t afford to say yes.


  Rebecca drove up alongside the fence to the paddock where Woodward and Bernstein were ‘depastured’. The headlights of Rebecca’s car shone onto the muddy verge and onto Penny’s Land Rover. Penny was working under the dimness of a streetlight, pulling out two saddles and placing them on the railing along with saddle blankets and halters. She would be glad of the headlights, so Rebecca left them on and hopped out to give Penny a hand. They were both wearing their uniforms: brown stretch riding pants and black leather riding boots. Rebecca wore a red jumper under her Driza-Bone coat. Penny wore a grey jumper under hers.


  Rebecca said, ‘What’s up with Woodward and Bernstein this morning? They seem a bit agitated.’


  ‘Yeah, I know,’ said Penny. ‘I’m not sure what’s got them bothered. I hope no bastard has been interfering with them. A couple of guys were caught only last week, harassing a couple of horses in Paddock Three off Robe Terrace. Sickos.’


  Rebecca strode up to the fence and called out for Woodward and Bernstein as she took out some sugar cubes from her coat pocket. This was the normal ritual. The sugar cubes were a surefire way to tempt the horses close enough to get the halters on them. But this time, Woodward and Bernstein wouldn’t come close. In fact, as Rebecca approached, both horses turned with a wild look in their eyes and took off for the far end of the paddock.


  ‘Something is definitely wrong,’ said Rebecca. ‘I don’t like this one bit.’


  She hopped over the fence and walked within a few metres of the horse trough. Dawn was breaking, and she could make out the first rays of light outlining the ridges of the Adelaide Hills in the distance. The shadows of the gum trees that ran along the backs of the paddocks were coming into relief. She glanced across at the trough and saw something floating in it. She went closer to see what it was—perhaps something had been placed there to spook the horses.


  Rebecca jumped back, her heart leaping into her mouth. She felt weak at the knees. Everything seemed to descend into slow motion just like when she first saw Leong Chew’s head.


  ‘Penny,’ she tried to say calmly, but it came out far louder and shriller than she’d intended.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘There is a head in the trough. Two heads actually.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘There are heads in the trough,’ repeated Rebecca.


  ‘Jesus Christ,’ said Penny. ‘Don’t tell me some sicko has put horse heads in the trough!’


  ‘They are not horse heads. There’s a dog’s head—but there’s also a human head.’


  ‘What? Who is it? God, I’m an idiot,’ Penny babbled. ‘Of course you don’t just happen to know who it is.’


  ‘No,’ Rebecca said. ‘I think I know who it is.’


  ‘Who?’ said Penny.


  ‘I think it’s Will Oliver. In fact, I’m certain it’s Will Oliver.’


  ‘Who the hell is Will Oliver?’ Penny climbed the fence, made her way to the trough, and stood beside Rebecca.


  ‘Will Oliver is a chef. He used to work with Leong Chew and now works with Francois Bacone. He is one of the suspects in Leong Chew’s murder. Now his head is in this trough.’


  Rebecca looked at Will, whose eyes were staring at her from the trough. Straight away she was reminded of Leong’s poached eyeballs. Will’s waterlogged face had already started to swell, but it was unmistakably his face. His piercings were distinctive.


  Rebecca reached into her pocket for her phone. She called Gary.


  ‘Hello?’ Gary sounded groggy.


  ‘It’s me, Rebecca.’ She paused, but there was no reply. ‘I’m staring at Will Oliver’s head. He is dead. He’s in a horse trough. There is also the head of a greyhound floating in the trough next to him.’


  ‘What!’ Gary suddenly sounded very awake. ‘Where are you?’


  Rebecca could tell from his tone that Gary was worried—or that he thought her mad.


  ‘I’m at a horse paddock off LeFevre Terrace. I just got here to go riding with my friend Penny. You met Penny at the apple stall. Penny has horses agisted here.’ Rebecca took a breath. ‘The horses had been spooked by something, and I was trying to round them up when I noticed something in the horse trough. It’s Will Oliver.’ Rebecca spoke calmly. Her adrenaline had more than kicked in, and she was thinking very clearly, picking up on every detail that she thought Gary should know at this point.


  ‘Are you sure it’s Will Oliver?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘And it’s just his head?’


  ‘From what I can see. I haven’t gone fishing around in the water, and it is still pretty dark.’


  ‘And you said a dog’s head?’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Rebecca. ‘A greyhound. I know Will had greyhounds. People say the dogs were his only friends. But I’m not sure if it is one of his dogs.’


  ‘Okay, both of you, stay where you are. Don’t touch anything. I’ll be there within ten minutes. You and Penny go wait in the car. Keep warm, as you may be suffering from shock. I’m on my way.’


  Dawn Breaks


  Gary
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  Gary was staying at his apartment off Rundle Street, only about a kilometre away. He rang Detective Lee and briefly gave him the details, knowing that Detective Lee didn’t have to be told anything more than the headlines. He knew his job was to get the uniformed cops to cordon off the area, to get forensics down there, and also to call his partner, Detective Alice White. They would all need to get to the crime scene as soon as they could.


  Gary pulled on his suit pants, creased shirt, jacket, socks, and shoes—all in under a couple of minutes. He bolted out of the apartment and pulled up next to the Land Rover shortly afterwards. The uniformed guys were arriving at the same time, blue lights flashing but sirens off.


  Gary jumped out of his car and started issuing instructions. He scaled the railing and immediately went to the horse trough and pointed his torch into the trough. It was exactly as Rebecca had described. There was no doubt that he was looking at the face of Will Oliver, albeit a little plumper than usual.


  Gary gave instructions about leaving the heads for forensics. The police had already started cordoning off the area. Detectives Lee and White arrived, quickly conferred with the detective chief inspector, and subsequently issued instructions for the uniformed police to start combing the area for anything that could be associated with the murder, including being on the lookout for the rest of the body, a murder weapon, and any evidence of how the head got into the trough.


  Gary hopped back over the railing and strode over to the Land Rover, where Rebecca and Penny were sitting in the front seats. Gary opened the rear door on the passenger side and climbed in.


  Both Rebecca and Penny were staring at the proceedings. Even though dawn was beginning to break, the police had put up massive lights powered by portable generators. It had gone from being a deserted, still morning in the park lands to a full-on event with police swarming everywhere and generators masking the early-morning birdcalls.


  Gary addressed Rebecca and Penny, slowly taking them through the details of that morning, jotting down anything he deemed relevant into his notebook.


  The Public’s Need to Know


  Rebecca
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  Rebecca was shaken but knew her duty. She had to get this story published.


  After Gary had taken all the details that he needed for now from her and Penny, she put in a call to Reg and told him of the latest twist.


  ‘Jesus, Rebecca, this is dynamite. Has anyone else got the story?’


  ‘Not as far as I know, but someone could have been tipped off by a copper, and even if they haven’t been tipped off, it won’t be long before we see some of our media colleagues here, as there is a lot of activity—police everywhere. It is lit up like a Christmas tree.’


  ‘Okay, send me through a few pars on your iPhone so we can get something up online immediately, and then get your arse to the office as soon as possible. You’ve got work to do.’


  Rebecca punched out about five paragraphs in a text to Reg, with as much detail as she knew to date. She crafted her words into a short, sharp story. The facts were so fantastical that the story didn’t need any embellishment. The police needed both Rebecca’s and Penny’s cars for forensics, so a police car was provided to take them where they wanted to go. Rebecca was dropped off at the office, and a dumbstruck Penny was dropped off at her home in St Peter’s.


  As Rebecca walked into the office, she saw the usual suspects, including the paper’s editor, Terry White, who never seemed to go home. Terry poked his head from behind a series of partitions he was trying in vain to make into a pseudo office. ‘Rebecca, I want you working full time on these crime stories. I’ve spoken with Reg. You’ll continue reporting to him.’


  At that point, Dave Mendelson jumped up. ‘Hey, I’m the crime reporter. This is my patch. Rebecca is a foodie. She doesn’t have the contacts. This is my beat.’


  ‘Shut up, Mendelson,’ Terry retorted in front of the entire office—a rather unfortunate side effect of mixing open offices with passionate creative types. ‘You’ve been bloody hopeless. You’re lucky I haven’t sacked you. The Head Case is now Rebecca’s. There’re plenty of other crimes on the streets. I suggest you get off your backside and start to uncover some and turn them into gripping reads.’ Terry looked down at Mendelson—which wasn’t hard as Mendelson was not very tall, even in his special shoes with the generous heels—and added cuttingly, ‘Try taking a leaf out of Rebecca’s book.’


  Mendelson glared at Rebecca. At that moment, Rebecca knew that she didn’t just have someone who disliked her—she now had an enemy.


  Mendelson slunk off to his desk without another word. Terry stepped back behind his bank of partitions, and Reg swung past Rebecca, grabbed her by the arm, and frog-marched her into a quiet room.


  ‘Well, we don’t have to worry about you being undercover anymore. That was short lived. You can write openly under your own name. The pathway has been laid clear for you. Lucky break.’


  Rebecca replied, ‘What, another man murdered by having his head chopped off? You call that a lucky break? I don’t think Will Oliver would agree.’


  ‘You know what I mean. This story is going to be bigger than my Azaria Chamberlain “Dingo Took My Baby” case. It keeps getting better.’


  Rebecca looked at Reg. He was like a kid on Christmas morning.


  ‘Okay. Let’s get to work,’ said Reg. ‘I want you to write a mood piece on what you saw this morning. I’ll get a couple of other journos to follow up with the cops. You just concentrate on weaving a beautiful colour piece to go off the back of the facts. I’ll put a heavily edited version online today, with the full piece going front page on the Saturday print edition tomorrow. I’ve already sent Jo Sharpiro to the park lands to get a shot of the trough and the cops swarming over the scene. I also want a photo of you, Rebecca. We need a head shot to go next to your byline.’


  Rebecca arced up at this. ‘What the hell do you need a photo of me for? I don’t want my photo on the story. I’m a journalist, not a celebrity.’


  ‘Bullshit. You’re in the centre of this. You’re writing this feature from your point of view, so who the hell are you? You can’t be faceless. You are also a suspect in this case. That gives it even more complexity and fascination. You don’t think our readers will want to know what you look like? For Christ’s sake, they’ll be googling you, looking for your Facebook photos. Let’s at least give them something that is flattering.’


  Rebecca didn’t answer immediately. She couldn’t deny he made some good points. It was just that, in the digital age, so many things were changing. Pre-digital, it all seemed to be clearer. The rules had been laid down over decades, and ethical questions had often had black-and-white answers. All the rules were now being questioned, most being thrown out. Infotainment had become news. Journalists who used to be in the background were now celebrities themselves. Giving subjective opinions was no longer restricted to comment or editorial pieces. To add to the confusion, in this particular case, Rebecca was a murder suspect. What the hell was she doing, writing about it? Wasn’t there a conflict of interest here? She’d been grappling with this issue for days and wasn’t making any sense of it.


  Rebecca decided to concede on the photo. It was minor to what was troubling her more—the fact that she was a murder suspect.


  ‘Okay, Reg. I don’t really care about the photo. But what do you think about me being a murder suspect and writing news and colour pieces on the crimes? Aren’t I conflicted?’


  ‘Bloody oath, you are. I had this issue out with our esteemed editor, Tessa. We’ve “work-shopped” it, to use mumbo-jumbo speak. We know you’re a suspect, and we’ve decided you need to acknowledge this fact at the end of every story as part of your byline. But bloody hell, how many more readers do you think that will draw in? What a unique opportunity, to be writing it as an insider. This is gold.’


  Rebecca looked at Reg. She knew that he was rationalising the argument to suit the needs of the paper. The trouble was, she couldn’t mount a coherent defence as to why she should stop writing the articles. She knew she wasn’t guilty, and at some point that would be proved. However, the reader didn’t know she wasn’t guilty. Rebecca knew Reg was right—her being a suspect would only add to the suspense of the case.


  ‘Do you think I’m the murderer?’ Rebecca suddenly asked Reg.


  ‘Don’t be an idiot, Rebecca. Of course not.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Well, beside the fact that you have never exhibited the psycho traits of a murderer, you don’t have a motive. Of course you are not the bloody killer. But I have to concede that being a suspect is a great twist. It gives this paper a cracker of an edge. And now that there are two murders you are in the thick of, fantastic. There’s nothing like being in the right place at the right time.’


  ‘I can’t help but feel I’m entering the murky ethical world of programs like A Current Affair,’ moaned Rebecca.


  ‘Don’t go all pretentious on me! A Current Affair does some great journalism. They do some crap too. You don’t do crap, Rebecca. You have a moral compass, and I expect you to use it. Write about your ethical dilemmas. Write about what it feels like to be a suspect in a murder case. These are rich pickings. Easy never made great journalism.’ Reg paused. ‘That’s enough gabbing. Now get to work.’


  Rebecca wrote her colour piece as well as a piece about what it was like to be both a suspect in a murder case and a journalist covering the case. The second article really stretched her. It took her back to her philosophy classes at university, what is truth?. The thinking hurt, but she was pleased with the result. It put her situation in context—not just for the reader but also for herself.


  By midday, she had wrapped up her articles and submitted them both to Reg.


  Will Oliver
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  Rebecca really wanted to go home, have something to eat, have a shower, and take a nap. However, she knew she had to do some grunt work. She needed to find out who Will Oliver really was.


  She decided she would start off with his work colleagues and his new boss, Francois Bacone. She would then visit Will’s home and knock on the doors of his neighbours to see if they could shed any light on what sort of man he was.


  She didn’t have her car, so she picked up the keys of a work vehicle. On her way out of the ’Tiser building, she also bought a sandwich and a water at the café in the foyer—that would have to do for breakfast.


  At Le Petit Choux Choux ten minutes later, it was obvious all the kitchen staff knew of the latest murder. They had the radio on and were listening to the news bulletins. The local morning radio program had been taking talkback on the subject of bizarre Adelaide murders.


  Rebecca sidled up to each worker, asking pretty much the same questions to get a picture of what each knew about Will and his movements the day before he had been killed. She was just finishing with the final staff member when Francois entered the kitchen.


  ‘What is this?’ he said in his heavy French accent.


  ‘Hi, Francois, I’m just asking a few questions about Will. I’m covering the story for my paper, and I need to get a few more details.’


  ‘You are not the police. What right do you have coming into my kitchen and asking all these questions? You didn’t even ask my permission. This is work time. I must ask you to leave.’


  Rebecca had wanted to ask Francois a series of questions as well but thought it might be an inopportune moment, given his hostility. She would have to revisit Francois and choose her moment. Perhaps she might do better at the olive harvest tomorrow. Francois had become a regular at the harvest in the last few years.


  ‘Sorry, Francois. Just doing my job. I’ll get out of your hair. I’ll see you at the olive harvest tomorrow.’ Rebecca walked out of the kitchen and climbed into the work car. She sat in the car for a few minutes, going over her notes and gathering her thoughts on what she knew so far.


  The staff had last seen Will on Thursday morning, when he left the restaurant not long before Francois Bacone. He had said he had to feed his dogs but hadn’t come back for the lunch shift. A no-show from Will was very odd. He had a reputation in the industry for being reliable.


  Strangely, the staff members had all commented that Francois Bacone hadn’t seemed upset or concerned at Will’s no-show. Rebecca had confirmed from a couple of the staff that Francois himself had returned to the restaurant about twelve fifteen. He had been gone for about two hours. Enough time to commit a murder, thought Rebecca.


  The staff had confirmed that Will was a bit of a loner and that he spent all his time away from his job tending to his greyhound dogs. The only topic Will would talk about in any detail was dogs—and greyhound dogs in particular. He had a reputation for boring others with his criticisms of, and hatred for, the greyhound-racing industry. At about one o’clock, when Will didn’t show up for his shift, one of the staff members had looked up Will’s contact details in the staff records and called him on his mobile phone, but the call had gone through to message bank. Will hadn’t listed any other contact numbers or next-of-kin details in the staff register.


  Given that none of the staff socialised with Will or had more than a perfunctory working relationship with him, no one had bothered to go around to his house to see if he was okay.


  The staff said Francois’s normal reaction to employees who didn’t turn up for their shifts was to ‘go troppo.’ They had been waiting for an outburst that didn’t come.


  Rebecca was able to get Will’s home address after asking one of the staff to look up Will’s details on the staff register. She was always amazed at how helpful people could be, despite the burgeoning bureaucratic dos and don’ts, and irritating things like privacy laws. Rebecca pointed the car in the direction of Will’s home, not knowing what she expected to find.


  She pulled up in front of a modest home in one of the backstreets of Croydon. The street was made up of homes built in the ’50s on former market-garden land. Will’s home seemed to be a rental, as the front lawn looked like it hadn’t been mowed for months. Tufts of weeds hugged the poles of the wire front fence. The house itself was rendered and painted cream. It looked like the original paint job. There was a portico over the front door.


  Rebecca went up to the door and knocked, not expecting an answer, but she felt it prudent to knock before she started snooping around the back. She heard someone moving inside the house, and then the front door opened. A young woman wearing old grey track pants and an out-of-shape orange polyester jumper stood in front of her. The woman looked upset.


  ‘Hi,’ said Rebecca. ‘My name is Rebecca Keith. I’m a journalist with the Advertiser.’ Rebecca decided to keep the information brief at this stage.


  ‘Are you here about Will’s murder?’ she asked.


  Somewhat relieved, Rebecca answered, ‘Yes, I am. I’m so sorry—it must be a shock to you. Can I come in?’


  The girl seemed to be on autopilot, not really engaged, but she opened the door wider and said, ‘Sure.’


  Rebecca followed her into the lounge room. It still had the original ’50s floral Axminster carpet on the floor, very worn in parts, stained in others. An oversized faded brown velour lounge suite filled the room, the pieces all angled to take in the sixty-inch TV sitting on a dusty black-lacquered TV cabinet. In the corner was an angled mantel over a built-in stained ceramic heater that had two burners alight. Two of its ceramic columns were broken. The dusty venetian blinds were closed, except for a few slates that were no longer attached to the binding and had slipped, allowing shafts of light into the room. A brindled greyhound was sprawled out on the lounge, its head resting on the large flat armrest. The dog’s soft, languid brown eyes looked up at Rebecca. The dog didn’t move, content to follow Rebecca with his eyes.


  The girl went over to the far chair and sat down, bringing her knees up to her chin and hugging them.


  ‘Can I sit down?’ inquired Rebecca.


  The girl didn’t answer, just slowly nodded her head.


  Rebecca sat down.


  ‘I know this must be a difficult time for you. What’s your name?’ Rebecca asked gently.


  The girl didn’t answer straightaway. She just stared ahead. After a couple of minutes, during which Rebecca thought it wise not to say anything, the girl finally responded with, ‘Anne Shipway. I’m Will’s housemate.’


  ‘Oh,’ replied Rebecca, not wanting to rush in with a series of questions. Rebecca knew the value of silence in interviews.


  A few moments went by before Anne filled the silence. ‘I moved in here about a year ago. We met at the Animal Welfare League, where I work as an animal attendant. Will was a frequent visitor. He loved animals.’


  ‘I understand he especially loved greyhounds,’ said Rebecca as she looked at the gentle creature lying, now asleep, on the couch.


  ‘Yes, he loved his greyhounds. He would have been heartbroken to know Max was killed in the way he was. I hope he didn’t have to witness Max being beheaded.’ As she said the final words, Anne dropped her head to her knees, hiding her face.


  Rebecca wasn’t sure if she was crying. She asked, ‘Was Max one of his greyhounds?’


  Anne lifted her head. ‘Yes, Max was his. Spark too,’ she said, gesturing to the dog on the couch.


  ‘Anne, when did you last see Will and Max?’


  ‘The police asked me the same question. Yesterday morning, before work. We had both walked the dogs early, and then I left for work at about eight. Will didn’t have to start until nine, so I left when he was in the shower. I didn’t see him or Max again.’


  ‘What else did you tell the police, Anne?’


  ‘I told them that Will loved his greyhounds. I told the police that Will hated the greyhound industry. He hated the corruption. I told them that if they wanted to find Will’s killer, they should look at the bikie gangs who run the greyhound industry in this country. I told them to go to the Angle Park races.’


  ‘Did Will go to the Angle Park races?’


  ‘We both did. We would go most Thursday nights, protesting the cruelty. Will never worked Thursday nights. To begin with, we were allowed in, but in the last couple of months, we had to stand outside with our placards. We were banned. We were supposed to go to a special Friday-night session tonight as well—it’s a big carnival, so there is going to be a bigger crowd than usual.’


  ‘Tell me a bit more about this bikie influence. How are they involved in the industry?’


  ‘Jesus, how aren’t they involved?’ Anne began to fire up. ‘They fix the races with slow dogs that can’t race. Did you know you can now bet on who comes last? How crazy is that?’


  Rebecca didn’t answer but nodded for Anne to continue.


  ‘They supply drugs to the trainers. Eighty percent of the dogs are drugged.’


  ‘What sort of drugs?’


  ‘What don’t they use? Might be the easier question. Cocaine, Viagra, amphetamines, caffeine, anabolic steroids, EPO. They also have most officials on the payroll so that they dictate which dogs get swabbed and when.’ Anne closed her fist as if she was about to punch someone. ‘The whole industry is morally bankrupt. Did you know they breed thousands of dogs a year that don’t come up to scratch, so they just kill them? Seventeen thousand dogs were killed last year in Australia. And do you know only a few of them are humanely euthanised? Costs too much money. Most are bludgeoned, drowned, or shot.’


  Rebecca could sense that Anne was on a roll and didn’t interrupt her.


  ‘And they put up smoke and mirrors—like the Greyhound Carers’ Association, which only takes care of about one percent of the dogs, and even then, it is left to caring volunteers to do the grunt work. Bloody appalling.’


  ‘Did Will think he could do anything about this? Did he try to expose any of it?’


  ‘Yes, he was trying to do something about it—and he had just found out something big.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He wouldn’t tell me. Said it would be safer if I didn’t know. But in the last few days, he was very excited about what he was onto and promised me it was going to blow the industry sky high.’


  ‘Do you know if he went to the dogs last night?’


  ‘No, I don’t. We were supposed to go together last night and again tonight. Will managed to get tonight off work. It wasn’t easy, as Friday is big in the restaurant trade. But last night, we had planned to leave home at about seven o’clock. I came home after work at about six, and he and Max weren’t here. I tried calling Will on his mobile, but he didn’t answer. I thought he might have gone without me. I decided to stay home and went to bed early. I knew something was wrong when I woke up this morning and noticed Will hadn’t come home. Next thing I knew, the cops were knocking on the door.’


  Rebecca thought she had all the information possible from Anne at this point and thanked her for her assistance. As she left, Rebecca gave Anne her business card, asking her to call if she thought of anything else that might be important in capturing Will’s killer or killers.


  Rebecca then knocked on the doors of the neighbours, but of those who were home, none knew anything of Will Oliver except that he was the man with the dogs who kept to himself.


  No Stone Left Unturned


  Gary
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  Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie was seated in Superintendent Bill McKie’s office when Bill McKie’s personal assistant, Anita Lung, barged into the office and spoke over Bill to say she was taking an early lunch.


  Exasperated, Bill said, ‘Actually, Anita, before you go, how about organising a couple of coffees for Gary and me?’


  ‘The number for the café is extension 4206,’ responded Anita as she turned and walked out of the office.


  ‘Jesus Christ,’ said Bill behind gritted teeth. ‘That woman will be the death of me.’ He picked up a notepad to scribble down another performance issue he would need to raise with Anita at tomorrow’s performance meeting.


  ‘It’s okay,’ said Gary. ‘I’ve had my quota of coffees for the day.’


  ‘That’s not the point,’ said Bill. He rubbed his face with his hands and moved on. ‘So, what’s the latest in this Head Case? I understand you now have two heads—three, if you count the dog.’


  ‘Yes. The cases may be related.’


  ‘What the hell do you mean, they may be related? It seems to be more than a coincidence, don’t you think? How many heads without bodies have we come across in murder cases before this spate? That number would be zero.’


  ‘It could be a copycat murder,’ replied Gary. ‘This Will Oliver appears to have gotten himself caught up in uncovering some greyhound-racing racket with bikie involvement. I’m focusing part of my investigation on the bikie angle at this point. I’m not discounting the possibility that whoever killed Leong Chew might have killed Will Oliver, but I have to take this other angle into account.’


  ‘Of course you do. Bikies, hey? What a business. Classy combo. And what about this Rebecca Keith? She is a suspect and keeps writing these stories on these murder cases she’s enmeshed in. Bit unconventional, isn’t it?’


  ‘Highly unconventional. I don’t like it. She’s publishing details about the cases that may be hampering our investigations. It’s not right. But there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ve spoken with the lawyers, and she isn’t breaking any laws. Until we charge someone, the information isn’t sub judice, and while it’s highly irregular for a suspect to be the journalist writing on the case, it’s not illegal. It is more of an ethical question. But, to be honest, my main concern at this point is that she may be putting herself in danger.’


  ‘Be careful, Gary. I know you have feelings for this woman. Make sure it doesn’t cloud your judgment. She is a suspect as well. And now she has direct connections to both murders. What have you done about investigating her?’


  ‘Oh, don’t worry, sir. I’m very conscious of the fact that I have to make sure Rebecca is thoroughly checked out. I’ve had Detectives Lee and White do an extensive background check on her. So far, she’s clean. We can’t find anything to link Rebecca Keith to the Leong Chew murder, and we are currently looking for anything that may link her to the Will Oliver murder. But Will was dead for some hours before Penny Tavanagh and Rebecca found his head. I have nothing to link either of these women to Will Oliver’s murder. However, Detectives Lee and White are not leaving any stone unturned in relation to Ms Keith.’


  ‘Good, glad to hear it.’


  The Dogs


  Rebecca
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  It was three in the afternoon before Rebecca pulled in to her driveway. It had been a big day, but she knew it was going to get even bigger. She had to go to the dogs that night. The special Friday-night carnival was too good an opportunity to miss.


  As Rebecca closed her front door, she leaned against it, bracing herself for the work that still lay ahead. Rebecca decided she would invite Penny and Lisa. One thing was for sure: she didn’t want to go to the dogs alone. She needed her friends for support. There was also an inkling that this may be a bit of fun.


  Rebecca rang Penny, knowing Penny would be reluctant to go to the dogs—or anywhere—after this morning’s harrowing events, but Rebecca thought if she had to push on, then so did Penny. Rebecca found Penny still a bit precious with her private schooling and privileged life and liked to push her.


  It took some doing, but Penny relented and agreed to let Rebecca pick her up at seven that night. In ending the call, Rebecca emphasised that Penny needed to dress down for the evening and suggested jeans, a basic jumper, and a farm coat.


  Rebecca then called Lisa Harrup. Lisa didn’t need any persuasion. Rebecca knew Lisa’s brother, Rosco, raced dogs, but Lisa had never before been able to convince Rebecca to go for a night out at the dogs. Until now, Rebecca had never had the slightest desire to go.


  ‘Abso-bloody-lutely,’ enthused Lisa. ‘But I’m gobsmacked. Why do you want to go to the dogs? Why have you waited until you are nearly forty? Is it on your bucket list?’


  ‘Hang on a minute, Lisa—steady on.’ Preferring to not take the bait re her age, Rebecca explained the murders, with the latest one happening this morning and possibly implicating bikies and greyhound racing.


  ‘Bloody hell. I heard it on the radio, but I didn’t know you were the one to discover him. This sounds dangerous. Rosco is always talking about the corruption in the dogs. He’s one of the clean trainers, but as a result, he rarely wins. He’s a softie who does it because he loves the dogs and the atmosphere.’


  Rebecca listened to Lisa, fondly aware that around Lisa there was never silence.


  Lisa continued, ‘You know what? Rosco is racing Leah Tard tonight, so we can catch up with him and use him as cover. He can give us some inside gossip.’


  ‘Great idea,’ said Rebecca. ‘Let’s do that. I’ll pick you up just after six thirty.’ Rebecca didn’t have to tell Lisa what to wear; she knew Lisa would be perfectly attired for the occasion.


  Rebecca made a hot chocolate while drawing a bath. She flung her clothes onto a cane chair in her bathroom and sank into the hot bath, placing her hot chocolate on a gum-tree stump next to the bath that she used as a table. Then she closed her eyes.


  When she woke, the water was cold. Looking out her bathroom window, she could see that the day was ending. She knew that in late winter it was normally dark by about six. Judging from the dimness of the light and the shadows on the trees outside the window, it wasn’t far off. She had never fallen asleep in the bath before. She must have been tired.


  Rebecca pulled the plug to her bath and reached for a towel. She was cold. After drying herself, she took her large blue bathrobe off the hook of the bathroom door and wrapped herself in it, slipping on her red fluffy slippers.


  She then plodded down to the kitchen, where she picked up the phone off the charger, checked her messages, and answered a few texts. Rebecca also checked her e-mails, deleting most of them as she went. There was an e-mail from Gary’s office, notifying her that her car would be impounded for at least the next few days and probably would not be returned until the following Friday. That didn’t overly concern Rebecca, as Reg said she could have the office car for as long as she needed it.


  But before she did anything else, she decided to call Reg to catch up.


  ‘Hi, Reg. It’s me, Rebecca.’


  ‘What’s up?’


  Rebecca went through what she had found out about the bikie and greyhound-racing angles and that she was off to the dogs that night with her friends to do some sleuthing.


  ‘Be careful, Rebecca. These bikie gangs are bad news.’ Reg’s voice betrayed his level of excitement. ‘So how are you going to handle this? Who are you going to talk to?’


  ‘Oh, I’m going to be really low key tonight. I’m treating it as a night out with Penny and Lisa, but I’ll be on the lookout.’


  ‘Great night out,’ replied Reg sarcastically.


  ‘Just think of it as background and colour for my next piece. But I may find someone who’s interesting. This is a fishing expedition, Reg. I don’t have any concrete leads or people of interest to interview. I just want to know a bit about what makes greyhound racing tick.’


  ‘Okay. Put a tenner on some loser for me. Pick the most outrageous name. It’s worked for me in the past. Remind me to tell you about the time I went to the dogs on my bucks night and won a packet on a dog called Teri Aki.’


  ‘Righto, I’ll make sure I follow that one up with you at some point,’ Rebecca responded, making a mental note to never follow it up.


  She went on to check some aspects of the Taste supplement, making sure that it was ordered in the way she had instructed and that Reg had her corrections for the copy. That morning she had already looked at a mock-up of the pages and changed a few of the photos, so she knew it was on track.


  After hanging up, she pulled on an old pair of blue jeans and a long-sleeved black T-shirt under a bottle-green jumper her grandma had knitted for her over twenty years ago. Grandma had made the jumper large enough to fit two of Rebecca, and while Rebecca had filled out since those years, thankfully she hadn’t filled out enough to outgrow the jumper.


  At six thirty, Rebecca pulled up in front of Lisa Harrup’s modest weatherboard home at Klemzig. She didn’t even have to get out of the car. Lisa was eagerly waiting on her verandah and jogged down to meet her. Lisa was wearing the same gear she’d worn as a teenager: blue jeans, Adidas runners, blue windcheater, and a black duffle coat.


  ‘You look comfy,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘You knows me,’ she said. ‘No freaking bullshit. You gets what you sees. Jeez, we’re going to the dogs. Beaudy?’


  Lisa was overdoing the bad grammar for Rebecca’s benefit. Lisa was capable of speaking very well and in fact could sound quite cultured when she tried. But she loved trying to get a rise out of Rebecca. Unlike Penny, Rebecca didn’t usually bite.


  ‘So, we’re going to pick up snooty Penny, are we?’ said Lisa.


  ‘Yes. And be nice. You two can get on well when you try.’


  ‘Yeah, I know. I don’t mind her. It’s just sometimes she is oblivious to the fact that some people don’t have much money. She talks about her real estate and her horses and her overseas trips like everyone is doing it. She’s in another world.’ Lisa was silent for a couple of minutes and then added, ‘You both would have got a fright this morning. How’s Penny holding up? I’m surprised she agreed to go with us.’


  ‘Yes. She has had a major shock. You get used to bizarre happenings and horror stories working in the media, even the food media, but Penny is used to working in real estate.’


  At that moment, Lisa and Rebecca looked across at each other and both burst into laughter.


  ‘Real estate!’ shrieked Lisa. ‘You can’t get more shonky and bizarre than in real estate. What the hell are you talking about?’


  Laughing, Rebecca said, ‘God, what was I thinking?’


  They pulled into the driveway of Penny’s federation villa in the leafy suburb of St Peter’s. Both Lisa and Rebecca hopped out of the car and walked past the manicured box hedges framing the immaculate lawn and up to the front door. Penny’s husband, Peter, answered the door. Peter was wearing an apron and was wiping his hands on a tea towel.


  ‘Hi, Rebecca, Lisa, come in,’ he said in an easy manner. Both Rebecca and Lisa gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘Just making the kids their dinner. I’d love to come to the dogs with you all tonight, but I have to babysit, I’m afraid.’


  ‘Maybe another time.’ Rebecca grinned.


  In a more serious tone, Peter said, ‘I’m very concerned about what happened this morning, Rebecca. It sounds pretty nasty. And to be honest, I’m a little bit concerned about your adventure tonight. Penny’s only just told me about the possible bikie connection.’


  Peter was a lawyer and only too aware of the entangled web that bikie gangs wove through the threads of respectable and not-so-respectable Adelaide society. The dogs were firmly in the not-so-respectable camp.


  Rebecca assured Peter that it was just a girls’ night out to get some background colour for her next article and that she wouldn’t be putting herself or her friends in any danger.


  Peter didn’t sound overly convinced, but he wasn’t about to ground Penny or stop Rebecca and Lisa doing what they wanted. He was a man who was proud to call himself a feminist.


  ‘It’ll be fine, Pete,’ said Lisa. ‘My brother, Rosco, is a dog trainer, and he’s racing Leah Tard tonight. We’ll be hanging out with him. Everyone will know we are with him, and there won’t be anything suspicious. I won’t let Rebecca speak to any lowlifes.’


  ‘Right,’ said Peter. ‘My mind is at ease.’ He rolled his eyes skyward and turned toward the kitchen. ‘You must excuse me—my risotto needs stirring.’ He left them in the family room with his and Penny’s two kids, Angus and Victoria, glued to their iPads while the TV blared in the background. Lisa and Rebecca tried to engage the kids in a conversation, with little success.


  Penny came out of the bedroom and down the corridor to the family room. She was wearing the blue jeans and jumper Rebecca had stipulated. However, the jeans were freshly laundered and pressed with a seam down the front, the jumper was Country Road, and Penny was wearing matching pearl necklace and earrings. Penny warmly hugged and kissed both Rebecca and Lisa before saying, ‘I didn’t know you were coming along, Lis. What fun.’


  ‘I didn’t know you were going to dress like you were going to Burnside Village.’


  ‘What?’ Penny sounded offended. ‘I’m wearing jeans and a jumper like Rebecca told me to.’


  ‘I think it’s the pearls,’ Rebecca said with a serious nod of the head. ‘Better take them off. And while you are at it, can you take that blue ribbon out of your hair? Just wear your hair down. And, Pete?’ She raised her voice so Peter could hear her from the next room over the TV. ‘Do you have an old coat Penny could borrow?’


  ‘What’s wrong with my cashmere coat?’ protested Penny.


  ‘Trust me, Penny,’ said Rebecca. ‘You don’t want to stick out tonight. Let’s go with an old coat of Pete’s.’


  ‘Yeah!’ yelled Peter. ‘Use my old corduroy jacket. You’ll find it on one of the hooks in the shed. I use it for gardening now, but at law school I used to think it made me look like a professor.’ After a short pause, he added, ‘It actually made me look like a tosser. I’m sure it will be more flattering on you, Penny.’


  ‘That old moth-eaten jacket? Why the hell do I have to wear that? I’ll look like a bag lady,’ protested Penny.


  ‘Perfect,’ said Lisa. ‘Let’s go. We’ll miss Leah Tard’s race if we aren’t snappy.’


  ‘Leah Tard?’ questioned Penny. ‘Who in their right mind would name a dog Leah Tard?’


  ‘Well, it’s better than the bitch’s name that bore him. She’s called Re Tard,’ said Lisa as she walked out the front door, yelling out ‘Goodbye!’ to Peter and the kids.


  The drive to Angle Park took about thirty minutes, passing through working-class suburbs and industrial estates. Corrug­ated iron fencing that had seen better days bound the park. While the word park normally conjured up images of green expanses dotted with trees, this wasn’t that sort of park. A myriad of signs in various faded states were plastered over the battered and crooked fences. Rebecca drove into the muddy car park, stopping to pay an attendant wearing an orange hi-vis vest over a checked flannel shirt. Hoping not to get bogged, Rebecca managed to find a patch of dead grass on which to park the car.


  The spotlights around the track were on, and distorted announcements screeched from the poor-quality sound system.


  ‘Mmm,’ said Penny as she picked her way through the ruts of mud, looking for firmer ground. ‘This looks interesting.’


  ‘Come on, girls. I’ll take you to the trainers’ area, and we can meet up with Rosco,’ ensthused Lisa.


  ‘Righto, we’ll follow you,’ said Rebecca.


  They walked past Hare, the restaurant and function area.


  ‘Are they serious? Are they calling the restaurant Hare as in “The Tortoise and the Hare”? Isn’t that what the dogs are suppose to chase, hares?’ said Penny.


  ‘Mechanical hares, Penny. Get it right,’ said Lisa.


  Rebecca smiled.


  There were already a couple of hundred people milling around on the terraces in front of Hare, and Rebecca and her friends had to weave through them. Lisa took them around the back to an alley of corrugated iron sheds that looked like mini horse stalls. She stopped when they reached stall seventy-one and she popped her head over the half door.


  ‘Hi, Rosco. How’s it going?’ said Lisa to her brother.


  ‘Gidday, Lisa,’ said a deep voice from behind the door.


  ‘I’ve brought Rebecca and Penny with me,’ said Lisa just as the two women leaned over the door next to her. Rosco was putting the racing bib onto Leah Tard. He was a tall, slim man with receding auburn hair, in his early forties. Rebecca knew him quite well, given that she’d gone to school with his sister, but as far as she knew, he’d never met Penny.


  He repeated his ‘gidday’, not appearing to address either Rebecca or Penny directly, continuing to adjust the bib to sit right on Leah Tard.


  ‘So what’s brought you to the dogs?’ said Rosco. ‘Looking to make some quick cash?’


  ‘Yeah,’ said Rebecca. ‘Here to make our fortune.’


  Penny said nothing. She looked rather uncomfortable.


  Lisa interjected, ‘Rebecca is going to do a colour piece on the dogs for the Advertiser. But she’s also looking for some information about a guy that’s been protesting the corruption in the greyhound industry and has just been murdered.’


  ‘You’d be talking about that Will Oliver guy, wouldn’t you?’ replied Rosco. ‘I’ve heard the story on the radio this afternoon. And it’s all the buzz around here. Everyone knows about it.’


  ‘What are they saying?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘That it served him right. That he was a troublemaker and was asking for it. That’s what the big mouths and the corrupt bastards are saying, anyhow. The good guys aren’t saying much. They don’t know who to trust, so they trust no one. Us good guys are feeling a bit anxious. We were hoping this Will Oliver guy might be able to shed some light on the corruption, and maybe something would happen this time. It doesn’t surprise me that he’s been taken care of.’


  ‘So you think Will Oliver was killed by someone connected with greyhound dog racing?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘I don’t know, Bec, but there’s some bad bastards in this game who are capable of it. The only thing is that they aren’t noted for cutting people’s heads off and putting them in horse troughs. That aspect is a bit of a twist. The body, or even head, isn’t normally found when these guys decide they want someone out of the way. If Will Oliver just went missing, never to be found again, that sounds more likely for these guys. These bastards normally don’t like leaving tracks behind.’


  ‘Interesting point,’ said Rebecca. ‘So who’s behind all the corruption in the dogs and what form does it take?’


  ‘Corruption is everywhere. It’s multilayered. They rig the race by drugging the dogs to make a killing in the betting ring. They take part of the winners prize purse. They skim money from the gate takings. You name it and they do it, if there is a buck in it. A couple of the officials have been bought off, and even some of the good guys have thrown in the towel and become bad guys. The way they view it is that if they want to remain in the industry, they have to bow to the corruption. It’s a lot like bike racing. Either use drugs or kiss goodbye to your dreams of winning.’


  ‘What about you, Rosco—have you kissed goodbye to your dreams?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Pretty much. Yeah, I have. I know where the line is, and I ain’t crossing it. Of course I’d like to win. I breed good dogs. But it isn’t worth selling my soul. I’ll just stick to getting satisfaction out of training my dogs and racing them. There’s still some of us good guys around, and even the bad guys give us grudging respect. You just live in hope that one day it will be better. But it’s never going to get better if I and other clean dog owners cave.’


  ‘Good on you,’ said Rebecca. ‘So who’s the really bad guy?’


  ‘Well, the biggest, baddest, ugliest guy would be Snakehead. He heads up the dog business for the Hell’s Angels. Snakehead has his guys in key positions all over the track.’


  ‘What’s his real name?’ continued Rebecca.


  ‘Don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. Just goes by the name of Snakehead. His name doesn’t appear anywhere officially. It’s his flunkies who get their names on lists. But you see him around here all the time. Most call him Mr Snakehead. I’ve never spoken to him. If I see him coming, I go the opposite way.’


  ‘A very good tactic,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Now if you would excuse me,’ said Rosco, ‘I must get Leah Tard down to the track—he’s due to race in the Golden Bone in about twenty minutes.’


  ‘Of course,’ said Rebecca. ‘We’ll go on to the terraces to watch the race. Good luck.’


  ‘Yes, good luck,’ added Penny, who had been listening intently. She put a hand onto Rosco’s shoulder and added, ‘You are a good man, Rosco.’


  Rosco gave her a puzzled look. ‘Thanks,’ he said and continued with his work.


  ‘Jesus, Penny,’ said Lisa. ‘Don’t embarrass the guy.’


  Rebecca understood that Lisa, like Rosco and most of their class, was of the view that you don’t praise people directly. Sarcastically maybe, but you don’t embarrass them with putting praise in such blunt terms.


  ‘Come on,’ said Lisa. ‘Let’s get out of here before Rosco’s head swells to the point that we get stuck in the stall with him.’


  Rebecca smiled to herself and followed Penny and Lisa to the terraces.


  ‘Let’s put a wager on Leah Tard,’ suggested Lisa.


  ‘Okay,’ said Rebecca, pulling a note out of her purse. ‘Put twenty dollars on the nose for me.’


  ‘And me,’ added Penny, handing Lisa her twenty-dollar note.


  ‘Great. I’ll go see Bruce the bookie and be back in a jiffy.’


  Rebecca and Penny decided to go to the bar and pick up some drinks to take back to the terrace ahead of the big race. Penny said, ‘I think it would be safest if we stuck to beer tonight, Rebecca. The wine list looks a bit basic.’


  ‘Sure, whatever,’ replied Rebecca.


  Rebecca ordered three beers, which were poured into plastic cups and placed into a cardboard tray. They made their way back to the terraces just as Lisa was returning to the same spot.


  ‘Bonzer,’ said Lisa. ‘I could go a beer.’ She relieved Rebecca of one of the beers from the tray.


  The course announcer bellowed that the dogs were getting ready for the Golden Bone.


  ‘Now for the big one. That’s right, folks. It’s the Golden Bone, won last year by Archie Doodah. What a race that was. But tonight’s race is going to blow that race away. We have a first-class field! In lane one, we have Proven Daisy out of Blooming Chrysanthemum. In lane two is Sugar Bullet out of Heart Disease. Lane three is Headda Lettuce. What a champion she is. In lane four we have Leah Tard out of Re Tard. Lane five is Kitty Litter, and Moose Head in lane six. What a stellar group, folks. Makes you shake your head at the brilliance of these dogs.’


  The announcer went on to name the trainers and give the latest odds.


  Rebecca rolled her eyes. ‘What a load of crap. I can’t believe people actually take this seriously.’


  ‘Shut up, Rebecca,’ said Lisa. ‘Just because it’s not for you doesn’t mean you have to look down your nose at it. You’re the same about the V8 cars as well. You’ve become a bloody snob.’


  At this point, Penny looked away. Rebecca knew Penny was thinking the names were nonsense and that the whole setup was comical but had decided it was safer to say nothing.


  ‘Yeah, yeah. Okay, Lisa. You’re right. Just because it’s not for me, I shouldn’t be so judgmental. I’d like to say it’s good, honest fun, but I don’t think honest would cut it—but that’s not the punter’s fault. I’m sorry.’


  Lisa merely grunted. Rebecca was grateful for the sounding of the bell that meant the traps were going to be opened shortly and the mechanical hare would run.


  And the race was on. The announcer was speaking so quickly Rebecca could only pick up a few words. She watched as the dogs ran hard around the dirt track. She was trying to see where number four, Leah Tard, was placing. She thought she heard the announcer say that Leah Tard was in first place, with Moose Head only a head behind. It was all over before she knew it. Rebecca was totally confused. The announcer was calling out a time of 29:71 seconds. Up on the screen came the numbers six, four, and three. The announcer was now calling Moose Head as the winner, followed by Leah Tard and Headda Lettuce.


  ‘Should have gone with a place,’ said Lisa despondently.


  ‘Well, at least Rosco got a place. He’ll be thrilled with that, as long as he isn’t heavied by the bikies to cough up part of the prize money,’ replied Rebecca.


  Just then, the crowd on the terrace below them and immediately to their right began to part, allowing a large man wearing a black-and-white striped suit to pass with his entourage.


  ‘That’s Snakehead and his flunkies,’ confirmed Lisa, although Rebecca had already guessed as much.


  Apart from the rather gaudy suit, his hair was another standout feature. Snakehead’s hair had been died a washed-out orange and was roughly plaited to below his shoulder blades. Even from where they stood, Rebecca could see that Snakehead had a bad case of dandruff. Snakehead’s suit was well worn and crumpled; it hadn’t seen the dry cleaners for some time.


  Snakehead and his entourage moved through the crowd and then took a left, heading up to the Hare.


  ‘So that’s the great man,’ said Rebecca. ‘Can’t say I’m impressed.’


  ‘He needs a good hairdresser,’ added Penny. ‘He certainly needs some treatment for that dandruff.’


  Rebecca stretched. ‘I think I’ve seen enough here, girls. I’m ready to head off. We’ve got the olive harvest tomorrow. It’s going to be an early start.’


  Lisa said, ‘Just let me go say goodbye to Rosco. I’ll meet you at the car.’


  ‘No,’ said Rebecca. ‘We all go together or not at all. We’ll come with you.’


  They congratulated Rosco on his second place and said their goodbyes. By the time they started back toward the car, it had started to pour with rain. They made a run for it.


  The Olive Harvest
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  Rebecca’s alarm on her iPhone buzzed at six in the morning. She rolled over, fumbled with the phone in the dark to switch off the alarm, and flopped back in her bed, reluctant to stir. She was physically and mentally exhausted.


  When Rebecca had arrived home the previous evening, she’d written up a piece on Will Oliver and his love of greyhound dogs. Rebecca had described the night at the Angle Park Greyhounds and exposed the more seedy side of the industry, being careful not to name or identify any sources that may be in danger if exposed. She added weight to her article by quoting representatives of various activist groups she had phoned. Rebecca was never embarrassed by calling people late at night for a story. She saw it as the lot of a journalist working on a morning paper. Rebecca had found a range of suitable sources on the Advertiser’s extensive contact database, and if a contact turned out not to be a great source, she was able to extract a name and phone number of a better one. Her motto was to never waste a phone call.


  She had also called the various members of the management of Greyhound Racing South Australia and put a series of questions to them. Rosco’s confidential background briefing informed Rebecca’s strong line of questioning. As for Snakehead, she thought it best not to identify him just at that moment and referred to him obliquely. Rebecca knew she needed to do a bit more digging and be on solid ground before naming Snakehead. She had sent the copy to Reg. He would take a red pen to her work and get it ‘legalled’ as well.


  Today was olive harvest day. Normally it was a day Rebecca looked forward to, but this time was different. She wanted to sleep in. But she also knew she couldn’t let the team down, particularly Jonathan. Besides, it was a chance to mingle with a few of the suspects in Leong Chew’s murder and possibly Will Oliver’s murder.


  Rebecca ran through in her head the names of those who were attending the olive harvest that day: Jonathan, Francois, Dorothy, Nick, Jo, Lisa, and Penny. Dorothy had only started to attend a couple of years ago when Nick invited her. Rebecca would have preferred it if she wasn’t there. Reg came some years but was very erratic. He wasn’t coming today.


  In the early years, partners and families had come too. The partners and families had tailed off, and now only the diehards turned up, although sometimes a family member would show up for the picnic lunch.


  They were all due to meet at the olive grove near Mann Terrace at Gilberton at seven o’clock. Everyone was tasked with bringing something for breakfast and lunch unless they were bringing the myriad of other inventory for the day. Rebecca’s job for breakfast was coffee. For the first few years she had persevered with making up espresso milk coffee in thermos flasks, but by the time they had gotten to drink it, it had never been hot enough—and they had always run out. For the past few years, Rebecca had hired a mobile coffee van with a barista. It cost her a small fortune, but she decided it was worth it.


  For lunch, Rebecca had ordered a large spinach, ricotta, leek, and fennel spanakopita from her local caterer. Normally Rebecca baked something herself, but this week had been crazy, and she just had to let go of some of her traditions. But Rebecca had used this caterer many times for various functions, and the food was good. It was also fortunate that the caterer opened at six thirty on Saturday mornings to begin baking for the day. Rebecca would need to drop in on the way to the olive grove to pick up the dish.


  Eventually Rebecca slid out of her bed and poked her feet out into the cold air. She made a grab for her bathrobe, which lay on the wing-back chair in the corner of the room. Next to her bed, the chair was the most important piece of furniture in the room. Rebecca would sit in the chair for hours, mostly reading. She had the chair and matching ottoman covered in her favourite colour combination, pink and green. A large lettuce-green woollen throw lay across the chair, and an industrial-looking metal standard lamp sat next to it. It was one of Rebecca’s favourite comfort spots in the house. She passed it longingly.


  She shuffled into the bathroom, barely lifting her feet. Ever since she had been a child, family and friends had known that when she didn’t lift her feet, it was a signal to stay clear. It was an indication of exhaustion, which often led to a short fuse.


  She stayed in the shower for nearly fifteen minutes, luxuriating in its heat. She particularly liked to feel the hot water fall on her back, and it was an effort to turn the shower off. She brushed her teeth and put on her makeup. At last she was beginning to feel awake and ready to face the day.


  Rebecca walked to her wardrobe, no longer shuffling, and opened a couple of the doors that stored her day-to-day casual clothes. Rebecca’s wardrobe ran for the width of her bedroom and had seven doors. The wardrobe was very organised, laid out according to formal, sport, casual, work, and daggy. Clothes were even hung in order of colour. The shoes were stored in their original boxes.


  Today was a comfort day and a day to dress warmly. It had continued to rain heavily overnight, so the ground would be muddy. A Wellington-boot kind of day. She dressed pretty much as she had for the dogs the previous night. Old jeans, long-sleeved white T-shirt, and the bottle-green jumper. Rebecca slipped on a loose pair of boat shoes, carrying a pair of thick socks and her Wellington boots with her to the car. She needed coffee. She knew the espresso van should have already pulled up at the olive grove, and the barista would be warming the coffee machine.


  Rebecca threw her boots into the car and took the short walk around to Hutt Street and the caterer to pick up the spanakopita. The smell of coffee was overwhelming. She couldn’t resist, and along with picking up the spanakopita, she ordered a long black.


  Rebecca sat at the café table on the footpath, sipping her coffee in the cold early morning, knowing the olive grove could wait. Cupping her hands around the mug, Rebecca felt the warmth of the coffee seep into her fingers. Just then, her mobile phone rang. Putting down the mug, she fumbled in her handbag. The display screen on the phone showed it was Gary. Rebecca’s heart skipped a beat.


  ‘Hello,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Hi, Rebecca, it’s me,’ he said, adding more formally, ‘Inspector Gary Jarvie.’


  Rebecca looked at her watch. It was five minutes to seven.


  ‘Yes, good morning, Inspector.’ She tried to sound confident.


  ‘I’m just ringing to see if you have anything else you need to tell me. I know you have been making your own inquiries.’


  Rebecca gave a little gasp and said, ‘Well, I’m only doing my job, Inspector.’


  ‘Well, perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me what you have managed to find out. It could be helpful to us in our murder inquiries.’


  Rebecca understood where Gary was coming from. It wouldn’t hurt her to work with him and tell him what she knew. She ran through the events of the last twenty-four hours, including her trip to the dogs. She told him of what she had found out about the bikie gang involvement in the greyhound-racing industry and that Will Oliver had been onto something prior to his death. She gave him the outline of what would appear in her next article, probably due to be published in the Sunday Mail and online. She noticed it hadn’t made the Saturday edition.


  Gary seemed to be listening intently. However, Rebecca suspected her information wasn’t new to him—he probably had eyes on the likes of Snakehead already.


  ‘Just be careful, Ms Keith,’ Gary said. ‘What are your plans for today?’


  ‘I’ve got the olive harvest today. I’m heading off to it now,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Who’s going?’ inquired Gary.


  Rebecca ran through the list of names, knowing this would excite and possibly concern Gary.


  ‘Well, you certainly have an interesting guest list. I wish I could be there,’ replied Gary.


  ‘Yes, well, if the circumstances were different,’ said Rebecca. ‘I would have invited you, but I think, given that many of us are murder suspects, you may make a few people uneasy, and my attempts at getting any clues may be thwarted.’


  ‘Don’t do anything stupid, Ms Keith. You’re not the police.’


  ‘Oh, come on,’ said Rebecca. ‘I’ll be fine. And the reality is that Leong’s and Will’s killer or killers may not be among those who were at the dinner at Wattle House the night before Leong’s head turned up on that platter. Neither you nor I have anything to connect any of them to the killings. At this rate, the whole of Adelaide could be on the suspect list. And if that is the case, I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without being in danger. By the way, what did you find out about the holly that was found in Jonathan’s shed? Is it a match?’


  ‘You know I can’t divulge any police information, Rebecca.’


  ‘I’ll take that as a yes then. You would have said there was no connection if there was none. So I take it that Jonathan has been bumped up the suspect list? He didn’t do it, Gary.’ It was the first time during the murder investigation that she had called the detective chief inspector by his first name, and she liked doing so.


  ‘You know I can’t confirm or deny, so you are just jumping to a conclusion that may not be correct,’ said Gary.


  ‘Yeah, yeah. I know,’ she said dismissively. ‘Anyway, I’ve got to go now, Gary.’ She was now revelling in the freedom of calling him Gary. ‘Anything else?’


  ‘No.’ He sounded a bit hesitant, almost as if he didn’t want the conversation to end. Rebecca had to admit that she liked that—but now wasn’t the time to drag out the conversation. She had places to be.


  ‘Okay, then. See ya around, Gary.’ Rebecca waited for a goodbye, and then she hung up, smiling to herself.


  Gary hung up the phone. He had been dying to tell Rebecca all he knew. He’d wanted to tell her that the holly was a match. He’d wanted to tell her that he had brought Jonathan Riddle in for questioning again yesterday and that Jonathan claimed to know nothing about how the holly had gotten into his shed or where it had come from. But Gary had not told Rebecca any of that—he couldn’t.


  He couldn’t tell her that Jonathan Riddle was now more in the spotlight as a suspect than ever.


  Rebecca looked at her watch. It was ten past seven, and she was now officially late. She hated being late.


  She drove to the olive grove and onto the park lands, where she stopped next to half a dozen other cars and the espresso van. Everyone had parked away from the olive trees so that they wouldn’t be in the way of the netting. Rebecca had the olive-collection license from the Adelaide City Council tucked in her purse, ready to be shown to any officious parking inspectors. The license gave her and the group permission to park their vehicles temporarily on the park lands while they picked the olives. In the last few years, Rebecca had taken over the job—previously done by Jonathan—of procuring the license. Jonathan’s interest in the olive harvest had diminished, and she had no doubt this had coincided with his intensifying relationship with Leong. Leong had made it clear he did the olive harvest under sufferance. Rebecca guessed Leong’s sufferance had had something to do with Francois Bacone’s involvement.


  The Advertiser photographer and self-confessed olive-oil connoisseur Jo Sharpiro had brought the trestle tables and fold-up chairs on the back of his battered Holden Ute. Jo was setting the tables up with the help of Lisa.


  Penny and a few of the others were mingling around the espresso van, waiting for their first order of coffee for the morning.


  Rebecca heard a rumbling and turned to see Jonathan pull up over the curb onto the park lands in his fire-engine red 1948 Ford F1 pickup. Jonathan’s father had bought the truck in the late 1970s and lovingly restored it to its former glory. Jonathan kept the truck, along with a number of other vintage farm vehicles, in an enormous shed at what had been the family farm—and was now his farm—at Oakbank in the Adelaide Hills. All the olive harvesting gear was in the tray of the pickup.


  Francois Bacone was there, having arrived with Dorothy Plant. Francois was carefully arranging his bacon, egg, and leek filo pies on serving platters in the middle of the trestle table. Dorothy had made her annual treat of apple-and-cinnamon golden-syrup scrolls. Dorothy took off the aluminum foil that was keeping the scrolls warm.


  Lisa wasn’t much of a cook, so her task had been to bring the crockery, utensils, and napkins. Lisa plonked her plates and bowls at both ends of the table, along with two ironstone cream jugs crammed full with forks, knives, and spoons. Lisa had brought paperweights to make sure the napkins didn’t blow away, as they had done in previous years.


  Nick Pecorino arrived, carefully carrying to the table a white porcelain bowl full of cut winter fruits. Into another large bowl, he emptied a nut-crumble mixture from its plastic storage container. Into the last bowl, he poured three large tubs of Udder Delights Yoghurt, specially bought from the Hahndorf artisan producer the day before. Wooden serving spoons were placed into each bowl.


  Once Penny had finished her first coffee for the day, she took out her basket of artichoke-and-feta tarts and placed it on the table, folding back the green-and-white checked tablecloth. Penny had also brought large sprays of wattle and old milk bottles for vases, which she artfully arranged down the table.


  ‘Okay,’ said Rebecca. ‘Looks like the food is up. Bring your coffees over to the table, and let’s get stuck in.’


  The group didn’t need much encouragement. Most were still groggy and on autopilot, not used to the early mornings. Everyone was keen to tuck in to some comfort food.


  They milled around the table, either going for the fruit, nut crumble, and yoghurt to start or piling their plates with tarts and scrolls. Once satisfied they had enough food on their plates for their first sitting, they sought out a seat at the table. The conversation was pretty sparse.


  Jonathan broke the silence with the inevitable reference to the weather. ‘We’re lucky with the weather. It rained heavily last night, but I heard on the radio this morning that we can expect a fine day.’


  ‘That’s good,’ answered Penny. ‘We’ve had quite a bit of rain this winter. I’m sure the farmers are happy.’


  ‘Farmers are never happy,’ responded Lisa grumpily. Rebecca grinned. Lisa wasn’t a morning person.


  Jonathan shot back, ‘That’s just not fair. I’m sick of farmers always being categorised as whingers. Where do you think all this food on the table comes from? And do you think it’s easy? The weather is not the only variable. What about the high price of the Aussie dollar affecting our exports—or the dumping of subsidised substandard food into our markets?’


  ‘Oh, here we go again,’ Jo said. ‘The annual lecture from our resident agrarian socialist.’


  ‘Okay, then,’ Rebecca interjected. ‘So how much oil do you think we will get from the olives this year? Anyone willing to wager a bet?’


  ‘Well, we got just over seventy-nine litres last year from the sixteen trees, and it’s been a good season. I’ll wager we’ll pull eighty litres this year,’ said Nick.


  ‘Why don’t we all put fifty dollars into the kitty, and the closest guess wins the pot? Is everyone in?’ said Rebecca. As no one objected, Rebecca added, ‘Lisa, can you collect the money, write the bets down, and sort it?’


  ‘Sure,’ said Lisa. ‘I always fancied myself a bookie. That’s why I went into banking.’


  With the distraction of collecting the money and taking down people’s guesses, the mood had swung for the better, and the hum of conversation around the table was now genial.


  Being that year’s chief organiser, Rebecca called everyone to attention once the breakfast began petering out, tapping the side of her plate with her fork.


  ‘Gidday everyone. It’s great to see you here at our annual olive harvest. The events of the last week have been very traumatic.’ Rebecca gave a sympathetic glance in Jonathan’s direction. ‘And I know some of us have questioned whether the harvest should have gone ahead today. But I’m very glad we have decided to come together and push ahead with the harvest. It might be a cliché, but life does go on, and as one of my favourite movies, The Shawshank Redemption, says, “You can either get busy living or get busy dying.”


  ‘So today we are here celebrating life—and what better way than by harvesting olives for cold-press olive oil? If Nick is right and we manage to extract eighty litres of olive oil from today’s harvest, that will be ten litres of olive oil each. And I know this olive oil is famous among the circles we move in. We give bottled olive oil as Christmas presents, we give it to our friends, and we take it to dinner parties. Our olive oil has a special magic about it that breaks down barriers and brings us closer to those we gift it to. Some of us design our own labels, and I know, Francois, that you use some of it in your restaurant to much acclaim. This event and the bounty this harvest brings is a wonderful annual gift. The harvest heralds the closing phase of winter, with the promise of spring and new life. I think now, more than any other year, we need our olive harvest.’


  The group spontaneously clapped.


  Rebecca hadn’t planned to speak any of the words she had just said. She had intended to announce a perfunctory list of what everyone’s job was going to be that day—but she thought the moment had needed something more.


  Slightly embarrassed, she added, ‘Okay, that’s enough philosophising. Now, here is the work list for the day: Jo and Francois, you lay out the nets. As usual, we have enough nets to go under five trees. Once we have harvested the first trees, you will need to move the nets onto the next lot. Dorothy, Lisa, Penny, and I will use the sticks to knock the olives into the nets. Nick and Jonathan, your job is to pick up the nets and funnel the olives into the buckets. Remember, don’t overfill the buckets—otherwise, you will find them too heavy to lift into the truck. We don’t want strained backs. Once you have a truckload, you need to take the load to Maroudas Olives in Thebarton like in previous years. I’ve booked us in, and they are expecting you. Any questions?’


  Everyone seemed happy with their tasks, as they were mostly the same tasks they were given every year. The difference this year was that they were one man down without Leong Chew. It had been one of the few times of the year that Leong Chew and Francois Bacone had held a semi truce. This year, Rebecca reflected, Francois wouldn’t have to bother about how to handle Leong.


  While they waited for Jo and Francois to lay out the first of the nets, Rebecca helped Jonathan and Nick haul down the large plastic buckets from the back of the truck.


  ‘So, Jonathan, how have you been?’ Rebecca asked, hoping he would divulge what had happened when the police came to search his house for the holly.


  ‘It’s all been very peculiar. After our lunch the other day, the police came knocking on my door with a search warrant. The police had already been through the place top to bottom, so I’m not sure why they were back, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. They went through the house and shed, and I even saw them fossicking in the garden beds.’


  ‘Did they find anything?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘As a matter of fact, they did,’ replied Jonathan. ‘I didn’t know it at the time, but they found some holly, which they took away for testing. I got a call from that Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie yesterday, asking me to come to his office. When I got there, he showed me some holly he said they had found in my shed, and he said they’d had it tested—and it matched the holly found on poor Leong Chew’s head. I was damned upset, I can tell you.’


  ‘What did you say?’ urged Rebecca.


  ‘That I knew nothing about it, of course. And it’s true. I don’t. Leong dried all his herbs in the shed. I knew about the garlic and the chilli and a few herbs, but I didn’t know about the holly. Leong must have been drying it out, but I never noticed it. The police said it could be used for medicinal purposes. That was news to me. I told them I had no idea where he got the holly from.’


  ‘Right,’ said Rebecca, pleased that Jonathan had confided in her but a little uncomfortable that she wasn’t being as open herself.


  Suddenly, Rebecca had a bright idea about how she might track down the distinctive holly. ‘I know what I can do to track down the holly: I’ll put it in as a question in the Sunday Mail garden section.’


  ‘What, you think someone might respond if they know where it is growing?’ said Jonathan.


  ‘Of course. Our readers are better than Google.’


  Rebecca hoped the holly was as rare as the experts said and that there weren’t multiple bushes all around Adelaide. However, to progress this plan, Rebecca knew she would have to get a photo of the holly.


  ‘Did the police take all the holly?’ she asked.


  ‘No, they left a couple of bunches.’


  ‘What about if I come around later this afternoon and take a photo? I’d like to get it in tomorrow’s paper and online.’


  ‘Of course,’ replied Jonathan.


  Just then Nick Pecorino interrupted. ‘Come on, Jonathan. The first lot is ready for collecting.’


  As Jonathan walked away with one of the buckets, Nick said to Rebecca, ‘How about coming over for dinner at my place tomorrow night? We haven’t caught up since Leong’s murder, and there is quite a bit of detail we still need to sort out for the Australian Food Festival coverage.’


  It struck Rebecca as unusual to get an invitation for a meal at Nick’s place. While they had shared a meal many times over the years, they had always been at a restaurant or someone else’s place.


  As if reading Rebecca’s mind, Nick added, ‘As long as you don’t mind a salad and barbecue steak. I don’t do fancy at home. That’s why I don’t normally invite people home for dinner. It’s just that I know you are so flat-out covering these murders and doing the Taste supplement that if I don’t break my rule, I’m afraid I’m not going to get you exclusively to myself for a few weeks.’


  ‘Okay. I don’t mind simple. I quite like a barbie. What time?’


  ‘How does seven o’clock suit?’


  ‘Sounds good. I’ll bring a bottle of wine,’ said Rebecca.


  The olive harvest had its own rhythm. With everyone doing his or her individual job efficiently, each tree took about fifteen minutes to harvest. By ten o’clock, they were halfway through their sixteen allocated trees.


  Rebecca knew their sixteen trees were only a drop in the ocean. Over 7000 olive trees had been planted around the Adelaide park lands in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and about half remained today. Rebecca had often thought about extending her council olive permit, but the group always agreed that harvesting the sixteen trees was enjoyable. Any more, and it would become a chore.


  The small grove of trees in Gilberton that the group chose to harvest was a convenient location. The fact that it was only a couple of minutes away from Jo Sharpiro’s home in the adjacent suburb of Medindie was a major determining factor. There were no public toilets among the olive groves.


  They took a short coffee break at ten o’clock and scoffed the rest of the breakfast food before getting back to work.


  By one, the work was done, and everyone was feeling tired but contented.


  It was time for lunch. The late-winter sun was shining through scattered clouds. The men and women separated into their traditional roles. Despite Rebecca’s feminist ideals, she knew which battles to take on and which to leave. While the guys packed up the gear and Jonathan and Nick took the last of the olives to the processor at Thebarton, the girls got busy preparing the lunch. Lisa had already packed the dirty breakfast dishes into a large plastic tub and brought out fresh op-shop crockery and cutlery along with wineglasses.


  Rebecca put her spanakopita on the table. She also set out a bottle of the previous year’s olive oil and her special offering for the day, a bottle of aged white Leonardi Oro Nobile balsamic vinegar, imported from Modena, Italy. The white balsamic vinegar had cost her a small fortune. The mixture of olive oil with the vinegar made a great dip for bread.


  Penny put out her mini pork pies and jars of homemade piccalilli. Penny had brought a wheel of Brie and a large jar of pickled olives, which she placed on a handcrafted eucalyptus breadboard. She scattered some handmade fennel crispbreads next to the cheese.


  Dorothy went to her car and brought out both her and Francois’s offerings. Francois had cooked a rolled roast of chicken with couscous and pine-nut stuffing and prepared a haloumi, chickpea, and spinach salad. The salad was still to be dressed with vinaigrette dressing that Francois had poured into a screw-top jar. Dorothy had brought four freshly baked baguettes that she had picked up from the central market that morning. Dorothy had also made a mackerel pâté.


  Rebecca opened Nick Pecorino’s boot, looking for his contribution. The boot was crammed with old towels, rubber boots, and various tools, including a couple of large plastic containers. She picked up the plastic container closest to her and pulled off the lid. It wasn’t food. Rebecca was staring at a human skull.


  She closed the lid and quickly shut the boot. Rebecca looked around to see if Nick and Jonathan had returned. They hadn’t.


  Rebecca stood by the car and wondered what she should do. Clearly there was a skull in Nick’s boot. Did that mean Nick was a killer? Did that mean he was involved in murder? Rebecca wasn’t sure of anything except the fact that she was creeped out. She decided to pull herself together and go on with lunch as if nothing had happened, but to call Gary as soon as she could after lunch. She looked through the window of Nick’s car and saw an esky. She grabbed it, checked that it contained Nick’s picnic food, and brought it to the table.


  Everyone was getting seated as Jonathan and Nick arrived back from Thebarton.


  Francois and Jo had sorted out the drinks, having placed bottles of South Australian red and white wine onto the tables, along with bottles of sparkling mineral water. The white wine and mineral water had been kept cold in a couple of eskies packed with ice. Although, given the coldness of the day, Rebecca guessed there would be more red than white wine drunk.


  ‘So,’ said Penny, addressing Jonathan, ‘how many kilograms of olives did we harvest?’


  ‘This year’s bounty is 840 kilograms. That compares with 790 last year, so that will work out to roughly 84 litres of olive oil. Great result. As usual, the oil will take a week to press, so it will be ready to be picked up next Saturday,’ replied Jonathan.


  Lisa was quick to respond, ‘Just because we know how many kilos we have harvested, that doesn’t mean we know how many litres of oil we will get from the crush. We will need to wait until next Saturday to see who wins the $400. I’ll keep the money until then.’


  Rebecca noticed Nick eyeing the table. ‘So who was the good fairy that got my esky out of my car and laid out my produce so beautifully?’ he asked.


  ‘That would be me,’ said Rebecca, trying to sound equally unfazed.


  Was it Rebecca’s imagination, or did Nick flinch?


  ‘So, did you find it okay?’ he asked.


  ‘Obviously,’ replied Rebecca.


  Nick poured himself a fruity glass of Shaw and Smith pinot gris. Rebecca thought she could do with a drink herself and poured a glass of Di Giorgio cabernet sauvignon.


  As Rebecca lifted the glass to her mouth, she could smell the earthiness of the strong red soil that produced such rich and velvety red wines. Sipping the wine, she immediately felt more relaxed. She did her best to put the skull and its implications to one side, instead piling her plate with a scotch egg and a large slice of brie. She tore off a piece of baguette, scooped out some piccalilli, grabbed a few olives, cut off a piece of roast chicken roll—taking care to get a large amount of stuffing—scooped on a pile of the Greek and potato salads, and felt virtuous for not having touched the haloumi-and-chickpea salad or the mackerel pâté and veggie sticks—for now.


  She was relieved Nick didn’t seem to suspect she had discovered the skull and that the hard work of the morning was behind her. She melted into the sagging director’s chair, alternating her sipping and chewing while dreamily watching a flock of sulphur-crested cockatoos picking at the ground and the olives left behind.


  The group spent the next hour drinking, eating, and doing a minimal amount of talking. They were exhausted and content to sit, eat and drink.


  Rebecca thought she showed enormous self-restraint to stick to two glasses of red, knowing she had to drive as well as talk to Gary about the skull. As no one else seemed to be drinking the Di Gorgio, she popped the cork back in the bottle and put it to one side, intent on taking it with her. She would polish off the rest of the bottle that night. No problem.


  After everyone said their farewells, Rebecca drove off from the olive grove and took a couple of backstreets until she found a suitable place to pull over. She rang Gary and it went to message bank. ‘Gary, it’s me, Rebecca. I’ve got something really important to tell you. Call me as soon as you get this message.’


  She was irritated she couldn’t speak to Gary but resisted the urge to call again. That would look obsessive.


  She then drove to Jonathan’s house to take a photo of the holly. Jonathan had still been packing up his truck when she had left the olive grove. The shed was unlocked, and Rebecca let herself in. The interior was dark, so she flicked on the light switch. The lights didn’t come on. Rebecca tried flicking the switch a couple of times, but still there was no light.


  ‘Damn,’ she said. But she wasn’t going to be deterred. She was cold and tired, and a large belly of food and wine was making her drowsy. Climbing the stairs in the dimness, she approached the top, where a little more light came in through the dormer windows. Dust floated in the shards of light.


  Once upstairs, Rebecca made her way to the rafter containing the drying herbs and grabbed a handful of the holly. She jumped as she heard a loud crash from downstairs.


  ‘Who’s there?’ said Rebecca.


  There was no answer. Rebecca warily crept down the stairs, holly in hand. As she turned the corner of the stairs, she could see the cause of the noise. Jonathan had crashed his truck into the wooden shed doors. Rebecca pulled back one of the doors to see him sitting in the driver’s seat looking slightly dazed, with a trickle of blood running down his forehead. Rebecca rushed to the driver’s door and opened it.


  ‘Are you okay?’


  ‘Mmmm. I think so. I hit my head on the windscreen,’ said Jonathan. He brushed his hand over his forehead and looked at the blood on the back of his hand. ‘I hit the accelerator instead of the brake.’


  ‘What the hell were you thinking!’ Rebecca said in an exasperated tone. Could anything else go wrong this week?


  ‘Don’t yell at me!’ said Jonathan, with tears starting to run down his cheeks. ‘I didn’t do it on purpose!’


  ‘No, I know,’ said Rebecca more gently. ‘I’m sorry. I’m just tired. Let’s get you inside.’


  As Rebecca helped Jonathan into his house, she couldn’t help but wonder if he had stuck to only a couple of wines at lunch.


  She cleaned Jonathan up and consoled him that not a lot of damage had been done to either the truck or the shed door.


  Only after this could she finally get to the point of her visit. She propped the holly on an outside table to get reasonably good light and took a photo.


  Leftovers


  [image: image]


  It was almost three o’clock before Rebecca unlocked the front door of her bluestone cottage. Gary hadn’t returned her call. She rang him again and left another message. Exasperated at Gary not getting back to her, she went to the bathroom and turned on the bath taps, popped the plug in, and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on to make a cup of green tea.


  While the bath drew, she dropped all her clothes into the cane laundry basket and slipped on her bathrobe and slippers. She sat on the tree-stump table-cum-stool next to the bath and sipped her tea meditatively as she listened to the water fill the bath. The steam was fogging up the art deco mirror above the sink. It joined with the dim light of the afternoon to create a cocoon-like atmosphere. Rebecca slipped into the bath.


  Half an hour later she was dressed and had lit the open fire in the lounge room. She phoned Reg, as she wasn’t having any luck with Gary.


  ‘Hello, Rebecca, what’s up?’ answered Reg.


  ‘A skull.’ Rebecca replied bluntly.


  ‘What?’


  ‘A skull. As if my life couldn’t get more complicated, I found a skull in Nick Pecorino’s boot.’


  ‘Come again?’


  ‘I’ll speak slowly, Reg. I found a skull in the boot of Nick Pecorino’s car.’


  ‘Jesus, Rebecca. What next? Does Nick know?’


  ‘No. He was taking the olives to Thebarton, and I was looking for his picnic food, and I obviously opened something that I shouldn’t have. But I put it back and he is none the wiser.’


  ‘Have you told the police?’


  ‘Well, I’ve tried calling Gary, but his phone just goes to message bank. Perhaps I should try one of the detectives who work for him?’


  ‘I’m sure your boyfriend will get back to you soon. Probably best to speak to him.’


  ‘He’s not my bloody boyfriend,’ snapped Rebecca.


  ‘Okay, okay. Don’t get your knickers in a knot. Only joshing. Try calling him again when you get off the phone to me.’


  ‘There’s something else, Reg.’


  ‘I dread to ask.’


  ‘Nick has asked me to dinner at his place tomorrow night. And I’ve said yes. But now with the skull and all, I don’t think that is a good idea.’


  ‘Well, I hate to agree. But it might be too risky. Even for me. Look, Rebecca, you really need to talk to Gary about the skull. First things first.’


  ‘And another thing. I’ve had an idea about how we might be able to track down where this holly has come from.’


  ‘Gee, you’re on fire today.’


  ‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Reg. I’ve taken a photo of the holly that was left at Jonathan’s place. I want you to put it in as a reader’s question in the gardening section of tomorrow’s paper. I’ll send you the question and the photo via e-mail shortly. Someone is bound to have seen it somewhere. We can only hope it is only found in a couple of places and we can narrow it down.’


  ‘Good idea. Send it through. I’ll make sure it goes into the paper tomorrow. And call me after you talk to your copper.’


  No sooner had Rebecca hung up from Reg than her phone rang. It was Gary.


  ‘Hello.’


  ‘Rebecca?’


  Rebecca’s heart skipped a beat. She liked to hear Gary call her by her name.


  ‘Rebecca?’ he said again.


  ‘Hi, Gary. Yes, it’s me. Thanks for calling back.’


  ‘Sorry I didn’t ring sooner, but I’ve been fixing the roof on my cottage. I’ve only just got your messages. Is there a problem?’


  ‘Well, you could say that. I’ve found a skull.’


  ‘What? Where?’


  ‘In the boot of Nick Pecorino’s car. I was looking for his picnic food while he was at Thebarton dropping off the olives. He doesn’t know I’ve seen the skull.’


  ‘Where are you, Rebecca?’


  ‘At home.’


  ‘I’ll come around now.’


  ‘Okay, that would be good,’ said Rebecca. ‘Do you know my address?’ She kicked herself again. Of course he knows my address. He even knows my blood type, my DNA profile, and my fingerprint pattern.


  ‘Yes, I know where you live. I’ll be there in about half an hour.’


  ‘Okay. See you soon.’


  She stoked the fire with more mallee roots. She turned off the overhead light and turned on the lamps to give the room a cosy feel. She manoeuvred the leather chairs closer to the fire and positioned a side table to sit between the chairs. She then went to the bathroom and put on some pink lippy and touched up her eyeliner and mascara.


  The doorbell rang. Rebecca walked down the long hallway, stopping at the mirror to make sure she didn’t have anything stuck in her teeth. She was grateful she hadn’t eaten poppy seeds that day.


  ‘Come in.’


  ‘Thanks. It’s a bit chilly tonight. I think it’s going to be a cold one. No cloud cover. Probably be frost in the hills tonight,’ said Gary.


  ‘Well, I’ve got a fire going in the lounge room. Follow me.’


  Rebecca stopped in the kitchen on her way to the lounge. ‘Are you hungry? I’ve got some spanakopita left over from today. I could warm it up.’


  ‘Actually, I’m starving. I haven’t had lunch. Spanakopita sounds great.’


  ‘It’ll take about half an hour to warm. In the meantime, how about a drink? I’ve also got some leftover red wine from today’s lunch. A night of leftovers.’


  ‘Sounds good.’


  Rebecca poured them each a good-sized glass of the wine, handed one to Gary, and led him into the lounge room. They both sat down in front of the fire in the seats Rebecca had strategically placed.


  ‘Nice home,’ said Gary.


  ‘Yes. I like it. Good location too. Close to shops,’ replied Rebecca.


  ‘So tell me about this skull.’


  ‘Well, there’s not much to tell really. I was looking for Nick’s picnic food, and as his car was unlocked, I opened the boot. He had two plastic containers. I opened one of them, and there it was, a skull.’


  ‘Was there anything else with the skull?’


  ‘No. And I didn’t open the other container. I was just keen to get the lid back on and the boot closed before anyone saw anything.’


  ‘Who have you told apart from me?’


  ‘Only Reg. I haven’t told anyone else. And Reg insisted I talk to you before doing anything else.’


  ‘Good to hear. How about Nick? What was his response when he came back from Thebarton?’


  ‘Well, he asked who got the food from his car.’


  ‘Hang on. I’m missing something here. Was there food in Nick’s car?’


  ‘Walking back to the others, I saw an esky on the backseat of his car. I grabbed the esky and took it to the table.’


  ‘So, was Nick visibly upset that you were looking in his car?’


  ‘No. He played it pretty cool. Just asked a couple of questions. But I need your advice about how to play this. You see, he has asked me to his place for dinner tomorrow night.’


  ‘What for?’


  ‘I guess he didn’t really have to have a reason, but he said it was to talk about the Australian Food Festival coverage in the Advertiser. He was lamenting the fact that we hadn’t finalised much of the detail because of this murder investigation and my extended work commitments. I thought it unusual, though. He never asks people to his home. He gave me some crap about not inviting people over because he only likes to cook simply in his home environment and thinks people will be disappointed, given his reputation as a great chef.’


  ‘Actually, I think I get his last point. I’d be the same. Cooking professionally for people all the time, the last thing I would imagine you would want to do is to cook elaborate meals at home. Nick Pecorino would be under a lot of pressure to perform, and he may be over that.’


  ‘Yeah. I guess so,’ replied Rebecca. ‘The other thing I need to let you know about is the holly.’


  She had Gary’s attention. ‘I know the holly is a match. Jonathan told me.’


  He didn’t say anything.


  ‘I went back to Jonathan’s house this afternoon and took a photo of it,’ Rebecca continued. ‘Reg is going to put it in the help section of the gardening supplement tomorrow. I’ve instructed him to put in a trumped-up letter from a reader asking if anyone knows if there is a bush of this rare variegated holly growing in South Australia, as the reader would like to propagate from it.’


  Gary thought for a moment. ‘If you can track down the holly bush, it could prove to be pivotal to the case. You’ll let me know if you get any responses?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Rebecca.


  Just then the oven alarm beeped. ‘That will be the spanakopita. You don’t mind eating off your lap, do you?’


  ‘Not at all. Do you need any help?’


  ‘Nah. You wait here and keep warm. I’ll get the pie.’


  Gary relaxed back into the chair and stretched his long legs out before the fire. He appeared deep in thought when Rebecca came back with napkins, forks, and a couple of plates of spanakopita.


  ‘Smells good,’ said Gary. ‘Make it yourself?’


  ‘No. Picked it up from my local caterer. I haven’t had time to do much cooking at all this week. It’s been madness.’


  ‘I can understand,’ said Gary, breaking off a piece of the pie with his fork.


  ‘Okay. So what are you going to do about this skull? Should I even be going to this dinner tomorrow night?’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Don’t change your plans just yet. I will organise another search of his house for tomorrow morning. As Nick is a suspect in the Leong case, I can get a search warrant easily enough. I don’t need any other reason. And I don’t have to implicate you. My officers did a search in the days after Leong’s murder, but he may have been hiding this skull elsewhere at the time. But whatever we find, I don’t like the idea of you going to dinner with this guy. Even if we don’t find any trace of a skull, you saw it, and that’s a real concern.’


  ‘Okay. I understand. I don’t want to put myself in unwanted danger. But I won’t cancel just yet. I don’t want to do anything to raise his suspicions. I’ll wait to hear back from you after you have done the search.’


  ‘Good idea.’


  ‘Would you like another drink?’


  ‘Perhaps just one more.’


  ‘Good.’ Rebecca grabbed his empty plate and went to the kitchen, putting the plates in the sink and then going straight to the pantry to search out another good bottle of red.


  When she returned, Gary cleared his throat before saying, ‘We’ve come to a new stage in this investigation, and I believe it’s time I shared some information with you. You’ve been generous in sharing information with me, and everything you’ve done reinforces my belief that you can be trusted.’


  Intrigued, Rebecca said, ‘Does that mean you don’t think I’m the murderer?’


  ‘Yes, Rebecca. I don’t think you are a murderer. There isn’t any evidence against you and I am no longer treating you as a suspect.’


  Gary went on, ‘As you say, the holly is a match. This holly isn’t the common English-introduced holly. This holly is native to Australia. I’m told it is extremely rare.’


  Gary pulled out a small notebook from the inside pocket of his jacket and flipped to a particular page. ‘The holly is called Alchornea ilicifolia, commonly known as “native holly”. It’s mainly found along the eastern seaboard of Australia, normally grown on the edges of drier rainforests. The gardening experts we have consulted have never seen or heard of the red variegation, so they think that someone who knows what they are doing has spent some time and effort in cultivating this variety. It is very rare, and therefore I think it may be an important part of the jigsaw. It may take us to the site where Leong was murdered.’


  ‘Well, let’s hope we get a response to the request in the Sunday Mail tomorrow.’


  ‘That was good thinking to put a request in the paper,’ said Gary. ‘But in relation to your meetings with Jonathan, be careful. Jonathan isn’t one I’ve ruled off my suspect list. In fact, he remains a key suspect. Don’t be alone in his company.’


  ‘There you are wrong. Nick is looking far more a suspect at this stage than Jonathan. Nick’s the one carrying a skull around in his boot.’


  ‘I don’t disagree. This skull certainly needs investigation. As soon as I leave here tonight, I’ll organise a search warrant. But this is another line of questioning. It doesn’t mean that I’ve ruled Jonathan off the list of suspects.’


  Gary sipped his wine, and they both fell silent for the next few minutes, looking at the fire.


  Gary put his empty glass on the table. ‘I better be off.


  Rebecca reluctantly rose to her feet. Gary also rose, and they looked into each other’s eyes. Rebecca wondered what he would do if she leaned in and kissed him. She so wanted to kiss him. She wasn’t noted for her self-restraint, but even she could appreciate that she would be putting Gary in a compromised position. Well, more than he is in already, she thought.


  Gary gave a cough. It broke the trance.


  ‘I’ll call you in the early afternoon tomorrow,’ he said.


  ‘Great,’ said Rebecca. ‘Tomorrow.’


  She led him up the hallway to the front door. As Gary passed by her over the threshold, she leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.


  She backed up, horrified. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t mean to—it’s just that everyone who leaves here gets a kiss on the cheek. It was a reflex,’ she said lamely.


  ‘Right. No harm,’ said Gary as he backed off the front porch, almost tripping off the step. ‘Talk tomorrow.’ He stumbled out the gate.


  The Dayaks


  Gary
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  Detective Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie, along with Detectives Lee and White and six constables, turned up to Nick Pecorino’s house at ten o’clock Sunday morning. Nick opened the door wearing a short red kimono wrap. It looked to Gary as if Nick had just woken up and was still slightly disorientated.


  ‘Good morning, Mr Pecorino,’ said Gary. ‘I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but we need to search your house and property again.’


  ‘What for?’ said Nick, looking taken aback.


  ‘It’s just routine, Mr Pecorino. You are still on the suspect list, and we often come back to suspects’ homes for follow-up searches. Personally, I wasn’t present at the first search, and I’ve decided to join my team this time around. We shouldn’t take more than an hour.’


  ‘Right then,’ said Nick. He opened the door wider to let them in.


  As Gary moved into Nick’s lounge room, he was struck by the amount of indigenous art and artefacts hanging on the walls and scattered around the room. There were wooden masks, a woven cloth framed behind glass, and a wooden shield with demon-like faces carved into it. There was even a machete mounted on one of the walls.


  Nick saw Gary looking and said, ‘Artefacts from Borneo. From the Dayak people.’


  ‘Why the interest in Borneo art and craft? Have you travelled there a lot?’ asked Gary.


  ‘I have been to Borneo a number of times, yes,’ replied Nick. ‘But these artefacts were left to me by my parents. Both are dead now. Mum was born in Borneo. She was a member of the Dayaks, from Iban Dayah in inner Borneo. My father was an anthropologist, studying among them. He met my mum, and they fell in love. So a bit of Italian heritage mixed with Dayak.’


  ‘Interesting,’ said Gary, noticing, not for the first time, Nick’s very olive complexion, black hair, and rather small stature. As these thoughts went through Gary’s mind, he moved to an old black-and-white photo of a group of Dayaks in traditional dress.


  ‘That’s my mother’s family,’ said Nick. ‘They’re standing in front of a longhouse, the traditional housing.’ After a pause, he added, ‘They were headhunters.’


  Gary immediately turned to look at Nick. ‘What, in their past?’


  ‘Well, not entirely. The British and Dutch colonists had largely convinced the tribes to stop the practice by the early 1920s, but from time to time it was in the ruling class’s interests to encourage a resurgence.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘Well, during the Second World War, the Allied powers encouraged the Dayaks to behead the Japanese. Then in the 1960s, the Indonesian government wanted to purge the communist Chinese from Kalimantan and saw the Dayaks and this beheading practice as a very handy weapon in their arsenal, so they encouraged it.’


  ‘What about now?’


  ‘No, I think it is largely a thing of the past now. You may get a rogue Dayak who goes berserk. In fact, the word berserk comes from the Dayak language. The Dayaks would have to get into a real frenzy in order to go out and behead someone, hence the descriptor. There is also the saying “wild man from Borneo” that you may have heard.’


  Gary could not help but remember that phrase being used by his mother when he had come home from a particular muddy game of football.


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  A constable came into the lounge room. ‘Sir, I think you need to see something.’


  Nick immediately looked concerned as he watched Gary follow the constable out to his garage.


  The constable directed Gary to a white plastic container still in the boot of Nick’s car. The lid was open, and the constable had picked up a skull in his gloved hands.


  Nick had followed them out to the car. ‘That’s another of my artefacts from my parents’ collection. And yes, it is a real skull. At least three hundred years old.’


  ‘Why was it in the boot?’


  ‘I just recently lent it and a few other artefacts to the Festival Centre. They were showing some Dayak artwork as part of their Asia Festival, and because the CEO of the centre knows of my collection, he asked if they could borrow some of it.’


  ‘Pretty casual way of transporting priceless artefacts,’ commented Gary.


  ‘Well, they aren’t priceless. They’d be worth something, yes, but not a lot. And I’m not my father, cataloguing everything and not allowing anyone to touch anything. I probably wouldn’t even be able to tell you if something went missing.’


  Gary looked in the boot and picked through the contents of the other plastic container that contained a range of carved totems, necklaces, and statues. ‘How come this skull isn’t carved like the rest of these artefacts?’


  ‘Sometime the Dayaks carved the skulls, and sometimes they didn’t. But I can assure you that it is, as I said, at least three hundred years old.’


  Gary handed the skull to the constable. ‘Get it checked by forensics.’


  Nick looked at Gary with surprise. ‘What, are you really going to have the skull examined by forensics?’


  ‘Routine,’ replied Gary, not wanting to go into a lengthy defence of police bureaucracy. He was convinced that the skull would be found to be as old as Gary had said and a genuine Dayak artefact, but there was due process to consider.


  The rest of the search was uneventful.


  The White House


  Rebecca
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  At two o’clock that afternoon, Rebecca’s home landline rang.


  ‘Hello, Rebecca speaking,’ she said. Only a small number of people had her home phone number, so she was expecting the caller to be her mum. She was surprised when she heard Gary’s voice.


  ‘Hello, Rebecca.’


  ‘Hi, Gary.’


  ‘Well, we did the search of Nick Pecorino’s house this morning, and we didn’t find anything suspicious.’


  ‘What about the skull?’


  ‘It is an artefact from Borneo. You’ll see a lot more of them tonight if you go to his place for dinner. They’re everywhere.’


  ‘I didn’t know he was a collector of artefacts from Borneo. How strange.’


  ‘It appears that his mother was a native of the local Dayak people, and his father was an anthropologist who met Nick’s mother on one of his study trips. Oh, and the Dayak tribe were headhunters. Hence the skull,’ he added nonchalantly.


  ‘What the—’ exclaimed Rebecca. ‘Headhunters? Well, that’s a bit bloody ironic, isn’t it?’


  ‘A tad.’


  ‘So do you think Nick is some mad bastard who decided to resurrect an ancient ancestral custom to get back at people he doesn’t like?’ she said jokingly.


  ‘Maybe. Highly unlikely though.’


  ‘Right then. So I haven’t found the killer for you?’


  ‘No, you haven’t. But all the same, I don’t think you should go to this dinner tonight. He is still a suspect even though this skull is three hundred years old.’


  ‘I know you’re concerned, but I really feel I should go. We actually do have work to catch up on, and given this skull is just a Dayak artefact, I think I should stick to the original plan.’


  ‘I really would prefer if you didn’t.’


  Rebecca now thought Gary was just being a bit too protective. She didn’t mind it. In fact, she quite liked it, but she wasn’t going to agree with him.


  ‘It’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I’ll call you when I get home tonight if you are that concerned.’


  ‘That would be great. I don’t care how late. Call me.’


  ‘Okay then. I’ll talk to you later tonight. And thanks for looking out for me.’


  ‘My pleasure.’


  Rebecca spent the rest of the afternoon finishing up a couple of articles for Reg, piecing together what she could from the murders of Leong Chew and Will Oliver into a narrative. It was hard work, as the facts were pretty thin, and there was only so much speculation she could inject. Technically, there was no evidence to link the two cases, except that both gentlemen had lost their heads.


  Rebecca also made a couple of calls to her staff members working on the food supplement, just to make sure they were on top of everything.


  Her last work call was to Reg.


  ‘Gidday,’ answered Reg.


  ‘It’s Rebecca. Having a nice, relaxing Sunday?’


  ‘Watching the footy. The Blues are kicking the Crows’ arses, and it’s a wonderful sight.’ Rebecca knew that Reg was a devoted Carlton supporter. He hated the Crows and would rail against them anytime he could. ‘Bloody Crows. Think they own this town. Think they’re the state side. Most of the dickheads in the sports section are Crows supporters. Wait for the headlines tomorrow: “Crows Valiant Attempt” or some such positive crap from the Crows’ perspective. Why not “Mighty Blues Bury Crows”? Fat chance. God, we’re parochial in this town.’


  Rebecca had heard enough. ‘Reg!’ she yelled over his bellowing.


  ‘Yeah, what?’ said Reg grumpily.


  ‘Don’t you want to know about this skull?’


  ‘Oh shit, yeah. Sorry. What’s the latest?’


  ‘Well, it is a three-hundred-year-old Dayak artefact from Borneo. Nick collects the stuff. His mother was a Dayak.’


  ‘Good God. So it was all innocent. Although collecting heads is hardly innocent.’


  ‘The Dayak’s were headhunters,’ added Rebecca.


  ‘Headhunters! Well that is a bit ironic.’


  ‘That’s what I said. And another thing, I’m going to dinner tonight as planned.’


  ‘Are you sure that’s wise? He comes from a family of headhunters, maybe there is more to this than meets the eye?’ Reg had to raise his voice to be heard over the cheering crowd on the TV.


  ‘No. We are all just jumping to unfounded conclusions. Nick didn’t have to tell Gary that he came from a family of headhunters. Gary wouldn’t have been any the wiser. Gary’s smart but I don’t think he knows anything about Borneo history. No, the skull is part of the collection he inherited from his parents. Even the story about having the skull and other artefacts in his car boot after he loaned them out to the Asia Festival checked out.’


  ‘Okay. Now can I get back to the footy?’


  Rebecca could hear from Reg’s tone that he was done with the conversation.


  ‘Hang on. Before you go, were there any responses to the holly photo and the query in the paper today?’


  ‘Haven’t bothered to look yet. I’ll take a look after the match,’ he said in a distracted tone. Rebecca guessed his focus was now back on the footy.


  ‘Okay, I’ll see you in the office in the morning,’ said Rebecca. Reg hung up without a goodbye. Rebecca shook her head.


  As it was going to be a casual dinner, Rebecca decided to go comfy. She pulled on a pair of black denim pants with a forgiving, elasticised waistband. She chose a red-and-white-horizontal striped, three-quarter-length-sleeved top with a boat neck. She felt warm, casual, and chic. She also decided to take a taxi to Nick’s place, as she planned to have more than a couple of glasses of red that night. She felt she deserved it.


  When her phone alerted her that the taxi was a kilometre away, she grabbed a bottle of red wine from her pantry and headed out the front to wait. She gave the taxi driver Nick’s Kensington Gardens address.


  Nick Pecorino lived in a white modern house made from cement and glass. It stood out in the wide, leafy street lined with large bungalows from the 1920s. Rebecca quite liked the modern version of the classic art deco design. Due to modern engineering and technology, the flat roofs no longer leaked, and the improved glazing methods meant the occupants didn’t swelter in the summers and freeze in the winters. A thick, tall hedge of spruce softened the house. The taxi drove onto the polished concrete driveway, stopping before it fell away steeply to a garage built under the house.


  The oversized black front door contrasted with the stark white of the plastered walls. Rebecca rang the doorbell and Nick opened the door with a smile.


  ‘Good evening. Welcome to my home.’ He stood aside, allowing her to walk past him. Rebecca handed him the bottle of wine and a large bunch of purple hellebores wrapped in brown paper and sealed with a piece of string. She had picked up the flowers at her local florist that afternoon.


  ‘Nice place,’ said Rebecca as she walked over the shiny cream-and-coffee travertine floor leading to a large reception room. The travertine extended across the entire reception and lounge area, covered in parts by a large burgundy Turkish rug. Rebecca could immediately see the Dayak artefacts hanging on the walls and scattered around the otherwise minimalist room. The seating consisted of an assortment of white leather lounges and chairs, including three Barcelona lounges. She couldn’t tell if the lounges were original Mies van der Rohe creations or replicas, but she thought they were most probably replicas.


  A large cavity in the far wall housed a white, pebbled-stone gas fireplace. It was alight and gave the otherwise cold-looking room a warm focal point.


  ‘Very, very nice,’ said Rebecca. Feigning ignorance, she motioned to the artefacts. ‘So where did you get all these interesting pieces from?’


  Following her eyes, Nick gave her the story that he had given Gary earlier in the day, explaining his Dayak heritage.


  ‘I never knew.’


  ‘Never knew what?’


  ‘About your Dayak heritage.’


  ‘It’s not a secret. You’ve just never asked, and there has never been a time when it has come up. I don’t make a big thing about it.’


  Looking at a large ceramic jar on the glass coffee table, Rebecca asked, ‘What about this?’


  ‘That’s called a tajau. It’s supposed to bring good fortune and wealth.’


  ‘It’s beautiful,’ said Rebecca, running her hand over its smooth, cold surface. She took a few steps over to a wall with a large frame containing an elaborate feathered creation. ‘What about this one? It’s a headdress, isn’t it?’


  ‘Yes. It’s called a lelanjang. Only the very respected male elders and chiefs get to wear these headdresses. In the past, when headhunting was still practiced, mementos from their victims were woven into the various items of clothing, including the headdress.’


  ‘Headhunting?’ queried Rebecca, feigning ignorance once again.


  ‘Come on. I think it is time for a drink. Let’s go through to the kitchen.’


  The kitchen was very industrial, with bench tops made from thick slabs of polished concrete. The cupboards were finished in shiny dark-grey laminate. A mirror served as a splash back and made the large kitchen look even more spacious. Three industrial pendant lights hung over the centre island.


  ‘What a stunning kitchen,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Thanks.’ Nick grabbed a couple of wineglasses from one of the cupboards. ‘I’ll open your wine and let it breathe. Meanwhile, how about a glass of French Chablis?’


  ‘Sounds good.’


  Nick poured the wine and then pulled back one of the floor-to-ceiling glass doors, stepping out to a large patio. She thought it a shame he never seemed to have parties here—or at least any she had been invited to. She followed Nick out to the patio.


  A fire was lit in a large outdoor brazier. Rebecca was drawn to it. ‘I love these.’


  Nick smiled. He turned the gas barbeque on to full. ‘I’ll let the grate heat up for about twenty minutes before I cook the steaks.’


  They both took a seat on one of the outdoor all-weather chairs that sat adjacent to the fire.


  Earlier Rebecca had noticed the two T-bone steaks resting on a plate on the kitchen bench. ‘Where did you get the steaks?’


  ‘I bought these from the butcher in Duthy Street. They are Angus beef and have been aged for forty days. I’ve just smothered them in some olive oil and seasoning. I have some homemade mustard from an old recipe I picked up in France over twenty years ago.’


  ‘Sounds divine,’ said Rebecca.


  They discussed the Australian Food Festival and the various events that made it. About ten minutes into the discussion, Rebecca reached into her black leather tote and pulled out a notepad and pen. She wrote down what they were agreeing to in terms of events to be covered and talent to be interviewed. When the grill was hot enough for the steak, Nick rose and started cooking.


  ‘Are you happy to eat out here?’ Nick asked Rebecca.


  ‘Absolutely.’


  Nick pulled a round iron table closer to the fire, along with two matching chairs. He fetched a couple of thick grey cushions and red mohair knee rugs from an outdoor cupboard and placed them on the chairs.


  By the time they ate their steaks and polished off a couple glasses of red, Rebecca was feeling relaxed.


  ‘You know, these grisly deaths have been really unsettling. The most bizarre things keep happening.’


  ‘Yes, I know what you mean.’


  ‘You’ll never guess what I thought until this afternoon. I have a confession to make—and an apology.’


  ‘What?’ Nick looked directly at her.


  ‘Well, you are going to laugh at this.’


  Nick smiled. ‘Oh?’


  ‘You know yesterday at the olive harvest, when I took the esky from your car?’


  ‘Yes,’ said Nick hesitantly.


  ‘Well ... and this is so funny ... I first went to look for the food in your boot.’


  Nick paused midway through a sip of wine.


  ‘I lifted the boot and saw a couple of plastic containers,’ Rebecca went on. ‘I opened the one closest to me and saw the skull.’ Rebecca gave a little snort.


  ‘Immediately, I thought it might have been the victim of another one of these bodiless murders. One yet to be discovered. I told Chief Inspector Gary Jarvie.’ She was now on her fourth glass of wine and babbling. ‘I’m sorry. Your house was searched again because of me. I’m really sorry.’


  Nick set down his glass of wine. ‘You’re a duffer, Rebecca. How about dessert?’ He had to raise his voice over her slightly hysterical laughter.


  ‘Oh, God, yes. Please tell me there’s chocolate.’


  ‘Of course. I’ve made a chocolate-and-cherry tiramisu. I just need to whip the cream and finish the last layer.’


  ‘Oh, goody.’ Rebecca pointed at Nick and said, her words slurring, ‘You’ve broken your rule of not doing any fancy cooking. Naughty naughty.’


  Nick smiled. ‘Not really. It’s a very simple dessert. The only thing that required cooking in the oven was the chocolate cake. The rest is just thrown together.’


  ‘Oh, don’t be so modest,’ said Rebecca, adding rather urgently, ‘Where’s your toilet?’


  ‘Follow me.’


  Nick took her back inside and pointed her down the corridor leading to the bathroom.


  ‘Thanks, sweetheart.’ She stumbled down the corridor and into the bathroom.


  Coming out a few minutes later, Rebecca, disoriented, headed right instead of left, and found herself opening the door to Nick’s study.


  She looked around the room. Floor-to-ceiling bookcases covered three of the four walls, and a large desk stood in the middle of the room. She saw on top of the desk what looked like another artefact. Her curiosity won over her wine-numbed brain, and she picked it up.


  She was puzzled to see the holly with the red-variegated edges woven into a macramé-like belt. Also woven into the belt were a watch and a belt buckle. Despite her fuzziness, she immediately recognised the watch: it looked like the expensive Rolex that Jonathan had given Leong for his birthday last year. Jonathan had the watch engraved with Leong’s initials.


  She turned the watch over—and there, on the back of the watch, were Leong’s initials.


  A few minutes later, Rebecca came into the kitchen.


  ‘You took your time,’ said Nick.


  ‘Yeah, well, your bathroom is amazing,’ Rebecca said, trying hard to stay merry. ‘I couldn’t stop admiring it.’


  ‘Dessert is nearly ready. A sticky wine or coffee or both?’


  ‘Oh, I think I better have coffee.’


  ‘Perfect. If you’d care to sit down, I’ll bring everything out to the table.’ He smiled. ‘I need to use the bathroom myself now.’


  ‘Sure,’ said Rebecca, glad for an excuse not to be in his presence. She went outside, toying with her mobile, and watched through the window as he disappeared down the hallway. Did she have time to call Gary now? No way to tell. She needed to gather herself. There were a million thoughts going through her head. No, she couldn’t chance a call right now—not when Nick might return at any second. Straight after dessert she would ring for a taxi. She’d call Gary immediately and head straight to wherever he was.


  She took a deep breath. She’d only have to keep up the conversation and act like nothing had changed for the next twenty minutes or so. She could do that.


  Nick emerged, carrying two plates and two cups on a tray, which he set on the table. ‘Good choice on the coffee. It will go so well with the tiramisu.’


  Wanting to sober up quickly, Rebecca almost downed her coffee in one go. Nick smiled.


  As they ate their desserts, Rebecca tried to be chatty, but her heart wasn’t in it. Nick, meanwhile, seemed to have ceased making an effort. The last few spoonfuls of dessert were eaten in silence.


  ‘Well, that was beautiful,’ said Rebecca and then frowned. She was markedly slurring her words. ‘God, I think I’m drunk. I’m not usually such a lightweight.’ She blinked rapidly—why was her head spinning? ‘I better call a taxi.’


  ‘You’re looking a bit peaky, Rebecca,’ Nick said. ‘Come and sit down in the lounge while you wait for the taxi. And don’t you bother. I’ll call it.’ He helped her inside and to the front room. Rebecca was beginning to stagger.


  ‘What’s wrong with me?’ she slurred. As she slumped onto the lounge, the penny dropped. ‘You’ve slipped something into my drink.’


  But the words were barely out of her mouth before the room began to blur and then darken.


  Disposing of the Body


  Nick
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  Nick worked quickly. He went to the underground garage and came back with rope and some rags. He stuffed rags into Rebecca’s mouth and then tied another rag around her face. He tied her hands tightly behind her back and bound her feet together. He dragged her by the armpits down the stairs to the garage and with some effort managed to get her into his boot.


  When he’d seen Rebecca go into his study earlier, he had cursed under his breath. He’d been so clumsy, not putting the belt in a safer place. He had narrowly escaped detection that morning when the police had searched his house. By a stroke of luck, he had taken the belt from the container in the car the previous night to continue to make Leong’s prized possessions into an artefact in the Dayak tradition. He had put the belt into a secret underground safe under one of his prized Turkish rugs in his bedroom. It was typical of police sloppiness that they hadn’t found the safe during either search they had made of the house. It had emboldened him even more.


  Nick reversed out of his steep driveway. It only took about twenty minutes at that time of night to get to Hollies Winery and Café in the Adelaide Hills. The winery and café was a neglected muse of one of his rich friends. The café only operated for the peak summer period and was closed for the rest of the year. The winery was never open to the public but just used at harvest time in February or March. A contractor who never went near the cellar tended the vines on the property. Once the wine from a select vintage was bottled and transported down to the owner’s vast cellar in his Rose Park house, and once the new year’s harvest was put into a mixture of vats and oak casks, the place was locked up and not visited again until the following February.


  Nick normally helped out on the one day of harvest that was set aside for a picnic. Each harvest, Nick was charged with opening the place and using the café kitchen to cook up food for the lunch. Anticipating that he might like to access a bit of wine for himself from time to time, he had had a replica key cut a couple of years ago.


  Nick pulled off the road into the long driveway that led to Hollies. He drove past the old stone café, with its verandah posts framed by the variegated holly. He stopped outside the large stone barn. After unlocking both the door to the barn and the cellar doors and switching on the lights, he unlocked the boot. Rebecca was still out cold. He heaved her heavy body out of the boot, roughly bumped her down the stairs, and placed her on the floor of the cellar.


  The Cellar


  Rebecca
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  Rebecca blinked.


  ‘Hello, Rebecca. Had a good sleep?’


  She blinked again, and Nick came into focus—as did a small, dim room with a cement floor.


  ‘Where are we?’ she tried to respond, but she quickly realised she couldn’t make more than a moaning sound. She was gagged.


  ‘Cat got your tongue? You’re normally so full of opinions.’


  Rebecca tried to sit up, but her hands and feet burned with pain—they were tied, the circulation cut off. Her head felt like it’d been hit with a bat.


  What were they doing here? Was Nick going to kill her? She tried to twist her hands, but the rope cut into her wrists.


  Nick sat down on an old chair and stared at her. ‘You are so stupid, Rebecca. Do you think I am going to let anyone ruin my festival? I’ve worked too long and too hard to let anyone like you or Leong take it away from me.’


  All Rebecca could do was stare at him. She didn’t know what he was talking about.


  On cue Nick said, ‘I suppose you’re wondering why I killed Leong Chew. He was stupid too. Thought he could blackmail me and bring down my festival.’


  Rebecca glared at Nick. She was angry. She wiggled her body across the floor until she reached the chair, and she started to kick hard at Nick’s legs with her bound feet.


  ‘What the hell are you doing,’ said Nick while he grabbed at her legs. ‘You are wasting your energy, you crazy bitch.’ He grabbed her by the arms and roughly pulled her over to a table, where he tied her to one of its legs.


  ‘There, that should keep you in one place. You know you can’t get out of this, Rebecca. I’m going to kill you.’


  Rebecca’s eyes opened wide. She started to pull at the table and tried to move her legs to loosen the rope.


  Nick slapped her hard across the face.


  ‘Jesus, you’re a slow learner. Keep this up, and I’ll beat you to a pulp before I kill you.’


  Rebecca froze.


  Nick went back to his chair and sat. ‘Now where was I before you so rudely interrupted me? Don’t you want to know why I murdered Leong? Aren’t you curious at all?’


  Rebecca nodded. It was becoming clear to her that her chances of escaping were thin and she needed to buy some time.


  ‘Good. I’m pleased you’re interested. Journalists are supposed to be curious. Not that you will be writing this story up. Pity. It’s a corker of a story. I don’t think you ever realised just how incompetent poor old Leong was. If it wasn’t for my blackmail money, his restaurant would have closed down months ago.’


  Rebecca wriggled her tongue, trying to loosen the gag, but it wasn’t working. She began to moan.


  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, shut up.’


  Nick got up and came toward her. Rebecca flinched. But instead of hitting her again, he leaned over and roughly undid her gag. Rebecca spat out the rags.


  ‘Perhaps you should interview me. It would be a pity for no one to know my story. You’re the ultimate confessor. I can tell all and then kill you.’


  Rebecca let out a bloodcurdling scream and then cried ‘Help! Help!’ before Nick hit her in the face with a closed fist.


  Searing pain tore through her jaw. Blood spurted out of her nose. There was nothing she could do to stem the flow.


  ‘I thought I had made myself clear, but let me spell it out to you. Every time you do something stupid like that, I will hit you again and again and again. Besides, your screams are useless. No one can hear you. There’s not another person for kilometres.’


  Rebecca spat out a mouthful of blood. ‘Why was Leong blackmailing you?’ Rebecca said in a subdued tone.


  ‘Oh good, you’re going to play. Good move. He was blackmailing me because he found out I was bribing the tourism minister to get her government’s support for the Australian Food Festival.’


  ‘How did he find out?’


  ‘I confided in Leong that the government was about to cancel its support. I was worried sick and thought I could trust him. But when the government suddenly changed its mind, he became suspicious. He bugged the table the minister and I were dining at in his restaurant. I had specially asked for a private area so we could have a confidential conversation, but the bastard bugged the table. And he said he had multiple copies of the recording.’


  ‘But why kill him?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Because he kept getting greedier, and I knew it had to end, or I was going to be in financial trouble as well. What with bribing the minister and paying off Leong, I was running out of money.’


  ‘How did you do it? How did you kill him?’ Rebecca tried to loosen the ropes around her wrists. She felt a nail sticking out of the table leg and started to discreetly rub the rope against it.


  ‘We always met at Hollies Winery to exchange the money, as I knew it was a safe place. I had arranged to meet again at six o’clock the morning after the Wattle House dinner for another exchange. It was very handy that the winery has a café kitchen attached, and I already had in mind that I would like to relive my ancestors’ custom. I used a Dayak machete. Cut his head clean off, stuck it in a turkey oven bag, and cooked it.’ He smiled at Rebecca.


  ‘I then put his body in one of these wine barrels,’ he said, pointing to a group of oak barrels. ‘I chose one of the port barrels, as they’re marked to be cellared for twenty years. Don’t think they will be able to identify much in twenty years.’


  ‘But why put his head on a platter?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘Publicity, of course! It’s been wonderful for the Australian Food Festival. I always knew it would be. Far from turning people away, it has drawn people in. Bookings have tripled.’


  ‘How did you get the platter on board Popeye?’


  ‘Easy. You were there. Platters and cloches were going everywhere. Anyone who had a platter and cloche—and that was about ten of us—could have been holding the one with Leong’s head on it. And even if I was discovered as the person who carried the platter with Leong’s head, it doesn’t link me to the murder.’ He added, with a flourish of his hand, ‘The secret is to act with confidence.’


  Rebecca felt sick. ‘What about Will Oliver? Why did you kill him?’


  ‘No! I didn’t kill Will Oliver. That was a copycat murder. Very flattering. And it helped confuse the police. Quite fortuitous really.’


  ‘But why kill me?’ Rebecca almost whispered.


  ‘Oh come on, don’t take me for a chump. You went into my study and saw my artefact with Leong’s things woven through it. Your curiosity is what has got you here. Your strength is your weakness and your weakness is your strength.’


  Rebecca knew she was dealing with a madman. ‘So how are you going to kill me?’


  ‘Chop you up with my machete and put your body in another of the port barrels. As for your head, I’m going to strip it of all its flesh, like my ancestors did to their victims. Eventually, once the fuss has all died down, I’ll put your skull on display in my lounge room along with my other treasures. I may even loan you out to a museum.’


  Rebecca groaned.


  ‘Damn,’ said Nick calmly. ‘I’ve left the machete in the car.’ He rose from his chair.


  ‘Now don’t go anywhere. I won’t be long.’ He switched off the cellar light as he left.


  Rebecca was left alone in the menacing, absolute blackness.


  She rubbed the rope harder against the nail. The rope seemed to be loosening.


  Something’s Wrong


  Gary
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  Gary kept checking his phone. It was close to midnight, and he thought Rebecca would have called by now. Worried, he punched in her name and hit Call. The phone rang until it went through to message bank. He rang again. The call went through to message bank again.


  ‘Damn!’ He picked up his coat and keys and almost ran to his car.


  He dialed Reg on his phone, connected via Bluetooth to the car’s speaker system.


  A groggy Reg picked up. ‘Who the hell’s ringing me at this time of night?’


  ‘Have you heard from Rebecca tonight?’


  ‘No. Should I have?’


  ‘She’s not answering her phone. She promised to call me after she got home from dinner at Nick’s house.’


  Reg’s response was sharp, as though he was now very awake.


  ‘Where are you now?’


  ‘I’m on the way to Nick’s place.’


  ‘I’ll meet you there. I know where he lives,’ said Reg.


  Only minutes later, Gary saw Reg pull up behind his car just as he arrived at Nick’s place. As Gary got out of the car, he silently motioned for Reg to stay put.


  Gary knocked on the door. There was no answer. He banged on the door, and Reg got out of his car.


  ‘I thought I directed you to stay put,’ said Gary.


  Reg ignored the comment. ‘What do you think has happened to Rebecca?’


  ‘I don’t know, but backup should be arriving any minute.’


  Just then two police cars pulled up on the street. Their sirens were turned off.


  ‘Break the door down,’ Gary ordered.


  Inside, they spread out. There was no sign of anyone.


  ‘Inspector,’ called one of the constables from the kitchen. ‘I think I’ve got something here.’


  Gary headed into the kitchen. The constable pointed to the bench top—it looked like salt crystals had been sprinkled on it. Gary tasted a few.


  ‘GHB?’ asked the constable.


  Reg walked in. ‘What have you found, Inspector?’


  ‘I think Rebecca’s been drugged.’


  ‘Shit!’ said Reg just as Jo Sharpiro entered the kitchen.


  ‘What the hell are you doing here, Sharpiro?’ said Gary.


  ‘I called him,’ said Reg.


  ‘Well, get the hell out of here, both of you. This is now a crime scene.’


  ‘Hang on. Hang on. Let’s work together. I want to find Rebecca as much as you do, and I think I have an idea.’


  ‘What idea?’


  ‘That holly. A reader has got back to us and told us where the holly can be found. Apparently it grows at a place called Hollies Winery and Café at 108 Shultzy Road, Piccadilly.’


  Gary gave instructions to the police at the house to keep searching for clues. He rang Detective Kym Lee and directed him to meet them at Hollies Winery and Café with back up, as soon as possible.


  Gary rushed through the house, but something caught his eye in the lounge room. Nick’s machete was missing from its place on the wall. Oh, God, he thought. Why did I ever let Rebecca come here alone? Gary thumped the wall so hard he made a hole in the plasterboard.


  A Fight for Life


  Rebecca
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  In the minutes that Rebecca had been left alone, she had managed to cut through the rope enough for it to loosen, and her hands were free. She hadn’t had the time to undo the ropes around her legs before she heard the barn door unlock.


  Rebecca could feel the adrenaline pump through her body. Nick came down into the cellar. He flicked on the light. Rebecca saw he was carrying a machete.


  ‘Did you miss me? Sorry to keep you waiting. It won’t be long now. But I better sort your port barrel out and make sure I choose a suitable year.’


  He looked around the barrels and checked their tags, obviously trying to find out how long they had been aged. He rejected several barrels, and Rebecca figured those had already been aged for some years. He finally paused by one and patted the top. He then slid an apparently empty barrel into place next to his chosen one. He picked up a jug, turned on the spigot, and emptied half the contents from the full barrel into the empty barrel.


  ‘Your body will displace a large amount of the port, and we don’t want a mess.’


  He set down the jug, stretching, and arranged a small wooden table next to Rebecca.


  ‘I’m going to use this table as a chopping block. I’ll place your head on it. It will help me make a clean job of it.’


  ‘You’re a sick bastard,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘Oh, come on now. Let’s not start name calling.’


  Nick walked over to Rebecca and was about to lift her up when she grabbed him by the hair and bit hard on his ear. Rebecca felt her teeth slice through flesh. She spat out the piece of gristle.


  Nick screamed. ‘You’ve bitten my ear off, you bitch.’ He hit her hard again across the face, but Rebecca managed to hit back. However, from a sitting position, her punches lacked power. Nick punched her until she almost blacked out. He re-tied her wrists as she nodded groggily. When Rebecca opened her eyes, Nick was holding his machete over her head.


  ‘Drop it or you are a dead man,’ screamed Gary.


  Rebecca squinted. Gary was at the bottom of the cellar steps, pointing a Smith & Wesson semiautomatic at Nick’s head.


  Nick dropped the machete.


  ‘Now kneel down with your hands behind your head,’ commanded Gary.


  As Nick lowered himself he noticed a glass wine pipette with a hard rubber handle lying on the nearby table. He sprung up, lunged at the table, grabbed the pipette and threw it hard at Gary.


  The pipette hit Gary in the chest and shattered. It wasn’t enough for him to drop his gun, but it did surprise him. In the confusion, Nick lunged.


  Rebecca yelled, ‘Watch out, Gary!’


  The two of them fought. In the scuffle, Gary dropped his gun. Nick lunged for it, but Rebecca’s bound feet were there first, and she kicked the gun further away. Instead, Nick picked up the machete.


  Gary backed off, looking for something that he could defend himself with. Nick stepped toward him, lifting the machete above his head, and bringing the blade down just as Gary jumped out of the way. ‘Stay still, you bastard,’ said Nick as he lifted the machete above his head again.


  Gary managed to pick up the hard plastic pipette handle off the floor as the machete came down again. He grabbed Nick’s arm and held the machete at bay long enough to smash the pipette handle into the side of Nick’s head. Nick dropped the machete and fell unconscious to the floor.


  Gary rushed to Rebecca’s side and hugged her to him.


  Rebecca burst into tears. ‘Thank God, Gary. Thank God you turned up when you did.’ She began to shake uncontrollably, and Gary held her tight.


  ‘It’s okay now. You’re safe.’


  He undid the ropes from her hands and feet and lifted her to the chair.


  ‘Now you sit here for a few minutes while I handcuff this jerk.’


  ‘Thank you,’ said Rebecca quietly.


  Gary leaned over to handcuff Nick but he was awake. He grabbed Gary by the neck and started to strangle him, while Gary hit him on the side of the head. But Nick was a crazy man, and his grip only tightened. Gary began to turn blue.


  ‘Let go of him or I’ll shoot!’ yelled Rebecca, gun raised.


  ‘You haven’t got the guts,’ Nick hissed coldly.


  A bang from the gun echoed through the cellar.


  Gary rolled off Nick’s body, gasped for air, and rose to his feet. He looked at the scene. Rebecca was still holding the gun, staring at Nick, who lay on the floor holding his leg, screaming. Rebecca had shot off his kneecap.


  ‘Good work, Rebecca,’ said Gary, now having no trouble hand­cuffing Nick.


  He walked over to Rebecca and gently took the gun from her and replaced it into his holster. He again took Rebecca into his arms, and she buried her head into his shoulder. They remained like that until they heard footsteps.


  Detective Kym Lee and half a dozen police officers swarmed into the cellar.


  Close behind the police were Reg and Jo. ‘Get plenty of photos. We might not be able to use them until after the trial, but when we can, these shots will give us a sensational exclusive,’ Reg barked.


  ‘Glad you found us, boys,’ said Gary.


  Reg rushed over to Rebecca. ‘Jesus, Rebecca, are you all right? Your face looks like a piece of raw meat.’


  The Next Steps
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  Gary took Rebecca to the hospital. She needed stitches to a nasty cut above the right eye, and while X-rays revealed neither her jaw or nose were broken, her face was heavily swollen. The bruising was already coming out around her eyes and cheekbones.


  ‘You really should listen to the doctor and stay in overnight for observation. You’ve been beaten up pretty badly, and you could be in shock.’


  ‘No, I’m fine. I just look like crap. I want to go home.’


  While Rebecca was in the hospital being checked out, she knew Reg was in the office writing up the story. By the morning, he had brought his draft around to her house.


  ‘Feel free to add or subtract,’ said Reg, handing her his copy and then flopping into a chair next to the fire. ‘Your own personal story will be a ripper, but I won’t need that until later today.’


  ‘Ease up,’ said Gary. ‘Rebecca’s been through a nightmare, and you expect her to read your article, sub it, then spend the afternoon writing her own?’ Rebecca was glad Gary had slept on her sofa after driving her home. She felt safe.


  Both Rebecca and Reg looked at Gary incredulously. ‘Bloody oath,’ said Reg.


  ‘You’ve got to understand, Gary,’ said Rebecca. ‘I’m a journalist. This is my job. Sure, I’m a bit shaken, but we have a deadline. I’ve got to do this.’


  She spent the next few minutes squinting through her puffy eyes, editing and adding copy, before eventually handing the pages back to Reg. ‘There you go. Publish that. We have to be careful what we say now that Nick has been charged, but it is still a great yarn. Of course, the lawyers will want to massacre it.’


  ‘Great stuff, Rebecca. You’re a pro. Let me deal with the lawyers. And I’ll see your story by this afternoon.’ It was more of a statement than a question. With those parting comments, Reg was out the door.


  Gary leaned over Rebecca’s chair, ‘I’ve rung Penny, Lisa, and Jonathan. They will be here shortly to take care of you. I’ve got to get back to work. Try to take it easy Rebecca—you’ve had a shock.’ Gary placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’ve also arranged for the police psychologist to come around tomorrow, although I know you think the best therapy is for you is to talk it out with your friends.’


  Rebecca placed her hand on top of Gary’s. ‘Before you go, there’s something you need to know. Nick said he didn’t kill Will Oliver. Now, I’m not sure if he is telling the truth, but I guess he had no reason to lie to a woman he was about to murder.’


  ‘He was telling the truth. Nick Pecorino didn’t kill Will Oliver—Snakehead ordered the hit. It’s a bikie-gang killing. We had an informant come in last night. He wanted the reward. I think we have enough to pin it on Snakehead and the stooge who did the execution. Snakehead thought it would be clever to make it look like the murder was done by the same guy who killed Leong Chew, hence Will’s head in the horse trough. The informant was able to take us to Will’s body. It was dumped in a pile—along with a couple of hundred unwanted greyhounds about to be incinerated.’


  ‘Right,’ said Rebecca. ‘Nasty stuff all around. But why did he kill Will? What did Will have on him?’


  ‘Well, it appears that Will Oliver was a deft hand in putting concealed cameras in the boardroom of the greyhound-racing headquarters and recorded Snakehead and a couple of officials discussing how they were going to rig the Golden Bone Cup. There was also talk about live baiting. Plus the footage shows money changing hands.’


  ‘Where did you get the footage from?’ asked Rebecca.


  ‘The informant had a copy and handed it over. It appears that, while this informant is a bikie, he is also a dog lover. Interesting ethical dilemma.’


  ‘Oh,’ Rebecca smiled. ‘I must tell Reg.’


  Gary signed wearily. ‘Just don’t say where you got it from, as bleedingly obvious as it may appear, and for God’s sake, don’t publish anything that will prejudice the trial and get it thrown out of court. We want a conviction.’


  ‘No need to worry. You can trust Reg and me. Reg is more knowledgeable about sub judice and contempt law than any lawyer I know, and we have a few of those on call. We’ll be careful.’


  Gary leaned down to Rebecca and kissed her on the forehead.


  ‘Oh, and what about the tourism minister?’ added Rebecca as she looked up to Gary.


  ‘Don’t you ever stop thinking?’ Gary brushed Rebecca’s hair away from the oozing stitches above her eye. ‘My guys are getting a statement from Nick Pecorino. When I get back to work, I’ll go through the statement and see what he’s admitted to. And I will need a detailed statement from you too, but we can wait until tomorrow. We’ll go through Nick Pecorino’s bank records and computer files. If the evidence is there, we will be charging the minister with corruption. It’s going to be a shit fight. Wait until I tell Superintendent Bill McKie about this angle! He won’t like getting involved in a political case. And I’m not sure if Dorothy Plant isn’t involved in this in some way. I think she might have taken some bribe money as well. Detective Lee has found a couple of incriminating documents.’


  ‘Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. I’ve never trusted her,’ said Rebecca.


  ‘I know what you mean.’


  ‘Gary?’ Rebecca asked, tightening her grip on his hand.


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘When we were having a chat at Wattle House the night of the dinner, you were about to answer my question, but we were interrupted.’


  ‘What question was that?’


  Rebecca looked down, suddenly shy. ‘You said you split with your girlfriend because you didn’t want the same things. What is it that you want?’


  Nick bent down and knelt in front of Rebecca, clasping her hand between his. ‘I wanted commitment.’ He then lifted Rebecca’s hand to his lips and gently kissed it.


  Rebecca was speechless. It was exactly what she had wanted and couldn’t get from Rodney. Was Gary the one for her? Would they work?


  Just then there was a loud knock on the front door.


  ‘That will be your friends, Rebecca. I’ll let them in on my way out,’ said Gary.


  He placed Rebecca’s hand back in her lap, gave her another kiss on the forehead, careful to avoid the bruising, and added, ‘I’ll be in touch.’


  Afterword
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  If you live in another country, you may be intrigued and want to know more about where this book is set. Adelaide was ranked as one of the top ten cities in the world to visit by Lonely Planet’s ‘Best in Travel 2014’.


  One of South Australia’s most significant claims to fame is that, in 1894, it became one of the first places in the world to give women the vote. Women with property in South Australia were allowed the vote from 1861, but all women, including Aboriginal women, were given universal franchise in 1894. Aboriginal men in South Australia were permitted the vote from the time the constitution of the convict-free colony of South Australia was framed in 1856.


  A little-known fact about Adelaide is that media mogul Rupert Murdoch—of News Corporation and 21st Century Fox fame—started his media conglomeration in Adelaide with the News newspaper in 1952, after taking over the business from his father, Sir Keith.


  Up until 2004 and before he moved his headquarters to the United States, Murdoch held all of News Corporation’s annual general meetings in Adelaide. The AGM was always an entertaining occasion, although the catering could have been better.


  While Adelaide’s News no longer exists, Rupert does own the only local daily paper that still publishes in Adelaide, the Advertiser.


  Adelaide, with a population of just over 1.3 million, is arguably the finest food and wine city in Australia. It has a Mediterranean climate, with cold winters and hot summers, its food and wine shaped by climatic extremes. It’s bound to the east by the Adelaide Hills and to the west by pristine beaches, and its architecture is distinctive, laid out by Surveyor General Colonel William Light in 1836 in a grid fashion, divided by wide boulevards and encircled by over six hundred hectares of park lands.


  The mainly English settlers of the colony of South Australia found an abundance of stone, particularly bluestone and sandstone, to build fine Victorian buildings. Grand public buildings grace North Terrace, and mansions and Queen Anne villas are not confined to one or two suburbs but can be found in dozens of inner suburbs. Stoneworkers’ cottages line narrow streets, immediately behind the boulevards. Sprawling stone-and-brick gentlemen’s bungalows built in the early twentieth century line street after street of suburbs only a few kilometres from the city, often hidden behind spruce hedges and shaded by towering trees of oak, jacaranda, plane, or native eucalyptus. Stucco art deco apartment buildings and picture theatres of the 1920s can still be found dotted around. Adelaide stands out architecturally as one of the best-preserved and most beautiful cities in Australia.


  The state is home to 720 wine producers, and more than half of all Australian wine comes from South Australian vines—and not just the cheap stuff. Some of the finest wines in the world are made in South Australia, including Penfolds Grange and Henschke’s Hill of Grace. Depending on the vintage, a bottle of Penfolds Grange can sell for thousands of dollars—sometimes tens of thousands.


  The rich and flinty soils of the major grape-growing districts—the Barossa Valley, Eden Valley, Coonawarra, McLaren Vale, Clare, the Limestone Coast, the Riverland, and the Adelaide Hills—create distinctive-styled wines that win medals in wine competitions all over the world.


  As for food, Adelaide has a sophisticated food culture. Interestingly, the food cultures of Adelaide and its neighbouring city, Melbourne, have been heavily influenced by the large influx of Italian migrants from the 1920s to the 1970s. The Germans and Greeks made their own significant contributions, and the Vietnamese, as refugees in the 1970s, had a strong influence on the beginnings of the Australian-Asian fusion of food, as did the Chinese. But the dominant influence on the best food to be found in Adelaide, in my opinion, is Italian. The Italians influenced the development of market gardens, the setting up of the Adelaide Central Market, the consumption of traditional espresso coffee, and the making and drinking of table wine.


  Many Germans escaping religious persecution from the Prussian province of Silesia settled in the Adelaide suburb of Klemzig and other parts of South Australia from 1838 onward and became the founding pioneers of the world-renowned wine-producing Barossa Valley in 1842. The Germans were market gardeners and brought grapevines from France in 1843. The Barossa Valley is home to the oldest shiraz, grenache, and cabernet vines in the world. Unlike most of the old vines in Europe and much of the world that were wiped out by phylloxera in the 1870s, the Barossa Valley vines have always been free of this disease and survive to this day.


  The Germans also brought their knowledge of how to make wursts and other sausages. Nowhere else in Australia is a smoked sausage called fritz, after the colloquial and politically incorrect term for Germans.


  Unfortunately, it was not until the early 1980s, when Adelaide’s chefs started to experiment, that South Australians began to consume native foods in any significant way. Some Adelaide chefs wanted to develop a unique Australian cuisine, drawing heavily on foods eaten by Indigenous Australians for over forty thousand years. Native or bush food is now commonly used, and some native foods can be found in supermarkets.
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  Wakefield Press is an independent publishing and


  distribution company based in Adelaide, South Australia.


  We love good stories and publish beautiful books.


  To see our full range of books, please visit our website at


  wakefieldpress.com.au


  where all titles are available for purchase.


  To keep up with our latest releases, news and events,


  subscribe to our monthly newsletter.


   


   


  Find us!


   


  Facebook: facebook.com/wakefield.press


  Twitter: twitter.com/wakefieldpress


  Instagram: instagram.com/wakefieldpress
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