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				Christmas Eve

				

				-1-

				Titus Lambert had never been fond of Christmas. When John Dedman, the Minister for War Organisation of Industry, announced that Christmas 1943 was to be as good as cancelled, Titus couldn’t share his wife, Maude’s, disappointment. They had sharply differing reactions, therefore, to the sound of the telephone ringing at 6.00pm on Christmas Eve. Maude took the call, and knew immediately that her evening was about to be ruined.

				‘Mrs. Lambert? It’s Sergeant Joe Sable. Has Inspector Lambert arrived home yet?’

				‘We’re just about to eat.’

				‘I’m sorry — dinner will have to wait.’

				Maude passed the telephone to Titus and watched his face register Joe Sable’s news. Titus’s dark eyebrows rose, fell, and came together in a frown, but she knew from having watched him closely over the years that he was also feeling something close to relief. And Maude knew why. However grim the reason for his being called away, he would not now be obliged to sit with her and listen to the first episode of a new serial on 3UZ. He hung up the telephone, ran his fingers through his thinning hair, and tried to sound regretful. ‘Looks like a murder/suicide in East Melbourne,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Maudie.’

				She sighed, kissed him, and said without rancour, ‘No you’re not.’

				There was very little traffic on the streets as Titus drove from his house in Brunswick towards East Melbourne. The Transport Police had been more active than usual recently, which he thought might explain the phenomenon. The threat of fines for unnecessary travel was probably a more powerful motivation than the constant appeals to patriotism. Whatever the reason — and perhaps it was no more mysterious than that it was Christmas Eve — there were no traffic snarls as he drove into the city. The footpaths of Swanston Street were busy, but the shopkeepers had been assiduous in complying with the government’s insistence that there be no Christmas bunting or elaborate window displays. There were fewer American servicemen about than there had been the previous year — General Macarthur had moved his headquarters to Brisbane halfway through the year before — and Titus wondered what the few who were left made of this dour, drab, hot Yuletide.

				The house at Number 1 Clarendon Street, East Melbourne, was quite a pile. Whoever lived there, Titus thought, was rich, and their wealth was old. This house had escaped the ignominy of being converted into flats — a fate that had befallen many of Marvellous Melbourne’s mansions. After fifteen years in the police force, Titus felt only a faint flutter of nerves as he walked up to the front door. He’d seen too many corpses, in varying states of decay and rupture, to feel serious trepidation. He knew the ghastly potential of cords, blades, axes, and hammers. He wasn’t, however, beyond being shocked, so he was always aware that his already-low opinion of his species had further to fall.

				The door was opened by a constable whose age implied either a dismal failure to advance or a convenient return to duty to avoid Manpower ordering him into a factory. Inside, a wide corridor, with a floor of elaborate, inlaid stone, led to a broad staircase. Titus heard a sound of muffled weeping coming from behind the door of one of the rooms along the corridor’s length. The sound was briefly amplified as Detective Sergeant Joe Sable emerged from the room. He hurried towards Titus.

				‘I’m sorry to do this to you on Christmas Eve, sir.’

				‘Don’t apologise, Sergeant. Maude is used to sudden changes of plan. What have we got here?’

				‘It’s nasty.’

				‘As if Christmas wasn’t bad enough all on its own.’

				‘Sir?’

				‘Never mind, Sergeant. Let’s see the nastiness.’

				Joe Sable indicated the door closest to the front of the house.

				‘I suppose you’d call this the drawing room,’ he said, and pushed the door open. The familiar ferrous odour of blood, and the thick, nauseating smell of excrement assaulted Titus’s nostrils, and he began instinctively to breathe through his mouth. The room was expensively furnished — that was obvious at a glance — but what would otherwise have been a lovely trapezium of sunlight falling through windows dressed with gorgeous curtains fell upon a corpse that caused Titus to utter an involuntary, ‘Good God.’ He disciplined the gorge that rose in his throat, closed his eyes for a moment, and switched something inside himself into a neutral gear. He looked at the body at his feet, and asked, ‘Who is he, and who is the weeping woman?’

				‘His name is Xavier Quinn, and the woman is his sister. She has a friend with her.’

				Titus shot Joe a look.

				‘Is there anyone with them?’

				‘Well … I was, but no, not at the moment.’

				Titus allowed his exasperation to show.

				‘Get back in there, Sergeant, and watch and listen.’

				‘Yes, sir,’ he said, blushing with embarrassment at this obvious lapse. ‘There’s another body upstairs — the woman’s father.’

				‘Let’s do this one at a time, Sergeant.’

				Joe left Titus to absorb the horror before him. The naked body was that of a man, probably in his early twenties. The face was swollen and bloodied beyond easy recognition. He was thin, with an unremarkable distribution of body hair. What was remarkable, though, was that he’d been nailed to the floor in the attitude of the crucified Christ. His legs had been broken, probably with the poker that lay nearby, and a wound had been made in his side. The body boys — the clutch of people who took possession of a corpse, examined it, photographed it, and broke it down into its component parts in search of evidence — hadn’t yet arrived. For a few minutes, Titus had the body to himself. This was a rare luxury. Christmas Eve slowed down normal processes.

				‘Talk to me,’ he said softly. ‘Who hated you enough to do this to you?’

				Titus didn’t need to be a pathologist to know that this young man’s injuries had been inflicted while he was still alive. Blood had flowed freely, and he must have suffered terribly. Titus looked away from the body, and his eyes swept the room. There was something feminine about it, apart from the prominent placement above the fireplace of a spectacularly tortured, Cranach-like Christ writhing on a large crucifix carved sensuously in pale wood. The body in the room was clearly a savage parody.

				Apart from the poker, nothing in the room seemed to have been disturbed. If there’d been a struggle, any disruption to the opulent furnishings had been restored to order. Perhaps the victim’s broken legs explained the absence of any sense of struggle.

				Titus walked into the corridor and summoned the constable by the front door. Together they entered the room from which the sound of weeping still issued. Joe Sable was standing awkwardly by a window, and there were two women sitting opposite one another in front of a fireplace. One had her head in her hands, and her shoulders shook; the other was leaning towards her, her hand placed reassuringly on a heaving shoulder. Titus indicated to Joe that the constable was to replace him. As Titus and Joe left the room, the front door opened, and a man entered, carrying two cameras and a bag.

				‘In there, Martin,’ Titus said, indicating the drawing room, where the body lay. Martin Serong nodded. He expressed no annoyance at having been called away from home on Christmas Eve, and Titus would have been astonished if he’d done so. As a police photographer, Serong’s work exposed him to the very worst of human proclivities; nevertheless, he was, Titus believed, among the most gracious of men. He was also meticulous, and knew better than anyone how to make sense of a crime scene. Sometimes his photographs revealed more to Titus than he had seen with his own eyes.

				‘Show me the next one, Joe.’

				Joe led Titus up a wide staircase and along a corridor lined with what looked like family photographs. He stopped at a door that was partly open.

				‘This is the bathroom,’ Joe said. ‘The man in the tub is the father. His name is John Quinn.’

				‘That name’s vaguely familiar. Why?’

				‘No idea, sir. It doesn’t ring any bells with me.’

				Titus was about to say that this might simply be a consequence of Joe’s age and inexperience, but thought better of it.

				The bathroom was tiled in green — which, in Titus’s view, was always a mistake — and the reflected light gave a bilious cast to the very dead face of the man who lay in the generously proportioned bath. He looked to be in his sixties, and was fully clothed; his features were remarkably composed, given that the back of his head and his brains were spread across the chip heater and the wall behind it. Titus moved to the edge of the bath.

				‘Tell me what you see, Joe.’

				‘There are no signs of a struggle, so I presume he got into the bath under his own steam. There’s a service revolver near his right hand, and in his other hand there’s a knife with blood on it. There’s also a clump of brown hair sticking to the fingers holding the knife.’

				‘Put it all together, and what do you get?’

				‘I’d say that the blood on the knife will turn out to be Xavier Quinn’s, and that the blade will fit neatly into the wound in his side. This man has grey hair, so that hair in his fingers probably belongs to his son. I’d say this is a murder/suicide, and our job will be to find out why.’

				Titus Lambert turned and looked again at the body of John Quinn.

				‘Force yourself to look at the face, Sergeant. Every inch of it.’

				Joe Sable leant down and examined John Quinn’s expression-less features. He was clean-shaven, and neatly so, with no nicks or razor burns. His mouth was open, and his bottom false teeth had shifted slightly. The top plate had been shattered.

				‘What am I looking for, sir?’

				‘Look at his nostrils and at the area around his top lip.’

				‘It’s red. Perhaps he had a cold and had been blowing his nose a lot.’

				‘What about his clothes?’

				‘They’re expensive. He’s wearing a waistcoat, and the trousers have cuffs. He obviously wasn’t too interested in austerity guidelines.’ He paused. ‘And there’s no blood on them. If he’d just come from slaughtering his son, he’d be covered in blood. He could have washed and changed, of course.’

				‘You think he dressed up to blow his brains out?’

				‘Maybe. He shaves like a vain man.’

				‘The red around his nose looks like a chloroform burn to me. The knife, the hair on his fingers — why would they be there if he’d cleaned himself up? It’s too neat, too obvious, too convenient. His eyes are closed, so I think he was unconscious when someone put the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger. These are two murders, Joe, and whoever did them is half as smart and twice as strong as most people. That particular combination makes me nervous. We need to talk to the daughter — she may be in great danger.’

				-2-

				As John Simper shaved the hard belly of the man on the table in front of him, he managed, just, to give the appearance of not really having been inconvenienced. In fact, tattooing someone’s belly was the last thing he wanted to be doing on Christmas Eve. This client, this lout, hadn’t done himself any favours from the outset. 

				Simper had been asleep in the stale-aired room above his shop in Smith Street, Collingwood, and had been woken by hammering on the door below. He’d expected to find a couple of drunken doughboys wanting bicep tattoos, but the man who’d stood in the doorway was no American soldier. He was tall and lean, with pale skin and brutally cropped blond hair. His eyes were a peculiar, pale blue — so pale that they seemed almost blind. He hadn’t waited to be invited in. He hadn’t exactly pushed Simper aside, but he’d moved past him and into the front parlour with an assertiveness that brooked no opposition.

				‘I want a tattoo.’

				John Simper, a sixty-year-old, was no physical match for this man, but attempted to stamp some authority on the situation by saying, ‘It’s Christmas Eve. I’m not working. You’ll have to go elsewhere.’

				‘I’m here. You’re working. If you’re any good, it won’t take long.’

				‘I told you, I’m not working.’

				The man looked around the parlour and said nothing. He didn’t have to speak. He took off his shirt and placed it over the back of a chair.

				‘I want the word “argument’ and the number “7” tattooed here.’

				He drew an arc under his navel.

				‘Argument 7, in plain letters. Nothing fancy, but clear, so you can read it.’

				‘So who can read it? What does it mean?’

				‘It means a lot, and maybe I’ll tell you about it when you’ve finished.’

				Whatever ‘Argument 7’ meant, John Simper had already lost the argument about not doing the work.

				‘All right,’ he said. ‘Lie on that table. It’s going to hurt — you do know that? You’re not going to go crazy when it starts, and think I don’t know what I’m doing, are you?’

				‘I don’t care how much it hurts. Do it. Argument 7.’

				‘Did you have a particular font in mind?’ Simper said as he razored the belly hairless.

				‘What do you mean “font”? That’s where they baptise babies, isn’t it?’

				‘The letters. Did you have a style in mind?’

				‘Simple. Like a newspaper headline.’

				Simper carefully drew the outline of each letter on the skin and inked the needle. The man didn’t flinch as the needle bit and the ink took. He inked, wiped, inked, wiped, and very quickly he made it to the ‘u’. He stood back.

				‘What’s up?’ the man asked.

				‘Nothing. You want to see so far?’

				‘Sure.’

				Simper positioned the mirror.

				‘Looks fine,’ the man said. ‘Hurry up.’

				Simper suddenly realised that the man had no intention of paying him — he was going to get up off the table and walk out. That was when Simper decided to put an ‘e’ after the ‘u’. Someone would point out the spelling mistake later. There was no chance, he thought, that a person who didn’t know what a font was would know how to spell ‘argument’. Having inked in the ‘e’, he enjoyed the rest of the job.

				‘It’s done,’ Simper said. ‘The rawness will settle.’

				The man stood up, walked to a mirror, and examined his torso. There it was: ‘Arguement 7’, in reverse. Even in reverse, though, he knew what John Simper had done.

				‘Thanks,’ he said, and put his shirt back on. ‘What do I owe you?’

				His voice was quiet, and it made Simper nervous.

				‘Call it a Christmas present,’ Simper said.

				The man came towards him, and was suddenly behind him, placing both hands on either side of the tattooist’s head. With appalling ease, he twisted John Simper’s head and broke his neck.

				‘Merry Christmas, you old cunt,’ the man said, and walked out into Smith Street.

				-3-

				Inspector Titus Lambert and Sergeant Joe Sable came down the stairs. The corridor was now busy with the people whose job it was to dance attendance upon the dead. A couple of them recognised Titus, and responded to his signal to move upstairs.

				‘Her name is Mary Quinn,’ Joe Sable said. ‘Her friend is Sheila Draper.’

				Titus nodded; he didn’t want any more information for the time being. He liked to start with the bare bones, and it didn’t matter whether those bones were witnesses, suspects, or victims.

				When they entered the room, they found Mary Quinn more composed than she had been earlier. The constable was standing at a discreet distance from her, and the only sound now was an annoying little sniff that was obviously a tic of his. Titus tipped his head to indicate that the constable could leave.

				Mary Quinn sat with her hands clasped between her knees, and her head bowed so low that her thick, dark hair and its expensive curls fell across her face. Her friend had pulled a chair close. The difference between them, even if the value of their respective clothes hadn’t been immediately apparent (which it was), could be seen in their haircuts. Sheila Draper’s hair — a dull blonde colour, stripped of its shine by household soap — was fashioned into the ubiquitous and cheap long-short bob. Titus took this much in in a moment.

				‘Miss Draper,’ he said. ‘If you wouldn’t mind accompanying Sergeant Sable to another room, he has some questions for you.’

				Sheila Draper, who looked like she would startle easily, was startled.

				‘It’s quite all right,’ Titus said. ‘It’s a normal part of the routine. I need to ask your friend Miss Quinn some questions as well.’

				When Joe Sable and Sheila Draper left the room, Mary Quinn raised her head to reveal a face that looked familiar to Titus, despite the way it had been puffed up by her tears.

				‘Do you feel able to answer some questions, Miss Quinn?’

				‘Yes. I’m too exhausted to go on crying. Now I’m just sort of numb.’

				‘You found both your brother and your father?’

				‘Yes. I came home at about four o’clock. We only did one taping today, so I was able to leave early. I was going to listen to the show tonight with Daddy and Xavier.’

				‘I’m sorry, Miss Quinn, you’ll have to plug a few gaps for me.’

				‘Of course. I’m an actress — not a profession that Daddy approved of. But I’m a good actress, and I’ve got a good part in a new radio serial on 3UZ. I was sure that when Daddy heard it, he’d realise that it wasn’t a grubby profession. Of course, he’d have hated the serial itself. It is awful stuff, really, but it’s going to be a success.’

				‘The Red Mask, you mean?’

				‘Yes. That’s it. Their advertising must be working.’

				‘My wife is keen to hear it.’

				‘It’s not Shakespeare, but it’s rousing enough. It’s all about dashing heroes, wicked Nazis, and damsels in distress, essentially. It starts tonight. Oh, I’ve already told you that, haven’t I?’

				‘When was the last time you saw your father and brother?’

				‘This morning. Ever since Mum died two years ago, we try to have breakfast together.’

				‘Did either of them seem agitated?’

				‘No, everything was perfectly normal. Xavier made some joke about my picture being on the cover of The Listener-In.’

				Titus realised that this was why Mary Quinn’s face was familiar. The Listener-In sat next to his wireless at home.

				‘I went off to 3UZ, recorded another episode of The Red Mask, and came home. I found Daddy first. When I came in I went up to the bathroom and …’ She stumbled at the memory of it. ‘… and then I ran through the house calling for Xavier. I don’t think I’ll ever get those awful sights out of my mind. I rang Sheila, and waited outside for her to arrive. I couldn’t bear to be in the house alone with, with …’

				‘You were sure that body downstairs was your brother’s?’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘The face is covered with blood, and is swollen. Did you look closely at it?’

				Mary Quinn’s hand flew to her throat.

				‘I only glanced at it, from the doorway. I didn’t go all the way into the room, but I knew that it was Xavier. Do you think it might be someone else?’

				‘I’m afraid he’ll have to be formally identified.’

				‘But of course it’s Xavier. Who else could it be?’

				‘We have to be sure.’

				Titus wanted to be gentle with Mary Quinn, but something in him failed. She sat there before him, struggling to remain composed; she’d just been exposed to two horrifying murders. And yet Titus felt that he was observing the actress and not the woman. Perhaps this was her only defence against collapse, but Titus experienced a curious dampening of his sympathy for her. He didn’t for a moment think that she’d murdered her father and brother — whoever had done that had been physically powerful — but he didn’t feel that he wanted to protect her from the hideous circumstances of Xavier Quinn’s death.

				‘You can wait until the body has been taken away and cleaned up, or you can help us now,’ he said, and immediately felt guilty when he saw that his callousness had struck her a like a slap. He waited. Mary Quinn rallied, and, with a small, exhausted vestige of defiance, told him that she would go into the drawing room and identify the body. Titus accompanied her into the corridor. There were two constables there now — one at the front door and one outside the drawing room.

				‘Are you sure you’re up to this?’ Titus asked her.

				‘Quite sure.’

				Inside the room, Martin Serong was gathering together his equipment, preparatory to photographing the bathroom upstairs. Normally, Martin would have paused to make a pertinent observation to Titus, but Mary Quinn’s presence constrained him. He shot Titus the subtlest of puzzled glances, and Titus saw Martin’s disapproval in that glance. He was telling Titus that no one who didn’t have to should be made to look at what had become of Xavier Quinn. Titus was slightly peeved by the reproach. He’d square it with Martin later.

				Mary stood pressed against the wall near the door, holding a handkerchief over her nose and keeping her eyes closed. Titus watched her as she tentatively opened her eyes and looked towards her brother. He knew that it was the body’s nakedness rather than the violence that had been done to it that might lead to his being criticised for forcing this viewing.

				‘It’s Xavier,’ she said hoarsely. ‘I don’t need to see his face. There’s an appendix scar and that small birthmark on his hip. It’s him.’

				She uttered a choked animal sound and left the room. Titus followed a moment later and found her standing in the hallway, her face in her hands, her body shaking. Neither he nor the constable was quick enough to catch her when she fell to the ground.

				In the room where Joe Sable and Sheila Draper sat, a blowfly whined and threw itself against the window. It lowered the tone of an otherwise elegant dining room. A portrait of two children — Xavier and Mary Quinn, Joe surmised — hung above the fireplace. It wasn’t in pride of place, though; it was off to one side. From a large, framed print in the centre, Our Lady of Perpetual Succour gazed down upon a highly polished table where Joe Sable and Sheila Draper were sitting. Sheila’s hands were in her lap. She seemed composed, and began answering Joe’s questions without obfuscation. Of course, she hadn’t seen the bodies. Had she seen Xavier Quinn nailed to the drawing-room floor, her composure might not have been so steady.

				‘Mary telephoned you at about four o’clock — is that right?’

				‘Yes, she was distraught. At first I couldn’t understand what she was saying. She was sobbing, and only half-words were coming out. Finally, she managed to ask me to come round right away. I live in rooms close by.’

				‘You and Mary Quinn are close friends?’

				‘The closest. We went to school together. The Quinns were very kind to me when my parents were killed a few years ago.’

				‘Do you mind if I ask you what happened?’

				‘It was an accident.’

				‘I’m sorry.’

				‘It was a terrible time. We weren’t rich, Sergeant. My parents had scrimped and saved to send me to a good school. We didn’t own the house we lived in. Mr Quinn found rooms for me and helped with the rent for a while. He wouldn’t accept any payment.’

				‘What line of work has Manpower put you in, Miss Draper?’

				‘Manpower hasn’t got its fangs into me, Sergeant. I’m a tram conductress, and proud of it. It’s so normal now, I can’t believe the fuss that people made about it at first.’

				‘I suppose people were just so used to men.’

				‘Are there women policemen? That doesn’t sound right, does it?’

				‘There are a few.’

				‘I’m not brave enough to do a job like that.’

				‘You must be pretty brave to get fares out of people on those crowded trams.’

				Sheila Draper smiled at Joe. It occurred to him that her friendship, for anyone lucky enough to have it, would be a fine thing.

				‘I have to ask you some difficult questions, Miss Draper. To start with, when you came to the house, what did Mary tell you?’

				‘She was waiting for me outside. She’d calmed down a little. She said that Mr. Quinn had taken his own life and that Xavier had been murdered.’

				‘Did she describe what she’d seen?’

				‘No. She said she couldn’t bring herself to, and besides, she said she’d only seen each body for a moment.’

				‘Had she called the police?’

				‘No. She’d been too distraught. I called them, probably at about 4.30. We’d gone into the house, into the living room. I telephoned from there.’

				‘And you didn’t look in either of the rooms?’

				‘No. I stayed with Mary until the police arrived.’

				‘You knew the family well. Do you have any idea who would want to murder Xavier Quinn?’

				‘None of this makes any sense to me, Sergeant. And I simply can’t believe that Mr. Quinn took his own life.’

				‘Why are you so sure?’

				Sheila pointed to the print above the fireplace.

				‘You can’t have missed that,’ she said. ‘Mr. Quinn was a Catholic. It is inconceivable that he would risk eternal damnation by committing suicide.’

				‘Were he and his son on good terms?’

				Sheila looked at Joe and narrowed her eyes.

				‘It would be presumptuous of me to judge their relationship, Sergeant.’

				‘I wonder if, under the circumstances, you might be so presumptuous.’

				‘There was some tension between them, but I imagine that’s normal for a father and son.’

				‘What happened here is a very long way from normal, Miss Draper.’

				Sheila thought about that for a moment.

				‘I feel like I’m telling tales or gossiping.’

				‘If you know anything that might shed some light on this, I don’t think Mr Quinn, or his son, would thank you for keeping it to yourself.’

				A flush rose along Sheila Draper’s throat, betraying the fact that she’d been stung by this small rebuke.

				‘I went out with Xavier a couple of times,’ she said. ‘It was earlier this year.’

				‘How old was Xavier?’

				‘He’s twenty.’

				‘Had he joined up?’

				Sheila shook her head.

				‘No, he did try, but he wasn’t fit.’

				‘Physically fit?’

				‘No,’ Sheila said quietly. ‘There was nothing wrong with him physically.’

				‘You said you went out with him a couple of times?’

				‘He asked me. It was strange. He took me to church, to St Patrick’s. Each time, he was agitated after the Mass. He walked me home and didn’t say anything, but he was shaking with anger. He frightened me.’

				‘Was he a violent man?’

				‘Why do you want me to say terrible things about him?’

				‘If the truth is terrible, Miss Draper, surely the lie that disguises it is more terrible.’

				Even in the midst of this tense discussion, Joe Sable thought that Titus would have been impressed by this response. It had the desired effect on Sheila Draper.

				‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you’re right. This wasn’t a very happy household, Sergeant. Mr Quinn became quite distant after the death of his wife. He was always unfailingly polite, maybe kind in a way, but his withdrawal was hard on Mary and Xavier. He didn’t want Mary to become an actress; he thought the profession was only one step up from prostitution. They quarrelled about it, but he was never going to win that one. Mary was fiercely determined. I think, though, that it was Xavier who gave him the most trouble. Soon after his mother’s death — he’d just turned eighteen — he became a bit peculiar.’

				‘Peculiar? You mean he was a fairy?’

				Sheila Draper gave a sharp little intake of breath.

				‘No, Sergeant, that’s not what I mean. Xavier was always a religious person. He entered a seminary, but he was too strange even for them, and they sent him home. He said he saw things. He called them ecstatic visions.’

				‘Why did you step out with him?’

				‘I suppose I thought I could help him. But I’m not a fool, Sergeant. Whatever was wrong with Xavier, I soon realised it would take a lot more than the love of a good woman to fix. As I said, he frightened me. I only saw him occasionally after our second outing. I think he spent most of his time in his room.’

				She looked down at her hands. Joe Sable followed her gaze, half expecting to find her wringing them. They were still calmly placed, one on top of the other.

				‘The truth of the matter is, Sergeant, that in all the time I’ve known the Quinn family, I’ve never had a real conversation with Xavier. Even when he took me to church, he barely spoke. I couldn’t tell you what his views were about anything, and I certainly couldn’t tell you who his friends were, or if he had any. I suppose that sounds odd.’

				‘Not at all. It’s possible even for people who’ve been married for a lifetime to know practically nothing about each other.’

				Sheila Draper leaned forward, and Joe felt a rush of sympathy from her. He blushed, suddenly aware that she supposed he’d been referring to his own parents. Titus would have been angered by this leak from his private life. In any investigation, distance between the questioner and the questioned always had to be maintained.

				‘I was speaking generally,’ he said.

				‘Yes. I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.’

				‘You’ve been most helpful, but I should point out that we may need to speak to you again.’

				‘Mary’s going to spend the night with me. She couldn’t possibly sleep here.’

				‘Of course,’ Joe said. ‘The house will have to be thoroughly searched, so there’ll be people here until morning.’

				‘What a horrible way to spend Christmas Eve,’ Sheila said.

				Titus and Joe stood in Xavier Quinn’s bedroom. Mary Quinn and Sheila Draper had been escorted to Sheila’s boarding house. Neither of them had objected to being accompanied by a policeman, although at first the suggestion had created a mild panic in Mary.

				Xavier’s bedroom window was open. Mary confirmed later that he never closed it, choosing to mortify the flesh with both hot and cold air, depending on the season. The room was crowded with Catholic paraphernalia. There were rosaries, crucifixes, and a gallery of Sacred Hearts, Perpetual Succours, and unpleasant-looking saints, all of them looking smugly ecstatic in their martyrdom. The one thing that the room had going for it was its neatness: it was crowded, but well ordered.

				‘This stuff would give me nightmares,’ Joe said. ‘No wonder he hallucinated.’

				‘Whoever killed him was giving all this a bit of a nod, so we can probably assume it was someone who knew him.’

				Xavier Quinn’s obsessive neatness was a gift for anyone searching his room. In no time at all, Titus discovered two diaries, each filled with pages of beautiful copperplate.

				‘It’s Latin,’ he said. ‘Do you read Latin, Sergeant?’

				‘No, sir. Latin isn’t big in Jewish families.’

				‘Mine’s too rusty to be of use. This will have to be translated as quickly as possible.’

				‘Mary Quinn might read Latin.’

				‘She might, but it wouldn’t be appropriate for her to read these at this stage, would it?’

				Titus kept his tone neutral. Nevertheless, Joe was acutely conscious of having been corrected again. It wasn’t that he particularly craved Inspector Lambert’s approval, but he hated his inexperience being so apparent. Although Titus had never expressed it explicitly, Joe was aware that he hadn’t been altogether happy about being landed with an apprentice. The recently formed Homicide Division was short-staffed, and Joe’s age would have precluded him from a promotion to it under normal circumstances. However, the war meant that there was no longer such a thing as ‘normal circumstances’.

				Titus had never asked Joe why he was a policeman and not a soldier. Maude had wondered, though, soon after she’d met Joe, if it had anything to do with his being Jewish. Jewish refugees weren’t allowed to enlist, and she thought that this ludicrous lack of trust in their desire to combat the very regime that was slaughtering their families might have made Joe reluctant to deal with the military authorities. He wasn’t a refugee, of course, but he was Jewish, and perhaps he believed that as far as the army was concerned, this was a distinction without a difference. It had been she, in fact, who’d raised the issue with Titus. However, he didn’t think it was any of his business. The job in front of him was to turn a young man fresh from Detective Training School into a detective. This wasn’t going to be possible if Joe Sable had no talent for it. Despite what many in the force believed, Titus Lambert knew that detection depended on a finely tuned instinct rather than on well-honed skills. Skills could be acquired, but you either had the instinct or you lacked it — and if you lacked it, the best you could hope for was plodding competence.

				‘This is interesting,’ Titus said. He showed Joe a magazine that had been under some clothing in a drawer. It had a pale-orange cover. There was no decoration on it, apart from a small triangle in which sat an illustration of a kookaburra. The rest of the cover was simply a table of contents. The Publicist, it proudly proclaimed, The Paper Loyal to Australia First.

				‘That’s ringing a bell,’ Joe said. ‘Why?’

				‘Read the contents.’

				Joe took the magazine.

				‘Australia and the Jews, Australia’s Pacific Strategy, The Refugee Threat, Jews and the Kimberleys. I’ve heard my father talk about this, but I’ve never actually seen a copy.’

				‘The people involved in this rag were interned last year.’ Titus said. ‘I don’t know much about them. I think I recall Maude saying something about one of them being a Pankhurst. But the fact that Xavier Quinn had a copy might mean nothing, of course.’

				‘There don’t seem to be any more in this room.’

				‘There is this, though,’ Titus said, pulling another magazine from the drawer. Joe moved to where he could see what Titus was holding. There was a photograph on the cover of five people: four women — two of them barely into their teens — and a man. They were standing outside a tent, smiling, and at studied ease. The remarkable thing about this family, if they were a family (that was certainly the idea being conveyed), was that they were completely naked, and there’d been no attempt made to blur or hide their private parts. Above them was the name of the magazine: Menschen in der Sonne.

				‘What do you make of this, Sergeant?’

				Joe took the magazine and flicked through it. Inside there were twelve colour plates of men, women, and children, all in robust good health, in poses that varied from gymnastic to the more mundane.

				‘It’s a German nudist magazine,’ Joe said. ‘At least, I presume that’s what it is. I don’t read German, but the pictures rather speak for themselves.’

				‘I’m sure that’s exactly what it is. The question is, what’s it doing in the drawer of a religious fanatic?’

				‘Well, sir, religious fanatics are prone to unusual sexual outlets.’

				Titus nodded.

				‘Yes. This seems a bit tame, though, don’t you think?’

				‘It might have been enough for Xavier Quinn. It’s dated 1935, so he’s had it a long time.’

				‘I doubt it’s been in his possession since 1935. He’d only have been twelve then, and where would a twelve-year-old boy get hold of a magazine like this?’

				After a few more minutes of searching the room, Titus had seen enough, ‘All right. The scientific boys can do a more thorough search here. We need to see John Quinn’s room.’

				Quinn’s bedroom was a large, beautifully proportioned space. It retained certain feminine touches that he must have kept in deference to his late wife. The room wasn’t crowded with furniture, but the few pieces it contained were ostentatiously the best of their kind — although neither Titus nor Joe could have identified the period or the craftsmen involved. There was a crucifix above the bed, and on the wall opposite was an arrestingly gorgeous portrait of a woman. Titus presumed it was Mrs Quinn. If he’d checked the signature, he would have seen that the artist was Hugh Ramsay. It was Joe who crossed to it immediately, and whistled. Australian and European art were something of a hobby for him. The name meant nothing to Titus.

				‘I presume this is expensive good taste,’ Titus said.

				It took only a few minutes for them to find a cache of copies of The Publicist. There were several bound volumes, and many unbound copies. There were also other magazines similar to the German one in Xavier’s bedroom. Some of them were in German — Licht-Land, Die Neue Zeit, and FKK in der Schweiz — and there were a few copies of an English magazine called Health and Efficiency. The German magazines were brazen in their cover displays of naked men and women. Joe, who didn’t consider himself a prude, was nonetheless shocked by the clarity of the genitalia. He felt himself responding to the photographs sexually, even though no one in them was engaged in any activity that was remotely erotic. Health and Efficiency featured young naked women on its covers, but their nakedness was coy and seemed deliberately reminiscent of Victorian paintings. Breasts were de rigueur, but nothing else was, and there wasn’t a man or boy in sight — at least not on the covers.

				‘It looks like fascism and naturism were family affairs,’ Titus said. ‘I wonder if Mary Quinn shares her father’s politics and his … hobby.’

				‘Do you think there’s a connection between these magazines and the deaths?’

				‘We need to know who the associates of both men were. I’m afraid we’re going to have to disturb Mary Quinn — or, rather, I’m afraid you’re going to have to disturb Miss Quinn. She must be able to give us some names. If she’s reluctant to do so, that in itself will be of interest. I’d suggest you interview Miss Quinn without Miss Draper there. I’m sure she’ll understand.’

				‘Miss Draper seemed like a very sensible young woman to me, sir.’

				‘Good. She may be of great help to us. Mary Quinn is an actress; keep that in mind. I think she might be prone to performing emotions, even when they’re real. She may not be aware she’s doing it. It makes her difficult to read.’

				Joe Sable nodded. Despite the ghastliness of the situation, he could barely contain an incipient smile of satisfaction at this expression of trust in his abilities.

				-4-

				The man stripped and stood looking at himself in the grimy wardrobe mirror. His body was lean and hard, more expressive of brutal self-denial and self-discipline than of healthy exercise. He dabbed at the raw tattoo with carbolic, refusing to wince, even in the privacy of his mean, bare bedroom. The misplaced ‘e’ had cost that old bastard his life, but Ptolemy Jones — for that was the man’s name — had already found a way to accommodate the misspelling. When the National Socialists gained power in Australia, as they inevitably would, ‘arguement’ would become the standard spelling. Jones would see to that.

				Before anything else, though, he would have to take control of the rump of Australia First. All that remained of the organisation was a handful of unimpressive freaks. This, at any rate, was Jones’s assessment of them. They were weak, and lazy, and full of talk, but that’s all it was. What they had going for them was money and property, and Jones needed both. He had been to some of their meetings back in 1942, and although he’d been careful to stay in the background, he’d noted who the movers and shakers were. One of them was a man named Mitchell Magill. Jones had thought he was soft. He’d said some good stuff about the Jews, but they were just words. Magill seemed to be a good organiser, and that was a skill which Jones could exploit.

				The time had come to do just that. Jones ran his hand one more time over ‘Arguement 7’, and decided to make contact with Magill. He knew someone who’d have Magill’s telephone number. Jones considered his reflection from head to toe. ‘Destiny,’ he said to it.

				Sheila Draper rented two rooms in a boarding house that had once been a rather grand private home. When Joe arrived to question Mary Quinn, Sheila discreetly left them alone. The room in which they now sat may once have been handsome, but a succession of boarders had exhausted it. Mary perched on the edge of an armchair, looking as if she thought it would soil her clothes if she sank back into it.

				‘I’ve already told the other policeman how I found my father and brother,’ she told Joe.

				‘Yes, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask some more questions.’

				‘You’re going to ask me if I know why all this has happened. Well, I don’t.’

				‘We’re not sure yet what exactly happened, Miss Quinn. That will take some time.’

				‘I don’t believe my father killed himself. I did at first, but that was shock, I think.’

				‘Miss Draper said he was a religious man.’

				‘He was quietly religious, Sergeant. My brother, on the other hand, was a fanatic. He wanted to be Francis of Assisi and Teresa of Avila at the same time.’

				‘I’m not a Catholic, Miss Quinn. I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.’

				Joe immediately felt a small, unpleasantly familiar stab of something like guilt. Why hadn’t he simply said that he was a Jew? Several times, he’d seen posters on lamp posts and on walls, declaring, ‘Jewish Refugees — Public Enemy No. 1.’ They’d troubled him not greatly at first, but lately more and more. Perhaps he was becoming wary of the anti-Semitism of strangers — or, worse, perhaps he was afraid of it. Such thoughts had begun to slip unbidden into his daily life, and they were starting to unnerve him.

				‘They’re saints who had ecstatic visions,’ Mary said. ‘Xavier saw himself as a sort of visionary-in-training. He was a strange man. I loved him, of course, but I can’t pretend he wasn’t difficult, and odd. He was very odd. He fully expected to gain the stigmata — they’re the wounds of Christ, Sergeant. Especially holy people find themselves bleeding all over the place. It must be hell on their furniture.’

				‘You didn’t share your brother’s faith?’

				‘Frankly, no. I used to go to Mass every Sunday with my father and mother, but I did it for them, not because I was a strong believer. I lost my faith completely when my mother died. She was in agony. Cancer. If that’s the merciful hand of God at work, I want none of it. I stopped going to Mass, which didn’t endear me to my father.’

				‘What do you know about a magazine called The Publicist?’

				‘The Publicist?’ Mary Quinn shrugged. ‘I’ve never heard of it. Should I have?’

				‘Your father and brother read it. There were copies in both their rooms.’

				‘What sort of magazine is it?’

				‘Political.’

				‘Political? Xavier’s never had a political thought in his life.’

				‘Your father?’

				‘He’s always been a Labor man. Is it a Labor magazine?’

				‘No. Have you heard of Australia First?’

				‘No. What is it?’

				‘It was the organisation that published The Publicist.’ Joe didn’t elaborate.

				‘I’ve never heard of Australia First, and I’ve never seen a copy of that magazine in the house. If my father read it, he kept it out of sight. Perhaps he thought it contained material unsuitable for a young gal’s eyes. He was very prudish.’

				‘There were other magazines in his room, Miss Quinn, and they’re not the sort of magazines you’d expect to find in a prudish man’s possession.’

				Mary Quinn seemed genuinely surprised.

				‘What sort of magazines? You can’t mean pornographic magazines, surely? How would my father get copies of such things?’

				‘No, not pornographic magazines, not strictly speaking — although I’m sure the ones we found in his room can’t be bought legally here. They’re naturist magazines. Mostly German.’

				‘Naturist?’

				‘Naturists are people who like to live most of their lives … naked.’

				‘Do you think when my father came home each night, he stripped off his clothes and walked around the house naked, in front of his children?’

				‘Did he?’

				Mary Quinn gave a barking sort of laugh.

				‘Oh, did we all do that? Is that what you mean? That is what you mean, isn’t it?’

				‘I’m sorry, I have to ask …’

				‘No, Sergeant. I’ve never seen my father naked, or my brother — until this afternoon. I can’t explain what those magazines were doing there. They can’t possibly be my father’s. He’d have been disgusted and appalled by them. Whoever did these terrible things must have put them there. God knows why.’

				Joe felt that the mention of the magazines had almost derailed the interview, and he tried to re-steady it.

				‘Did you know any of your father’s friends?’

				‘They were lawyers, mostly. He was a solicitor, but I suppose you know that already.’

				‘We’d like to talk to them.’

				‘People hardly ever came to the house, but Daddy was a member of the Savage Club, so you won’t have any trouble finding people to talk to. I’m afraid I don’t know any names. You could talk to Archbishop Mannix — he knew Daddy — oh, and a priest named Father McGrath. Daddy would always chat to him after Mass, and he came to the house once or twice. I thought he was a bore.’

				‘And Xavier? Did he have many friends?’

				‘Xavier had no friends, Sergeant, or none that I knew about. That goes for enemies as well. You must think we’re a strange family.’

				‘All families are strange, Miss Quinn. I don’t suppose yours is any stranger than most.’

				‘I’d like to agree with you, but I have to say that we weren’t a happy family. We didn’t talk much. We all lived in the same house, but we might as well have lived in different suburbs. Apart from the morning ritual of breakfast, we hardly saw each other, and breakfast was mostly conducted in silence. I think I may have given the other policeman the impression that we were a lot happier than we really were. It was the shock. I told him that we were all going to listen to my radio play together this evening. That wasn’t true. We didn’t do anything together, and Daddy wouldn’t listen to 3UZ in a fit. I’m sorry if I misled that inspector, but when something like this happens, you automatically elevate people to a saintliness they never had. I was actually going to listen to it with the cast. There’s a sort of party tonight in the producer’s flat. I won’t be going now, obviously.’

				Was there the faintest hint of peevishness in her tone? Joe wondered. Surely not.

				‘When you entered the house, did you hear anything? Even a small sound?’

				‘No. The house was quiet. Do you think whoever did this might still have been there?’ Her hand flew to her mouth, and her eyes widened.

				‘I’m afraid that is a possibility. I’m sorry to be blunt.’

				Joe realised that he’d made an error of judgement in mentioning this. There was a strong risk that it would now become the focus of her thinking and that she would lose the ability to recall minor details which might be telling.

				‘The thought that some monster was lurking there gives me chills.’

				‘May I be frank with you, Miss Quinn?’

				‘I think we’re well past the point of polite reticence, Sergeant. The sight of my brother’s body, defiled like that, has pushed me beyond the capacity to be shocked by words.’

				Inspector Lambert’s earlier remark about Mary Quinn’s being an actress came to his mind when she said this. Her words sounded to Joe like they’d been scripted.

				‘We believe your father and brother were both murdered. The attempt to make your father’s death look like suicide was as carefully managed as your brother’s death, but it didn’t fool us for very long. Clearly, this is not the work of someone who was disturbed in the act of burglary. This person knew enough about your brother, for example, to mock his religious beliefs.’

				Mary Quinn nodded, indicating that she realised the implications of what Joe was saying.

				‘So whoever it was must have known that there was enough tension between Xavier and Daddy to at least make the possibility of murder/suicide plausible — although if he really knew my father, he’d have known that it was out of the question.’

				‘Do you know anyone, Miss Quinn, anyone at all, however remotely, who …?’

				‘No. No one. Perhaps it was a disgruntled client of my father’s, but he’s been retired for several years now. I presume you searched their rooms thoroughly. Did you find anything, apart from those magazines?’ Her mouth formed a little moue of distaste.

				‘I can’t discuss that with you, Miss Quinn.’

				‘Yes, I see. But if the rooms hadn’t been ransacked, what does that say about this person’s motive? Had they been ransacked?’

				‘I’m sorry, I really can’t …’

				‘This was deeply personal, wasn’t it? They missed one member of the family, though. They missed me. I’m the only one left.’

				Up until this point, Joe Sable had been astonished by Mary Quinn’s self-control. He’d begun to think that the sang-froid of her questioning of him was slightly odd, although he’d had enough experience to understand that people expressed grief and shock in unexpected ways. Now, though, he saw that her self-control was wavering. Her face tightened, and she began breathing quickly.

				‘I’m the only one left,’ she said again, and her voice rose hysterically. ‘I’m next, aren’t I? Aren’t I?’ she screamed, and Sheila Draper rushed into the room. Mary Quinn stood, but as soon as she was on her feet, she became rigid. She stared at Joe Sable, but her eyes were unfocussed, as if she were staring through him, and her face began to contort. Sheila Draper gasped. Mary Quinn shuddered, and, for the second time that day, dropped to the floor, insensible.

				Titus Lambert lay beside his wife, sweating. The sweat was not the result of pleasant exertion. It was hot. The bedroom window was open and had admitted a single mosquito. Titus was naked — he never dressed for bed — but the mosquito, despite the invitation of all that flesh, chose to harass Maude instead, who was wearing the silk pyjamas that Titus had given her in 1939. He was telling her, without censoring even the most gruesome details, what he’d found at Clarendon Street. Early in their marriage, he had shielded her from aspects of the worst cases he had to deal with, and she had been furious when she realised this. He had pointed out that, strictly speaking, he ought not tell her anything, but Maude was incandescent with anger. Did he think, she had asked, did he really think that she would be content just to cook his dinner and bring him his slippers at the end of the day?

				Gradually, Titus began to tell Maude all that he had seen each day. She would take notes, which was disconcerting at first, but eventually he had come to rely on her questions and theories as much as he relied on those of his colleagues. She had an uncanny ability to make connections missed by those whose job it was to make them.

				‘Tell me more about Mary Quinn. She’s quite good, you know, in that new serial on 3UZ.’

				‘So she’s a good actress?’

				‘I thought so. The script is awful, of course — patriotic poppycock — but she was very good. She plays Lady Something-or-Other. Very English, very proper, but she’s talented. ’

				‘Sable said she was distressed when he left her. Terrified, in fact. He must have lost control of the interview.’

				‘She thinks she’s next? Do you think she is?’

				‘That has to be a possibility. I wish she was a less accomplished actress. I didn’t warm to her.’

				‘You think she’s involved somehow?’

				‘No, I don’t think that. At least I don’t think I think that. I’m just not convinced by her displays of grief.’

				‘Now, Titus, you know that grief doesn’t follow any rules.’

				‘This one’s going to take us on a ride, Maude. Everything about it raises my hackles. And these’ — he leaned across Maude and retrieved a copy of The Publicist and Health and Efficiency from a small table — ‘bother me especially. I took these from a collection in John Quinn’s bedroom. Have you seen this one before?’ He showed her a copy of The Publicist.

				‘Unfortunately, yes, I have. My brother used to read it, but not regularly. I remember him saying that it was strident and vicious.’

				‘Tom used to read this?’

				‘For the book reviews I think, and … oh, yes, it published Xavier Herbert, and Tom had a thing about Capricornia. I could never understand the attraction. I did try to read it, but it annoyed me so much that I stopped.’

				‘I’ve never read it, and I know nothing about Herbert.’

				‘I think he’s someone you grow out of.’

				 ‘I wonder if Military Intelligence works on Christmas Day. They’d have been tracking these Australia First people. They might know something about John Quinn and his cronies.’

				‘Of course they’ll be working tomorrow. Surely they wouldn’t expect subversives to stop subverting because of a public holiday.’

				‘Well, we’re stretched pretty thinly, and I imagine they are, too. Tell me more about Tom and this rag.’

				‘It was only about Xavier Herbert for him. He said it really went bad just before the war, and I don’t think he’s read it since.’

				‘Listen to this. It’s awful stuff:

				Now the Jews are coming. Not all of them, but too many. Jews are not of the right temperament to be good citizens, or good countrymen among us Australians. We think that they are the worst of the foreign people that could come amongst us, assuming that Australians of British blood wish to maintain their hold upon Australia … There could be no anti-Semitism were there no Semitism: we think that Jews bring their world-known troubles on themselves through an inherited misfortune, they themselves being unwilling — probably unable — to make sacrifices that would rid themselves of it. 

				‘And it goes on.’

				‘It’s frightening, Titus. I can’t bear the idea that there are people here who think like that — and Tom isn’t one of them, as you well know. When I hear something like that I feel an awful sense of despair, as if it cancels out the decency in other people.’

				‘It doesn’t, Maude. It doesn’t.’

				He handed her a copy of Health and Efficiency.

				‘Quinn had a pile of naturist magazines, too. Joe said that Mary Quinn was affronted by the idea that her father might be a nudist, so what was he doing with the magazines? Perhaps he liked looking at the pictures.’

				Maude looked at the cover of the magazine.

				‘That’s fairly obvious, I’d say. The girl on the cover is very beautiful, and it’s actually quite a lovely photograph, don’t you think?’

				‘I didn’t linger over it.’

				‘Don’t be so stuffy, Titus. It’s a beautiful photograph of a beautiful woman. I’m not going to fly into a jealous rage if you agree with me on that.’

				‘Well, yes,’ Titus admitted. ‘I suppose she is beautiful, and it is a nice photograph.’

				‘Of course, the magazine was published in 1935, so she wouldn’t look like that anymore.’

				‘Perhaps now she’s reassuringly fat and unattractive?’

				Maude laughed, and opened the magazine.

				‘Have you read this?’ she asked.

				‘No. I haven’t yet had the pleasure.’

				‘There’s more text than pictures and, goodness, it wants us to take it seriously. Listen to this: Are you fit for marriage? Chronic catarrh: How cured, How remedied? Colonic lavage. What on earth is that? I’m definitely going to read that article. Summer breakfasts. Nudism — a natural reaction from Industrialism. Sleep — and your figure. Why I am naturist. Science definitely conquers baldness. That’s good news for you, darling. Why naturism is logical. This is a jam-packed issue, Titus. I think we should start subscribing.’

				‘It’s all very prescriptive, isn’t it? Maybe it’s not so very different in intent from The Publicist, although it doesn’t provoke quite such a visceral response. You know, I wouldn’t mind talking to Tom at some stage about that particular journal.’

				He felt Maude tense slightly, and rushed to reassure her that he knew her brother’s beliefs differed dramatically from those expressed in The Publicist.

				‘I just want to get some idea about who used to read it and why, and maybe Tom knows someone who kept on reading it after it became rabid. I’m working in the dark here, Maude. I’ll try anything that might give me a spark.’

				‘He’ll be so cross that I mentioned it.’

				‘Don’t worry, I’ll be diplomatic. I’m going to have to go into Russell Street tomorrow. Our Christmas has to be postponed.’

				‘I appreciate the effort you’re making to sound aggrieved, darling, but it isn’t necessary. I do understand that a double murder reorders our priorities.’

				She leaned across, kissed Titus on the forehead, and placed her hand on his chest. He covered her hand with his. They both knew that it was too hot to make love.

				‘Not tonight, Josephine,’ they said in unison, and both of them laughed.

				Joe Sable’s flat in Arnold Street, Princes Hill, was extravagantly larger than a single man needed. He’d bought it because it was around the corner from where he’d grown up, and because he hadn’t wanted to stay in the family home after the death of his father. The dull monotony of his parents’ stultifyingly silent hostilities had ended with his mother’s death, but the memory of them remained in the silence between father and son. By then, David Sable had become so distant that physical proximity to him made not the slightest difference. The closer Joe was to him, the further David retreated.

				Joe’s parent’s had emigrated from England before the first war. They were English first and Jewish second, and the nearest they’d come to expressing their Jewishness was to join, for a time, the Anglo–Jewish Association. They spoke no Yiddish and attended synagogue irregularly. Once, when Joe was nine or ten, he’d gone with his father to the Jewish Cultural Centre, the Kadimah, in Lygon Street. He couldn’t remember why David had taken him there, but he remembered how strange and alien it had seemed. It was the first time he’d heard Yiddish spoken, and there’d been men there who’d looked nothing like his father. His strongest memory, though, was how afterwards, when walking home, David had laughed and made disparaging remarks about the shtetl Jews. He’d heard the words without understanding their meaning, and later he’d listened to his father expanding on the unfortunate and unpleasant foreignness of the people at the Kadimah. His mother, Judith, had made a pointed remark about David taking Joe there in the first place, and they’d retreated into their silent corners.

				By the time Joe was a teenager, the Jewish presence in Carlton had become quite marked as refugees from Eastern Europe settled there. Joe always felt separate from them — a separation reinforced by his father’s reminders that the Sables were English, and possibly noble. He had, therefore, a vague and receding sense of his Jewishness, and was reminded of it only when someone at school called him a kike. The insult puzzled him, and it didn’t connect to anything he felt about himself.

				But it angered him now. At the age of twenty-five, his Jewish identity had begun to mean more to him because of the persecutions in Europe. He’d begun to clip pages from The Argus that detailed the systematic extermination of the Jews in Europe. That word, ‘extermination’, had leapt out at him from a report headed MASSACRE OF 700,000 POLISH JEWS. This was one of the pieces he’d read and re-read:

				Men and boys aged from 14 to 60 were assembled usually in a public square, or cemetery, where they were stabbed, machine-gunned or bombed with grenades, after having dug their own graves.

				It was a small article, competing on the page with reports of problems in the dairying industry and an advertisement announcing the exciting news that there’d been an arrival at Wardrop’s of ‘American Officers’ slacks, for immediate wear’. Although he felt that the world itself wasn’t large enough to contain the story, its compression into a demure few hundred words — no, fewer even than that — made him fearful in a way that was impossible to define.

				Sitting at his table in a curved window overlooking Pigdon Street, Joe turned the pages of The Publicist that Titus had given him. He couldn’t quite believe what he was reading. When he looked up from the page, the world had shifted somehow:

				Is Nazi race theory scientific? Yes, fundamentally. What are The Protocols of the Elders of Zion? A brilliant exposition of Jewish aims and ways. Why has the Jew been chosen as scapegoat? Because he chose himself to dominate the world. Who is stirring up anti-Semitism in Australia? The Jew refugees by being anti-gentile. What should be our attitude to refugees? Uncompromising hostility — the Germans are right in this. What is being done for Jewish refugees? Stupid gentiles are helping them. What is the solution to the Jewish problem? There can be none while a Jew lives.

				This last sentence made Joe gasp. The Publicist cost sixpence. Sixpence. That was all you had to pay to be admitted into the realm of pure evil. Joe’s heart was racing. The people who wrote this, and the people who read it, weren’t thousands of miles away in Europe. They were here, in Melbourne. 

				John Quinn had a whole set of these magazines, and the evidence seemed to suggest that Xavier Quinn had shared his interest in them.

				If it was their politics that killed them, Joe presumed that the killer wasn’t in sympathy with their poisonous extremism. Were the police looking for someone who saw himself as a resistance fighter? Was the savage parody of Xavier Quinn’s crucifixion some sort of message? Were they looking for a Jew? Joe dreaded floating this suggestion with Inspector Lambert — not because he thought that Titus might scoff at it, but because he thought that if he uttered it, he would somehow speak it into being. These murders were bound to attract a great deal of publicity, and Joe wondered what the consequences might be for the Jewish community if suspicion fell on one of them. What Joe had just read had dismantled his formerly unquestioned belief that the society he knew could be relied upon to act with civilised restraint.

				From his folder of clippings, Joe retrieved one that he’d glanced at, but had been unwilling to return to. It was from The Argus, and had been published earlier in the year, its contents so unthinkable to him at the time that it had felt like horror fiction. Joe had grown up believing that people were good — mostly. Crimes, both violent and petty, were committed by rare, unbalanced, or morally bankrupt individuals — not by whole populations. Now, with the final two sentences of The Publicist’s rant echoing in his head, he read as much as he could bear of the article that had appeared in The Argus on 28 May:

				SLAUGHTER OF JEWS IN POLAND

				Report Tells of Shocking Barbarity

				From Our Own Correspondent
LONDON, Thursday

				Details of the report, after reading which Smul Zygelbejm, Jewish representative on the Polish National Council in London, committed suicide, have now been revealed. It contains details of the Nazis’ ‘human slaughterhouse’ camp at Treblika [sic], in Poland, situated near the main Bialystok-Warsaw railway, at which thousands of Jews have been mass slaughtered in chambers into which superheated steam had been poured.

				The report states that a number of Jews called ‘kapes’ are forced to serve inside the camp, burying the dead, and doing other tasks connected with the disposal of the clothing and belongings of those who have been murdered. Jews employed as kapes are treated with the utmost brutality by the Germans, and very few can stand the inhuman treatment and the horrors of the job for more than a fortnight. Those who become unfit for work are executed outright, and their ranks are filled by new arrivals in transports, which reach the camp twice daily. Every arriving train is composed of many tons of freight trucks, which are shunted to a siding facing the entrance to the camp. The trucks are rapidly emptied of their human cargo — a mass of terror-stricken men, women, and children.

				The victims are received by the Jewish kapes, who instruct them, separate the women and children from the men, and conduct them to barracks. Then follows the final act. The Jewish kapes rapidly arrange files of the men 10 abreast, or get them to strip and prepare for a bath. Their clothing is immediately taken away for disposal. The women and children are formed up in rows at the same time.

				STEAM LET IN

				At a signal from the camp commander the German guards suddenly begin to shout and drive all the victims towards the entrance to the death house with whips. When the chambers are filled the doors are shut hermetically, and steam is let into the chambers by means of pipes. In 15 minutes the victims are slowly asphyxiated, and execution is complete …

				Joe put the clipping down and picked up The Publicist. He stared at its cover. His hand began to shake with rage, and with something far worse — shame.

				Joe switched off the lamp, and sat in the pitch black of his living room. He closed his eyes — it didn’t seem as dark behind his eyelids — and started to go over his interview with Mary Quinn. At least it was a distraction from what he’d just read. He’d frightened her, inadvertently; Titus wouldn’t be happy about that, but surely she’d have come to realise, without prompting from Joe, that she might be in danger. He’d got permission to post a policeman outside Sheila Draper’s boarding house. When she had come out of her faint, Mary Quinn had been reassured by that. Sheila Draper had told Mary that she wouldn’t be letting her out of her sight.

				Miss Draper had impressed him much more than Mary Quinn had. She was more open than Miss Quinn, and carried herself with great assurance and dignity. Her friendship would be worth a great deal more, he suspected, than the value Mary Quinn put on it. He thought he might contrive to see Sheila Draper again. It was well after midnight when he fell asleep. ‘Merry Christmas,’ he murmured to himself. ‘Merry for whom?’


				
				Christmas Day

				

				-5-

				Titus and Maude exchanged presents over a hurried breakfast. They had an egg each, thanks to a neighbour’s generosity. Maude wanted to scramble the eggs to make them go further, but Titus shook his head.

				‘No, definitely not.’ he said, ‘Nothing beats a soft-boiled egg. This will be the highlight of my day.’

				He’d barely finished it when they heard the car pull up outside. It was a measure of his exalted position in the new branch of Homicide that when they weren’t needed elsewhere, he could call on a car and a driver. As he was leaving, he asked Maude to read The Publicist from cover to cover, and to winkle out of it anything that she thought might shed light on the case. He apologised again for having to work on Christmas Day, and she told him that she wasn’t upset at all — but the family of the driver of his car, on the other hand, might have a different view.

				On the way to the new police headquarters in Russell Street, he stopped to pick up Joe Sable from outside his flat. As they headed off, Titus asked, ‘That name on your block of flats, “Rosh-Pinah”, what does it mean?’

				‘It’s Hebrew. I’m fuzzy on the details. It means “cornerstone”, and it’s also a place in Israel where the Messiah is meant to appear at the end of the world.’

				‘Maybe the people who built the flats hoped the Messiah might get confused and turn up in Princes Hill instead.’

				Joe laughed. ‘My parents were careless with my Jewish education, sir. I only know the bare bones. I didn’t choose the flat because of the name on the building. I like it, though — I’m glad it’s there.’

				‘I wish my parents had been more careless with their Methodism,’ Titus said. ‘It took me years to slough it off.’

				For the remainder of the short drive to Russell Street, they discussed the Quinn murders — particularly the difficult question of what to do with Mary.

				‘We don’t have the manpower to provide her with 24-hour protection,’ Titus said. ‘I’d like her to be somewhere more secure than in that boarding house.’

				‘I’ll look into it, sir. Do you think she might be in some sort of danger?’

				‘That has to be a possibility.’

				The police headquarters in Russell Street were brand-new, and the even newer Homicide branch was on the fourth floor. When Titus and Joe stepped out of the lift, they found two men, one seated and the other standing, who were managing to look perfectly comfortable being in Homicide’s offices on Christmas morning. They even managed to give off an air of annoyance at having been kept waiting. The seated man stood up.

				‘Inspector Lambert?’ he asked.

				Titus nodded.

				‘And who is this?’ He indicated Joe Sable with undisguised disdain.

				Titus ignored the question. ‘Perhaps you should identify yourself,’ he said evenly.

				‘Tom Chafer, and this bloke is Dick Goad.’

				‘And you’re here because …?’

				‘We’re here because John Quinn is dead, and he was one of ours.’

				‘Ours?’

				‘Military Intelligence, Inspector. John Quinn died yesterday, and we were wondering when you’d planned to get around to telling us.’

				Titus didn’t respond to this obvious attempt to put him on the back foot. Instead, he opened the door to his office, allowing Tom Chafer and Dick Goad to follow him in. Joe moved towards his desk in the outer office, but Titus called him in, too.

				‘This is Sergeant Joe Sable,’ he said. ‘Whatever you have to say, he needs to hear it, too.’

				Joe took stock of the two visitors. The thin one, Tom Chafer, was in his late twenties, and he seemed all angles, bones, and Adam’s apple. His browny-blond hair was cut very short, which made his ears appear prominent, and he wore a thin moustache. His wrist bones protruded like bell pulls, and his suit hung on him the way it would in a wardrobe. He was carrying a battered leather satchel. His companion, Dick Goad, was fat — not enormously so, but proximity to his partner didn’t flatter his shape. He was in his fifties, and bald, but with a slipped tiara of grey hair around his ears. His jowls were clean-shaven, and raw with razor burn. It was Tom Chafer who did all the talking.

				‘When I said that John Quinn was one of ours, Inspector, I meant was in the sense that he’d been retired for some time.’

				‘How did you find out that he was dead?’

				‘It’s our job to find out things. There’s nothing sinister about it. By last night, dozens of people, both in the police force and out of it, knew about the deaths. One of those people, who I won’t name, passed the information on to us. It really isn’t very mysterious.’

				‘You have an unfortunate manner, Mr Chafer,’ Titus said. ‘When you’re in my office, I think you should make an effort not to be an arsehole.’

				There was a stunned silence. It was the first time that Joe had heard Inspector Lambert swear. He noticed a small smile creep across Dick Goad’s lips, and in that smile he also saw the nature of the relationship between these two: Goad ought to have been in charge, but he wasn’t. He took orders from this boy, Chafer, and he hated it.

				‘I beg your pardon?’ Chafer said.

				‘You’re with Intelligence, so I’m sure you do important work. You haven’t been sent here by your superiors to put us in our place. You’ve been sent because you need our help, and from the little we know about the Quinns, we apparently need your help. Perhaps we can acknowledge the equality of our needs, and not waste time spraying in corners like tomcats.’

				A flush of embarrassment flooded Tom Chafer’s face. Titus continued, rescuing him from the need to respond immediately.

				‘I’d intended, as it happens, to call Intelligence this morning. I had no idea that he’d once worked for you — how could I have? I was interested in the magazine he’d once subscribed to, The Publicist. You know it, of course.’

				Chafer opened his satchel and removed a bundle of them.

				‘Quinn was retired, but he kept in touch, and did a bit of work for us on the side. We know he subscribed to this because we asked him to. Australia First was planning to set up a wing of its party here in Melbourne, and John Quinn was going to join — and report to us, of course.’

				Dick Goad spoke for the first time. His voice betrayed the money that had been spent on it.

				‘The last of these was published in March last year. It’s the brainchild of a bloke called Stephensen, who’s been interned, by the way, along with a few of his cronies. They started publishing this stuff back in 1936, and we’ve been keeping an eye on them since then. They’ll tell you that they love Australia and the king, but they’re a bit too fond of Mr Hitler and Hirohito. They like a good manifesto, and it’s all very hairy-chested and windy.’

				He withdrew a carefully folded piece of paper from his pocket and opened it.

				‘Australia First attracts, or attracted, a range of supporters, not all of them extremists’, Goad went on. ‘But it provided a platform for people like Mr Arthur Bullock in Western Australia. This is a proclamation written by him, which outlines his vision for a new, improved Australia:

				Men and women of Australia, today a new government assumes control of your destinies. Your government brings with it an entirely new system based upon a negotiated settlement with Japan. The Australian nation is ordered to lay down its arms. The Japanese army of occupation will maintain law and order until such time as the government feels that the new system has been safely established.

				‘He goes on to tell us what the cornerstones of this new system will be. Important members of the Catholic Church will be liquidated, along with communists and any other undesirable elements. Jews will be sterilised, and road works will be carried out by the forced labour of priests. Mr Arthur Bullock is currently interned.’

				Goad spoke without emotion. Joe managed, just, to control an urge to utter an expression of disgust and disbelief. His mouth opened slightly, and the muscles in his face tautened.

				‘Thank you,’ Titus said. ‘You’ve just provided us with a raft of possible motives.’

				‘We do our best, Inspector,’ Tom Chafer said, and the look that Titus turned on him must have made him regret his tone. He scrambled to save the situation. ‘We’d appreciate it if you could brief us on what you found at Clarendon Street.’

				‘Sergeant, could you provide Mr Chafer and Mr Goad with that briefing?’

				‘Of course, sir.’ Joe was aware that, by giving Chafer no choice but to hear the details of the Quinn murders from a subordinate, Joe was being used adroitly by Titus to put Chafer in his place. When Joe had finished, Chafer turned to Titus and asked, ‘And you’re quite convinced that John Quinn was murdered — that it wasn’t suicide?’

				Titus said nothing. Joe replied.

				‘The attempt to make it look like suicide was quite clumsy. We’re confident that the autopsy will reveal that chloroform was used to subdue John Quinn, and that he was propped up in the bath and shot through the roof of the mouth while he was unconscious. It seems almost like an act of mercy, compared to the suffering his son must have endured.’

				Dick Goad looked up from the notes he’d been taking.

				‘John Quinn hadn’t had any contact with Australia First for some time. There were a couple of poorly attended meetings after the internments — but, with no leadership, interest fell away.’

				‘Would his children have been aware of his activities?’ Titus asked.

				‘No. None of these people ever came to his house. I’m pretty sure that his children didn’t even know that he was with Intelligence in the last war, and that he stayed with us afterwards — until he went into the law. But, as I say, he never lost touch.’

				‘All right, Mr Goad, what’s your take on this?’

				‘It seems to me that these were targeted killings. I don’t think they’re interested in the daughter. If they’d wanted her dead, she’d be dead by now. It has to be bound up in some way with John Quinn’s work for us in investigating Australia First. The puzzle is, we’ve kept dossiers on the main players and lots of the followers for years, and they’re all full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. We don’t know anyone in Australia First who’d be capable of this sort of crime. This either means that we’re on the wrong track entirely, or that there’s a new recruit out there who plays dirty.’

				‘You think someone found out that John Quinn wasn’t a true-blue member, and killed him?’

				‘That seems to be a reasonable inference — assuming, of course, that we’re talking about a rogue member with a brutal approach to dissidents. It’s not an unheard-of response in Germany.’

				‘And Xavier Quinn?’

				‘It’s possible, Inspector, that what they did to his son was part of the punishment, and that they made him watch it. We’re not talking about your common or garden killer.’

				‘Xavier Quinn was a religious zealot,’ Titus said. ‘He had visions. He was a very peculiar young man. Whoever killed him knew something about him — certainly enough to mock his beliefs. As Sergeant Sable told you, there was a copy of The Publicist in Xavier’s room. What do you make of that?’

				Tom Chafer made to speak, but Dick Goad spoke over the top of him.

				‘He might have been snooping in his father’s room and taken one to read, or perhaps he was genuinely interested in Australia First.’

				‘Despite their anti-Catholic bias?’

				‘That was just one bloke in Western Australia,’ Chafer said, reclaiming his authority. ‘The magazine was more anti-Semitic than anti-Catholic, and a papist who saw visions might have found the anti-Semitism to his taste — the people who killed Christ, and so forth. There are gaps in our theory, I grant you, but the murder of an Intelligence man makes this a national-security matter. We need you to find the killer, but I’ll be frank with you — you can’t have him once you’ve found him. He’s ours. We’ll give you as much support as we can, but we’re seriously under-manned. We need someone to get a look inside at what’s happening in the rump of Australia First; whatever is going on there, it won’t be in the best interests of this country.’

				‘When you say you need someone inside Australia First, are you suggesting that that person should be one of my detectives?’

				‘Not suggesting, Inspector — insisting. If necessary, we have the authority to second that person. He will, of course, be subject to the Crimes Act, as will you.’

				‘Did you have anyone in mind?’

				Tom Chafer turned the pages of his notebook and read:

				Joseph Sable, age 25, born 15 February, 1918. Parents David and Judith, both deceased. Exempted from national service for health reasons — a heart murmur. Completed detective training 1942. Accepted into the newly formed Homicide division 1943.

				‘As you see, Inspector, we don’t let the grass grow under our feet.’

				Joe had no qualms about jumping in before Inspector Lambert could raise any objections to their demand. He wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to do something to bring Australia First to book. Here was a chance to ease the disgust he’d begun to feel at his own complacent belief that the atrocities in Europe had nothing to do with him. Such horrors couldn’t, he’d thought, happen here. Nazi Germany was a world of black-and-white newsreels, and newsprint. Nazism was an exotic foreign disease that couldn’t survive the disinfecting power of the Australian sun — it couldn’t flourish under such blue skies. He’d begun to see how naïve he’d been, how childish.

				‘A secondment won’t be necessary, sir,’ Joe said to Titus. ‘I’m willing to volunteer. But I’d rather work from here than from Victoria Barracks — if that’s all right with Intelligence.’

				‘We’d have no objection to that,’ Tom Chafer said. ‘But you have to understand that in this matter you answer to us first, and Homicide second. You also have to understand that this may place you at some risk.’

				‘It’s a risk we’ll endeavour to minimise,’ added Dick Goad. ‘We’ll give you as much support and information as we can. We hope that your involvement will end this matter in a very short time.’

				‘Can you keep the Quinn murders out of the press?’ Titus asked.

				‘No, but we can muzzle them — and that includes Truth — and get the story buried with a minimum of detail, and without salacious speculations. Even newspaper editors are reluctant to be interned for the sake of a good story.’

				‘So where do I begin?’ Joe asked.

				Tom Chafer pulled a photograph from between the pages of his notebook. ‘You begin with this man,’ he said. ‘His name is Mitchell Magill, and he was very gung-ho about setting up a Victorian branch of Australia First. We had him under surveillance for a while, but we had to drop it. Bigger fish to fry. He sees himself as something of a Brahmin. He’s got money, and he lives in a flash house in a flash street in Hawthorn.

				He reached into his satchel and withdrew a yellow envelope.

				‘It’s all here: his address, his known associates, where he likes to drink, and where he likes to eat — and he eats out a lot. There are also briefing notes on key people in Melbourne whose affiliations with Hitlerism have come to our attention. You may find that information useful. How you contrive to meet Magill is up to you.’

				Tom Chafer handed Joe Sable the envelope, and smiled. The smile had as much warmth in it as the Ross Ice Shelf.

				‘Is this Magill a naturist, by any chance?’ Titus asked.

				‘A what?’

				‘A naturist. A nudist. A gymnosophist, as I now know they like to call themselves.’

				‘That is a very odd question, Inspector, and I haven’t a clue what you mean by it.’

				‘Along with The Publicist, we found many copies of naturist magazines — mostly in German, but some in English.’

				‘We know nothing about those,’ Goad said, ‘although nothing would surprise me when it comes to the enthusiasms of Nazi Party followers. Southern Command has quite a file on a crackpot named Mills. He’s a solicitor here in Melbourne, and he’s a keen National Socialist. He published a newspaper back in ’36 called, unambiguously, The National Socialist. He’s also a dedicated pagan. He worships Odin. Seriously. It would be amusing if his views on racial purity weren’t quite so disturbing. He formed something called ‘The Odinist Society’, and they engaged in all sorts of rituals up in the Dandenongs — lots of bare-chested dancing around bonfires. He’s interned, of course, but unrepentant. I think his personal, philosophical cocktail of Nazism and Odinism embarrasses his mates. The thing is, he’s not a fighter. None of them are — they’d like to see National Socialism up and running here, so long as someone else does all the messy bits. The naturism stuff is new to me, though. Perhaps Quinn was the naturist. Everyone has secrets.’

				‘Not according to his daughter,’ Joe said. ‘There was one in Xavier Quinn’s bedroom as well, which I think supports your idea that he purloined it from his father’s room, along with The Publicist.’

				‘There’s no mention of naturism in any of John Quinn’s reports,’ Chafer said. He redeployed his chilly smile. ‘Whatever it all means, Sergeant Sable here will doubtless discover the truth for us.’

				After Chafer and Goad left, Titus and Joe sat for a moment in silence. Eventually, Titus asked, ‘You have a heart murmur, Sergeant?’

				‘Yes, sir.’

				Titus made no further comment, for which Joe was grateful. His heart was a weakness that he was reluctant to discuss with anyone. Occasionally it fluttered so severely that it made him nauseous, but mostly it sat inside his chest benignly.

				‘What did you make of those two?’ Titus asked.

				‘Chafer came across like a little Napoleon. Goad seemed all right.’

				‘Chafer has tickets on himself, and a chip on his shoulder the size of Ayers Rock. Goad must have come out of retirement. I can’t see how Chafer would outrank him otherwise. They inhabit a whole other world, Sergeant.’

				‘You needn’t worry about where my allegiances lie, sir. A few minutes in Chafer’s company was enough to inoculate me against whatever attractions Intelligence might offer. Homicide is where I want to be.’

				‘I don’t doubt that, Sergeant.’

				‘I’ll be answering to you first and foremost, whatever Chafer says.’

				‘So what are you planning to do? How do you plan to approach it?’

				‘Frankly, I have no idea. I’ll have a good look at the stuff Chafer gave me, and somehow contrive to meet this Mitchell Magill character. I wish I was a better actor. I’m a Jew, so pretending to be a disaffected fascist will be a stretch. My instincts will be to punch the clown in the face.’

				‘Speaking of acting, I’d like to re-interview Mary Quinn, at the Quinn house. The bodies have been removed, but she’ll have to organise cleaners at some stage. Before I talk to her again, I’d like to have a look at her bedroom.’

				There were no police posted outside Number 1 Clarendon Street. The neighbours knew what had happened, of course. They’d been door-knocked the previous evening and Christmas morning — but the visible presence of a policeman would have provoked the sort of prurient interest from passers-by that was contrary to the need for discretion. No one had seen or heard anything unusual. At two of the large neighbouring houses, the door had been opened by a person who was clearly a live-in servant. Such servants were against the government regulations that had put Australia on a war footing, so Manpower would soon be paying these people a visit. Murder, it seemed, was inconvenient in unexpected ways.

				It was two o’clock when Titus and Joe arrived. A constable had been sent to Sheila Draper’s rooms, with instructions to bring Mary Quinn to her home at three. This would give them an hour to search her room. Mary wasn’t officially a suspect. In fact, Titus said, she wasn’t a suspect at all. However, the first casualty, after the victims, in any murder investigation is privacy, and Titus had learned long ago to suppress any compunction he might have had about such matters. Even if Mary wasn’t a suspect, she was an intimate part of the investigation, and her room might reveal something of interest — something that she herself might not recognise as useful or pertinent.

				The bedroom wasn’t as neat as either her brother’s or her father’s had been. The closed, hot room smelled oppressively of a cloying perfume that doubtless had been sweet when first applied. Titus and Joe set about their search carefully, looking in all the drawers, under pillows, and behind pictures. There was nothing one would not expect to find in a young woman’s bedroom. There were two copies lying about of The Listener-In with Mary’s photograph on the cover, taken by someone who clearly knew his job. Beautifully lit, it was a subtly enhanced version of her.

				‘Wow,’ Joe said. ‘I didn’t realise that this radio serial was such a big thing.’

				‘Apparently,’ Titus said, ‘Miss Quinn is on the cusp of stardom, which is one more reason why she doesn’t strike me as a likely suspect.’

				There were several film magazines on a dresser and on a bedside table, along with scripts for The Red Mask. Flipping through one, Titus found notes and words underlined. Presumably, these were jottings of Mary’s that she’d made to help her say her lines effectively — where to put a stress and where to pause.

				Despite the clutter, Titus thought that the room was strangely anonymous. There were no letters, or diaries, or notebooks in it, and the only photograph to be seen was the one of Mary herself on the cover of The Listener-In. The pictures on the wall were old-fashioned engravings of famous paintings.

				‘I think she slept here, Titus said, ‘and that’s all. It’s as if she were just a visitor in her own house. There are no family photographs.’

				‘Maybe it’s an actress’s conceit — she doesn’t exist outside her roles, that sort of thing.’

				‘Maybe, but if it’s a conceit, who gets to see it in operation? I don’t think Miss Quinn feels a strong attachment to this house. I’d like to know why.’

				Titus and Joe came downstairs a few minutes before Mary Quinn was due to arrive, and they checked the room where Xavier Quinn had been killed. Although the body had been removed, the room hadn’t been cleaned, and the rank smell of rotting blood assailed them.

				‘I just want to remind myself,’ Titus said, ‘that what happened here was deeply, viciously personal. We can’t lose sight of that.’

				‘Personal and political?’

				‘Both, possibly. I can’t see politics behind Xavier Quinn’s torture. His father’s death? Intelligence might be on the right track there. I hope Chafer and Goad aren’t holding something back from us. I’d hate to think that they’re knowingly sending you into a very dangerous situation.’

				‘They did warn me, sir.’

				‘Yes, I know, but there’s danger, and then there’s the threat posed by the person who crucified Xavier Quinn.’

				A knock on the front door signalled Mary Quinn’s arrival. Titus and Joe met her in the hallway. Sheila Draper was with her, but she understood immediately that she wasn’t needed, and asked if she might make cups of tea for them. Titus said that that would be appreciated, but that Miss Quinn would be occupied with them for at least an hour.

				‘I’ll go home, and come back,’ she said.

				Joe caught her eye, and he thought again that she was a remarkable woman. He doubted she’d ever been told that she was beautiful, and yet this hadn’t lessened her sense of herself in any way. Joe found her self-confidence remarkably attractive. When all this was over, he’d get in touch with her, even if the protocols surrounding murder investigations proscribed such contact.

				Mary didn’t look like she’d slept much the night before. She sat opposite Titus in the living room, in the same chair she’d sat in the previous day, and wrung her hands absent-mindedly.

				‘I’m sorry this has to be done on Christmas Day, Miss Quinn.’

				‘Call me Mary. And the day means nothing. It won’t mean anything ever again.’

				‘I’m afraid you might find some of the questions I’m going to ask difficult, even offensive.’

				‘Nothing you ask me could be more offensive than the sight of my brother’s body, Inspector.’ She looked at Titus, and he saw in her eyes that she’d reflected on his subtle insistence the day before that she identify Xavier in situ, and that she disliked him intensely for it. Her general demeanour had changed overnight. Yesterday she’d been shocked, but something of the carefree, young actress had remained. Now it was as if she was reading from an altogether different script. She was frightened, but there was resolve, too, in her manner.

				‘We haven’t had time to talk to any of your father’s acquaintances yet. But in any case, before we do, I need to understand how things stood inside the house.’

				‘I’ve already told you, Inspector, that none of us got on.’

				‘Yes, of course. However, there’s a difference between not getting along, and active hostility.’

				‘We weren’t actively hostile.’

				‘You were about to spend Christmas without exchanging a single gift.’

				As soon as Titus said this, Joe realised that there was indeed no evidence in the house that Christmas was about to be celebrated. He hadn’t noticed this before, probably because Christmas had never been a part of his upbringing.

				‘We haven’t celebrated Christmas since my mother died.’

				‘Why not?’

				‘She liked to pretend that we were a happy family, even though she knew perfectly well that my father kept a mistress. I’m sorry to use that mediaeval term. My father was a whited sepulchre, Inspector. He cheated on my mother; he cheated on us. He’d commit his grubby adultery, and then run off to his tame confessor at St Patrick’s and get absolution.’

				‘This is the priest you mentioned before — Father McGrath, isn’t it?’

				‘Yes. You won’t get anything out of him, of course. The seal of the confessional, and all that rot.’

				‘Did your father know that you were aware of his adultery?’

				‘Oh, yes. I despised him for it, for what it did to Mum. It killed her. When she was diagnosed with cancer, she just gave in to it. She didn’t see any reason to put up a fight. Afterwards my father actually thought that Xavier and I would be won over by a big speech about love, about how you can’t choose who you fall in love with. I’m ashamed to say I spat at him.’

				‘And Xavier?’

				‘He said nothing. He never said anything. I have no doubt that he believed Dad would burn in hell — and you know what, Inspector, I hope he’s right.’

				‘You’re not doing a very good job of eliminating yourself from suspicion, Mary.’

				‘If you suspect me, you’re a lousy detective, and I don’t think you’re one of those. If I’d been in this house at the wrong time yesterday, you’d have had three corpses to deal with. I think we both know that.’

				Joe wanted to ask if Mary knew that her father did unofficial work for Intelligence. He didn’t dare jump in with that question, though. If Titus was holding off asking it, he had to have a reason.

				‘Did your father continue his relationship with his mistress after your mother’s death?’

				Mary snorted.

				‘Of course he did. He was going to marry her and install her here.’

				‘Did you meet her?’

				‘No, never.’

				‘Do you know her name?’

				‘Carmel something-or-other.’

				‘We’ll need to speak to her.’

				‘You’ll need a ouija board. She’s dead.’

				Titus’s eyebrows went up at the callousness of this response. Mary noticed this.

				‘You’re shocked, aren’t you, Inspector? Grieving daughters aren’t supposed to say nasty things like that. But if there’s one thing I’m not, it’s a hypocrite.’

				‘Do you know how she died?’

				‘It was a year or so ago. It was a car accident of some sort — I’m afraid I don’t know the details. My father had the gall to be inconsolable.’

				‘And you didn’t speak to him about it?’

				‘I didn’t speak to him, full stop. He spent more and more time out of the house — at his club, I presume, or with his priest.’

				‘And Xavier?’

				‘Oh, Xavier spoke to him, but only to tell him that Carmel’s death was divine retribution. They didn’t have much to do with each other after that.’

				Mary Quinn looked from Titus to Joe.

				‘I don’t feel safe, even with that policeman outside Sheila’s house. I think somebody wants everyone in the Quinn family dead.’

				‘That’s a frightening prospect, Mary,’ said Titus, ‘but such an extreme ambition would generally point to somebody known to you.’

				Mary Quinn’s face revealed her dismay.

				‘I know, Inspector. And, believe me, if I had the slightest suspicion about anyone, I’d tell you. I can only assume it’s someone known to my father. But, as I told you, I know nothing about his life outside the house, beyond the bare bones.’

				‘I think you’ll be quite safe at Miss Draper’s, at least for this evening. We’ll leave a policeman on duty there for one more night.’

				‘No. That won’t help.’

				‘Do you have another place you can stay?’

				‘I think so. The producer of The Red Mask has a flat in the Manchester Unity building. I’m sure she won’t mind taking me in for one night. I’ll move into the Windsor after that, until you find this monster.’

				‘Would you like me to telephone your producer on your behalf?’

				‘No, but I’d appreciate it if you were in the room when I called her, just in case I lose my nerve. It’s Christmas Day and she’s, well, unconventional. She’s marvellous, and she’s been marvellous to me, but I’m not sure …’

				‘She’ll understand that this is something of an emergency. In fact, now I think about it, I’d prefer to telephone her and organise her to billet you. Sergeant Sable will take you down there and make sure you’re settled. I’ll brief your producer and stress how important it is that the details of this tragedy aren’t made public. What’s his name?’

				‘Her name is Constance — Constance Thorpe.’

				‘We’ll do our best to keep this out of the papers. I’m sure Miss Thorpe will appreciate the need for discretion.’

				Mary Quinn nodded.

				‘Constance understands discretion, Inspector, better than anyone else does.’

				Joe and Mary were driven around to Sheila Draper’s place, and found her on the point of returning to the Quinn house. Mary quickly went to collect her suitcase, and told Sheila that she’d contact her as soon as she was settled at the Windsor. She didn’t mention that she’d be spending that night in Constance Thorpe’s flat — perhaps, Joe thought, to avoid offending her. Sheila Draper’s rooms were certainly not what Mary Quinn was used to. While Mary was gathering her things together, Joe asked Sheila if she’d remembered anything that might be relevant. He told her that Mary Quinn had been frank with them about how things really stood in the Quinn household. When he mentioned John Quinn’s mistress, Sheila’s eyes widened in surprise, and Joe realised too late that Mary hadn’t been as intimate with Sheila as he’d assumed.

				She composed her features when Mary appeared, and Joe was fairly certain that Sheila would understand his error and not exploit it. She behaved impeccably, kissed Mary on the cheek, and said that she’d wait anxiously for her to telephone. She smiled reassuringly at Joe, and said, ‘I’ll help in whatever way I can, Detective.’

				But Sheila Draper wouldn’t be able to honour that promise. Within a few hours, she would be dead.

				-6-

				Ptolemy Jones walked from Glenferrie Station up Glenferrie Road to Riversdale Road, turned left, and turned right a few streets along into Kooyong Koot Road. Magill must be loaded to live in a street like this, he thought. Simultaneously, he thought of what a pleasure it would be to milk him of his pounds, shillings, and pence. He knew Mitchell Magill by sight, having seen him at an Australia First meeting at a theatre in Collins Street the year before. He hadn’t been much impressed by the group. Its members said the right things about the Jews and Adolf Hitler, but they were sentimental about the blacks, with policies that seemed to treat them as fully human — an idea that was abhorrent to Jones, who knew for a fact that they weren’t. Jones could see that Australia First wasn’t advocating real National Socialism, but it was as close to it as he was going to get. What the group had going for it, Jones thought, was structure — and Mitchell Magill’s money. All it needed was a proper leader.

				And so it was that, at lunchtime on Christmas Day 1943, Ptolemy Jones stood outside Number 3 Kooyong Koot Road, a Spanish-mission marzipan of a house, and felt the pull of destiny He went into the portico and listened. There was a burst of laughter from both male and female voices.

				Jones had telephoned Magill late on Christmas Eve, and for all intents and purposes had invited himself to Christmas lunch. This had come about because Jones had friends, or at any rate he had influence with one person who knew Magill — not well, but well enough to ring him and give him Jones’s name, and convince him that Jones would be an invaluable addition to what was left of Australia First. Under Jones’s careful instruction, this person had stressed that Jones was a simple man who would take orders and provide muscle where it was needed. He’d told Magill to expect Jones’s call. Magill had been interested because Australia First meetings had been disrupted, on more than one occasion, by rowdy opponents of the fledgling party, and fights had broken out. When Jones telephoned, Magill was quickly seduced by the passion in his voice, and flattered by Jones’s lie that Magill’s speeches at the theatre in Collins Street had been inspirational. In the course of their conversation, Jones let slip that he’d be spending Christmas alone, and so it was that Magill had issued the invitation.

				Jones knocked. The laughter didn’t stop, which reassured him that his visit was welcome. The door was opened by a man in his late thirties. He was tall — just over six feet, by Jones’s estimation — lean, with short dark-brown hair, and with a carefully tended moustache. He was smiling, and balancing a thin cigarette-holder between his fingers. Jones was revolted by this effeminate affectation, and despised him on sight.

				‘Mr Magill, I’m Ptolemy Jones. I believe you’re expecting me.’

				If the dead tattooist had overheard Jones’s introduction, he would have been astonished that the brute who had turned up at his door could appear both polite and suave. Mitchell Magill held out his hand and shook it. Magill felt Jones’s strength, and was immediately both fascinated and repelled by this pale-skinned and pale-eyed visitor with the not-entirely-convincing educated accent. His response to Jones was visceral. He knew that this man was dangerous, and yet he invited him in enthusiastically.

				‘Join us,’ Magill said.

				Jones followed him into the house. The corridor was cool, and smelled of floor polish and cooking, which was not unpleasant. Conversation issued from a room halfway along, towards which Magill ushered Jones. It was a dining room, and seated around a handsome table, laden with an unpatriotic display of black-market poultry and beef, were three people — two women and a man. Jones was discomforted by the general air of complacent wealth that hung about the room. It came from the furnishings, the paintings on the walls, the food on the table, and the clothes on the seated people.

				‘This is Ptolemy,’ Magill said, and each person in turn stood and shook his hand. The first of these, a man in his fifties, bald and running to fat at a high speed, said, ‘I’m Arthur. That’s a remarkable name you’ve got. I like it.’

				Jones smiled graciously, as if he was pleased by this toad’s imprimatur.

				‘I’m Arthur’s wife, Margaret. How do you do?’ said a loose-fleshed, red-armed woman also in her fifties. She was wearing too much make-up, Jones thought. Why did women of a certain age think that painting a ruin improved it?

				‘And I’m Peggy,’ said the other woman. ‘Merry Christmas.’

				Peggy looked about twenty-five to Jones. She was small breasted, a fact made all too obvious by the beautifully cut pale-blue silk blouse she wore. She had slender arms and carefully waved, blonde hair. She was worth looking at. Jones supposed she was maintained by Magill.

				‘You’re welcome to our Christmas lunch, Ptolemy.’ She giggled. ‘I’m sorry. It’s such a strange name. I hope you’re not offended.’

				‘It won’t sound funny if you say it often enough,’ Jones said — unable, despite his intention, to fully excise a faint nastiness from his tone. Peggy, who was clearly too solipsistic to bother with other people’s tones of voice, laughed heartily. The others chortled politely, and Jones relaxed into his feeling of utter contempt for these soft, decadent frauds who didn’t in the least resemble the sort of people who could lead Australia into the security and certitude of a National Socialist future. He’d show them soon enough what that meant.

				The food on the table spoke eloquently of Magill’s wealth. A lot of it had probably been bought from American servicemen who’d pilfered it from their well-supplied canteen. Jones sat down, and they began to eat — or, rather, Jones began to eat, and the others resumed their meal. They hadn’t been completely taken in by Jones’s unconvincing tilt at educated speech; but even if they had been, the manner in which he handled his fork would have betrayed him as having been raised outside the civilising milieu of the middle class. Each of them noticed, with silent condescension, that Jones held his fork as if it were a spoon, with the tines pointing upward; and that was how he used it, too, as a kind of scoop. It made them feel comfortably superior to their visitor, and went some way towards taking the edge off the unease he elicited. Jones ate in silence, aware that he ought to say something, yet enjoying the growing awkwardness. Magill relieved him of the need to find a way to bring up the purpose of his visit.

				‘I understand from our mutual acquaintance that you’re keen to work with us.’

				‘As I mentioned on the telephone’, Jones said, ‘I saw you … heard you, at the Savoy Theatre, back in March. I thought that what you had to say made sense. Since then I’ve read back-issues of The Publicist, and I think we have a lot in common, politically.’

				The emphasis he put on this last word made it clear that Jones was perfectly aware of how these people saw him. More importantly, it let them know what he thought of them.

				‘Unfortunately, our government thinks we’re the enemy. We’re sadly depleted in terms of membership.’

				‘Our government is the real enemy, Mitchell.’

				Jones glanced quickly from face to face to gauge the effect of these words. Arthur smiled nervously, and scratched behind his shirt as if troubled by a flea. Margaret stared at him blankly, having reassessed him as being vicious as well as gauche. Peggy didn’t catch his eye, but it was from lack of interest more than anything else. Mitchell managed to maintain a neutral expression, and went on chewing. Finally, he said quietly, ‘You’re absolutely right, Ptolemy. Not many people have the courage to say that out loud. May I quote Herr Goebbels without alarming you?’

				‘I have nothing against Herr Goebbels. I hope we all see the sense in much of what is said in Germany.’

				Margaret and Arthur nodded, and Magill said, ‘It’s my belief that art is more important than politics. Indeed, Herr Goebbels has pointed out that art is a fine way, the best way, to lift the hearts and spirits of people in times of great sorrow and duress. Art is the measure of a culture’s strength. Do you know about the Great German Art Exhibitions, Ptolemy?’

				Jones shook his head. He wasn’t sure how the conversation had taken this turn, and what it might mean.

				‘They continue in spite of the war, and they continue because the creative force of the brush and chisel is as important to the German leadership as the destructive force of its weapons. It’s really what the weapons are for — to protect the integrity of a great culture.’

				Jones looked at the paintings on Magill’s walls, and wondered what the hell Magill was talking about. Magill stood up, his face flushed with alcohol, and his enthusiasm unleashed.

				‘All these pictures,’ he said, ‘are mine. I mean, I painted them. They’re copies, of course, but I’m rather proud of them. They might be merely competent, but it’s the closest I can get to the originals.’

				He crossed to a sideboard, opened a drawer, and withdrew a glossy, expensively produced magazine. He placed it in front of Jones.

				‘Die Kunst im Deutschen Reich,’ he said. ‘This is where I find the originals. I can’t get the latest editions, of course, and, yes, they’re still producing them. Art, you see, Ptolemy, is as vital as bullets.’

				Jones flicked through the pages of the magazine, and was surprised by the preponderance of nudes. He said nothing, though. Magill stood by one of his landscapes and said, ‘I take no credit for the nobility of this picture. But look at it, Ptolemy, and tell me what you see.’

				Jones was reluctant to speak. Peggy came to his rescue.

				‘Don’t embarrass Mr Jones, Mitchell. Not everyone is as crazy as you are about that stuff.’

				Magill was undaunted by Peggy’s attempt to curtail his enthusiasm.

				‘It’s called The Haybearer. The original is by Heinrich Berran. Look at it.’

				‘I see a man,’ Margaret said, ‘carrying a great load of hay on his shoulders. He’s like Atlas: courageous, determined, strong.’

				‘Noble,’ said Magill. ‘Noble.’

				‘Yes,’ Margaret said. ‘Noble.’

				‘What about that one?’ Jones asked, more in the spirit of maintaining a veneer of politeness than out of real interest. He pointed to a painting of what looked to him like a drab family portrait. Half-a-dozen people sat close together in a room, dressed soberly in clothes that seemed oddly old fashioned. The viewer’s eye was drawn to the figure of a blonde-haired woman with a child in her lap. Magill said, ‘Ah, interesting,’ and Jones silently challenged that assertion.

				‘There’s a clue to its meaning that I’ve left out of the picture. If you turn to page thirty of that magazine, you’ll see what I mean.’

				Jones did so and saw there a photograph of the original painting. To his untutored eye, it looked as though Magill had done a first-rate job of copying it.

				‘What am I looking for?’

				‘There’s a radio in the top right. Look to the left of the radio.’

				In the photograph of the painting, on the wall next to the radio, was an image of Adolf Hitler. There was no such feature in Magill’s painting.

				‘We have to be discreet, don’t we? Now look at the title of the painting.’

				‘Der Führer Spricht, by Paul Mathias Padua.’

				‘The Führer Speaks. And suddenly the painting comes alive.’

				‘All right, Mitchell, that’s enough,’ Peggy said. ‘Mr Jones didn’t come here for an art lecture.’

				Magill returned to the table and was pleased when Arthur turned to Jones and said, ‘Mitchell is right about this, you know. He knows his onions. Margaret and I have learned an awful lot, haven’t we, Margaret?’

				‘Yes, we have, and it’s so much more interesting than guff about the bloody war.’

				‘I’m sorry, Mitchell,’ Peggy said. ‘I didn’t mean to imply that you were boring us.’ She turned to Jones. ‘Mitchell really is a great painter. He’s even painted me.’ She giggled. ‘You’ll see it in the other room. I hope you won’t be shocked.’

				‘Of course Ptolemy won’t be shocked,’ Magill said. ‘There’s nothing to be shocked by. Herr Hitler himself supports the celebration of the healthy body. It has moral force, sociological force. The body is Nature.’

				‘Hear, hear,’ said Arthur, and raised his glass. The others did the same, and Jones followed suit, uncertain what it was he was raising his glass to, but now curious about a painting in another room. Despite the unpromising talent before him, Jones buoyed himself with the thought that Hitler himself had begun with only a handful of men. He suspected that these four would outlive their usefulness soon enough. By that time, he’d have gathered enough lieutenants to dispose of them for him. He wouldn’t have to get involved. He might miss that, though — he rather liked getting his hands dirty.

				After lunch, Mitchell led his guests into the front room for more drinks. There were no landscapes on the walls in this room. Instead, there were three paintings, all of them of nudes. Above the mantelpiece and dominating the room was a large picture of three women, two of them naked, standing before a seated, naked man. Jones walked up to it.

				‘The Judgement of Paris,’ Magill said.

				‘That’s me,’ Peggy said, pointing unnecessarily to the brazenly full-frontal figure standing closest to the male. One arm was raised above her head while the other supported the cloth she’d obviously just removed in order to reveal herself to Paris. The face — and, Jones supposed, the body — was Peggy’s.

				‘It’s a copy from Adolf Ziegler,’ Magill said.

				The unclothed Paris was clearly Magill, but Jones doubted that his suit covered quite so heroic a body.

				‘The body is pure beauty,’ Magill said. ‘It has been traduced by degenerate artists who think art happens when you hold a mirror up to nature. Art, Ptolemy, has nothing to do with reality. The job of art is to transcend what is real, to create something that’s eternal.’

				Jones looked at The Judgement of Paris again and tried to make sense of what Magill had said, but he couldn’t relate it to what sat above the mantelpiece. All he felt was a familiar, resentful uncertainty about his own intellect. He hated Magill for arousing this in him, and to demonstrate that he was unintimidated, leaned on the mantel and faced the room. It was an assertion of his physical presence.

				‘How many members have you got?’ he asked.

				Startled by this sudden digression from his fascinating exposition of fascist aesthetics, Magill said, ‘None, officially.’

				As soon as these words had been uttered, an astonishing shift occurred in the room. The polite, almost deferential, but somehow frightening stranger seemed to have taken charge. It was perhaps an illusion, and only momentary, but Jones was now at the heart of what remained of the Victorian branch of Australia First, and there would be no getting rid of him. If there was to be any getting rid of anybody, he would be the one to do it. After a brief conversation over brandy — a conversation that made him feel confident he’d got the measure of these dilettantes — Jones announced that he had to leave. Margaret, Arthur, and Peggy feigned regret that he needed to leave so soon, and Mitchell went with him into the hallway.

				‘There’s a great deal we haven’t touched on,’ he said. ‘We’re committed to expressing, to living, ideal lives, Ptolemy, and we … well, there are aspects of how we realise those ideals that we don’t expect everyone to follow, but we encourage people to join us.’

				‘What are you talking about?’ Jones asked, his manners now abandoned, and his tone abrupt and expressing frank irritation.

				Magill handed Jones a book in brown wrapping.

				‘This should explain it. I’m sure you’ll find it interesting. Do you read German?’

				‘A little. Enough.’

				‘I think you’ll get the drift. It’s our philosophy, or one aspect of it. It’ll help you understand us better, and that’s important if we’re to work together.’ Jones took the book without any show of gratitude. He hoped it wasn’t Mein Kampf. He already had a copy of it.

				Magill escorted Jones to the front gate.

				‘I can see that you’re very interested in Australia First,’ he said. Jones nodded. He’d achieved something if Magill really thought that Jones was keen on Australia First. What he had faith in was Magill’s money; and when he managed to get his hands on that, he’d give Australia First something proper to believe in. He put his hands in his pockets and headed towards Riversdale Road.

				When Magill re-entered the house, he found Arthur and Margaret in the hallway.

				‘I don’t like that Jones character,’ Arthur said. ‘There’s something wrong with him.’

				‘He frightens me, Mitchell,’ Margaret said. ‘There’s something brutish about him.’

				‘I agree. I think Ptolemy Jones might be a very dangerous man,’ Magill said. ‘And yet he’s exactly what we need. He frightens me, too, Margaret, but he’s with us, not against us. He’s a follower, not a leader. He’ll know others just like him. He’s perfect.’

				‘You think you can control him?’ Arthur asked.

				‘Oh, yes. He’s what I’ve been looking for. He’s got the force we need to silence opposition. We know that there are people out there who agree with us. Remember our last public meeting, Arthur? It was crowded, and people were listening until a few troublemakers disrupted it. Mr Jones could put an end to such disruptions.’

				Neither Margaret nor Arthur seemed convinced, but they could see that Mitchell had suddenly regained some of the fire that had driven him to form a Victorian branch of Australia First back in 1941. They returned to the front room.

				‘We’ll do it differently this time,’ Mitchell said. ‘We’ll recruit discreetly, build slowly, and change our name. Australia First as a name is damaged goods. We’ll be sweetness and light. We’ll appear the flower, but be the serpent under it, or however that goes. We know who our enemies are, and soon we’ll be in a position to do something about them.’

				‘Australian Patriots,’ Margaret said. ‘How does that sound?’

				Mitchell smiled at her. ‘That sounds fine. I think we’re back in business. Wucht und Willenhaftigkeit.’

				‘You know I don’t know any German, Mitchell.’

				‘Mighty momentum and willpower, Margaret. Someone said that about Arno Breker’s sculptures. I think it should become our motto — “Momentum and willpower”.’

				‘I like it,’ Arthur said. ‘It’s got a real ring to it.’

				Ptolemy Jones was feeling pleased with himself. He wasn’t quite sure how to proceed, but he was sure that the first steps he’d taken were the right ones. He had before him the ruthless example of the great Adolf Hitler. Courage was everything. Sympathy was weakness.

				It was late Christmas afternoon as he walked the streets of central Melbourne, filling in time before he set about completing his business. He would wait until dark before returning to East Melbourne, where two members of the Quinn family had already felt the unforgiving truth of his calling.

				For now, though, he was thirsty. There were a few cafés open, but they weren’t the sort of places he wanted to be seen in — they were full of American servicemen busily seducing silly girls who’d open their legs for a square of chocolate. Their laughter filled him with rage. And the rage felt good. 

				He found himself outside the smeared and grubby window of an uninviting café called Clarry’s, in Russell Street, and entered its dark interior, where the air was stale with cigarette smoke and the smell of rank dripping. A woman in her twenties was sitting morosely at a table, a cigarette smouldering in her fingers. Jones was sure she was a prostitute, and he assumed from her demeanour that she was at the end of a long shift. He despised her. The apparent proprietor of the café, presumably Clarry himself, was leaning on the counter, turning the pages of a copy of Truth — a scurrilous newspaper that specialised in squalid murders and ugly divorces. He raised his dull eyes and opened them widely in lieu of asking what Jones wanted.

				‘Cup of tea,’ Jones said. ‘Black is fine.’

				‘Black’s all we got,’ Clarry said, and took his squat body into the back of the shop. Jones turned the Truth around to see what sordid stories the boss had been reading. As part of the general war effort, its front pages had been given over to what was happening in New Guinea. The real story had been bumped to page four. The headline, Wife Killed Our Baby, So I Shot Her, sat above the guilty man’s own words: ‘As God’s my judge, I didn’t kill my baby. My wife belted the kid with a waddy. I shot her. Her eyes moved. I shot her a second time. I didn’t want to leave her in agony.’

				They’d all be better off dead, Jones thought. They offered nothing. Further down the page, Jones was surprised to read a diatribe against John Dedman, the government minister who’d become the grim face of austerity. Truth’s correspondent was silly with indignation, calling Dedman ‘Deddy Christmas’, and mocking his regulations regarding pink icing, Daddy Christmas, short-tailed shirts, victory suits, and domestic servants. ‘This country just won’t stand for it. You really must be drunk with power, or totally deaf, dumb and blind if you can’t sense the signs of rising public indignation.’ Jones read these words twice over, and noted the name of the journalist who’d penned them. Someone who wasn’t afraid to attack the government in print might be useful.

				The cup of tea was plonked down pointedly on top of the article that he was reading; when Jones picked up the cup, the owner reclaimed his paper with the aggressive proprietorship of a man reclaiming stolen goods. Jones felt a surge of anger, and threw sixpence on the counter, daring the man to demand more. Clarry seemed about to, until he caught the look in Jones’s eye.

				Jones sat at a table facing the woman. She stared glumly at him before producing something approaching a smile, as if she might possibly summon the energy to turn one more trick. Jones looked away. He felt that a mere glance from her would be enough to spread the infections she was no doubt rotten with. The walls of the café were plastered with propaganda posters that were a bit more robust than the ‘Make-Do and Mend’ and ‘Loose Lips Sink Ships’ variety. These were uncompromising examples of the art form. The most startling was a bright-red poster, so heavy with text that Jones stood up to read it. ‘Everyone a Spy,’ it said. ‘Everyone a Killer’. 

				The owner was watching Jones, and the woman was watching his cup of tea. The contorted face of a Japanese man stared out at Jones, and below him the text was florid: ‘They smiled, bowed, scraped, and though we tolerated them, we hated their obvious insincerity, their filthy tricks of snide business. We’ve always despised them! Now we must smash them!’

				Jones put his hand up under his shirt and ran his fingers across the still-raw tattoo. Japs. He hadn’t given them much thought. They were sub-human. He didn’t care if they and the National Socialists shared a common enemy. Ptolemy Jones would no more take orders from a Jap than he would from a Jew. 

				His tea was tepid, and a smell of rusty pipes rose from it. He took a sip, pushed it away, and stood up to leave. He crossed to the counter, and said calmly, ‘I’d like my sixpence back. The tea was shit.’ The owner handed it over without a word. Jones noticed that his hand trembled slightly as he propelled it across the counter. This gave him pleasure.

				‘I like the poster,’ Jones said. ‘I don’t like the whore.’

				The woman stood suddenly. But before she could say anything, Jones took two steps and pushed the flat of his hand hard into her face, and she fell heavily against the wall.

				‘Next time I come here,’ he said, ‘she’d better not be here.’

				‘Next time?’

				‘There will be a next time. I like it here. It has potential. I like it.’

				Jones left, feeling as if he’d found his Munich beer hall. This would be the ideal meeting place for the Party. Magill’s house was too poncy, and he wasn’t convinced about Magill anyway. All that art palaver made him want to punch someone. He’d wager Magill had never been in a fight in his life. One day, this disgusting café would be a shrine — the place where National Socialism took root in Australia. The thought was erotic, and he felt his cock swell. He couldn’t fuck that whore, though. He needed someone clean.

				He headed for East Melbourne.
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				Constance Thorpe put down the telephone. ‘Mary Quinn’s father and brother are dead,’ she said.

				The woman sitting in the chair opposite her put her teacup down heavily.

				‘My God, Constance. How? When?’

				‘That was a policeman — a detective. Mary’s being brought here, now.’

				‘Why?’

				‘There’s some concern about her safety. She wants to stay here, just for the night. I’m a bit surprised by that because I didn’t think she felt particularly close to us. Is that all right with you, Dora?’

				Dora Mansfield shrugged, and Constance started worrying that she’d agreed to the detective’s request too quickly — she ought to have asked Dora first. The actors with whom she worked at 3UZ would have been amazed by Constance’s domestic uncertainty. The professional Constance Thorpe was never uncertain; she was intimidating in her assurance, and most of the people who worked under her were a little afraid of her. At home, though, she deferred to the younger Dora Mansfield — to the point where some of Dora’s scripts for The Red Mask suffered from a lack of critical attention. Constance loved Dora almost to distraction; it was as simple as that. Dora, for her part, returned that love in kind. In Constance, she had found a woman who was brave enough to live with her as her lover, and to hell with the rest of the world. They were discreet, but not secretive, and certainly not shamefacedly dishonest.

				‘It’s an emergency, isn’t it?’ Dora said. ‘And the fact that I don’t like her much doesn’t matter under the circumstances. If she’s in some sort of danger, though, is having her here putting us in danger, too?’

				‘The detective said we’d be perfectly safe, and that he’s posting a policeman downstairs, just to be sure.’

				‘Which means he’s not sure, doesn’t it?’

				‘Yes, I suppose so. But I couldn’t say no, could I?’

				Dora smiled.

				‘Of course you couldn’t. We’ll have to tell her about us, Con. I’m not going to sleep on the couch to protect Miss Quinn’s sensibilities.’

				‘I’m sure she already knows, and I don’t think she’ll be fussed, really. If Mary Quinn disapproves, that’s Mary Quinn’s problem, and if she makes a fuss you can write her out of The Red Mask. Besides, I don’t think she’s got a boyfriend, so maybe she’s a daughter of Sappho herself. She is gorgeous, you must admit.’

				Dora conceded that Mary Quinn was indeed a looker. But while that was something in her favour, it wasn’t enough.

				‘I still don’t like her, Con. I don’t like the way she says my lines. I know she comes from money, but she doesn’t have an aristocratic bone in her body. She’s common, and you can hear it in her voice.’

				‘You’re too hard on her, Dora. I think she’s fine as Lady Mary, and she’ll get better.’

				Dora gave a dismissive little toss of her head, and her perfect Louise Brooks bob fell perfectly back into place. She’d worn her hair like this for many years, and unlike most women who imagined that the severe cut made them look like Miss Brooks, Dora Mansfield was right in supposing that it did. Constance didn’t want her to experiment with a different style. As she’d said many times, she liked to retire each night with Lulu. It was a thrill.

				‘Christmas Day is an inconvenient time to have a family tragedy,’ Dora said. ‘It’s one of the things I don’t like about Mary Quinn — her timing is always slightly off.’

				During the drive into town, Mary Quinn was silent, but she spent the time tap-tapping on her teeth. The small, clicking noise irritated Joe Sable so much that he felt his sympathy for her diminishing. But this may have been largely because he’d been offended on Sheila Draper’s behalf by Mary’s open dissatisfaction with the quality of Sheila’s rooms. It didn’t seem to have bothered Sheila, but perhaps that was born of a long period of having stoically accepted her place. She was grateful for what she had, Joe thought, and not envious of what she lacked. A character comparison between the two women was not flattering to Mary Quinn. To assuage a small stirring of guilt, he asked, ‘Are you all right, Miss Quinn?’

				She turned towards him.

				‘I’m very frightened, Sergeant — that, most of all.’

				‘Is there anybody who can help you with the … arrangements.’

				‘Arrangements?’

				‘The funeral arrangements.’

				Mary Quinn looked stricken.

				‘Oh God, I hadn’t even thought of that.’

				‘You mentioned a priest your father was close to.’

				Her face relaxed.

				‘Oh, yes. Him. He’ll know what to do.’

				Joe got the impression that, as far as Mary was concerned, this problem was now solved.

				Constance Thorpe’s flat was on the eighth floor of the Manchester Unity Building. It was one of only a handful of flats in the art-deco edifice, and when Joe Sable and Mary Quinn stepped out of the extravagant lift, it became apparent that it was the sole private residence on the floor. There was a dentist, a jeweller, a solicitor, and number 812 — Constance Thorpe’s flat. Joe knocked, and the door was opened by Dora Mansfield.

				‘Miss Thorpe?’ Joe asked.

				‘No. Constance is inside. I’m Dora Mansfield — a friend of hers. Mary, I’m so sorry. Please come in.’

				Constance came forward, and took Mary’s hands and led her to a chair. She began to ply her with questions, but in such a thoughtful way that Joe was impressed by her discretion. He understood why Mary would feel safe with her. There was something about Constance and Dora — Joe immediately surmised that they were intimate companions — that made disorder seem unlikely. Their flat, of course, suited Mary’s sense of the comfort and elegance that was her due. The interior might have been designed by the same hand that had designed Joe’s in Princes Hill. This flat, however, was furnished sparsely, but expensively, and every piece had been carefully chosen to be faithful to art-deco principles.

				Joe declined Constance’s offer of tea. He had no intention of lingering, and he was careful about what he said to her, offering nothing that could be construed as a strong opinion. He was aware, nonetheless, that Constance was finding out what she needed to know, extracting almost as much information from what he didn’t say as from what he did say. He could tell that Mary would tell Constance and Dora everything that she knew anyway. In the safety of this flat, she would play out the drama for all it was worth.

				For the moment, though, she was sitting quietly and listening to Joe. When he occasionally turned to look at her, he had the strong sensation that what she was feeling was fear; he couldn’t see any grief in her. It didn’t make him like her any the more.

				Ptolemy Jones walked past number 1 Clarendon Street at nine o’clock on Christmas night. It would be properly dark in a very short time. He stopped a few houses down and watched. A man walking a dog passed close by. The blackouts in the Quinn house were up, but light spilled from the front door when someone came out. Even though it was too dark to see his features, Jones knew he must have been a detective. Who else would be in the house? They would’ve taken the bodies away by now, and they’d be scratching their heads over this one. He’d had a bit of fun in there, especially with the son. Thinking about it made his cock hard again. He’d forced the father to watch. He liked it when someone had to watch — double the fun. He walked away towards the boarding house where that friend of hers lived, sure that he’d find Mary Quinn there. He put his hand in his pocket and felt his erection through the cloth.

				Inspector Lambert left the Quinn house around nine, and checked the street before getting into his car. A man was walking some distance away and receding into the darkness. But there was no one lurking about: no gawkers, and no newspaper men. There were two men inside the house — science boys — and they’d be working through the night, doing a final top-to-bottom check.

				When he arrived home, Maude was listening to the radio. She’d decided that it was her responsibility to keep an eye on the progress of the war and to pass on every depressing report to him. Nevertheless, Titus was grateful for her daily précis; without it, he might almost forget that there was a war on at all. Maude turned the radio off, and poured them each a large whiskey. Whiskey was almost unobtainable, except at exorbitant prices on the black market, so the single-malt had become the preserve of Christmas and birthdays. Even so, the bottle was already close to empty.

				‘Mary Quinn’s staying the night with the producer of her show’, Titus said. ‘She didn’t feel safe at her friend’s place.’

				‘I don’t blame her, Titus. If I’d seen what she’s seen, I’d lock myself in my room and never come out.’

				‘Then she’s moving to the Windsor.’

				‘Well, she can afford to lock herself in a very nice room there.’

				Titus told Maude about the visit from Intelligence, and about Joe Sable’s temporary secondment to it. He wasn’t going to let the Crimes Act limit the information he passed on to Maude.

				‘You mean they want him to have dealings with those dreadful people, Titus? Even though he’s Jewish?’

				‘I think Intelligence sees that as an advantage — Daniel in the lion’s den, and I suspect Joe feels, not obligated exactly, but compelled maybe. I don’t think he’s ever been confronted before by savage anti-Semitism.’

				‘Well, anti-Semitism isn’t the exclusive preserve of fascists. It’s more likely that someone in Intelligence thinks it’s funny to put a Jew in danger.’

				Titus began to object.

				‘I’m sorry, Titus. That was hysterical of me. That magazine has rattled me. I know Joe Sable can look after himself, and I’ll wager that he agreed to do it without batting an eyelid.’

				‘He did. He’ll be fine. He won’t take stupid risks — he’s not the type to play the hero.’ 

				They were silent for a moment.

				‘I have to speak to John Quinn’s priest tomorrow,’ Titus said. ‘I don’t like talking to priests. There’s always something strange about them.’

				‘I imagine your Methodists demonised them.’

				Titus laughed.

				‘Yes, yes, they did. It didn’t work, though, because I still feel they have some sort of ghastly moral authority, and I resent that feeling.’

				‘He’s just a man in a black dress, Titus. Think of him like that.’

				Titus leaned across and kissed Maude. The kiss took them to the bedroom, where the troubles of the world were shut out.

				Ptolemy Jones stood at the gate of the boarding house where Mary Quinn’s friend lived. No lights were showing, but he’d been here before and he knew that the windows on the ground floor, to the right of the front door, were the windows to her room. Several times he’d seen Mary Quinn go in there, and he’d waited for her to come out. She never seemed to stay long. She’d be in there now, being comforted by her friend. But now it was time for a change of mood; it was time to give Mary Quinn her Christmas present.

				Jones pushed open the gate and walked up to the front door. It wasn’t locked. That was careless. The hallway was dimly lit — so dimly that it took his eyes a moment to adjust. It had seemed brighter outside. The door to the right was where Mary Quinn and her friend would be. A small sliver of light escaped from beneath it. He put his ear against the door. There was no sound. He tried the doorknob, which turned noiselessly. It was a heavy door, and it opened without a sound. The hinges must have been kept well oiled. Jones stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.

				He was in a sitting room. The only light came from a standard lamp, which stood behind an armchair in which a woman was sitting, reading. She had her back to him, and she obviously hadn’t heard him come in as she slowly turned a page of her book. He could only see the back of her head, but he knew that it wasn’t Mary Quinn. She must be the friend, Jones thought. Where was Mary Quinn? There were other rooms. Perhaps she was in a bedroom. 

				He took a step forward and, just as he did so, Sheila Draper looked up from her book and, out of the corner of her eye, saw something move in the darkness behind her. She stood up suddenly, gave a little cry, and found herself facing Ptolemy Jones. She couldn’t see him properly because her eyes weren’t adjusted to the dark outside the lamp’s light, and before she could cry out again he was upon her. He stuffed his handkerchief into her mouth and forced her to the floor. She was winded into silence.

				He stripped off his clothes, folded them neatly, and looked down at the curled-up woman. If Mary Quinn wasn’t here, well, that was too bad. He’d take it slowly with her friend, and maybe she’d return before he’d finished. It didn’t matter. She’d find out soon enough that he’d come calling. He put his face close to Sheila Draper’s. ‘Merry Christmas,’ he said.


				
				Boxing Day
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				Joe Sable had spent Christmas night reading the information on Mitchell Magill and other known Hitlerites that Intelligence had provided. He’d been astonished, dumbfounded, by the proudly expressed beliefs of several individuals. Goad had mentioned Mills, with his absurd, pagan aspirations. But there was another man, W. Hardy Wilson, whose views were improbably bizarre and extreme. Joe decided to adopt Wilson’s ideas as his own when he met Magill. From the notes, it was clear that both Wilson and Magill were aesthetes, and Joe was confident that he knew enough about the arts to be convincing. He tried saying some of Wilson’s words out loud, to hear what they sounded like and to judge how they made him feel: ‘Jews are noxious irritants who cause social disease.’ He wondered when these words rose into his mouth if he could go through with this. Just saying them made his guts churn violently. 

				On Boxing Day morning, very early, he walked down to Russell Street headquarters. He hadn’t worked out how to orchestrate a meeting with Magill directly, but among Magill’s associates was a woman named Peggy Montford, whom Intelligence believed to be Magill’s lover. She worked as an instructor at the Glaciarium in the city, where the doughboys liked to take or pick up girls. As it happened, Joe had been ice-skating a few times over the years, and he’d acquired bog-standard competence at it. He could stay on his feet; in fact, he could even glide and come to a stop without crashing. And he knew that the Glaciarium would be open on Boxing Day.

				There was no photograph of Peggy Montford in the file — just a description of her as being about twenty-five years old, and blonde. Joe was confident that he’d recognise her at the Glaciarium, but he only had a vague plan as to how he’d go about it. He’d come into the Homicide office early, simply because he thought something more concrete might occur to him there. Should he ask Sheila Draper to go with him, to play the part of his companion? No, he couldn’t embroil her in this; in any case, Inspector Lambert would never permit it. Lambert had said often that when it came to murder, everyone was a suspect until the killer was found. That made Sheila Draper a suspect in the murders of John and Xavier Quinn. Joe thought he’d need someone to go with him to the Glaciarium, just in case a civilian on his own was unusual enough to stand out. There were a few female constables at Russell Street, and many more women from the Women’s Police Auxiliary Force. They did mostly clerical work, replacing men who’d filled those positions before the war. Some were drivers, and some conducted licence tests. While they’d been sworn in as special constables, Joe wanted a more experienced woman for the job — a fully sworn member of the force.

				Titus Lambert arrived not long after Joe. He was slightly annoyed when Joe outlined his intentions — not because he thought the exercise was pointless, but because his preference was for Joe to be working for him exclusively. He had to accept, though, that Joe now had a second master, and to remind himself that his goal, and that of Intelligence, was to catch the same person. The difference was that Titus saw that person as a murderer; Intelligence saw him as a traitor. When Joe raised the question of roping in a female constable as an ice-skating companion at the Glaciarium, Titus agreed with the stratagem; he knew just the person for the job, and thought she must have been on duty because he’d seen her as he came in. He picked up his telephone and asked the duty officer to find Constable Helen Lord and send her up to Homicide.

				When Helen Lord was told that Inspector Lambert wanted to speak with her, she let out a little ‘Ooooh’ for the benefit of the young woman who’d passed on the message. Helen Lord liked being a policewoman, but she didn’t much care for most of the men she had to work with. They saw her as a novelty, useful to them only occasionally in dealing with hysterical tarts and with wives who’d been beaten up by their hopeless, drunken husbands.

				Like all female constables, Helen didn’t wear a uniform. She didn’t see this as an advantage, but for what it was: a way of reminding her of her place — as she could never expect to rise above the level of constable, no uniform on which to stitch extra stripes was needed. In these circumstances, to be called to the new offices of Homicide was a significant and slightly unnerving event. Helen had had only a glancing acquaintanceship with Inspector Lambert, and as he was one of only a few officers who acknowledged her when they saw her, she was disposed to like him. She didn’t expect that this disposition would survive a conversation with him, though. You didn’t get to be an inspector, she imagined, without being an exaggerated version of the men around her.

				When she walked into the office, she was met by a detective whose face was familiar but whose name was new to her.

				‘Detective Sergeant Joe Sable,’ he said, and put out his hand. ‘You must be Constable Lord.’ 

				This strangely formal and polite gesture took her by surprise. ‘Yes,’ she said, and accepted his hand.

				‘Inspector Lambert is just on the telephone. He’ll be here in a minute.’

				Joe’s initial impression of Helen was favourable. She was short — about five foot four. She wasn’t pretty but, like Sheila Draper, her face expressed her character strongly. She was probably in her late twenties, he thought, and her hair was dark, untouched by grey. It was cut short, like Ingrid Bergman’s in For Whom the Bell Tolls. He thought she even looked a bit like Ingrid Bergman, although that might have just been the effect of the haircut. In the few seconds it took him to assess her, Joe realised that he wasn’t attracted to pretty women. This came to him as something of a revelation, and it made him smile.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I was just thinking of something else.’

				‘I was wondering how I’d amused you,’ Helen said, and added, ‘sir’, as an afterthought.

				Joe couldn’t get used to other ranks addressing him as ‘sir,’ even though he knew first names were out of the question, at least when on duty. The police force was a hierarchy, and hierarchies were weakened by familiarity.

				‘Sit down, please,’ he said. ‘We have something to put to you.’

				At that moment, Inspector Lambert entered the room and asked peremptorily, ‘Do you ice-skate, Constable?’

				Helen Lord did not seem taken aback by such a strange opening question. ‘I’m pretty good, actually,’ she said. ‘I have a low centre of gravity.’

				Titus and Joe were impressed by her demeanour and her answer.

				‘Do you think you could manage to create the impression of being on the ice for the first time?’ Titus asked.

				‘Of course.’

				‘Good. You are to accompany Detective Sergeant Sable to the Glaciarium this morning. What you are wearing will be perfectly suitable.’

				Still, Helen said nothing.

				‘Aren’t you a little bit curious about this?’ Joe asked.

				‘I assume you’ll tell me what it’s about when you’re ready to. I also assume that I’ve just passed some sort of test.’

				Joe looked at Titus. He was worried that this little expression of disrespect might cause Titus to choose a different constable.

				‘I don’t think curiosity is a weakness, Constable,’ Titus said, ‘but I think your instinct as to when to suppress it is a strength. What we want you to do isn’t dangerous, but I want you to understand that it is outside your normal duties, and that if you agree to it you won’t be able to discuss it with anybody. You will be bound by the Crimes Act as it relates to official secrets. Is that clear?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘I also want you to understand that this is entirely voluntary. I’m not issuing you with an order.’

				‘All right. Is it unreasonable to ask what I’m volunteering for, or would you see that as a failure of my good instincts to shut up?’

				Again, Joe was worried that Titus would find Helen Lord’s measured, Bolshie attitude unacceptable, and again he was surprised when Titus responded to it as if her tone was inoffensive.

				‘You have a right to know, of course. I wouldn’t expect any officer to blindly obey a request, or even an instruction. Germany and Japan are full of people who do just that, and the consequences for everyone are dire.’

				Helen narrowed her eyes at Titus. She wasn’t entirely convinced that he wasn’t playing her for a fool, although she didn’t feel patronised, and she was highly sensitised to that insult. For the moment, she’d suspend her suspicions, and accept Inspector Lambert’s words at face value.

				‘You said there was no danger,’ she said.

				‘You sound almost disappointed, Constable,’ Joe said.

				She couldn’t help herself. She turned to him and said, ‘When you’re a female constable, disappointments have a habit of mounting up.’

				‘All right. Well, there will be some danger, in fact — you haven’t seen me skate.’

				Titus hadn’t given Joe any advice on how much to tell Helen. Joe thought this might have been as much about jurisdiction as about trust. In going to the Glaciarium, he was working for Intelligence, not Homicide. Joe decided that he wouldn’t link the Quinn murders — which Constable Lord would surely have heard about — to this assignment. Titus had mentioned the Crimes Act, and Joe wished he hadn’t. The Act was designed to deal with espionage and sensitive government matters. Helen Lord couldn’t help but make some connection between what she was being asked to do and the progress of the war.

				As they walked to the Glaciarium, Joe told Helen that he was interested in the activities of an instructor there, a woman named Peggy Montford. He didn’t say what those activities were — only that the activities, and the suspicions around them, were vague, and that it was more to do with the people she associated with than it was to do with her. Helen saved him from further entangling himself in his convoluted effort to tell her only as much as he thought she needed to know.

				‘I’m just coming along for the ride, sir. I’m just glad to be out from behind a bloody desk.’

				‘The “sir” stuff will have to go. I’m Joe, and we’re a couple — a clumsy couple who’ll need help on the ice.’

				Helen put her arm through his and started to whistle. After a moment, he caught the tune and joined in.

				The Glaciarium was on the south side of the Yarra River, opposite Flinders Street Station. As Helen and Joe went in, the sudden drop in temperature made Joe wish he was wearing a coat. It was busy; American servicemen were either gliding adroitly around the ice, or manhandling their delighted and squealing girlfriends, who were resolutely refusing to acquire the skills that would allow them to skate out of their teachers’ arms. The chilly air was heavy with the scent of cologne. The use of this scent was a habit that Australian soldiers had yet to take up; they preferred the less feminine masking perfume of Lifebuoy soap.

				Joe had described Peggy Montford to Helen, and she spotted her even before they’d fitted their skates. Peggy was standing at one of the gaps in the low wall that encircled the rink, calling out encouragement to someone on the ice.

				‘She looks young,’ Helen said. ‘She certainly doesn’t look dangerous.’

				Joe said nothing. He stood on the blades of his skates and began to make his way towards a gap in the crowd. After a couple of steps, he remembered that this was meant to look like his first time, and so he adjusted his walk accordingly, his arms flailing. Helen did the same, and added some squeals for verisimilitude. They succeeded in drawing attention to themselves by putting on a show of laughter and mutually perilous teetering. When they made it to the wall, they clung to it like limpets. Helen took a first, tentative step onto the ice and immediately grabbed at the wall to stay upright. Joe followed, took two steps, and hit the ice hard. Helen laughed loudly. Children sailing past looked at them contemptuously. Peggy Montford showed no sign that she was aware of them — which was unsurprising, given the number of people skating, falling, and squealing. In a carefully managed display of ineptitude, Helen pushed away from the wall, stomped rather than glided, and sat down next to Joe.

				‘Any thoughts?’ she asked.

				 As they helped each other up clumsily, Joe suggested that he might have to crash into Peggy Montford and knock her over. ‘She’s employed here to give lessons, a few people at a time. I’ll need to make a booking, and I’ll need to make sure I get her and not one of the other instructors.’

				‘And you think that knocking her over will endear you to her? Were you one of those boys who thought that girls liked being pinched and punched?’

				‘I’m twenty-five and single. What can I say?’

				They stumbled convincingly past Peggy Montford, who was demonstrating quite a complicated turn to an American private. He was no beginner, and Joe could see that he was more interested in Peggy than in the manoeuvre she was teaching him.

				‘She’s seen us,’ Helen said. ‘That’s a start. We’ll go past her line of sight a couple more times just to make sure she notices our incompetence. Oh, and on one of the passes, I think you need to hurt yourself.’

				Joe looked puzzled. They began to move towards Peggy Montford again, with Helen squawking at an annoying pitch. Without warning, she used her right foot to knock Joe’s skates out from under him. He sprawled on the ice, and Helen fell on top of him.

				‘It’s your ankle,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘You’ve hurt your ankle. Sorry about the surprise, but it had to look convincing, and you’re not a good actor.’

				Joe had no time to argue because Peggy Montford had skated over to them and was asking if they were all right.

				‘He’s fine,’ Helen giggled.

				‘I don’t think I am, actually. I’m not sure I can stand up. My ankle.’

				‘Don’t be such a baby,’ Helen said, and she could feel Peggy Montford’s sympathy for Joe growing. Peggy bent down and manipulated Joe’s ankle. He winced.

				‘It’s not broken,’ she said. ‘But it might be sprained, and that can be very painful.’ She shot a glance at Helen, who looked contrite.

				‘Let me help you off the ice,’ Peggy said, and she enlisted the help of the American to get Joe to a seat. An examination of the ankle revealed no swelling, so they agreed that it was just a nasty fall, with no harm done.

				‘You probably should take lessons,’ Peggy said.

				Dora Mansfield would never change her opinion about the quality of Mary Quinn’s acting. As the scriptwriter of The Red Mask, Dora was too proprietorial about her creations to believe that anyone was capable of realising them properly. She had, however, warmed slightly to Mary Quinn herself. Mary had been unfussed by Dora and Constance’s relationship. She’d immediately accepted it as being so unremarkable that she hadn’t asked a single prurient question — which was more than could be said for many of their other visitors. Of course, the shocking deaths of her father and brother could hardly fail to excite sympathy for her. Mary hadn’t spared them the details, and she hadn’t tried to disguise her true feelings for her father. Dora admired that. Somehow, her brutal honesty on that score had made her expressions of fear for her own safety seem more compelling — so much so that Constance and Dora had offered Mary their flat as a sanctuary for as long as she needed it. Mary was grateful, but had insisted that she’d feel more secure at the Windsor, where there’d be people around at all times.

				On Boxing Day morning, the three women ate scrambled eggs. They decided that, before going to the Windsor, they’d do something to take Mary’s mind off things. Mary said that she was feeling less nervy than the previous day. Her suite had been booked, but it wouldn’t be available until after lunch. In the meantime, a diversion would be welcome. She didn’t want to go to the cinema — she didn’t relish sitting in the dark — so Constance suggested they go to see the captured Japanese midget submarine in Alexandra Avenue. They could walk from there to the Windsor.

				There was a queue to see ‘the only Japanese Midget Submarine on exhibition in the world’. It cost a shilling to walk past the tin can that had brought the war into the heart of Sydney. Dora said that just looking at it made her feel claustrophobic.

				‘I wonder if we can work it into a storyline,’ Constance said.

				Inspector Lambert had never been inside St Patrick’s Cathedral, although its spire had snagged his eye almost daily. He knew of its most well-known priest, Archbishop Mannix, of course — a man whom Titus distrusted on principle, and who divided opinion like no other church leader. Over the telephone Titus had arranged to meet Father Dougal McGrath, John Quinn’s confessor. ‘Confessor’, the title that McGrath had provided himself, sounded mediaeval to Titus. Having been raised in the fiercely ascetic righteousness of Methodism, Catholicism seemed like an exotic and darkly threatening force to him. At least, it had when he was young.

				Now, as he entered the cathedral, he was stunned by the extravagance of its space and the pungency of its air, which carried the scent of wood polish and frankincense. He felt immediately that the cathedral wasn’t just a place in which to pray; it was an uncompromising declaration of power and influence. Protestants in Melbourne might have more money, but St Patrick’s was proof for Catholics that they had God on their side. No wonder my parents hated them, Titus thought. He was glad that life had inoculated him against a belief in God. But, despite his atheism, Titus had to admit that the sombre echoes inside St Patrick’s Cathedral struck him with some force. He and Maude had been to the Buchan caves soon after they’d been married, and he remembered the repeated cliché that the cave was like a cathedral. He wondered if anybody ever suggested the reverse. 

				His appointment with the priest was for midday, and he’d arrived early in order to explore the cathedral. He had no idea what the protocols were: was he allowed to wander behind the high altar or into the side chapels? He followed an elderly lady to the far end of the cathedral, where she knelt at the railing of a shadowy chapel, having first lit a candle. Titus walked back into the side aisle. As he passed a nest of cubicles, the central door opened and a priest stepped out, startling Titus.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Have you come for Confession?’

				‘No, I’m not a Catholic.’

				Titus didn’t know why he’d said this. The priest looked mildly surprised. A Protestant in a Catholic church was, Titus supposed, not an everyday occurrence.

				‘I’m here to talk to Father McGrath. I’m early, and I’m just having a look around.’

				The place was having a strange effect on Titus. He felt that his commonplace words were somehow inappropriate, as if everything said here should be in some way liturgical, or expressed in plainsong.

				‘I’m Father McGrath. You’re Inspector Lambert?’

				The priest looked to be in his late thirties. He had a good head of black hair that was neatly trimmed and oiled into place. Titus didn’t know the name for what he was wearing — it was a black cassock — but he noted that it was spotless and well-pressed. The white collar at his throat was pristine, and his fingernails were manicured. Father McGrath cared very much about his appearance. No doubt, Titus thought, he was the object of many of his congregation’s fantasies, and no doubt he knew it. Perhaps he’d heard the odd, gratifying confession along these lines.

				The priest indicated a pew. Titus hesitated.

				‘Please, sit down,’ Father McGrath said. ‘We can talk here. As you can see, there are very few people about. Unless you’d be more comfortable in the sacristy? It’s certainly more private.’

				Not being sure what a sacristy was, Titus suggested they take advantage of the weather and go for a walk. Outside the cathedral, Titus felt with relief the sensation of having returned to a familiar world.

				‘It’s terrible news about John Quinn and his son,’ Father McGrath said.

				‘You know about their deaths? I don’t think I mentioned it when I telephoned.’

				‘No, Inspector, you didn’t, but we have a large congregation here, and some of them are neighbours of the Quinn family. I was told yesterday, after Mass. I thought something must be wrong because I was expecting John Quinn to attend midnight Mass the previous evening, but he didn’t.’

				‘May I ask you what your relationship was with the Quinn family?’

				‘I was their parish priest, and, as I said to you, I was John Quinn’s confessor.’

				‘Did he have much to confess?’

				‘Inspector, I’m sure you’re aware that the seal of the confessional can’t be broken.’

				‘Did you hear the confessions of his two children?’

				‘No. Mary Quinn rarely came to church, and as far I know she didn’t take advantage of the Sacrament of Confession.’

				‘Advantage?’

				‘Confession heals and uplifts the spirit, Inspector. To know absolutely that God has forgiven a transgression or a weakness is a wonderful feeling.’

				‘And Xavier Quinn?’

				‘Very sad. Xavier was a disturbed young man. He believed he was an ecstatic, like St Francis of Assisi.’

				‘And you didn’t think he was?’

				Father McGrath stopped. He looked at Titus and smiled. ‘This is not the fourteenth century, Inspector. We are a modern church.’

				‘Did you hear his confession?’

				‘What difference would it make?’

				‘You might have had insights into his state of mind that wouldn’t breach the seal of the confessional.’

				‘It’s hardly an insight to diagnose Xavier as having been mentally ill. Do you believe he is implicated somehow in these deaths?’

				‘Only in the sense that he was a victim, and that victims mostly know their killers. Murder is rarely a random event.’

				‘So these were murders, then? I was unsure. The details I was given were sketchy.’

				‘We believe both men were murdered, and it turns out that at least one of them had quite a close relationship with you. Can you account for your whereabouts on Christmas Eve?’

				Father McGrath refused to be either shocked or affronted by the question.

				‘I was here, at the cathedral, all day and all night, as a matter of fact. I was either saying Mass, hearing confessions, or talking to members of our congregation. You can confidently eliminate me from your enquiries.’

				He turned his sanctimonious smile once more on Titus.

				‘I appreciate you giving me credit for not believing myself to be above the law, Inspector. Or perhaps you expected me to be offended, and are disappointed by my response?’

				Titus was becoming impatient.

				 ‘This isn’t a game, Father. Two men have been murdered, and you may know something that could prove useful to us.’

				‘Yes, I’m sorry. I don’t think, though, that I can help you.’

				‘Were you aware that the Quinn family was not a happy one?’

				‘Yes. John Quinn often spoke about his estrangement from his children — outside the confessional. He couldn’t speak to either of them. It caused him great grief.’

				‘Did he tell you why?’

				‘I know he kept a mistress, if that’s what you’re getting at. That subject wasn’t confined to the confessional either. He intended to marry her, and then she was killed in an accident. I tried to be of use to John in his grief. At the time, Mary, especially, took advantage of his vulnerability and treated him callously. She could never forgive him for betraying her mother.’

				‘That was your job.’

				‘John had made his peace with God over these matters, and he became resigned to the fact that he’d never make his peace with his children.’

				‘Did you ever discuss politics with John Quinn?’

				‘I’m a priest, Inspector. Politics is not my bailiwick.’

				Titus felt a twinge of irritation at the use of such an archaic word.

				‘Do you have any idea who might have wanted to kill John Quinn, or his son?’

				‘I can tell you with a clear conscience that I can’t think of anybody who deserves to be a suspect, and I can’t think of anything that John Quinn ever told me, either in or out of the confessional, that could help you. Is it possible that this was a burglary gone wrong — that murder wasn’t the primary motive?’

				‘I’m afraid that such information must remain under the seal of Homicide,’ Titus said, terminating the interview.

				Sheila Draper’s landlady wasn’t the nosey termagant of cliché. She respected the privacy of her boarders, and her interest in their private lives usually went no further than an occasional enquiry about their health. She had no rules about gentlemen callers, and there was no curfew on arrivals and departures. Under normal circumstances, she wouldn’t, therefore, have approached Miss Draper’s door. However, she’d noticed that the door was ajar a few hours before. Pilfering from someone else’s rooms was unheard of in Mrs Watson’s boarding house; besides, the other two girls who boarded there were away with family for Christmas. Seeing the door still open, Mrs Watson thought she should check that everything was all right.

				She knocked gently, and called out, “Miss Draper?’ She could tell that the blackouts were still drawn because the small area of the room that she could see through the crack was in darkness. She pushed the door wide open, and was met with an unfamiliar and unpleasant smell. It was more than unpleasant. It was foul. She entered the room and was puzzled by the sight that greeted her. The chair, which normally faced towards the bay windows, had been turned around, and something was sitting in it. Mrs Watson had a strange impression of white flesh, which seemed to resolve itself into the naked body of a woman. What refused to make sense to the landlady was that there wasn’t a head on the shoulders. Mrs Watson took a step forward. She tried to scream, but the only sound she could make was a hoarse croak. In the lap of the white-fleshed creature, held by its dead, carefully positioned hands, was Sheila Draper’s head. The gaping wound between the shoulders was suddenly clear. Even as she tried to cry out, Mrs Watson’s eyes swept the room. There was so much blood everywhere, but Sheila Draper’s body had been wiped clean of it. It just sat there — pale, naked, and obscene.
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				Inspector Lambert stood in the door of Sheila Draper’s room while Martin Serong photographed the horror within. Each flash blasted Sheila Draper’s violated corpse with a savage, merciless light. Serong knew that his brutal illumination helped force murderers out of their dark holes, so he was never squeamish about ensuring that every tear in the flesh was documented. For him, the awful clarity of his images helped to protect a dead person’s rights. This applied even if, in life, the person had had little personal integrity. Murder always shifted the balance in favour of the corpse. Titus had discussed such matters with Martin Serong on several occasions.

				There were no doubts about Sheila Draper’s integrity. Titus had liked her. She’d seemed an honourable person, and someone that Mary Quinn was fortunate to have had as a friend. Now she was dead, and the manner of her death was more disturbing to him than Xavier Quinn’s had been. He had no doubt that the same person was responsible. The level of the killer’s psychopathy was stunning, and terrifying. Titus didn’t let himself imagine what had happened to Sheila Draper before she died; the autopsy would reveal that in good time. For now, he examined as much of the room as he could without stepping in the blood that had been spilled, sprayed, and splashed with ferocious abandon. Whoever did this must have been covered in blood from head to foot. How had he left the house without being noticed?

				Mrs Beryl Watson was sitting, ashen-faced and still shaking, in the kitchen of the boarding house. A cup of tea was untouched on the table. A policeman stood to one side of her, and Titus sat opposite.

				‘Mrs Watson, I’m Inspector Lambert from Homicide.’

				‘Homicide?’ she asked dully. ‘What’s that?’

				‘It’s a department in the police force that investigates murders.’

				Mrs Watson looked at Titus and began to cry. Her shoulders heaved, and her eyes and nose streamed. Titus stood up and opened drawers in the kitchen until he found a tea towel. He handed it to her gently and said, ‘It’s very important that you help us as much as you can, Mrs Watson.’

				The landlady took the tea towel and wiped her face. She calmed herself down and picked up the teacup in a trembling hand. The tea must have gone cold, but she drank it anyway.

				‘It’s just that I can’t get the sight of Miss Draper out of my head,’ she said.

				‘I understand. No one should have to see what you saw, Mrs Watson. However, I need to ask you some questions, and I want you to concentrate on answering them. It will help push that image away.’

				Mrs Watson, who had regained her composure, shivered, and said she was sure that it wouldn’t, but she’d answer the inspector’s questions as best she could.

				‘When did you last see Miss Draper?’

				‘Last night. Her friend, that actress, had left in the afternoon. I had a cup of tea with Sheila at about five o’clock. We don’t either of us do anything at Christmas. I used to when my Terry was alive, but he’s been gone ten years now. He couldn’t work after the last war. He was gassed, and he was never the same. We turned the house into a boarding house just to make ends meet. But we’ve always been lucky with our boarders. We’ve never had any bad ones, and Sheila Draper was one of the best.’

				‘Was five o’clock the last time you saw her?’

				‘No. It was eight o’clock. She knocked on my door, and we had a Christmas sherry. It must have been a gift at some stage, from Mr Quinn.’ She stopped suddenly and whispered, ‘Mr Quinn.’

				‘Did Miss Draper …?’

				‘She said that he was dead, and his son, too. Mary Quinn stayed here with Sheila on Christmas Eve. She said there’d been a terrible accident.’

				Titus supposed that Sheila Draper had called the deaths an accident to stop Mrs Watson from panicking, although Mrs Watson didn’t exactly strike him as a panicker. She proved him right.

				‘I didn’t believe there’d been an accident, Inspector. I knew that Sheila was trying to protect me until she could explain things properly. It was kind of her, but misguided. I didn’t ask any questions. I thought she might say something over the sherry, but perhaps she thought that Christmas night was the wrong time. At any rate, all we chatted about was Mary Quinn’s radio show. That seems odd now. Sheila said her good nights at about eight-thirty and went to her room. I settled down to read, and heard nothing until about ten, when I heard Sheila go up to the bathroom and run water for a bath. I was half dozing and I didn’t think anything of it, beyond briefly thinking that it was rather late to be having a bath. I fell asleep in my chair, woke at about three, and took myself off to bed.’

				‘You heard no one enter the house, or leave it?’

				‘No one.’

				‘And this morning?’

				‘I went to the bathroom at about eight. I like to bathe in the morning. The bath was clean, and I knew it would be. Sheila was always meticulous about that. She always left it spotless. Never a ring of soap scum. I wish the girls upstairs were as thoughtful. They comb their hair over the bath, and never think to wipe around it when they’re finished. I ran a bath — no more than we’re allowed, of course. I’d noticed that Sheila’s door was ajar, and it was still ajar when I returned to my room. I didn’t check it then because I assumed that she’d stepped out for a moment.’

				‘Stepped out?’

				‘Well, perhaps she was in the lavatory, or hanging up some clothes in the backyard. It didn’t strike me as unusual until I saw that it was still open several hours later. That’s when I found her.’

				Mrs Watson struggled to maintain her composure, and by closing her eyes and breathing gently but deeply, in and then out, she managed it. Her late husband would have been proud of her, she thought.

				Constable Helen Lord sat in Titus’s office, waiting for the inspector to return. He’d telephoned ahead and asked her to be there. Part of her worried that she’d done something wrong, or rather that Inspector Lambert thought that she’d done something wrong. She hated this feeling. So, as she sat there, the worry began to curdle into resentment. When Titus came in, the expression on her face, and her general demeanour, took him by surprise.

				‘Are you all right, Constable?’

				‘Perfectly, thank you.’ Her tone was unmistakably curt and insubordinate. Titus ignored it.

				‘Homicide needs to call on your services again, I’m afraid.’

				Helen Lord looked startled.

				‘You look like you were expecting a reprimand, Constable. Did you misplace Sergeant Sable this morning?’

				‘No, sir.’

				‘Good. How did it go?’

				Helen’s face flushed a faint pink, embarrassed that her assumption about Inspector Lambert had been wrong.

				‘It went very well, sir. Sergeant Sable is having his first ice-skating lesson right now.’

				‘Excellent. You must be wondering what this is all about. I need your help, and you can’t help me unless you’re fully briefed. I should warn you that the crimes we’re investigating are very ugly, so after you’ve been briefed I’ll understand if you ask not to be involved.’

				He gave her a moment to take this in.

				‘That won’t happen,’ Helen said.

				‘I want you to know you have the option, nonetheless.’

				Inspector Lambert and Constable Lord walked through the front door of the Windsor Hotel into a world that was new to the policewoman. It was three o’clock, and in the dining room they could see American army officers having afternoon tea with elegantly dressed ladies. Helen thought that many of the officers looked frankly bored, and it was apparent from the expressions on the faces of many of the women that they were there as part of the war effort.

				Mary Quinn had moved into her room barely half an hour before the police pair’s arrival. Nevertheless, Titus told the concierge that he and Constable Lord needed to speak with her immediately. Equally firmly, the concierge told Titus that he was under strict instructions that Miss Quinn was not to be disturbed. Helen was glad that she didn’t have to deal with this officious little man in a uniform. But Titus simply leaned across the desk and said, ‘You seem to be labouring under the illusion that what I just said was a request. You will ring Miss Quinn’s room, and you will tell her that Inspector Lambert and Constable Lord are on their way up. You will do that as a courtesy to Miss Quinn, and when you’ve done it, I will consider not getting Constable Lord here to arrest you for obstruction — as a courtesy to you. That uniform you’re wearing would get very grubby in a police cell.’

				The concierge’s hauteur barely altered, but he rang through to Miss Quinn’s room and apologised for disturbing her.

				‘There’s an Inspector Lamb-something who …’

				‘Yes, send him up, please.’

				Mary Quinn’s immediate willingness to accept this disturbance thawed the concierge a little.

				‘Room 32,’ he told Titus. ‘It’s on the next floor. It will be faster to take the stairs. You understand, of course, that it’s my job to protect our guests from unwanted intrusions.’

				‘Not from the police,’ Titus snapped.

				They found Mary Quinn standing outside her room, farewelling two women, who she introduced as Constance Thorpe and Dora Mansfield. Titus thanked them for understanding the urgency of Mary Quinn’s need the previous evening, and, after a few more quick words, they left. The police officers followed Mary into the suite.

				‘This is Constable Helen Lord,’ Titus said.

				‘I didn’t know there were such things as policewomen,’ Mary said.

				Titus saw no advantage in delaying what he had to say.

				‘I’m afraid we’ve come to give you more bad news. Please, sit down.’

				Mary’s hand flew to her mouth and she sat in an armchair.

				‘Sheila Draper was murdered last night.’

				Helen took a step forward to offer assistance. Mary’s eyes were fixed on Titus’s face. She shifted them to Helen’s face, and then back to Titus.

				‘I’m sorry,’ Titus said. ‘There was no kind way to tell you that.’ As he spoke, he noticed that Helen Lord was waiting for a cue from him before she spoke. He was impressed. Most officers would have been tempted to say something, to offer some small gesture of comfort. Mary’s face contorted with disbelief. 

				‘What?’ she said, as if she hadn’t made out what Titus had said. He let the silence grow. Mary Quinn convulsed, vomited, and fell forward onto the floor.

				‘I think you might be a natural,’ Peggy Montford said. She and Joe Sable were out in the middle of the rink. He’d begun by stumbling and falling, but flattered his teacher by quickly picking up what she taught him.

				‘I’ve had lessons before,’ he said. ‘The teacher was hopeless. The way you do it is just so clear and simple.’

				‘It’s really just about confidence and trust.’

				He sensed that she was rather chuffed by his insistence that his progress was the result of her skills as a teacher, and not his aptitude as a pupil. After less than half an hour, Joe was skating with Peggy around the outside of the rink, maintaining a convincing tentativeness as he did so.

				‘It’s hard on the ankles, isn’t it?’ he said.

				‘You need your own skates, and lots of practice.’

				‘Helen will be impressed.’

				‘Your girlfriend? I thought she was a bit hard on you, if you don’t mind my saying so. It’s not as if she was any better than you were.’

				‘May I call you Peggy? You know, when I first saw you this morning, you looked familiar to me. Have we met somewhere before?’

				Peggy Montford laughed.

				‘Joe, that’s the worst sort of line. Every Yank who comes in here says that.’

				‘But I mean it, and I think I know where I’ve seen you. It was at a meeting, last year, in a hall in Collins Street.’

				‘Oh?’

				‘I was there to hear a bloke named … what was his name? ... It doesn’t matter. I was there to hear him speak, and you were there.’

				‘Was I?’

				‘He was great. I wish I could remember his name. He was starting a new political party — Australia First, it was called — and I liked what he had to say. There were people there booing him, I remember that. And I remember you, or am I barking up the wrong tree and making an idiot of myself?’

				Peggy kept her voice neutral and light.

				‘And was I booing?’

				‘Oh no, you were clapping. I was clapping, too. What he said was really good — not the usual run-of-the-mill guff.’

				Joe began to worry that he’d gone too far, too fast. 

				‘You’ve got a good memory for faces,’ she said.

				‘Some faces. Striking ones.’

				She laughed prettily.

				‘To be honest, I remember you because you seemed to know the speaker quite well.’

				Joe was taking a chance that Peggy Montford and Mitchell Magill would have acknowledged one another at the end of the meeting. From the briefing notes, he knew that she attended many of Magill’s meetings.

				‘What was that bloke’s name? I’d like to hear him speak again some time. I’ve been checking the papers for notices, but there don’t seem to have been any recent meetings. He’s the only person I’ve ever heard who’s been brave enough to tell the truth about the Jews in this country. It was you there, wasn’t it? I’m suddenly worried that I’m speaking out of turn.’

				‘Yes, it was me.’

				Joe felt an adrenalin rush of elation. He’d found a way to Mitchell Magill — he was sure of it. To disguise his satisfaction, he allowed one skate to block the other, and he fell onto the ice. Peggy helped him up.

				‘The man’s name is Mitchell Magill,’ she said. ‘He’s a friend of mine.’

				A housemaid was cleaning the floor where Mary Quinn had been sick. The Windsor’s doctor had been called to examine Mary, who had by this time recovered enough to protest that a doctor wasn’t necessary. But Titus had insisted, and she had submitted.

				Mary sat in a chair in the bedroom of her suite, having changed her clothes, her hands trembling slightly. The doctor diagnosed shock and offered her a sedative, which Mary refused. When he left, Mary turned to Titus.

				‘Poor Sheila,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t her they wanted to kill, was it? It was me. Someone knew that I’d been staying there. Who’s doing this? Who’s doing this?’

				‘We don’t know yet. Whoever this person is, Miss Quinn, he’s very, very dangerous.’

				‘He’s killing everyone who’s close to me, until he gets to me. This is torture.’ She was trying to keep her hysteria under control. ‘You must have some idea, Inspector. You must. You have to stop them.’

				Titus looked at Helen. He wasn’t expecting her to say anything, but he wanted her to know that she had his confidence if she did want to speak. It turned out that Helen certainly did.

				‘I hope you won’t think this question is impertinent, Miss Quinn,’ she said, ‘but is there anyone who hates you sufficiently to do these things to the people you love?’

				Mary stared at her blankly.

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘Have you had any threats made against you?’

				‘Who would make threats against me?’

				‘People in the public eye sometimes attract obsessed fans.’

				‘But I’m not in the public eye. Not yet. The show’s only played once.’

				‘Success creates envy, even among people you trust.’ Helen said. Titus could see what she was getting at — that the murderer had no relationship to the victims beyond their closeness to Mary. This was possible, but he felt instinctively that it was wrong.

				‘You agree with me, then, that they might be trying to hurt me by hurting others — that they mightn’t want to physically hurt me, but go on hurting people around me?’

				Titus heard the relief in her voice. She’d grasped this straw tenaciously. Constable Helen Lord was, he thought, a very smart woman. A hysterical Mary Quinn was of no use to them, and a danger to herself. Helen had offered her a scenario that was cold comfort, but it was a whole lot better than no comfort at all.
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				Ptolemy Jones sat down once again at a table in Clarry’s café, and Clarry put a cup of black tea in front of him. ‘On the house,’ he said, and withdrew to his position behind the counter, from where he watched the man warily. He’d been spooked by him the previous day and had hoped never to see him again. Now here he was, sitting there like a great cuckoo. Somehow, though, Clarry couldn’t take his eyes off him. Clarry pretended to read the Truth, but every few seconds he looked over at Jones. He emanated menace.

				Clarry understood that, in coming back to the café, the man was offering him a simple choice — was Clarry for him, or against him? Was he a friend, or an enemy? Clarry didn’t even know the man’s name, but he imagined that being his enemy would be unsafe. So much for choice.

				Jones took out of its brown-paper packaging the book that Mitchell Magill had given him. If it did turn out to be a copy of Mein Kampf, perhaps it would be an English translation, which would be welcome. Jones’s copy was in German, and although he was reasonably proficient in that language, he was by no means fluent in it.

				But the book was something altogether different, called Nakenkultur. There was a black-and-white photograph on the cover of two men and two women, naked, with their arms in the air, their fingers touching at the apex of a human teepee. Jones was puzzled by it. Was Magill some kind of pornographer, and did he imagine that Jones would be interested in having this stuff peddled to him? He opened the book to find photographs of Aryan youth frolicking in alpine meadows, stretching, standing gymnastically on their comrades’ shoulders, or rolling hoops at each other. The photographs were broken up by pages and pages of tedious text, which Jones understood to be a lengthy defence of the joys and benefits of naturism. He had no interest at all in doing this, let alone in reading about it, and if Magill and his friends thought any different, they’d better watch out. The idea of Arthur and Margaret naked made him sick. They resembled the people in this book the way a swan resembled a buffalo.

				 At the back of the book, Magill had slipped in a postcard of a painting, or perhaps he’d forgotten it was there and hadn’t meant to give it to him. Jones saw its presence as a sign. It was a painting of Hitler, in civilian clothes, addressing a small group of men in a room. Jones turned it over. It was called In the Beginning Was the Word, by Hermann Otto Hoyer. He felt a thrill run through him. The nakenkultur stuff was crap, and unworkable in a disciplined society. He would stamp it out. Herr Goering was imposing when dressed by Hugo Boss; naked, he would be ludicrous. Good tailoring was fundamental to the exercise of power — even the Americans understood this. Jones tried his best. He was certainly never shabby, but he had neither the coupons nor the cash to dress really well.

				This was yet another reason for him to tolerate the soft politics of Magill and Australia First. Jones would sharpen the focus of that organisation soon enough, and the first thing to go would be the name. National Socialism, not Australia, came first. Jones would call his party Our Nation, and if Mitchell Magill didn’t like it, that’d be too bad for him. Magill’s fortune was merely seed money. Once Our Nation got going, anyone who held it back would be pruned, and by then there’d be plenty of people happy and willing to use the secateurs. Jones looked over towards the counter. Like that little cowering ferret, he thought.

				‘My name’s Ptolemy Jones,’ he called out. ‘What’s yours?’

				Clarry indicated the filthy window. ‘Clarry. That’s me — Clarry Brown.’

				‘How’s business?’

				‘Slow.’

				‘Maybe it’s the prostitutes. Getting your cock sucked doesn’t pay the bills.’

				Jones noticed that Clarry Brown bridled, but he wasn’t sufficiently sure of himself to act on it. He was afraid of Jones, and Jones smelt his fear. 

				‘I’ve got some mates,’ Jones said. ‘We’ll be here tonight at nine o’clock. Any problem with being open?’

				‘No problems at all.’

				‘Good. Business is looking up already.’

				Although the Liberty Bell café in Collins Street hadn’t been open for very long, its name was helping it reap rewards. It was crowded with American servicemen who walked through the doors thinking it would offer them food they were familiar with. It didn’t, of course. Enforced austerity menus meant that the Americans could get better fare, and more of it, in their own canteens. What they couldn’t get there, though, were girls. They were a menu item that was worth coming back for. 

				Mitchell Magill, who’d been waiting in the Liberty Bell for Peggy Montford to finish her shift at the Glaciarium, was thinking about Ptolemy Jones. He didn’t like him. Margaret had said that there was something brutish about him, and she was right. Jones could manage a modicum of charm and good manners, so at least he hadn’t been raised by wolves. Magill was beginning to think of him, instead, as a well-trained attack dog, and he was even more convinced than he had been the previous day that Jones would be good for Australia First, or the Australian Patriots as they were now called. He had no aesthetic sense, no taste, and no sensitivity to the creative energy that was re-establishing the primacy of Aryan culture. He was a thug. Magill could use him the way a sculptor used a chisel. He was pleased with that metaphor, and jotted it down for later refinement.

				Peggy came into the café accompanied by a good-looking man in an inexpensive suit. They were laughing, and Magill felt a little rush of jealousy. He was prone to these feelings, which Peggy didn’t discourage. She was flattered by them. When they reached the table where Magill was sitting, Peggy leaned down and kissed him, quickly pushing her tongue between his lips, just to reassure him that he had nothing to worry about.

				‘This is Joe Sable,’ she said. ‘I’m teaching him to skate. Joe, this is the man you wanted to meet — Mitchell Magill.’

				Magill stood up and extended his hand. Joe shook it.

				‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Magill.’

				‘Mitchell, please. You wanted to meet me?’

				‘I’ve wanted to meet you for quite a while.’

				If Joe hadn’t spent hours reading Intelligence reports he’d have been puzzled by Magill. He appeared to be so civilised. The fine tailoring of his clothes — a pale-blue silk shirt that would have cost Joe a month’s pay — and the careful grooming of his hair, moustache, and nails, did not now disguise what he really was: a vicious anti-Semite. Remembering Hardy Wilson, who’d been passed over for the directorship of the National Gallery of Victoria, and who’d declared the slight to have been the result of Jewish influence in the government, Joe felt he knew how to play out the conversation. He managed to weave Wilson’s name into their chatter about the state of the world, and Magill had been obligingly quick to agree that the failure to appoint him, a man of exquisite refinement and judgement, had been a travesty.

				Over afternoon tea, which Magill paid for, Joe found himself an early recruit into a new political party, called Australian Patriots. Mitchell’s initial reticence had been all but swept away by Joe’s easy engagement with questions of culture. Nevertheless, he sounded Joe out, testing where he stood on key political issues. Joe was for king and country, but he was opposed to the war. Trading with Japan had always been a more sensible option than going to war against her; that was a failure of leadership and intelligent thinking. A lot of what Herr Hitler had to say made sense, especially his racial theories. All he was doing was stating the obvious. Joe lowered his voice when he said this, although there were no black American soldiers in the Liberty Bell. In fact, there’d been very few black faces among the Yanks in Melbourne. They’d all been sent to the outback in order to reassure people in the cities that the government hadn’t gone soft on the White Australia policy just because there was a war on. Joe said that this at least was reassuring.

				‘What’s less reassuring,’ he said, ‘is the number of Jewish refugees coming into this country. They’re not right for Australia. They’re a parasitical influence.’

				 He’d read this expression in an excerpt from Hardy Wilson’s book, Collapse of Civilisation, and it felt like poison in his mouth. He immediately took a sip of water.

				‘You’d be surprised how many people agree with you, Joe. You know the ALP pulled the Victorian branch into line at their conference a few days ago?’

				Joe said he didn’t read the papers much, and he’d missed that.

				‘The Victorian branch of the party put forward a wet resolution condemning the treatment of the Jews in Europe, and supporting a homeland in Palestine. They were told to pull their heads in, that this was no concern of ours. One of the delegates even had the balls to say that rich Jews didn’t want to live in Palestine — they just wanted a place to dump surplus Jews.’

				‘Surplus Jews. That’s a fine expression.’

				Magill liked the cut of Sable’s jib. Joe explained that he was ineligible for military service on account of his heart, and that he was looking for something to put his energies into — and his money, although there wasn’t too much of that. Nevertheless, this last sentiment pleased Magill mightily. He preferred dealing with people who were prepared to put their money where their mouths were.

				‘Sable is an interesting name,’ Magill said.

				‘Sounds a bit Jewish, doesn’t it?’ Joe laughed. ‘Serves me right for not liking them much. It’s French, I think. Way back. Sablé, or something like that. I’ve never taken much interest.’

				‘I think it’s a lovely name,’ Peggy said.

				‘I’d like you to meet a few of our friends,’ Magill said. ‘They’re people I think you’ll have a lot in common with. They’re civilised, erudite, like yourself. There aren’t many of us yet. As you know, Australia First was pretty much filleted by the internments of our key people. I think people are getting sick of the bloody war, and I think they’re looking for an alternative that stands for something, that calls a spade a spade.’

				‘And a kike a kike,’ Joe offered. ‘You’re right about there being others who are fed up. I talk about this stuff with friends. We bang on about the bloody Bolsheviks and Jews, but nobody listens.’

				Peggy smiled, and Magill said, ‘Precisely. Meeting you couldn’t have come at a better time, Joe. I have a place near Daylesford — a few acres called Candlebark Hill. It was my father’s. There’s a good house there, and it’s private. Peggy and I are going up tomorrow, early, so no nosey coppers get a chance to stop us to ask the purpose of the trip. I hate those bastards. I can afford the fuel, so why don’t they mind their own damn business? It’s a bugbear of mine — interfering functionaries. Anyway, there’ll be half-a-dozen people up there by Tuesday, depending on whether or not they can get a train ticket. If you can make it the day after that — that’d be the 29th — and stay the night, if you can, you’d be most welcome.’

				‘I’ve never been to Daylesford. The 29th? Yes, I can manage that, and I know how to organise a priority rail pass — it’s called money.’

				Magill nodded. ‘The war makes black marketeers out of all of us, doesn’t it?’

				Magill said that he’d meet Joe at the railway station in Daylesford, and that they’d walk to Sailor’s Hill. He didn’t like to drive around the town. Most people wouldn’t give it a second thought, but there was always one busybody who’d tut-tut about the petrol ration.

				‘And we don’t want bored country coppers sniffing around Candlebark Hill.’ He narrowed his eyes at Joe. ‘There is one thing you need to know about our little group, and I hope it doesn’t put you off.’ He paused. ‘Do you know what a naturist is, Joe?’

				Peggy Montford giggled.

				‘I believe it’s someone who likes to walk around naked,’ Joe said.

				‘It’s more than that, Joe — much more. When you come to Candlebark Hill, you’ll understand. You’re under no obligation to join us. Not everyone is comfortable taking their clothes off; but once you understand the philosophy, you might dip your toe in the water, as it were.’

				‘I’m not sure about that, Mitchell.’

				Magill moved quickly to reassure him.

				‘Like I said, no obligation. We don’t want to scare you off before you’ve got to know us.’

				‘Everyone gets about in the nude, is that right?’

				‘Yes, but it’s not about that. I think I’ve startled you. Can I try to explain it to you?’

				‘You can try. I can’t promise you’ll succeed.’

				‘Our culture is hopelessly muddled about the body. The churches have made us all ashamed of what are, in fact, the greatest expressions of Nature’s genius — our bodies. The Germans were onto this way back in the Twenties. The body is an expression of national consciousness. It’s an expression of health and purity. Nudism is therapeutic, Joe, not erotic, and our response to it is never prurient.’

				Joe didn’t have to try hard to look sceptical.

				‘This stuff doesn’t go on in Germany now, surely.’

				Magill looked annoyed.

				‘It’s not “stuff”, Joe, and I say again, it’s not compulsory. As for Germany, Goering put an end to the movement — but he would, wouldn’t he? He doesn’t like thin people. It’s different there, anyway. The movement was infiltrated by communists and degenerates who wanted to commercialise it. I know for a fact that Hitler isn’t against our movement in principle. He’s said, and I quote, Joe, “If German consciousness wants nudism, it shall have it again, but on the clean foundation on which it was started.” What do you think of that?’

				‘I think I’ll keep my clothes on, if that’s all right.’

				‘Perfectly fine.’ Magill smiled. ‘We have that clean foundation at Candlebark Hill, Joe, and I think we can change your mind.’

				Joe shrugged gently.

				‘I’m intrigued, Mitchell. I’ll give you that.’

				When Joe returned to Homicide, the office was empty, but he’d only been there a few minutes when Inspector Lambert and Constable Lord returned from the Windsor Hotel.

				‘I’m glad you’re here, Sergeant,’ Titus said. ‘I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to get hold of you. There’s no easy way to say this: Sheila Draper has been murdered, and probably raped. I’m supposing that to be the case — we won’t know for sure until the autopsy.’

				Joe sat down heavily. Helen Lord knew genuine shock when she saw it, and Joe Sable’s ashen face was evidence of it. He must have got close to Sheila Draper to react like this. Titus hadn’t expected this response, which was why he’d announced Draper’s death so baldly.

				Joe was suddenly aware that he was being stared at.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Sheila Draper was just such a decent person.’

				‘Whoever killed her wasn’t impressed by her decency, although destroying it probably gave him pleasure.’

				Titus told Joe all that he knew about Draper’s death. He did so with Constable Lord present; she had been briefed on the Quinn murders, and was now, as far as Titus was concerned, a part of his investigative team. It was clear to Joe that she’d been made privy to the line of investigation involving Military Intelligence, and to his own role in it. She could not, of course, be effective without this knowledge, but Joe was surprised by what he took to be Inspector Lambert’s lack of discretion. Chafer and Goad would be livid if they knew that Titus had trusted someone not vetted by them with highly sensitive information. Joe knew that Titus would do whatever he needed to do to solve these crimes, and he would do it without checking with Intelligence first.

				Titus opened the drawer of a filing cabinet and took out a file. It contained his notes, photographs, and interview transcripts. He handed the file to Constable Lord.

				‘Read these carefully,’ he said. ‘Use Sergeant Sable’s desk. You might find something we’ve missed. Sergeant, I need to talk to you in my office.’

				When Titus closed the door, he expressed his surprise at the intensity of Joe’s reaction to the news of Sheila Draper’s murder. Joe reassured him that there’d been nothing inappropriate in his dealings with her. He admired her approach to life, that was all, and she’d struck him as a nice person. But he couldn’t keep the rising anger out of his voice in response to Titus’s suspicions that he’d allowed personal feelings to interfere with his judgement.

				Titus addressed him coolly.

				‘I’d be lying if I didn’t tell you that I’m concerned about your reaction to Miss Draper’s death, and you can be offended by that all you like. I can see that this murder has rattled you, but I don’t expect you to be petulant when I ask you about your state of mind. What I expect is honesty. I need to know that you’re self-aware enough to recognise danger signs.’

				Joe felt himself calming down, his anger quickly replaced by mortification.

				‘Well?’ Titus’s voice was sharp with impatience now.

				‘Yes, sir. I understand what you’re saying, and you’re right.’

				‘If I seem a bit short, Sergeant, it’s because I’m frustrated by Intelligence snaffling you on the back of these killings. I don’t believe that Sheila Draper’s murder was politically motivated, but I do believe that the person who killed the Quinns killed her. It follows that I’m not at all convinced that the Quinn murders were politically motivated, either. Meanwhile, I’m one member down, and Intelligence is one up.’

				Joe realised he needed to bring Titus up to date on his progress.

				‘I met Mitchell Magill this afternoon,’ he said, ‘and he doesn’t strike me as the murderous type — although his politics might leave room for people who are.’

				‘That was quick work.’

				‘Constable Lord was a great help.’

				‘Constable Lord is wasted doing paperwork for officers who are far less capable than she is. She’s got great instincts, and she’s sharp.’

				‘I think it would take a lot to rattle her.’

				‘I hope that wasn’t self-pity, Sergeant.’

				‘You don’t let much through to the keeper, do you, sir?’

				‘You’re inexperienced, not naïve. You’re a good policeman and you’ll get better, and my wife likes you. She’s never wrong.’

				The tension between them eased, and Joe’s confidence ebbed back.

				‘I can see why Intelligence is investigating Magill and his cronies,’ he said. ‘And I agree that their connection to the killings is tenuous. The fact that John Quinn was tracking them has to be coincidental. I’ll have a better idea on that the day after tomorrow. Magill’s got a place near Daylesford, and they’re having a Party gathering there. They’re calling themselves Australian Patriots now.’

				Titus sighed. ‘I always run a mile from anyone who calls himself a patriot,’ he said. ‘Those sorts of people always ruin dinner parties.’

				‘I’m going up there, sir. I’m assuming Chafer or Goad can organise priority travel for me.’

				‘What’s your gut sense of Magill?’

				‘I think he’s careless. The only credentials I needed to get an invitation were a few nasty epithets about Jews. Magill’s Nazism is a kind of parlour game – a hobby for a bored, rich man. I think he’s silly.’

				‘Silly? That’s an odd word.’

				‘They go to this place called Candlebark Hill, and the first thing they do is take their clothes off. They’re naturists, which might explain Quinn’s stack of magazines. Mitchell was at pains to assure me that their naturism is a crucial part of their political philosophy. Naked fascism — you can see how silly that is. He’s got it all worked out, chapter and verse.’

				‘And you’re going to join in, are you, Sergeant?’

				‘For king and country, as they would say, although I haven’t decided yet.’ Joe hesitated. ‘There is one thing I’m a bit concerned about, sir. It’s … it’s personal.’

				‘Go on.’

				‘I did a good job this afternoon airing my anti-Semitism. It had a positive effect on Magill, I can tell you — his face lit up. The problem is, of course, that I’m Jewish, and when I strip off — if I strip off — well, they’re going to know that, if you see what I mean.’

				‘I wouldn’t worry, if I were you. I think you’ll find that circumcision isn’t confined to your religion in this country. It’s been pretty much standard practice in hospitals for a couple of generations. I’d be surprised if any of the men there have a foreskin.’

				There was a gentle knock at the door that Titus failed to hear — which was why, just as Constable Lord opened it, he said, ‘Your penis won’t betray you.’

				‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’ll come back.’

				Joe’s tendency to blush easily drove a deep flush into his face. Titus, however, was far less prone to being flustered. He’d become so used to discussing even the most disturbing aspects of cases with Maude that the fact of Constable Lord overhearing his remark was of no consequence to him whatsoever. It was of no consequence to Helen Lord either; it was amusing only because Sergeant Sable looked as if blood might start pouring from his ears. She handed the file to Titus.

				‘Would it be possible for me to see the Quinn house, sir?’

				‘You’re a step ahead of me, Constable. I was just about to ask Sergeant Sable to take you there now. I should warn you that your redeployment to my staff has ruffled a few feathers. You understand that it’s temporary?’

				‘Of course, sir.’

				‘There are people above me who think that Homicide is no place for a woman. I don’t happen to agree with them.’

				‘Thank you, sir.’

				It was still light when Joe and Helen pulled up at the Quinn house. A policeman was posted at the door, although there was no one inside. The house had been gone over, and analysis of evidence had begun at Russell Street.

				In the car on the way to the house, Helen had asked Joe about the dressing-down he’d been given. He hadn’t found the question inappropriate, despite the difference in their ranks. There was something about Helen that made her rank irrelevant, and Joe knew anyway that no rank above constable was available to her. ‘It was a gentle dressing-down,’ he’d said. ‘Or, at least, it could have been much worse. I think I irritate him. He keeps catching me saying the wrong thing. He makes me feel incompetent around him, and he’s not one of those people who do that deliberately.’

				‘I don’t know him as well you do, but he’s not like the other coppers at Russell Street. I thought he was, but he’s different. You must be relieved by his comment that your penis won’t betray you. What on earth was he talking about?’

				Joe had been caught completely off guard by this, and was simply unable to respond for a moment.

				‘That, Constable Lord, is an inappropriate question.’

				‘Oh, don’t be so buttoned down.’

				‘Inappropriate,’ Joe repeated. Helen Lord was watching his profile, and there’d been an incipient but definite smile lurking there.

				Joe took Helen through the rooms of the Quinn house. In the front room, where Xavier had been nailed to the floor, she stood where his feet would have been, and from that position surveyed the room. She then moved to where his head would have been, and looked around her from that position. The room still smelled bad because the blood hadn’t yet been cleaned away, and there was enough of it to give off a foul odour. It was the same upstairs, in the bathroom.

				‘The photographer,’ she said. ‘He’s very good at his job, isn’t he?’

				‘Martin Serong? Inspector Lambert says he’s the best.’

				‘Can we go to Sheila Draper’s house now?’

				‘Of course.’

				‘This isn’t going to be easy for you, is it?’

				‘Frankly, no.’

				‘This is why I joined the police force, Sergeant. We can catch the creature who did these things.’

				‘Aren’t you overstepping the mark a little, Constable?’

				‘I’ve waited for five years for an opportunity to do something like this. I’m sick to death of tugging my forelock at people — men — who confuse rank with intelligence and ability. I can’t be bothered playing the humble constable for you. I’m good at my job. I’m at least as good as you are — probably better, Sergeant.’

				Helen Lord’s expression was fierce. Joe couldn’t figure out what he’d said to ignite her anger.

				‘Was it something I said?’

				‘Nothing specific.’ She was in control again. ‘You think I’m a novelty. You don’t understand why Inspector Lambert has chosen me to replace you — temporarily, of course. You’re a little bit peeved that he thinks a woman can do your job, but you’d never say so. You have very nice manners.’

				‘You seem very comfortable presuming to know what I’m thinking.’

				‘Yes, I am. You’re easy to read. You should keep that in mind the next time you meet that Peggy Montford woman. She’s used to playing dumb, but she’s not.’

				‘You wouldn’t say that if you knew her politics.’

				‘It’s a different sort of smart, Sergeant. Don’t rely on her being stupid.’

				‘Well, that’s two dressing-downs in one afternoon. Has this tour of the house been more than just an opportunity to point out what a lousy detective I am?’

				‘It’s amazing how close to the surface the petulant little boy is in men. I didn’t say you were a lousy detective.’

				‘I believe you said you were a better detective than I am. If you don’t mind me saying so, I’ve yet to see any evidence of that.’

				‘Did you look at Serong’s photographs?’

				‘Of course.’

				‘Did anything strike you?’

				‘A great deal struck me. What are you getting at, Constable?’

				‘I’m immune to that word being used to put me in my place, Sergeant. Every time I hear it, it’s like a dog barking.’

				Joe was wondering how this conversation had taken the turn it had. This wasn’t the same Helen Lord who’d been so reasonable in the morning.

				‘That’s not what I was trying to do.’

				‘All right. Did you notice anything in particular in the photographs?’

				Joe sighed. ‘No.’

				‘Serong made sure that he covered the perspective of the killer looking down on the body and the perspective of the victim looking up at the killer. When I saw the room, I was sure I was right about something I’d noticed. Xavier Quinn’s eyes were open and staring, but if you stand at his feet, where the killer no doubt stood to observe his handiwork — and I know that’s an assumption that can’t be proved — Xavier Quinn’s eyes aren’t looking at his tormentor. They’re looking to one side, past that person, towards the door. I think he was looking at someone else. There was a second person there, watching him suffer and die, and I think that his last agonised act was to let us know that.’

				‘You got all that from a photograph?’

				‘You have to be willing to stare hard at the face of a murdered person. I suppose you think that’s unladylike.’

				‘You spend a lot of time supposing stuff. Suppose we visit Sheila Draper’s rooms, and then suppose we both go home?’

				Helen Lord regretted taking her general sense of frustration out on Joe Sable. He was little more than a boy, she thought, and it wasn’t his fault that he’d had the good fortune to be born with a penis, even if he’d been worried about it betraying him, whatever that meant. She had to admit that he wasn’t in the same league of awfulness as most of the men she worked with.

				‘Suppose we have a drink after we see Miss Draper, before we go home? I’ve offended you. I’d like the opportunity to put Humpty Dumpty back together again. Come on, a cup of tea won’t hurt.’

				‘All right,’ Joe said. ‘I’ll risk a third dressing-down. Three in one day is my working average.’
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				At nine o’clock, Clarry Brown opened his door to Jones and three others. One of them was a man in his sixties with a mottled pate spread thinly with strands of grey hair. The other two seemed to be about Jones’s age. One was blond; the other, dark with a heavy beard shadow. He was in short sleeves, and his wiry arms were just about the hairiest that Clarry had ever seen. He’d seen photographs of Rudolph Hess, and this bloke resembled him. If his eyes had ever been capable of showing warmth, that ability had been doused long ago. The blond man was overweight, and the first impression he created was that he was simple. It was a simplicity that could be put to use by an unscrupulous handler, and Clarry had already realised that no one was as unscrupulous as Ptolemy Jones.

				The three were introduced: the older man was Frank; the dark one, Fred; and the simpleton, Mark. Clarry offered them all beers, which they accepted. None of them made a move to pay him, and beer was expensive. He said nothing, and in saying nothing he felt that his surrender to Jones had been confirmed. He couldn’t extricate himself now and avoid being badly hurt in the attempt. Any one of these four men in his café was capable of beating him senseless without giving it a second thought. They terrified him, and yet he wanted to be one of them. The power to strike fear into another person was a power worth having; it was a power worth learning.

				All four of them sat at a table. Jones pulled up a fifth chair and said, ‘Join us.’ Clarry Brown had never experienced such a strange rush of trepidation and joy. He wouldn’t be able to explain it to his wife, and he wouldn’t bother trying. She wouldn’t understand. The only thing she understood was a smack in the mouth. 

				Clarry Brown didn’t care about politics. He didn’t have a political bone in his body. What he did have was resentment. He hated the Japs and he hated the Nazis — or he thought he did. By the end of the evening he still hated the Japs, but he had to admit that Hitler had a point about the Jews, and what Jones said about the Labor government made sense. Australia had been tricked into fighting the wrong enemy. Communists and Jews, they were the enemy; people who’d fallen for their propaganda about the National Socialists, they were the enemy.

				‘The enemy,’ Jones said, ‘is here, all around us, outside that door, and they think they’re safe.’

				Jones’s cronies nodded in agreement, and Clarry Brown found himself nodding, too. He’d never had an opinion one way or another about Jews. He’d never met one. But here was Jones telling him that Jew refugees were swamping the country, that everywhere they went they took control. They wanted to dominate the world, and they were succeeding. The Labor government was controlled by Jews. The press was controlled by Jews. Suddenly, all this made sense to Clarry. He was electrified, thrilled. Jones was right. He had to be right. How else could Clarry explain his own excited response? Frank, Fred, and Mark were transformed into companions in arms. In just over ninety minutes, the first meeting of Our Nation was over. Ptolemy Jones had done most of the talking, during which he’d told them about Mitchell Magill. He’d been fierce, intense, rivetting. Frank had sneered at the mention of Australia First. ‘Weak as piss,’ he’d said.

				It was decided that the five of them would meet again the following night. They weren’t ready to bring Magill to the café just yet. He needed to stay in his comfortable house in Hawthorn while Our Nation grew strong enough to absorb Magill and his money into its structure. This seemed very clear and simple to Jones, and he made it seem clear and simple to the others.

				‘So, tomorrow night,’ he said. He pushed a piece of paper across the table to Clarry. ‘Meanwhile, here’s the address of a Jew house in Carlton. We want you to show us that you’re really with us.’

				‘A Jew house?’

				‘Fred knows where it is. He’ll take you. Two old Jews live there.’

				That was all he said. He gave no instructions, but his meaning was clear. Clarry took the paper and read an address in Arnold Street.

				‘It’s about a thirty-minute walk from here,’ Fred said. This was the first thing he’d said all evening. His voice was dull and flat, and each word sounded as though it had left his mouth with the utmost reluctance. Well, all right, Clarry thought, if Fred is going with me, he can do whatever needs to be done.

				They all left the café, and Clarry locked the door. Ptolemy and his blond simpleton, Mark, walked towards Fitzroy. Frank headed west. Fred and Clarry headed north towards Carlton. The streets were dark, and outside the city centre they were deserted. It was still warm, and Clarry could smell fear in his own sweat. Fred lit a cigarette. He didn’t offer one to Clarry.

				‘How long have you known Ptolemy Jones?’ Clarry asked.

				‘Long enough.’

				Fred began to walk faster, forcing Clarry to keep pace. There was no scent of fear coming off Fred. He was sweating, but all Clarry could smell was Lifebuoy soap and cigarette smoke. Fred showed no inclination to catch a tram that rattled past them on Lygon Street. Instead, they passed the cemetery and turned left into Macpherson Street, using back alleys until they reached Pigdon Street. There they turned left and then right into Arnold Street, before stopping outside number 185. It was a semi-detached cottage with a bay window and a picket fence. Clarry was still uncertain about what was expected of him, but Fred seemed very clear — he yanked a picket from the fence and handed it to Clarry. A nail protruded from it.

				‘Stand by the door,’ he said quietly, ‘and when one of them opens it, give them a good Our Nation greeting.’

				Before Clarry could assimilate what was happening, Fred had bent down into the gutter, picked up a rock, and hurled it at the glass in the bay window. The shattering sound was unnaturally loud. Clarry almost lost his nerve, but Fred stood by the gate, blocking his escape. A few moments passed, and the front door opened a fraction. Clarry put his shoulder against it, and pushed hard. The person behind it was knocked to the ground, and with a strange, animal sound, Clarry raised the paling, ready to bring it down on the person’s head. He struck the whimpering creature once, and then lost his nerve. Again and again, he raised the paling and brought it down, but deliberately struck the floor with it. He somehow knew that one blow had been enough to bind him inextricably to Ptolemy Jones.

				Clarry couldn’t see his victim. It was so dark, he was aware only of a dull white — it might have been a nightshirt, or even naked flesh. He beat at the floor until the paling broke, and then he rushed into the street, where Fred grabbed him by the arm and pulled him away from the house. It had only taken a matter of seconds. They stopped in an alley to catch their breaths.

				‘I think I might have killed him,’ he lied, ‘if it was a him. It might have been a woman. I don’t know.’

				‘It doesn’t matter. It was a Jew.’

				Titus wasn’t ready for bed, and it wasn’t just the heat, although that wasn’t helping. He and Maude were in the living room, which doubled as a dining room, playing two-handed Five Hundred. Neither of them was paying much attention to it.

				‘What kind of person cuts off somebody’s head?’ Maude asked.

				‘The kind who is beyond the reach of help and reason.’

				‘That’s a frightening thought, Titus.’

				‘I don’t know that we’re equipped to catch him. We’re seriously under-manned.’

				‘What about the female constable?’

				‘Helen Lord? She’s more astute than almost all of her colleagues. I’m not happy about putting her in the way of this creature. That’s one of the things that’s bothering me.’

				‘Is it bothering her?’

				‘Not that she’s letting on.’

				‘Leave the bothering to her, Titus. She’s a policewoman, and you’re not her father.’

				‘I’m trying not to let the fact that she’s a woman get in the way.’

				Maude reached across and took his hand.

				‘Try harder,’ she said. The words were spoken gently. ‘You need Helen Lord’s help. She can’t give it if you’re busy being protective.’

				‘I’m worried about Joe Sable, too, Maude. I think we’re barking up the wrong tree with Australia First. It’s wasting precious time and resources. I think we’ve been snookered by Intelligence. They’re under-manned, too, and they’ve manoeuvred us into doing their job, using our staff.’

				‘To be fair, Titus, it’s the only lead you’ve got.’

				‘I’m not convinced by the connection. Maybe I’m losing my touch.’

				Maude laughed.

				‘It’s been a while since you’ve asked for a reassuring pat on the head. It’s rather nice.’

				‘It’s funny. I had a go at Joe this afternoon for a self-pitying whinny that he gave, and here I am doing the same thing.’

				‘What can I do?’

				‘Just exactly what you are doing — listening to my self-pitying whinnying, and all the other horrible stuff, too.’

				‘Surely I can do more than listen. Unofficially, of course.’

				Without the slightest hesitation, Titus began to fill Maude in on the progress of the investigation.

				‘Helen Lord went to both murder scenes this afternoon with Joe. She telephoned me when she got home, and she had an interesting observation to make. I’m going to talk to Martin Serong about it tomorrow, although I know he’ll say he just takes the photographs, and that interpreting them is our job.’

				‘Can I see the photographs?’

				‘All my instincts are against it, as are the regulations.’

				‘Good. I’ll come to your office tomorrow morning.’

				It wouldn’t be the first time that Maude was to have a look at horrifying photographs that Serong had taken at the scene of a murder. Maude assumed these pictures of the Quinn killings were particularly ghastly, and she assured Titus that after all these years she was beyond squeamishness.

				‘I need to see what you see,’ she said. ‘I hate the idea that you have things in your head that are too awful to confide.’

				‘If I didn’t have you, Maude, I don’t think I could do my job. I’m interested to know if you notice what Helen Lord did.’

				‘Come to bed, Titus.’

				‘There is something I’d like you to do for me, after you’ve looked at the photographs.’

				‘I was quite interested in the first half of that sentence, but go on.’

				‘I want you to take Helen Lord out for lunch. All three of us will go, and I’ll suddenly have something very important to attend to. I want you to find out as much as you can about her.’

				‘Why?’

				‘I like to know who I’m working with, and Constable Lord is something of an enigma.’

				‘I’ll see what I can do. If she’s as smart as you say she is, she’ll be on to me.’

				‘She’s smart, but you’re smarter.’

				They stood and kissed deeply. When they separated, Titus said, ‘There’s just one more thing. I’m going to ask Joe Sable to talk to your brother Tom about Australia First.’

				‘He used to read The Publicist, Titus. He never had anything to do with Australia First.’

				‘Yes, I know. He might still be able to help Joe in some way, though, or he might know someone who knows someone. That sort of thing.’

				Maude shook her head.

				‘I’m sorry that I mentioned that he used to read the wretched thing. He’ll be furious with me.’

				‘Just a few minutes ago you were counselling me not to be too protective of Helen Lord.’

				‘Yes, all right. Touché. He’s a big boy, and, as you say, his perspective might be useful.’

				‘We were on our way to bed,’ Titus said.
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				When Joe Sable came down his stairs and stepped onto the nature strip, his attention was drawn to a small, distressed-looking group at the far end of his street. Something bad must have happened — a crying woman was being held in the comforting arms of another, and then a couple of people broke off and went into the second house from the end of the street. Joe knew that an elderly couple lived there, although he didn’t know anything about them. Maybe one of them had died during the night. It had happened that way with his father. David had gone to bed, as he’d always done, at 11.00, and Joe had gone to bed soon after. Their bedrooms shared a common wall, and there’d been no sound, no cry, nothing. Joe had simply found him the next morning. His father had died — that was all.

				Joe walked down Pigdon Street towards the tram stop at the corner of Lygon Street. The arrival of the tram stabbed Joe’s memory with the images he’d seen of Sheila Draper’s body. He wondered if the female conductor on this tram knew her.

				Joe was anxious to get on with investigating the Quinn and Draper murders. He had to organise a priority pass for the train to Daylesford — he’d telephone Chafer at Intelligence for that — but there was nothing else for him to do that day in relation to Australia First. He’d hoped that he’d get the opportunity to work with Constable Lord on the murders, but that hope was dashed almost immediately. Inspector Lambert was already in his office when Joe arrived, and he called him in.

				‘There was an incident last night in your street, Sergeant.’

				‘Really? That would explain the small crowd I saw on the nature strip this morning. What happened?’

				‘At about 11.45 last night, an elderly lady was beaten with a wooden paling.’

				‘Good God.’

				‘Someone threw a rock through the bedroom window. The husband is pretty much bedridden, so his wife got up and went to the door. By the time the husband managed to struggle out of bed, his wife had been injured and was lying in the hallway — not badly injured, but badly shaken up.’

				‘The house is some distance from my flat. I didn’t hear a thing.’

				‘They’re a Jewish couple. We haven’t seen that level of violence against Jews here, so I think it’s more likely to have been something personal. I’ve got Sergeant Peterson looking into it.’

				Joe was disconcerted by Inspector Lambert’s casual dismissal of the possibility that the assault had been targeted. Did he not understand what was lurking in the shadows in this city? Did he not feel, as Joe now did, how fragile were the supports that propped up civilised society? These murders, that assault, were symptoms of a menacing malaise.

				‘That’s four violent incidents in four days,’ Joe said.

				‘It’s a big city, and this one bears no resemblance to the others. I think we can assume they’re unrelated. Peterson is a competent investigator, and I’ll keep an eye on it, of course. Now, Sergeant, I have a job I need you to do, and it requires some discretion.’

				Joe was simultaneously flattered that Inspector Lambert thought he was capable of being discreet, and slightly annoyed that Titus thought he had to draw Joe’s attention to the need for discretion.

				‘I want you to interview my brother-in-law.’

				Joe wasn’t expecting this.

				‘In relation to what, sir?’

				‘In relation to his interest in The Publicist. Tom Mackenzie was once a keen reader of that journal. My wife says that he lost interest when it became rabid, but I think it’s worth talking to him. He’s a group captain in the Air Force, based at Victoria Barracks. He should be arriving at work about now. I’ve already contacted his section, and you’re expected. I should warn you, though, that he might not be pleased to see you. I got the impression from my wife that he doesn’t like being reminded of his erstwhile reading habits.’

				‘Is there anything else I need to know about Group Captain Mackenzie?’

				‘No, there isn’t. I’ll be interested to hear your thoughts, but I don’t want to influence you.’

				Joe passed Constable Lord on his way out. He’d enjoyed having a cup of tea with her the previous evening, and he told her so. Their conversation didn’t stray from the investigation, apart from their mutual observation that Inspector Lambert managed the unlikely double of being both intimidating and accommodating. They agreed to meet at the end of the day at the Liberty Bell to exchange information. It wouldn’t matter if they were seen together there by Mitchell Magill or Peggy Montford; in fact, it would consolidate the story they’d given at the Glaciarium.

				On his walk down to Victoria Barracks, Joe thought about Constable Helen Lord. He admired her — he suspected that she was indeed a much better detective than he was — but he wasn’t sure whether he liked her or not. The truth was, he had to admit, she intimidated him almost as much as Lambert did. She made him feel clumsy and awkward, and guilty about having achieved his position in Homicide by dint of his sex rather than his talent.

				Joe had passed Victoria Barracks many times. The imposing bluestone edifice that sat so solidly on St Kilda Road was the military equivalent of St Patrick’s Cathedral — an architectural exclamation mark about authority and permanence. Joe had never been inside it, and when he’d been signed in at the gate and directed to a side door, his first impression was a poor one. The bluestone facade didn’t dress a gorgeous interior or a clubby atmosphere. Instead, he found a warren of tiny offices and undecorated corridors. It was a working building, and the demand for usable space had resulted in a claustrophobic jumble of partitions and boxed-in corners. Military Intelligence was in here somewhere, masquerading as the Office for Native Policy on Mandated Territory. It was unlikely he’d run into Chafer or Goad on this visit.

				The area he found himself in was clearly dedicated to the Air Force. There were blue uniforms everywhere, and one of them pointed Joe to a door with ‘Requisitions’ on it. Joe knocked.

				‘Come!’

				Joe went into a room that could be so described only in the sense that it was enclosed by four walls. It must once have been part of a larger room, because one of the walls cut a window into thirds. The window was open, which allowed some air to travel through it, but it wasn’t within the gift of the room’s occupant to control whether it was open or shut — the mechanism needed to achieve this was on the other side of the partition. This complete indifference to the balance of a room, or to the comfort of those confined in it, was disconcerting to Joe.

				The man seated behind the desk bore an unmistakeable resemblance to Maude Lambert. He was younger than she was — he looked about thirty, Joe thought — but the planes of his face, the shape of his nose and lips, and especially his eyes, were remarkably like those of his sister. His face had a feminine cast, which he sought to banish by wearing a thin moustache.

				‘Group Captain Mackenzie?’

				‘You are?’

				‘Detective Sergeant Joe Sable. Homicide.’

				‘I was told to expect you, Sergeant. I’m all agog. You work with my brother-in-law?’

				‘Inspector Lambert. Yes.’

				Mackenzie’s demeanour was pleasant, so he couldn’t have been tipped off about the purpose of the visit.

				‘How can I help you, Sergeant?’

				He indicated the only other chair in the room, and Joe sat down in it.

				‘I’m sorry about the squeeze. It could be worse. Some offices don’t have even a part of a window. How is Titus? I haven’t been round there for ages.’

				‘He’s busy, as you can imagine. All our departments are short-staffed.’

				Tom Mackenzie nodded sympathetically.

				‘I want to talk to you about a magazine you used to read — The Publicist.’

				Tom Mackenzie’s smile contracted into a look of firm displeasure.

				‘What’s this about, Sergeant?’

				‘We’re investigating a murder.’

				‘And you think I might be involved?’

				Tom Mackenzie seemed to be hurrying to a point of self-righteous indignation, and Joe rushed to head him off.

				‘No. You are not a suspect.’ Joe felt slightly silly saying this. ‘You may, however, be able to provide us with some background that may prove useful in helping us with one aspect of the case. At this stage it’s a fairly tangential one, and we need your expertise. I can’t go into details, and I know that this all must seem as clear as mud.’

				‘Maude should have telephoned me to warn me.’

				‘Why would she need to warn you?’

				‘I see. Everything I say from now on is going to be met with portentous questions, is it?’

				‘Look, Group Captain …’

				‘Call me Tom, for goodness sake. Formality is pointless, under the circumstances.’

				‘Tom, I think we’ve got off on the wrong foot. Your sister didn’t ring you, because there was nothing to warn you about. There is nothing you need to worry about. You’re not under any sort of investigation. I need to know something about The Publicist magazine without going to the trouble of reading every back issue — that’s all. You used to read it, according to your sister, and that, as far as I’m concerned, is an uncontroversial fact.’

				Tom Mackenzie drummed his fingers on the table.

				‘Given what the magazine turned into, Sergeant, it’s not an uncontroversial fact at all.’

				‘Most people have never even heard of the magazine, Tom.’

				‘People who matter have heard of it, and an association with it could have a bad effect on a career, especially a defence-force career.’

				‘Were you a subscriber?’

				‘No. I wasn’t even a purchaser.’ He sighed. ‘When I was in my twenties, I was a great admirer of the writer Xavier Herbert. Do you know his work?’

				‘I know he wrote Capricornia. I haven’t read it.’

				‘Perhaps you should. I read The Publicist only when Herbert had a piece in it. I don’t think he wrote for it before 1938, so I suppose I read the odd copy that year. I didn’t think much of the other articles. The art and book reviews were conservative and pretentious. When it became offensively fascistic, I stopped looking at it, even if Herbert had a piece in it. I wasn’t surprised when I read that its editors had been interned.’

				‘So, 1938. Were you at university when you became interested in The Publicist?’

				‘At the risk of repeating myself, Sergeant, I wasn’t interested in The Publicist per se. I wasn’t flirting with fascism. I was interested in reading a writer who I admired and who happened to be published in a particular magazine.’

				‘You wouldn’t be in this building without having been given a security clearance, Tom. I’m not suggesting for a moment that you have any sympathy for the politics of Australia First.’

				‘So what are you suggesting? Why are you here? I presume it’s not because of a fascination with my reading habits.’

				‘I need to get a handle on The Publicist and Australia First. Your interest in the magazine was clearly limited, but were you aware of its readership more generally? I presume you were at university when you were reading it. What were your disciplines?’

				‘Classics. There’s not much call for it here in Requisitions.’

				Tom Mackenzie leaned back in his chair and considered Joe Sable. It galled him to be quizzed by the younger man, but at least Joe seemed to be a cut above the policemen whom Tom had come into contact with.

				‘I wonder why it isn’t my brother-in-law asking me these questions.’

				‘You’re not a suspect, Tom. He thought a junior officer would suffice.’

				Tom liked that answer.

				‘Titus is a good man, Sergeant. I like him a lot. I don’t mind that Maude gave him the low-down on my reading habits. If my sister thought it might be of some obscure significance to your case, I’ll try to be patient with you. Fire away.’

				‘Do you keep in touch with any of your university friends?’

				‘No, I don’t.’

				‘When you were reading The Publicist, were any of your friends reading it as well?’

				‘Yes, I suppose so. Well, I know so, yes.’

				‘Were these people reading Xavier Herbert’s articles?’

				‘Yes. We discussed them.’

				‘Were they reading the rest of the magazine as well?’

				‘Possibly. Occasionally there’d be a piece of art criticism that we’d argue about.’

				‘Did any of them remain interested in The Publicist after you lost interest?’

				‘I wouldn’t know.’ He paused. ‘That’s not quite true. There were two blokes I was aware of at university who were keen on the way that Germany was rebuilding. They weren’t among my friends in Classics. I knew of them, as opposed to actually knowing them. I don’t recall their names, although I’d probably remember their faces. They used to sell The Publicist, or try to. One of them got very badly beaten up. No one was ever charged. Everyone knew who did it, though.’

				‘Oh?’

				‘It was one of the Bolsheviks. There were a few of them about back in ’38. That was the year I left the university, after which I’m afraid I lost touch with everyone. I did hear on the grapevine that one of the Bolshies was found dead in the Yarra River — the chief suspect was the bloke they’d beaten up, but nothing was ever proven. By then I was at Oxford, completing a degree that would equip me perfectly for making sure that the Air Force has enough underpants to go around.’

				As Tom was talking, Joe was reminding himself that, at this moment, Intelligence was more his master than Homicide was. Tom Mackenzie would be of little help in the murder investigation, but he might be of great help to Joe in getting somewhere with the brief from Intelligence. Joe had been given instructions to use whatever means necessary to get close to Magill and his followers — and here was one way to do that, close at hand. Tom Mackenzie clearly had some knowledge of The Publicist and its contributors, or some of them. If Tom was willing to play along and go with him to Candlebark Hill, his presence would corroborate Joe’s claim in the Liberty Bell that he had friends sympathetic to Magill’s cause. He might also recognise someone there as one of the ex-students he’d mentioned. That might be very useful indeed. Joe knew that this was a risky strategy, especially because he knew nothing about Mackenzie beyond his relationship with Inspector Lambert. With a suddenness that was uncharacteristic — he’d never been impulsive — he decided that now was the time to take a chance.

				‘How would you like a small break from the desk job, Tom?’ Joe asked.

				‘I’m listening.’

				‘How do you feel about nudists?’

				If the police commissioner were ever to discover that Maude Lambert was regularly being given access to material that wasn’t for public consumption, Titus would lose his job. Even so, it was a risk he was prepared to take. He didn’t think of it as his job — it was their job.

				Titus left Maude alone in his office with Martin Serong’s ghastly photographs, and then sat at Joe Sable’s desk and waited. He hadn’t yet summoned Constable Lord from her usual post downstairs, so there was no risk that Maude would be interrupted. Not surprisingly, she didn’t linger over the photographs. When she emerged, her face was drained of colour.

				‘You have to catch this monster,’ was all she said.

				Titus nodded.

				‘I knew the photographs would be terrible, Titus, but I had no idea how terrible. It’s hard to believe that one human being could do that to another human being.’

				‘What comes across most strongly, do you think?’

				‘I don’t believe these killings have very much to do with revenge. I think the motive is pleasure, and I’m worried now that you’ll only catch him by accident, or by good luck.’

				‘You think Australia First is a red herring?’

				‘I do. You think so, too, don’t you?’

				‘Yes, but I know I’m missing something. You’re right about the pleasure taken by the killer, and I can’t make that fit with a political motive.’

				‘Unless he’s a psychopath for hire, but there was something in the photograph of Xavier Quinn that makes me wonder about that. Who was he looking at?’

				Titus’s face showed undisguised admiration for his wife.

				‘Helen Lord asked me the same question. She’s certain there was a second person in the room.’

				‘I agree with her, but would a hired killer bring a friend along? I imagine paying two people would increase the risk of discovery, wouldn’t it? Of course, an accomplice could always be disposed of.’

				Maude let that observation sit for the moment it took Titus to catch up with her.

				‘Sheila Draper?’ he asked.

				‘These are outlandish crimes. Shouldn’t we entertain even the most outlandish possibilities? Did she have a motive for wanting to hurt the Quinns?’

				‘John Quinn was good to her, especially financially.’

				‘In small ways, maybe. Perhaps resentment about her circumstances outweighed her gratitude. Or perhaps there was a price to pay for John Quinn’s generosity. She could have hired someone who then didn’t trust her to keep quiet about it.’

				‘You have a devious mind, Maude. I have to confess that that awful possibility hadn’t even occurred to me.’

				‘I’m always happy to complicate things, Titus. And now I’m ready for lunch.’

				There was a cafeteria in Russell Street, not far from police headquarters, that Titus frequented — not because it was any good, but because it was close. The owner was an Italian, and he and his wife had given up trying to convince their customers that Italian food, however remotely connected to the real thing, was edible. Economics had forced them to reproduce the dull, bland food that tasted familiar on the palates of their clientele. Shortages and rationing hadn’t improved matters at the Apollo.

				Helen, Maude, and Titus took the last available table. Giorgio, the owner, came to them immediately. He looked harried. The last time Titus had eaten here, Giorgio had mentioned that he and his wife had been spat at in the street. There’d been a recent campaign demanding that all Italians be interned, and that their shops and businesses be turned over to decent Australians. There’d even been furious correspondence in the newspapers about ‘dagoes’ getting rich while Australian businesses struggled without their menfolk to run them. According to these patriots, buying anything from a dago was the same as buying something from the enemy. Part of the reason Titus came to the Apollo was to quietly reassure Giorgio and his wife that the police didn’t share the sentiments that had resulted in more than one broken window in Italian houses and businesses. He knew that Giorgio would never be entirely convinced that the police could be relied upon. In 1940, a baying mob had gathered in Exhibition Street and invaded shops and cafés, and smashed them up. The police had done little to prevent the vandalism or to prosecute the offenders.

				Having spoken briefly to Giorgio, Titus did an appalling impression of someone who’d just remembered a prior engagement. He apologised to Giorgio, and to Maude and Helen, and left. The women ordered a pot of tea, and then vegetable soup. The vegetables, Giorgio said, were from his own garden.

				‘Your husband is a very bad actor,’ Helen said.

				Maude laughed. ‘Right now, he’ll be congratulating himself on a seamless exit.’

				‘Is it normal practice for the inspector’s wife to interview members of his staff, Mrs Lambert?’

				Maude wasn’t fazed by the sudden sharpness in Helen’s tone.

				‘Has what is normal practice in the police force done you very many favours so far, Helen? And please, call me Maude. Mrs Lambert makes me feel very old.’

				‘I’m not sure I like being auditioned in this way.’

				‘You’re not being auditioned. You’ve already got the role.’

				‘So why have we been so clumsily thrown together?’

				Maude realised that anything other than the truth wouldn’t go down well with Helen. There was a risk that she’d bridle at any attempt to discuss her private life, but Maude was prepared to accept her response, whatever it was.

				‘Titus knows next to nothing about you, apart from the fact that you’re a bloody good, instinctive detective. You should know, having been brought into Homicide, that he isn’t much interested in normal practice. He is, however, old-fashioned about some things, and he doesn’t feel comfortable asking you personal questions. I, on the other hand, am quite comfortable with invading people’s privacy — it’s not one of my best qualities, and it has got me into trouble in the past. Of course, you’re not obliged to answer any of my questions, which I’d originally intended to weave cleverly into our conversation.’

				The soup arrived, and neither woman spoke as Giorgio fussed with the cutlery.

				‘Vegetable soup,’ he said.

				‘Minestrone,’ said Maude.

				‘If I called it that, signora, no one would eat it.’

				‘It smells delicious. Thank you.’

				Giorgio withdrew.

				‘Do you disapprove of a woman working in Homicide, Mrs Lam … Maude? Or of a woman being in the police force?’

				‘The answer is “No” to both questions. Quite the contrary.’

				‘And Inspector Lambert?’

				‘That’s a strange question, considering that he took you into Homicide. Titus likes people who are good at what they do. A person’s sex doesn’t determine a person’s competence, but I know you’re surrounded by people in your line of work who think that it does. My husband isn’t one of those people. He didn’t ask you to join the investigation because he’d reached the bottom of the barrel.’

				‘All right, I’ll put all my suspicions about this on hold. What’s your first question?’

				‘What makes someone like you take a job and stick at it when every day she’s treated like dirt by oafs with half her intelligence?’

				Helen looked up from her soup at Maude, and, to Maude’s relief, she smiled.

				‘I was expecting something like, “Where were you born?” to start with.’

				‘That’s probably on a file that Titus can read. This isn’t an interview you can fail. You’ve already succeeded. Why did you join the police force?’

				‘I grew up in a police station, or next to one. My father was one of the local coppers in Broome. He was a good copper, but there were others there who weren’t. Even as a child, I knew that — I used to hear him and Mum talking. He died when I was fourteen. He drowned at Cable Beach. There wasn’t anything suspicious about it, although, God knows, I’d love to blame the bastards he worked with. He was swimming with some mates. Mum and I were on the beach, but he went under before anyone realised he was in trouble. When they brought him back to the beach, he was covered in welts, and there were still some jellyfish tentacles sticking to him. The coroner said later that the poison must have been too much for him. He had a heart attack, and then he drowned.’

				‘I’m so sorry. Were there just you and your mother?’

				‘Yes. She took me to Perth, but she couldn’t find any work there, so we came here, to her brother’s house. He’s much older, and he lived on his own in a house that was much too big for one person. Mum became his housekeeper and general dogsbody, and he paid to send me to a decent school. I’m twenty-eight years old, and I still live with my mum and my uncle, who has never been anything but kind to me; I’m not married, and I joined the police force four years ago. I can’t say I’ve enjoyed it, because mostly I’ve been seen as little more than a secretary. Russell Street makes no distinction between fully sworn female officers and auxiliary staff. I’ve stuck at it because I see no reason why my uncle should have to go on supporting me when I’m perfectly capable of supporting myself.’

				She paused. ‘Now my soup is cold.’

				Clarry Brown hadn’t slept well — not because he felt any guilt about what he’d done, but because his body was alive with adrenalin. This feeling of elation lasted until well into the following morning. When he arrived at the café, he decided to spruce it up a little. He swept the floor, and was even cleaning the windows when Ptolemy Jones came in. He hadn’t spoken to Fred, and he wanted to know what had happened at the Jews’ house. Clarry was careful not to exaggerate his role or his actions — Jones would check his account against Fred’s anyway. He gave Fred full credit for directing things, and he admitted to having been afraid at first. He told Jones that it had felt good to swing the fence paling, and that afterwards he was proud of himself, and he was sure that he could do it again if necessary. Jones nodded solemnly and said, ‘Good, good,’ and Clarry felt absurdly happy.

				‘There’ll be no meeting tonight, Clarry. Fred and I are going to Daylesford for a couple of days. There are people up there who could be useful to us.’

				Clarry made a small noise to indicate his agreement, as if he were already one of Jones’s intimates. It had been a long time since he’d felt this good about himself. 

				The next day, he served two customers before 10.00am — an unheard-of rush. He’d seen neither man before, so they might or might not have been directed to the café by Jones. They ate his greasy mutton sandwiches without complaint, and didn’t speak any further to him. In fact, they barely spoke to each other.

				-13-

				Mary Quinn went into the studios at 3UZ, despite Constance having assured her that she could take all the time she needed before returning — another actress could read her lines until she felt able to rejoin the cast. But Mary wanted to work. What else was she going to do? She couldn’t just sit in her room at the Windsor and worry. The Red Mask was a life-saving distraction, she said. The other cast members knew that Mary had suffered a great tragedy, although the details were hazy. There’d been a small paragraph tucked away in the previous day’s Argus, but it gave little away beyond the fact that John Quinn and his son, Xavier, had been found dead in their house on Christmas Eve. It was Mary’s leading man, Jack Ables, who’d spotted it. It had been the subject of conversation before Mary arrived, but discretion descended upon them when she stepped into the studio.

				 The cast of The Red Mask was an unusually affable one. There were six of them: Mary Quinn; Jack Ables; the ingénue Annette Smith; a journeyman character actor, Wilson McCormick; and Andrew Harris, an actor with a vocal range that enabled him to play multiple roles, including completely convincing female ones. They were all grateful to be working and to have been granted exemption from war jobs. Animosities, so common among actors, had been suspended for the duration. Any resentment that Mary Quinn came from money was kept well hidden; and, anyway, it wasn’t as if she was untalented. She had earned her place in the cast.

				Mary was immediately conscious of the atmosphere of studied normalcy, and put the cast out of their misery.

				‘My father and my brother were murdered on Christmas Eve, and my best friend was murdered on Christmas night. I don’t know what’s happening or why.’

				She began saying this matter-of-factly. There was a moment of silence after she’d spoken, and then she gulped a mouthful of air and began to sob. Jack Ables was the first to reach her, and he took her in his arms unselfconsciously. She clutched at his shirt. The others gathered around, eager to be included in the drama. Constance, who’d been in the production booth, hurried in to comfort her leading lady. A chair was brought over, and Mary was gently helped into it. 

				Constance felt torn between her sympathy for Mary’s distress and a guilty annoyance at the possibility that the recording might be held up. Mary had insisted on coming in, but what use was her presence if all it meant was disruption to an already-crowded schedule? 3UZ had put a lot of faith and money into The Red Mask. They wanted it to be a success nationally, and had therefore committed themselves to recording each episode. Acetate was expensive, so recording did not mean they had the luxury of making mistakes; the cast had been well drilled on the need to get it right the first time.

				With two 15-minute episodes to be recorded each day, there was no time for discussions about the scripts. The actors simply spoke the words as written by Dora Mansfield, whatever they thought of them. The rehearsals, which were disciplined and focussed, were mainly technical — to get the sound effects right. They were managed by a man in his sixties named Mike, who worked in a corner of the studio with a range of objects that were a mix of the perfectly ordinary and the arcane; with these, he could reproduce anything from an explosion to a footfall. He saw his job as the equivalent of the percussionist in an orchestra.

				Fortunately, Mary Quinn’s collapse didn’t last long. With the cast around her, she was acutely conscious of her need to get on with it and begin the recording. But she didn’t feel as well prepared as usual. She’d managed to read her scripts the previous evening, despite the shocking news about Sheila Draper. She hadn’t memorised them, though, which she liked to do. She thought radio actors who read their parts were lazy, and she could always tell when an actor was under-prepared.

				‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘Please, let’s start work.’

				She stood up, smiled grimly, thanked Jack Ables for the use of his shoulder, assured Constance again that she was up to it, and took her position behind the microphone.

				Afterwards, with two episodes of The Red Mask secured on acetate, everyone agreed that she’d been marvellous, a real trouper, and that work was the best thing, the only thing, to distract Mary from her almost unimaginable grief. Constance seemed not quite as effusive in her support, and later she would say to Dora that there might be something hard in Mary Quinn, something that compromised her ability to grieve.

				It was close to seven o’clock when the cast of The Red Mask left the 3UZ studios. Jack Ables suggested to Mary that they have dinner at the Menzies Hotel. It was, he said, one of the last bastions of decent cooking in Melbourne, somehow managing to turn out respectable food despite the restrictions imposed by rationing and the austerity regulations. Mary hesitated, but agreed.

				The maitre d’ at the Menzies made it his business to know who was who in Melbourne. He harboured fantasies that the Menzies was an outpost of the Dorchester or Claridges. Consequently, he recognised Mary Quinn from her picture on the cover of that week’s Listener-In. He knew Jack Ables, of course. Who wouldn’t recognise the handsome face that had been appearing on the cover of radio guides and in newspapers for a couple of years now? Jack Ables was the object of another of the maitre d’s fantasies — one he kept very much to himself.

				‘Good evening, Miss Quinn,’ he said. ‘Good evening, Mr Ables.’

				Mary Quinn was surprised, and very pleased. This was the first time a perfect stranger had recognised her, and it gave her a lift. They were shown to a table in the crowded room. Like everywhere else in Melbourne where money mattered, American men in uniforms were prominent. Here, it was the officers. Their companions were either other officers or well-dressed women — a cut above the shop girls who enjoyed the attentions of GIs in the picture theatres. At a table close to where Jack and Mary had been seated, two women watched the room. Jack thought they might be prostitutes, although there was something rather clumsy about their predatory air. It was more likely that they were bored housewives who’d been successful in the past in picking up Yank brass in need of company.

				Menus were brought to the table. Mary said that she didn’t feel up to unpicking the pretentious French, and that Jack could order for both of them. Neither of them felt like wine, which was just as well, given the narrowness of the choice and the ludicrous expense involved. Jack ran his eye over the menu. Hors d’oeuvres had been proscribed, and in order to bring everything in under five shillings, fare such as lobster wasn’t available.

				Jack ordered Consommé Celestine and Lapin au Saupiquet.

				‘The maitre d’ knew my name,’ Mary said. ‘How strange.’

				‘You might have to get used to that, Mary. It looks like The Red Mask is going to run.’

				‘What’s it’s like, Jack, to have people stare at you?’

				‘They’re staring at us now. I think the maitre d’ has passed the word around.’

				It was true that people were staring, although it was mostly the women, and they were staring mostly at Jack.

				‘It really doesn’t happen that often,’ Jack said. ‘Sometimes after a promotion, but I think people are more familiar with my voice than with my face.’

				Mary looked at his face, which she’d never examined closely before. It was familiar, because it had appeared so often in various publications. If Australia had a movie industry, she thought, that face would be staring down at audiences from the silver screen. Jack wasn’t conventionally handsome, and he gave every appearance of not being vain about his looks, although this might have been a conceit. He had beautiful eyes, which were blue and strangely faceted; Mary thought he resembled Richard Barthelmess. He wasn’t married, and there’d been no gossip about affairs, so she assumed he was queer, which was fine by her. She liked the company of homosexual men, although she harboured a secret contempt for them when the mood took her.

				Jack Ables didn’t press her for details about the deaths that had altered her life. He gave her ample opportunity to talk about them, but she avoided discussing anything personal. They talked about The Red Mask, about how awful some of the dialogue was, and how awkward it was that Dora Mansfield was so close to Constance Thorpe. No one felt comfortable criticising her. They talked about the other cast members, not nastily, but speculated gently about their private lives. Neither of them felt like dessert — the rabbit had been a generous serve — and Jack offered to walk Mary to the Windsor Hotel. She accepted, admitting she was certain that her life was in danger. She said she felt foolish saying it, because it sounded so melodramatic. ‘Do you think I’m being paraoid?’ she asked.

				‘Paranoia has no basis in fact,’ Jack said. ‘I don’t know what happened to your family and your friend, not in any detail — and I don’t want you to tell me, if you don’t want to — but it seems to me that you have bloody good reasons for feeling vulnerable.’

				‘I’d like to tell you, Jack. I didn’t want to over dinner. I feel so alone.’

				The Windsor dining room was still open when they reached the hotel, and they took a table and ordered a pot of tea. Jack was a sympathetic listener. Mary told him all that she knew. She described finding her brother’s body and described, too, how the detective had made her identify the body — how he’d made her look at her brother’s naked corpse.

				‘I don’t like him,’ she said. ‘I know he’s got a job to do, but I don’t think he likes me. I suspect he thinks I’m rather cold.’

				As Mary spoke and as Jack listened, occasionally reaching out and covering her hand with his, she began to think that he mightn’t be queer after all. He looked at her warmly, and she felt that there was more to the look than sexless sympathy. However, if he was expecting an invitation to her room, he’d be disappointed. She felt in no position to begin an affair with her leading man.

				Jack Ables wouldn’t have said no to a sexual advance from Mary Quinn, although he would have been slightly uneasy about taking advantage of her at a vulnerable time in her life. His was not a predatory nature. The worst that could be said about him was that he was sexually opportunistic, but not consciously at the expense of another person’s feelings. Where sex was concerned, Jack Ables happily inhabited a broad church. The war had been a godsend to him. As his profile grew among the locals, and as his face became well known, his sexual dalliances with men became more dangerous. American servicemen, however, didn’t have a clue who he was, and there were more than enough of them to keep him busy when he felt the need — and when initiating sex with a woman was too complicated and fraught.

				Feeling primed for sex by his dinner with Mary Quinn and the more intimate conversation that had followed at the Windsor, Jack decided that he’d take a detour to St Kilda Road on his way home. The gardens opposite Victoria Barracks were always busy with GIs far enough from home to want to explore sexual options not available to them in Hicksburg.

				Ptolemy Jones had watched Mary Quinn enter the Windsor Hotel with a man he didn’t recognise — not that he expected to recognise her acquaintances. He hadn’t got a good look at him, but he’d seen him place his hand in the small of her back as they passed through the door. This man obviously had some sort of relationship with her that was a few notches above casual. He’d waited to see if the man stayed. When Jack Ables came out of the hotel, Jones followed him down to Flinders Street and across Princes Bridge onto St Kilda Road.

				 The dance hall on the west side of the road was busy. Ables kept to the opposite side and slipped into the park. Jones fell back, but didn’t lose sight of him. The path was carrying an unusual amount of traffic, and the reason soon became apparent to Jones. There was a tentative rhythm to the perambulations. Men would pass each other, turn to observe the retreating back, and if encouraged by a similarly turned head, stop, and then go back to where the other man now stood. Words were exchanged, and they would either part or head off together deeper into the shadows.

				 Jones made sure he kept off the path. He knew that he’d react with instinctive, unstoppable violence if some GI offered to suck his cock, or presented his own cock for Jones to enjoy. He had bigger fish to fry, and was sufficiently self-disciplined to postpone dealing with these perverts. He’d leave that for another night, when he’d come back with his acolytes and enjoy doling out some lessons on the purity of National Socialism. For now, he was content, although it disgusted him, to watch as Jack Ables brazenly kissed an American soldier on the mouth before leading him away. As far as Jones was concerned, whoever this man turned out to be, that kiss had sealed his fate. Such creatures had been swept from Germany’s streets, and the same would happen here. But not tonight. Not now.

				Titus and Maude agreed that the mutton stew was a failure. It was a Women’s Weekly recipe. Everything that might have made it tasty had been stripped out of it, on the assumption that households wouldn’t have the butter to brown the meat, or the wine to enrich the broth. Maude had followed the recipe to the letter. The result was greasy and with a flavour that was simultaneously bland and unpleasant. Fortunately, neither of them was much interested in food. They ate for sustenance rather than enjoyment.

				 Maude passed on what she’d learned about Helen Lord, and confirmed for Titus that his instincts about her were correct. In Maude’s opinion, Helen was spectacularly more gifted than any of Titus’s male colleagues, a fact that no doubt would not go unpunished in the police force. Titus was briefly offended, but conceded the essential truth of his wife’s comment.

				Titus told Maude about his frustratingly fruitless afternoon. He’d visited the Savage Club, hoping to speak with some of John Quinn’s fellow members. There’d been only a few men there, only one of whom knew Quinn, and even then the acquaintance was only glancing. Quinn had been an irregular visitor to the club, and this chap felt that he hadn’t really been the club type. He had a notion that Quinn had used the club more regularly before he’d retired. This was confirmed by the doorman, who said that Quinn hadn’t been into the club for more than a year, although he’d kept up his membership. He’d given Titus the names of two men with whom Quinn had seemed to be friendly. Both names were familiar to Titus — they were retired judges.

				‘They might be able to tell us something about John Quinn’s character,’ Titus said to Maude. ‘But, more and more, I think that Xavier Quinn was the focus of these killings.’

				‘I don’t think that’s a safe assumption, Titus. The theatrics might have been designed as a distraction’.

				Titus sighed.

				 ‘Yes, there is that. I must admit that I’m feeling strangely defeated.’


				
				28 December
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				Mitchell Magill, Peggy Montford, Arthur, and Margaret left Magill’s house after midnight to avoid police detection. Half-a-dozen like-minded people were to arrive at Candlebark Hill at lunchtime, and Ptolemy Jones and one of his friends were also expected. How all these people would organise travel passes wasn’t Magill’s problem, and it had never been an issue in the past. Restrictions on rail travel seemed flexible, to say the least.

				Darkness obscured the monotony of the farmland and grassland to Melbourne’s west. By the time Magill’s Bentley reached the turn-off from Ballarat Road into Gully Road, all three of his companions were asleep, but they awoke as the car rattled its way down the driveway to Magill’s house. It was a cool evening, although not cool enough to make it worth the bother of lighting a fire. The air in the house was stale, but not unpleasant. It was the staleness of wood smoke, with a faint background note of boiled meat. Aware that mosquitoes made airing the house at night impossible, the quartet retired to bed, so fatigued as to be indifferent to air quality.

				In the morning, Peggy and Margaret set about preparing lunch for twelve, and Mitchell and Arthur tidied the outhouse that would accommodate their guests. Arthur again expressed his reservations about Ptolemy Jones, this time more forcefully than before.

				‘I’ve been thinking about him,’ he said. ‘I don’t like him, and neither does Margaret. I mean, we really don’t like him, Mitchell.’

				‘I don’t like him either,’ Magill said, ‘which is precisely why we need him. I can’t imagine anyone liking him. No one’s going to be taken in by his manners, which are so thin, anyway, that they’re barely there. It’s not important that people like him. What is important is that they’re intimidated by him. He’s exactly what Australian Patriots needs. We want people to feel glad that he’s on their side.’

				‘I think he sees himself as more than a dumb enforcer, Mitchell. I’m afraid that he has ideas, and I don’t think he’ll be easy to control.’

				‘Leave that to me, Arthur. Trust me, he’s a follower. I’m sure he’s got ideas. What he doesn’t have is our intelligence. He’ll follow orders once the pack hierarchy has been firmly established. He’s even got you fooled, Arthur. Jones is no wolf; a snarly little terrier, maybe. I’ll protect you if he bites your ankles.’

				Titus met Joe and Helen in the Homicide office at 9.00am and briefed them on the preliminary reports of the three autopsies. The red marks around John Quinn’s nose and lips were chloroform burns. As Titus had first suggested, he hadn’t shot himself. The brown hair on his fingers had come from the body of his son, and had been deliberately placed there by a third party. In an attempt, perhaps, to confound police and humiliate John Quinn, the clump was pubic hair. Xavier Quinn’s injuries were extensive, and consistent with him having been tortured before his death. Beneath the blood there were several burns, as well as slashes and welts. Two fingers on each hand had been broken. Sheila Draper’s body was severely bruised, suggesting that she’d been badly beaten before her death. She’d also been sexually assaulted.

				‘Pre- or post-mortem?’ Helen Lord asked.

				‘Impossible to say. Also, there’s been one other murder since Christmas Eve, which is below average for this time of year. I suppose we should be grateful for that. The body of a tattooist was found last night. He’d been dead for a couple of days at least — broken neck.’

				‘Is there a connection, do you think, with the Quinns?’

				‘They’re geographically close, Sergeant, or close enough. Beyond that, I can’t see a connection. The tattooist, from what we can tell, died quickly. There are no signs of messy violence, and no forced entry. Whoever killed him was invited in.’

				‘Which suggests he knew his killer,’ Joe said.

				‘As you know, the vast majority of murder victims know their killer,’ Titus said. ‘So, yes, that death looks more domestic than the Quinns’ or Miss Draper’s. I mean domestic only in the sense of its banality.’

				‘Was it a clean break?’ Helen Lord asked.

				Titus knew what she was getting at.

				‘Yes, that’s a connection, although it’s hardly an illuminating one. The Quinn murders and the tattooist murder were done by a strong person.’

				‘Fingerprints?’ Joe asked.

				‘No matches yet across the sites.’

				Titus handed Helen and Joe a sheaf of typed pages.

				‘These are the full briefing notes so far. It’s everything we have. I’ve put an asterisk next to anything that seemed to me even minimally anomalous. They may be meaningless, but I’d like you to consider them.’

				‘Anomalous?’ Joe hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

				‘Yes. On page 60, for example, there’s a note from a constable stating that a neighbour passed someone on Christmas night, a man who he’d never seen in the area before. He didn’t like the look of him, although that might just have been because he wasn’t wearing a hat. The constable didn’t press for details, unfortunately. At least he made a note of it, but if he’d done his job properly we wouldn’t have to follow it up. As it is, I’d like you, Constable Lord, to pay the witness a visit, and see if you can winkle anything useful out of him.’

				‘What about those diaries?’ Joe asked.

				‘There’s a note about them in there. They haven’t been fully translated yet, but they’re mostly gibberish. Xavier Quinn’s grasp of Latin was idiosyncratic, to say the least. The only bits he gets right are long transcriptions of the Mass. The translator is ploughing on reluctantly. The only clue they provide is to Xavier Quinn’s uncertain grasp on reality.’

				Before Titus went any further, Joe thought it would be politic to remind him that he wouldn’t be available to Homicide for the remainder of that day, or the following day. No mention had been made so far of his meeting with Tom Mackenzie. Joe expected that he’d be quizzed about that in private. He intended to tell Titus that Tom had been cooperative and that he didn’t have much that was useful to offer. He didn’t intend telling him that Tom would be going with him to Daylesford. He wasn’t sure why — he suspected that Titus would disapprove of bringing his wife’s brother into the investigation in any capacity other than as a source of information.

				Titus wasn’t happy when Joe mentioned Daylesford, and his face betrayed his annoyance. Outside Inspector Lambert’s office, Helen Lord couldn’t help but comment on that annoyance.

				‘Is he right, do you think? Is Intelligence on the wrong tram?’

				‘We’re all on foot, Constable. None of us is even near a tram, so Intelligence’s hunch is as valid as any.’

				‘Are you being used to fill a manpower gap at Intelligence’s end?’

				‘That is what they’re doing. They were quite up-front about it.’

				Joe found himself unexpectedly defending Intelligence. His loyalty remained with Homicide, of course, but he didn’t like the feeling that investigating Australia First was unworthy.

				‘Even if Intelligence is wrong about the murders,’ he said, ‘surely any information I can get about a subversive organisation is worthwhile. Their priorities are different, that’s all.’

				‘You don’t have to convince me, Sergeant. Besides, the more you’re away, the more I get to do.’

				She smiled at him, and the only decent thing to do was to smile in return.

				Joe Sable and Tom Mackenzie sat opposite Tom Chafer and Dick Goad in an office that was as insalubrious as Tom Mackenzie’s Requisitions office. Intelligence might exercise considerable surreptitious power and influence, but it was insufficient to overcome the limitations of Victoria Barracks. Checks had been run on Tom Mackenzie, and nothing untoward had been found, so there’d been no hindrance to Joe’s request that Tom accompany him to Daylesford.

				There was no record of Tom’s connection to The Publicist, probably because he rarely bought a copy and wasn’t a subscriber. Tom told Chafer and Goad that his past interest in Xavier Herbert had led him to the magazine, but that he now found Herbert  almost unreadable.

				‘You don’t need to dissociate yourself from Herbert, Group Captain Mackenzie. He is of no interest to us, or to Inter-Allied Services. He’s here, you know, in Melbourne.’

				In spite of himself, Tom was interested.

				‘Really? Doing what?’

				‘He was a neurotic mess when he came back from what might be described as his unruly service in the Northern Territory, and he’s now filling in time until the army sees fit to discharge him. He’s at the Royal Park General Duties Depot. He’s a drill sergeant, and the word is that he loathes it. So everybody’s happy. If you’re keen to meet him, I’m sure that could be arranged when you come back from Daylesford.’

				Tom demurred. He had no wish to meet a literary hero whom he’d outgrown.

				Neither Chafer nor Goad expressed surprise when Joe told them that Mitchell Magill and his mates were avid naturists. They knew this already, had always known it, and had lied about it by omission on their previous visit; and they knew, too, of their spurious connection to the German nudist movements of the 1930s. Chafer let slip that no one in Intelligence, including the British-run arm, had been keen to infiltrate Magill’s group for that reason. The eccentricities of individual Hitlerites were legion, he said — some of them worshipped the Norse gods, if you please. Joe realised that his inexperience had played into their hands, and that Intelligence was a stranger to honesty and trust. Well, he’d make the most of it.

				‘Running around in the nuddy doesn’t bother me,’ he said. ‘Perhaps your people have deficiencies they’d rather not reveal.’

				Chafer smirked.

				‘I’ll look forward to reading your report,’ he said.

				Back in Tom Mackenzie’s office, Joe asked how many branches of Intelligence worked out of Victoria Barracks.

				‘Who knows? I know the Netherlands East Indies Force is here, and I presume that’s a fancy handle for some branch, but here in Requisitions we’re not privy to anything sensitive. The fact that I can’t wait to strip off and run around in the bush should tell you how deadly this job is. Now that we’re actually doing this, don’t you think I need to know a bit more about it?’

				Joe hesitated for a moment. In giving the green light to Tom joining Joe in Daylesford, Chafer had outlined the secrecy provisions of the Crimes Act. Those provisions would cover, in this instance, the details of the Quinn and Draper murders, so that Inspector Lambert need never know that his brother-in-law had been involved in this peripheral way. Joe experienced a brief crisis of confidence, even as he gave the details of the case so far, and wondered if involving Tom Mackenzie in this represented a failure of nerve. Mackenzie was older than him, looked strong, and had a full clearance from Intelligence. Why not make use of him? Tom was eager, and after only a brief acquaintance, Joe thought he’d be reliable. But however he rationalised it, Tom Mackenzie’s presence calmed Joe’s fears. It was as simple as that, and those fears had started to unsettle him.

				‘Tell me about this nudist stuff,’ Tom said.

				‘I don’t know much about it. It seems to be about brotherhood and Nietzsche and art and nation-building. It’s all very vague, pretentious, and spurious.’

				‘Right. I get the general idea. Manliness, heroism, and myth-making. It wouldn’t surprise me if Xavier Herbert himself turned up. Mens sana in corpore sano. The cult of the body.’

				He shook his head. ‘It’ll be interesting to see what fine specimens of Aryan manhood make an appearance.’

				‘Aryan womanhood, too, of course.’

				‘Let’s hope they prove to be the leaven in the lump.’

				Over the next two hours, Joe and Tom worked on their strategy. Turning up with an unannounced and unvetted accomplice would undoubtedly upset Magill. It was imperative therefore that Tom establish his credentials as a sympathiser firmly and quickly. It was with some slight chagrin that Joe felt Tom taking charge, although the feeling was muted by the acceptance that the age difference between them would naturally discourage subservience in Tom.

				‘I need to be brash,’ Tom said. ‘They need to shift their attention from you to me. Maybe you could give the impression that you’ve gone a bit lukewarm on the political-party idea.’

				‘I don’t want to alienate them.’

				‘No. You could appear to need reassuring, though, whereas I’ll be gung-ho, and throw a few names from The Publicist’s ranks into the conversation. If he’s sure enough about you, he won’t be suspicious for very long about me. I can sing from his song sheet. You don’t have to worry about me.’

				But Joe was worrying about him. Now that everything was in place, he had a vague sense of dread about what he’d set into motion.

				Constable Helen Lord found the witness to whom Inspector Lambert had referred — a man in his sixties who lived a few doors down from the Quinn house. He’d been out walking his dog at 9.00pm when he’d passed a fellow, he said, who was standing in an odd sort of way. He couldn’t say what was odd about it, exactly; it was probably just that he hadn’t been expecting to see anyone there, and that always makes an encounter a bit odd. He couldn’t for the life of him recall what the man looked like. The light wasn’t very good. He was thin; no, not thin, lean. That’s right. At any rate he wasn’t fat, and he wasn’t wearing a hat, which wasn’t all that peculiar. His hair? Oh dear. It was short. At any rate, it wasn’t long. Colour? Hard to say. Probably not red, although red can look dark at night, can’t it? Blond maybe. At any rate, not black. Clean-shaven, though. Definitely clean-shaven. He would have remembered a beard because he didn’t like beards. He’d never worn one himself as a result. Untidy, grubby things. When his wife was alive she’d always appreciated the fact that he shaved closely every day. Had he seen the man before or since? No, definitely not. He’d remember, because he never forgot a face.

				Helen Lord took notes patiently, and reassured him that he’d been most helpful. There was one more thing. Did he know the Quinn family very well? Barely at all, it turned out. It was strange, wasn’t it, seeing as how they lived just a few doors down, but they kept to themselves. They were Catholics, of course, and that Quinn boy was very odd indeed. No, he couldn’t say he’d ever had so much as a polite chat with any of them, let alone a long conversation. Helen thanked him for his time, and closed her notebook.

				Outside, she went to the spot where the witness had passed the stranger. She stood and looked towards the Quinn house. Whoever had been there on Christmas night would have had a clear view of the house. Would a killer, who’d know that the house would be crawling with coppers, risk coming back?

				While she was in the neighbourhood, Helen decided to re-visit a few of the Quinn’s immediate neighbours. Inspector Lambert hadn’t authorised her to do this, but he could have no objection to her showing some initiative. The results were disappointing, though. No one was any more forthcoming than he or she had been with the policemen who’d already questioned them. The Quinns, it was universally agreed, kept to themselves. They were no different in this respect from several of the other rich inhabitants of Clarendon Street.

				Helen headed back to Russell Street feeling disappointed that she’d have nothing of value to report to Inspector Lambert. This feeling curdled in her into an unfounded suspicion that she’d been sent to do busy work. By the time she reached the Homicide office her mood was filthy, and included in the general scope of that mood was a retrospectively intense resentment of Maude Lambert’s questioning. Helen now felt the force of what she took to be its impertinence and inappropriateness.

				Titus could hardly miss the anger that came off her in waves when she entered the office. To his astonishment, he found himself intimidated by Helen’s emotion. He proceeded warily.

				‘Anything of interest at Clarendon Street?’ he asked.

				‘No,’ she replied tersely. ‘But you already knew that.’

				These simple words subdued Titus’s feeling of intimidation. It wasn’t the outrageous insubordination that angered him; it was Helen’s inference that he would willingly waste her time and talent.

				‘What I knew, Constable Lord, was that an unimaginative policeman had failed to ask a potentially useful witness some basic questions. I’d hoped that a more imaginative police officer could do a better job. You seem to feel that the task was beneath you — and that, I have to say, disappoints me greatly.’

				Helen said nothing. She could see the sense in what Lambert said, and the knowledge that she’d disappointed him made her feel almost physically ill. How had he got under her guard? How had he made her want to impress him?

				‘Tell me what the witness told you,’ Titus said coolly. ‘I presume he told you something.’

				Helen opened her notebook and read her notes in a steady voice. This was something of an achievement, given that what she wanted to do was cry. When she’d finished, he said, ‘I saw the same man.’

				Helen Lord’s eyes lifted involuntarily to his.

				‘Your witness saw this man at nine o’clock. I was leaving the Quinn house a short time after that, and I saw a person walking away. It was too dark to be really sure whether it was a man or a woman. He was wearing trousers, but it could easily have been a woman either going to or coming home from work. Now we can be sure it was a man. We have a time, and a place, and a direction in which he was walking. We also know that at the time the witness saw him, he was stationary. Why? There could be a million innocent reasons, or one guilty reason. Is it outside the bounds of possibility, Constable, that our man was walking towards Sheila Draper’s house, having reassured himself that Mary Quinn was not at home, and that if she wasn’t at home, perhaps she’d gone to stay with her closest friend? In such a scenario, our man would have to be close enough to Mary Quinn to know who her best friend was. None of which gives us anything definite to work with, but it does perhaps weaken the notion that these murders are about politics. I’d say that your babbling witness, despite it having been beneath your dignity to have had to listen to him, has added significantly to our understanding.’

				Helen’s mortification was complete. She’d allowed her anger, her lingering bitterness, about her treatment in the police force to cloud her powers of observation and interpretation. And, worst of all, she’d sprayed her bitterness in the direction of the one man who’d recognised her strengths. She couldn’t bring herself to apologise — not because she didn’t feel the need to, but because she had no clue how to do it without sounding stupid. Instead, she agreed that Titus’s scenario was entirely plausible, and she hoped that he would detect that no one was more aware than she was that she’d let herself down. Titus, who had himself calmed down by the end of his exposition, didn’t press her for an explanation of her behaviour, and wasn’t interested in demanding an apology. He’d seen how stricken she’d looked, and he could hear it in her voice. No doubt she thought her time in Homicide was over. He didn’t feel the need to make her sweat over that.

				‘We need to door-knock more widely, Constable. I want you to do that tomorrow. I’ll get you half-a-dozen policemen. They’ll be under your direction, and I don’t want you to tolerate any insubordination. You have my permission to pull anyone into line who steps out of it, and I don’t care how old they are. I’ll support you if any complaints come my way.’

				When Helen left Titus’s office, she telephoned Joe at his home. She needed a drink and someone to talk to. The telephone rang and rang, and she was about to hang up when Joe answered, breathless. Helen quickly established that his working day was finished, and that he was home for the evening. She invited herself over, and said that she knew a man who’d sell her a couple of bottles of beer, which she’d bring, just as soon as he told her his address.

				Joe looked around his flat and tried to assess its tidiness from a visitor’s perspective. It would do. He gave the toilet a quick clean, and wondered if Helen would be happy with baked beans on toast, because that was all there was to eat in the flat. He was pleased that she was dropping in, glad that she needed to talk to him about the case and about the run-in she’d had with Inspector Lambert. He’d have some sympathy for her on that score.

				When she arrived, Helen complimented Joe on his flat, and said that she longed to have a place of her own. It was a slip of the tongue because, having said it, she had to explain what her living arrangements were. She hadn’t intended to give as much away about herself as she’d given to Maude Lambert, although her hostility about that interrogation had eased by now. She gave Joe the bare bones of her life story, and in the course of the conversation Joe returned the favour. After a couple of warm beers, any awkwardness between them vanished, and they were able to speak easily about work and the Quinn–Draper murders. Here, in the privacy of Joe’s flat, it was easier to speculate about things. Neither of them felt constrained by professional niceties.

				‘Is Mary Quinn admirably honest, or a heartless bitch?’ Helen asked.

				‘A bit of both, maybe. I feel a bit guilty about mucking up my interview with her. I frightened her — accidentally. She was too distracted after that to be helpful. Lambert didn’t say anything to me about it, but I always know when he thinks I’ve fallen short.’

				‘He gave me the full benefit of his disapproval this afternoon,’ Helen told him, and proceeded to give Joe details of her exchange with Titus. They agreed that one of the most annoying things about Titus Lambert was that he was generally right — and the fact that he managed to be right without being pompous somehow made it more annoying.

				‘What do you think of his wife?’ Helen asked.

				‘I like her.’

				‘Were you manoeuvred into a private conversation with her?’

				Joe laughed.

				‘Of course. We had lunch. I didn’t mind at all. She was good company.’

				‘I didn’t mind at the time, but I think I mind now. It felt like an audition, like she was vetting Lambert’s appointments.’

				‘I think he relies on her a good deal, and I suspect that she’s far more involved in investigations than anyone knows.’

				Helen narrowed her eyes.

				‘I don’t think I like that very much.’

				‘They’ve been married a long time.’

				‘If she wants to be a detective, why doesn’t she join the force?’

				Joe had no answer to that, although he couldn’t imagine Maude Lambert putting up with the stuff that Helen Lord had to put up with.

				‘Like I say,’ he said, ‘I like Maude Lambert a lot. I think you should like her, too. She’s on your side.’

				‘Yes, I know. I want to like her. I just don’t like people doing me favours.’

				With the beer finished, they ate the baked beans, and Helen left soon after. Joe hadn’t told her about his plans for the following day, and she’d been sufficiently discreet not to probe him about them. For her part, Helen tried, and failed, to quell a sensation about Joe Sable that felt remarkably, and inconveniently, like desire.
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				Joe Sable and Tom Mackenzie met at Spencer Street Station. The train to Ballarat left at eight; they would change at Ballarat and catch another train back to Daylesford. The Ballarat train was surprisingly busy, given the official restrictions on travel. Intelligence had sprung them a seat in first class, although how this differed in quality from any of the other carriages escaped Joe. Perhaps the extra cost assured a better class of passenger; it certainly didn’t provide a more comfortable seat.

				Once they were under way, Tom wondered out loud if any of their fellow passengers were headed for Magill’s property at Candlebark Hill. He went to the toilet at the far end of the carriage, and gave each of them a quick once-over on the way. When he returned to his seat, he said that he hoped none of them were fascist sympathisers of Magill’s ilk, because he didn’t fancy seeing any of them naked.

				He told Joe that he’d been thinking overnight about how to present himself to Magill.

				‘I don’t think I should be a subtle character. Things are either black or white. You’re with me or you’re against me — if you’re not a friend, you’re an enemy. That sort of thing. What do you reckon?’

				‘The ideal fascist mentality. Magill certainly isn’t looking to recruit people with imagination or subtle intelligence. This isn’t a game, though, Tom. It’s not just a day off work. These are people who might not be violent themselves, but they’re not above employing others to do their dirty work.’

				‘I’m aware of that, but how much damage can someone do when he’s naked? There’s no danger of concealed weapons.’

				Joe recognised Tom’s tone as a cover for nervousness.

				‘I’m as uncertain about this as you are, Tom, believe me.’

				‘Thank Christ for that, because now that we’re actually doing it, I’m shitting myself. Why do these clowns have to be fucking nudists?’

				Mitchell Magill was waiting at the Daylesford railway station, as promised. He looked surly, and when Joe stepped down from the train with the uninvited Tom, Magill’s face puckered with suspicion. Joe introduced Tom as a sympathiser, a keen one, whose discretion could be counted on. Magill shook Tom’s proffered hand reluctantly.

				‘Pleased to meet you,’ Tom said, and his vowels had been flattened slightly. ‘Joe here tells me you and I might have a fair bit in common. Not impressed so far, I have to tell you. You seem a bit flash and stand-offish. Not sure we’ll have that much in common after all.’

				Magill was taken aback by this brash assessment. He made a lightning reappraisal of Tom Mackenzie.

				‘It’s been a very difficult twenty-four hours,’ he said. He looked at Joe. ‘A few of our friends have left us. Apparently they’re not as committed as we thought they were. We’re a depleted group.’

				‘Not Peggy, surely,’ Joe said.

				‘No, not Peggy. She’s solid.’

				If Magill had any further qualms about Tom Mackenzie, he chose not to express them, but told him that he was welcome to stay at Candlebark Hill.

				They began to walk into Daylesford, whose main street was dominated by a lavish, gold-funded town hall, the Rex cinema, and two hotels. There were several horses tied up outside them, and there was enough dung on the road to suggest that horses and carts were at least as common there as motor vehicles. A few of these, their lines disfigured by large charcoal-burners on the back, were parked in the street. Joe wasn’t paying particular attention to his surroundings because Tom had brazenly asked Magill what he’d meant when he’d said that those friends of his lacked commitment. There was no lightness in his voice, and no hint of nervousness. He sounded severe and humourless, as if Magill somehow owed him an explanation.

				‘I’m not here just to run around in the nuddy, Magill. Joe told me about that. If the commitment you’re talking about is just to this naturist bullshit, tell me now, and I’ll save myself a walk.’

				Joe could tell that Magill was yet again taken aback by this stranger’s gall.

				‘Naturism is not just about the body,’ he said carefully and calmly. ‘It’s about the mind too, and the Earth. It’s …’

				‘Fuck the mind, mate, if it’s not about the Japs and the Jews I’m not dropping my strides. Joe reckoned you were the man to see about Australia First. Is that right, or not? A straight answer would be helpful at this point, mate.’

				Magill had probably never been spoken to like this in his life, and he was so surprised he confirmed that he was indeed the man to see about Australia First.

				‘Except we’re now called Australian Patriots.’

				Joe was flabbergasted by the success of Tom’s gambit.

				‘There aren’t many of us left,’ Magill said. ‘At least, officially. Being a patriot is frowned upon these days. They’d rather lock you up than give you a pat on the back.’

				Tom did just that. In a display of masculine bonhomie, he slapped Magill on the back and said, ‘Good man.’

				‘And you needn’t worry about dropping your strides, to use your expression. The mood at Candlebark Hill isn’t right to celebrate the body. You’re welcome to shed your textiles, of course, and I assure you no one will bat an eyelid, but you’ll be the only one to do so, and you might not be comfortable with that.’

				Both Joe and Tom heaved a silent sigh of relief, and Joe wondered what could have happened to take the shine off licht land — an expression he’d learned from the title of one of the magazines found in John Quinn’s bedroom.

				As they walked out of Daylesford through cleared gullies towards Candlebark Hill, Tom continued to flesh out the character he’d created. Joe even heard him make snide little asides about what he considered to be Joe’s half-hearted, if genuine, commitment to the politics of Australia First.

				‘Pardon me,’ Tom said, ‘Australian Patriots. Joe’s with us, Mitch — don’t get me wrong. But just between you and me, it’s more of a hobby with him — know what I mean?’

				Magill nodded and said that he knew exactly what he meant, but that the party needed everyone it could get.

				‘You’re right about that,’ Tom said. ‘I just wish he was a bit tougher about the cause.’

				‘The cause?’

				‘That’s what I call it. It’s my cause anyway. One flag, one people, one government — that was Australia First’s motto, and it’s mine, too. This government’s doing nothing to stop the communists and Jews from eating away at this country from within. Look at the number of reffos coming here. The way I see it, it’s time someone did something about that.’

				Joe was walking behind Mitchell and Tom, so he couldn’t see the expression on Mitchell’s face. He noticed, though, that Tom’s rant had put a spring in Magill’s step.

				The walk to Candlebark Hill wasn’t too demanding, despite the increasing heat. After thirty minutes they turned off a gravel road onto a track that was sign-posted as Coate’s Road. Magill led them up it to a small house, built close to the track and bordered by cleared paddocks. A majestic manna gum, a remnant of the forest that these now empty, hungry paddocks must once have supported, grew close to the gate. They passed through it and followed an avenue of young eucalypts to where the land fell gently away towards another house with three modest outbuildings nearby — structures that were invisible from the road. They sat on the edge of a copse of trees that extended for some distance to the left and right, and crept up the incline on the far side of a small, dry creek. Magill waved his hand over the scene.

				‘Wherever you see trees, that’s my land. This used to belong to my father. He planted all this back in the 1920s.’

				‘Big effort,’ Tom said.

				‘The people round here thought he was nuts. Waste of good paddocks, they said.’

				As they walked towards the house, three figures emerged and came towards Magill and his two companions. One of them, blond and lean, was shirtless. The other two were in shirtsleeves, with dark sweat-stains in their armpits.

				‘This is Arthur’, Magill said as they met. Arthur shook their hands. The remaining two stood away from him, as if not wanting to be associated with his flabby, sweaty lack of condition.

				‘This is Ptolemy,’ Magill said. Jones inclined his head to indicate that he was the Ptolemy in question, but made no move to shake hands. There’s a body that any self-respecting fascist thug would be proud to own, Joe thought. His name was strange, as Tom undiplomatically made clear.

				‘Ptolemy? Is that your real name, mate?’

				‘Ptolemy is the name my parents gave me.’

				His accent had had the working-class edge taken off it, but wasn’t the product of the schools that had produced Mitchell and Arthur. Joe was instinctively wary of him. Taken separately, his features were regular, but in combination they somehow conspired to make him plain — a fact not helped by the static ugliness of his expression. It was impossible to miss the words ‘Arguement 7’ tattooed in an arc under his navel. The misspelling made the tattoo ridiculous, and the phrase itself was meaningless to Joe and Tom. Ptolemy, Joe thought, looked like a man who’d last smiled at the drowning of a kitten.

				‘And this is Fred,’ Magill said. The third man nodded at the sound of his name. He was dark — Ptolemy was the blond one — about the same age as Ptolemy, and, like him, he carried no excess weight. His face was clouded by a dark beard-shadow. There is nothing happy about this little group, Joe thought. The air was tense. Magill pointed to one of the outbuildings.

				‘You can leave your things in there, and join us in the house for a cup of tea.’

				Magill and the three men headed towards the house, and Joe and Tom entered the outbuilding. It wasn’t large, but it had been divided into three rooms, with bunk beds in each room. There was no evidence that anybody else was staying there, so both Joe and Tom assumed that the trouble Magill had mentioned must have led to quite an exodus.

				‘I’d say,’ said Tom, ‘that whatever happened here had something to do with that Ptolemy character and his furry friend. I don’t like the look of them one bit. What the hell does “Argument 7” mean, and who doesn’t check the spelling on a fucking tattoo, for Christ’s sake? He’s like a Nazi from Central Casting.’

				‘You should think about acting as a career, Tom. You’re bloody convincing.’

				‘This isn’t fun anymore, is it? I’m suddenly very nervous about what I’ve got myself into. The two skinny ones probably don’t have great senses of humour.’

				‘This retreat has turned pretty sour, obviously, and that Ptolemy bloke would scare off anyone who was here for a quiet weekend of frolicking. Let’s go in.’

				Tom and Joe let themselves into the house. It was well furnished — not at all the rustic retreat they’d been expecting. Arthur’s wife, Margaret, and Magill’s friend, Peggy Montford, were introduced to Tom, and Margaret was introduced to Joe. Joe thought that seeing her clothed was far superior to the prospect of seeing her naked. They sat in comfortable chairs in the living room, except for Magill, who stood proprietorially by the fireplace, his arm resting on the mantelpiece. Several chairs — four single-seaters and a three-seater — were arranged around a low, circular table, and hugged the fireplace quite closely. On the wall above the mantelpiece was a large triptych of four naked women.

				‘Very nice,’ Tom said. ‘Nice-looking sheilas.’

				His gracelessness was rewarded by a delighted laugh from Peggy.

				‘I’m glad you like it,’ Magill said. He took a postcard from the mantel and passed it to Tom, who looked at it and passed it on to Joe. The image was of a living room in Germany, which Magill had approximated with the paintings and their furnishings, and their placement in his own room at Candlebark Hill.

				‘Adolf Ziegler did the original of this picture. I think I’ve done it justice.’

				‘You painted that?’ Tom asked.

				‘Mitchell painted all of the pictures in this house,’ Peggy said. ‘He’s handy with a brush.’

				‘It’s bloody brilliant,’ Tom said. ‘Hey, the one in the centre — that’s you, isn’t it?’

				Peggy Montford moved her head to resemble the pose.

				‘Yes, that’s me. All of me.’

				‘It’s called The Four Elements,’ Magill said, ‘and Herr Hitler has a copy of it in his house in Munich.’

				Joe noticed that Ptolemy looked at the painting when Magill said this, but the expression on his face was one of distaste, and perhaps incomprehension. The aesthetics of National Socialism were of no interest to him — probably, Joe thought, because he wasn’t intelligent enough to engage with them, even though they were bland, sexless, and embarrassingly shallow. The other man, Fred, didn’t look at the painting. He was watching Tom Mackenzie, his face expressionless.

				‘Are you interested in art, Tom?’ Magill took back the postcard and replaced it on the mantel.

				‘I am if the subject matter is like that.’

				Joe began to worry that Tom was shifting his character into caricature. Magill didn’t seem to notice.

				‘The human body should never excite shame,’ he said.

				‘I’ll make some tea,’ Peggy said, and Margaret was quick to join her. Magill began to warm to his theme, and his tone suggested that his remarks were pointed criticisms of Ptolemy and Fred.

				‘Freikörperkultur, free physical culture. This was the corner-stone of the movement in Germany. Sadly, the National Socialists have lost their way in this area — largely, literally, because Herr Goering is fat. He issued an edict banning naturism, absurdly claiming that nudity was one of the greatest threats to German culture and morality. A cultural error, he called it. He’s a fat fool, of course. The only error is the amount of food he sticks in his mouth. The Fuhrer’s taste in art certainly suggests he disagrees with him. German art celebrates the purity and glory of the body.’

				‘But they’re not realistic, are they, those bodies?’ Tom said. ‘I mean, who actually looks like that?’ He indicated the three other nudes that hung in the room.

				‘Who really looks like that?’ Magill repeated. ‘That’s an unimaginative, ill-informed question, Tom, if you don’t mind me saying so.’

				‘I like them,’ Joe said. ‘Realism is lazy, I think. It hits you between the eyes, but doesn’t linger in the mind. It’s visceral and pointless. These seem to express something moral, permanent. These are proud women; look at them. Priestesses, vital.’ He paused. ‘Fertile.’

				Magill was impressed.

				‘You’ve given this some thought,’ he said.

				‘Are you familiar with Breker’s and Thorak’s sculptures, Mitchell?’

				‘Of course I am. Magnificent.’

				Ptolemy stood up, irritated by the conversation. He stretched, and a whiff of soap reached Joe’s nose. He thought it rude that this surly creature hadn’t bothered to put on a shirt, especially in someone else’s living room. Given, though, that under normal circumstances nobody would have been wearing anything, he didn’t suppose that Magill took offence.

				Peggy and Margaret returned, and the five men joined them at the dining-room table. Arthur, who’d said very little, asked Tom what had brought him and Joe to Candlebark Hill.

				‘The same as you, mate.’

				‘Really, and what brought me here?’

				His vaguely nasty literalism was a reminder that it was a mistake to imagine that any of these people were benign. Tom returned fire.

				‘I’m assuming you’re here because you have certain political beliefs that are currently, and disastrously, unpopular. If I’m wrong, and you’re here to stare at women’s tits, then perhaps Joe and I should leave you to it.’

				Arthur nodded.

				‘I didn’t mean to offend you, Tom.’

				Tom, having put him on the back foot, wasn’t prepared to rebalance him.

				‘Whether you meant it or not, you managed it, mate.’

				With this exchange, Tom wiped away any sense in the others that he could be dismissed lightly. Magill moved to ease the tension, even though the presence of Ptolemy and Fred ensured that a constant level of it remained.

				‘I must say, Joe, it’s a pleasant relief to talk to someone about painting. I’d like to show you something after we’ve had tea. I think you’ll enjoy it.’

				The conversation turned to inconsequential matters, and Tom resumed his uncomplicated, easy manner, which gave some respite from the heavy, threatening presence of Ptolemy and Fred. Fred said nothing, and Ptolemy made some effort to offset the brutish air that hung about him by uttering an occasional urbanity. Tom took every opportunity to allow the group small glimpses of the ugly persona he’d begun to inhabit. Each sour little remark about communists, or snide aside about Jews, elicited nods of approval and agreement.

				As the morning wore on, the group’s previous discretion about politics fell away completely until the conversation centred on Australia First and its untimely demise.

				‘We were on the verge of forming a successful party,’ Magill said. ‘We were for king and country. We are for king and country.’

				‘It’s a shame that the wrong king’s on the throne,’ Ptolemy said. ‘His brother was sympathetic.’

				‘So what happened to Australia First?’ Tom asked.

				‘There were elements who were indiscreet in their partisan-ship,’ Margaret said. ‘They should have kept their powder dry, and read the general mood more accurately. Zealots are useful when things are up and running; otherwise they tend rather to frighten the horses.’

				‘Great patriots are always seen as traitors by toadying governments,’ Ptolemy said. Fred grunted his assent to this claim. Joe said, ‘Well spoken,’ and Ptolemy shifted his pale gaze in his direction. There was no sign of gratitude for Joe’s show of support in those disconcerting eyes; Joe thought that Ptolemy’s emotional range probably didn’t accommodate such feelings.

				‘A short walk would be good,’ Arthur said, and hauled his portly body to its feet. With only a few hours left before he and Tom needed to leave to catch the train back to Melbourne, Joe decided the time was right to speak to the two women, who looked like they intended to stay put. Tom, who’d made such a success of proving his credentials, could get information out of the men. Joe made an excuse about not wanting to get sunburnt — an excuse that produced a derisive little snort from Fred — and sat back down again. The rest of the men headed for the door, with an admonition from Margaret to watch out for snakes and holes in the ground.

				‘This place is riddled with old gold diggings,’ she said.

				The women were glad to have Joe for company as they set about preparing for lunch. Margaret let slip that she found Ptolemy and Fred a bit creepy.

				‘His name is Jones,’ she said. ‘Can you believe that? Ptolemy Jones. I don’t know Fred’s last name — maybe it’s equally exotic, but in reverse.’

				‘You don’t sound like you know them very well,’ Joe said.

				‘None of us do. We met Fred for the first time yesterday, and Mr Jones arrived for lunch on Christmas Day. That was the first time we met him.’

				‘I don’t like him at all,’ Peggy said. ‘Jones, I mean. He’s scary, if you ask me. Not my sort at all.’

				‘Is he the reason that everyone else left?’ Joe asked.

				Peggy and Margaret exchanged glances, and decided that there was no reason to be coy.

				‘Yes,’ Margaret said. ‘I think they found his political commit-ment a little, well, overwhelming.’

				‘They come for tits and arse,’ Peggy said. ‘Let’s face it. They weren’t expecting to be bullied about National Socialism.’

				‘And you don’t mind?’ Joe tried to sound nonchalant.

				‘God knows I’m used to Mitchell going on about his vision for Australia, but this Jones creature makes Mitchell sound like a decadent liberal. Mitchell is the cerebral type. He works hard at what he believes in, but he’s an artist, a thinker. He doesn’t even have a single hair on his body — and do you know why?’

				‘He has a disease?’ Joe offered.

				‘Don’t let him hear you say that. No. He rips every hair out. He’s changing the world, one follicle at a time. It’s about purity — purity of purpose, written on the body. He doesn’t like to think of himself as an animal. He sees himself as a sort of animated sculpture. He says you have to aspire to an ideal of some kind. It’s symbolic. National Socialism is big on symbols.’

				‘It would take a team of people, working in relays, to defoliate my Arthur,’ Margaret said.

				‘Would Mitchell call himself a National Socialist?’

				‘Yes, he would.’ Peggy said this without hesitation.

				‘You don’t hear that expression, “National Socialism”, very much in polite society these days, do you?’

				‘Well, with your help, Joe, and with the help of your lovely friend, perhaps we can change that. As you can see, we’re not all like Ptolemy Jones. Some of us are quite nice. National Socialism isn’t the least bit frightening once you learn about it. It’s perfectly sensible.’

				‘Well, that’s why I’m here, to learn.’

				The subject of politics wasn’t explored much further. Joe felt that he’d learned a great deal already, and that if he pressed the women any harder he’d appear to be fishing. He went along with their complaints about the prices of goods on the black market, and pretended interest in Margaret’s detailed account of the recipe she’d followed to produce the lunch they’d soon be eating. It had the unpromising name of piquant mock ham, and was The Women’s Weekly’s solution to the shortage of pork. A leg of lamb, pumped and salted, boiled with a small amount of pickled pork, and coated in breadcrumbs, was expected to pass unnoticed as a Christmas ham. Margaret had high hopes for it. All Joe could think about was that the dish’s complicated preparations might well have been undertaken in the nude, and that this didn’t marry well with his notions of food hygiene. Jones had done them all a favour by discouraging this weekend of freikörperkultur. It was some consolation, anyway, that a lot of boiling was involved.

				The air at Candlebark Hill was heavy with the smell of peppermint gums. As the men walked among the trees, Magill drew their attention to members of the various bird species that darted about. The other men — except for Fred, who stopped at one point and ostentatiously pissed against a sapling — pretended to be interested. It was Ptolemy Jones who drew them back to the purpose of their being at Candlebark Hill. He began by saying, ‘I don’t like the name “Australian Patriots”. It’s a mouthful.’

				Magill replied in a measured voice, ‘Did you have something in mind?’

				‘ “Our Nation.” ’

				Jones’s voice had now lost every trace of urbanity and charm. His tone brooked no opposition. 

				‘ “Our Nation,” ’ Magill said. ‘That’s not bad. I’ll put it before the others and get their opinion, but I think you’ll find they’ll want to stick with “Australian Patriots”.’

				They’d been walking slowly, crunching through bone-dry leaf litter. Jones took a few quick steps forward, stopped, and turned to face Magill. Tom examined Jones from head to foot. His was a hard body, a stranger to self-indulgence; a body more suited to intimidation than seduction. That strange, misspelled tattoo was still raw around the edges of the letters, as if it was a recent adornment.

				Jones then did something which took Tom Mackenzie completely by surprise: he raised his arm above his head in the gesture of the Nazi salute, so familiar from the newsreels. The fierce expression on his face made it clear that this was not a joke. Fred immediately returned the salute. Arthur and Magill were confused, and Tom was so disconcerted that he all he could manage was a half-hearted sort of mini-salute.

				‘Perhaps we’ve misunderstood you, Mitchell,’ Jones said. ‘I had the impression you shared the vision offered by National Socialism.’

				‘I am entirely sympathetic to much of the National Socialist ideology, but conditions in this country don’t mirror conditions in Germany, and no one is going to join a party at this time that aligns itself unambiguously with a country with which we are at war. It would be political suicide.’

				‘I don’t believe in discreet Nazism. Herr Hitler didn’t rescue his country by hiding behind ambiguities. He did it by offering his people a choice — you’re with us or you’re against us, and if you’re against us you’d better be ready for the consequences. The Jews are learning that lesson the hard way.’

				‘I see no advantage in being interned.’

				‘If we profit from Hitler’s example, it will soon be us who are doing the interning.’

				For the first time, Fred spoke, and forcefully.

				‘You don’t negotiate with opposition. You crush it.’

				Tom understood why Magill’s guests had decided to return early to Melbourne. Ptolemy and Fred must have been a shock to people who just wanted to prance around naked and play at being patriotic. Jones took a step towards Magill.

				‘I believe in National Socialism. Do you? And I don’t mean all that art crap.’

				‘It isn’t healthy to say that out loud,’ he replied.

				‘Not even here?’

				Magill looked at Tom.

				‘Maybe not even here.’

				‘Don’t worry about me, mate,’ Tom said. ‘I like what these two blokes have got to say, and I like the way they say it.’

				‘I’ve always admired the German spirit,’ Magill said, ‘and I certainly see her as an ally. I’m happy to call myself a National Socialist when I’m among friends, but …’

				‘You’re soft, Mitchell,’ Jones said. ‘Your bloody Australia First people wanted to give all sorts of rights and privileges to the boongs. What do you say about that?’

				‘It wasn’t an idea I was particularly sympathetic to. There were arguments that they’re an Aryan people. Still, it wouldn’t have been a part of the Victorian branch’s philosophy. We weren’t going to be affiliated with the New South Wales branch.’

				‘Victoria, New South Wales! Fuck me! You think too small. You might as well form a scout troop. There should be no doubt where members of Our Nation stand on any issue. We stand together, and we don’t talk. We act.’

				Arthur cleared his throat.

				‘Act?’ he asked.

				‘I know,’ Jones said, ‘that there are thousands of people out there who are sick to death of this war and the way our government is kow-towing to the Poms and the Yanks. Trouble is, there’s nowhere for them to go. There’s no one who’ll listen to them, no one offering a different way of doing things. You know what I reckon? I reckon if you said to people, to individuals, that we could guarantee their prosperity, and that while we’re at it, we’ll get rid of the Jews and the blacks and the perverts, if you just told them that with no bullshit, they’d go for it. Like I say, trouble is they don’t know we’re here, and that’s what we’ve got to change.’

				‘Your passion is admirable,’ Magill said with undisguised condescension. ‘However, we have to be realistic, and a party that is overtly sympathetic to the views of the generally acknowledged enemy is doomed before it begins. However strong our arguments and our convictions, we won’t be heard. We need to win people over subtly.’

				‘What we need, Mitchell, is to recruit large numbers of disaffected people, and we won’t do it with meetings, or by running around with nothing on.’

				Tom saw an opportunity to consolidate his position by pre-empting what he was sure Ptolemy was about to say.

				‘No more fucking words,’ he said. ‘What we need to do is knock a few heads together, burn one of those synagogue rat-holes.’

				Jones, who hadn’t been particularly impressed by Mackenzie over morning tea — he’d assumed he was in Magill’s circle — reassessed him. He doubted the authenticity of that occasionally working-class accent, but here he was, convincingly passionate. He’d tread cautiously, nevertheless, until Tom could be tested. Jones was very keen on testing people’s bona fides, on committing them to the party through criminal acts. For now, though, he showed his approval.

				‘Good idea. That’ll be a success, and success is exactly what we want. How many people do you know who think the way you do?’

				‘A good few.’

				‘Everyone knows a good few, that’s the point. The few becomes the many.’

				Mitchell and Arthur had remained impassive when Tom suggested arson. The idea appalled Magill, not because he disapproved of it in principle — he’d happily have every synagogue razed — but because the act would bring the authorities down on them like a ton of bricks. He didn’t believe in Ptolemy Jones’s National Socialist utopia, not in Australia. Looking from Fred to Ptolemy, at the tension in their bodies and faces, he began to think that they were actually insane. He also began to think that the Australian Patriots needed to dissociate themselves from Our Nation. If they wanted to start that party they’d have to find finance elsewhere. He knew Arthur well enough to be sure he’d be of the same mind. Now, however, wasn’t the time to show his hand.

				‘It’s hot,’ he said. ‘I think we should have a swim in the dam and go in for lunch.’

				‘Bloody good idea,’ Tom said. ‘I’m starting to stink in this heat.’

				As they were about to move up the incline toward the dam, Magill pointed at a branch above them. A black-and-yellow bird — a crested shrike tit, Magill said — had extracted an enormous huntsman spider from beneath the bark and was efficiently removing each of its limbs before swallowing the velvety, fat bulb of its abdomen. Tom noticed the rapt look on Fred’s face; strangely, this disconcerted him more than anything that had been said. What, Tom wondered, was such a man capable of? His impulse wasn’t to run. For the first time since the war had begun, he felt he now had a job to do.

				There was a faint smell of the dam about them as the four swimmers sat down to lunch with Peggy, Margaret, and Joe. No mention was made of Tom’s idea. The conversation was about movies mostly. To everyone’s surprise, Fred revealed that he was a keen movie-goer, and spoke easily about them. The swim seemed to have loosened something in him. He wouldn’t, he said, kick Gene Tierney out of bed. The piquant mock ham wasn’t terrible, Joe decided, but he couldn’t see the point of ruining a leg of lamb by disguising it as pork. If it had been real pork he’d have eaten it happily — he didn’t adhere to any of the dietary restrictions of Judaism.

				There was some discussion about John Dedman, the minister for the wartime organisation of industry. He was held in general contempt, but this was hardly a subversive opinion to hold — Dedman being a frequent object of ridicule in the press. Joe came close a couple of times to weaving John Quinn’s name into the discussion, but no opportunity presented itself convincingly, and simply bringing up his name would almost certainly have exposed Joe and Tom to suspicion. After lunch, he reminded his hosts that he and Tom had a train to catch.

				‘No, no, not me,’ said Tom. ‘I’m staying the night — if that’s all right with Mitchell.’

				Joe shrugged, apparently unconcerned. He was, though, very concerned. This hadn’t been a part of their plan. 

				Magill felt obliged to extend his hospitality to Tom. In truth, he’d be glad when Jones, Fred, and now Tom, left as planned the following day. He and the Australian Patriots would quietly drop them.

				‘Before you go,’ he said to Joe, ‘I want to show you a painting.’

				Joe followed him into the master bedroom, leaving the rest of the party at the lunch table. Above the bed was a painting of Leda and the Swan that seemed at once obscene and oddly anodyne — a peculiar paradox that drifted out of so much approved German art. The swan arched its neck, its beak open in an ecstatic trumpet as it thrust itself between the legs of a naked woman, the glimpse of dark, pubic hair accentuating both her nakedness and the transgressiveness of the image. One arm was flung over her face in a gesture of modest anonymity — although it was clear that the model had again been Peggy — but also suggesting her wanton pleasure in the rape.

				‘It caused a scandal in Berlin,’ Magill said.

				‘I can see why. Who’s it by?’

				‘Paul Matthias Padua.’

				‘What did the authorities have to say about it? I can’t imagine they approved.’

				‘Some of them made a few noises. They all shut up when Hitler bought it for himself, though. What do you think?’

				‘I think you’ve done a great job of copying it. You’re very good.’

				‘Thank you.’

				‘And I like it.’

				‘I don’t think your friend, Tom, or those other two would like it. Do you?’

				‘No. I don’t suppose they would. Not everyone is as sophisticated as Herr Hitler.’

				‘I don’t want to blow my own trumpet, Joe, but I think you and I are on the same wavelength. Can I show you something I wrote for The Publicist?’

				‘You write as well as paint?’

				‘When I’ve got something to say.’

				He took a copy of The Publicist from a bedside drawer, opened it to the page he wanted, and handed it to Joe.

				‘It’s not long. It’ll only take a minute to read. It’s the bit under Contemporary Art.’

				Joe took the magazine and read:

				During the month of September, an exhibition in Sydney of paintings by members of the ‘Contemporary’ Art Society attracted some public attention among persons interested in freakishness-for-freakishness’ sake; but it was intrinsically no more interesting or important than somewhat similar exhibitions of abnormality in the ‘side-show’ section of the Royal Easter Show, where dwarfs, giants, fat women and other distortions of nature are annually on view. A noticeable proportion of the exhibitors were refugee Jews. The exhibition fell flat, as only credulous persons, with more money than gumption, would want to buy pictures of merely ‘contemporary’ value. The Publicist is very glad that such exhibitions are held, as they give emphasis to our warnings against the influences of decadence now operating in the Australian community.

				‘That’s excellent, Mitchell. Really excellent. You nailed it.’

				‘I thought you’d be sympathetic.’

				‘I’m all for the Australian Patriots, Mitchell.’

				‘Good man.’

				They returned to the dining room, and Tom walked with Joe to the outhouse. Once inside, Joe let fly.

				‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

				‘Something useful, I hope.’

				‘You can’t stay here. That wasn’t part of the plan. We’ve got good information that Intelligence will be happy with. That’s why we came, and that’s the only reason we came.’

				‘We can get much more. These blokes are proper fucking Nazis.’

				‘Peggy Montford was quite happy to tell me that Mitchell is a fan of National Socialism, and he’s quite happy to say it himself.’

				‘He’s a fan, but he’s not the real deal, Joe. This Ptolemy and his furry friend are crackers. They’re synagogue-burning, vicious, fanatical Nazis. Magill’s got nothing on them. It’s unbelievable. It’s mind-boggling. They actually, truly, believe that people are champing at the bit to get behind them and form a National Socialist government.’

				‘That’s why you can’t stay. We can pass all this on to Chafer and Goad, and let them take it from there.’

				‘What are you going to pass on — that Magill and his friends wander about in the nude sometimes and fantasise about a brand-new day? Ptolemy and Fred have plans, and there are probably a handful of others like them. They don’t believe in democracy. They won’t engage with opposition, except to remove it. I’ll bet London to a brick that they’ve got an assassination list.’

				‘I think you might be giving them more credit than they deserve. They’re thugs, I grant you, but a person who can’t spell “argument” isn’t destined to lead a revolution.’

				‘It’s the tattooist who can’t spell.’

				‘That tattoo is recent, isn’t it?’

				‘I’d say so. Why?’

				‘No reason. Maybe it was a Christmas present.’

				Joe sat on the edge of one of the bunks.

				‘I can find out so much more, Joe. I’ve got them hoodwinked. I can tell that Magill and Arthur are going to bail. Ptolemy and Fred scare the shit out of them. I think I can get in close to the ones who really matter.’

				‘Titus doesn’t know you’re here. If something happens to you, my life won’t be worth living.’

				‘I’m a big boy, Joe, and I’m sick of doing a job that a chimpanzee could do. Ptolemy and Fred might lead us to a nest of traitors. If we leave here together, we leave with a small amount of information, but we miss a golden opportunity to get to the heart of the matter. Anyway, you’re not my superior officer; you’re not even an officer. The decision here is mine — and I’m staying.’

				‘All right. If you’re staying, I’m staying, too.’

				‘Out of the question. The important thing here is that we’re seen as two very different people when it comes to National Socialism. We’ve established that you’re a dilettante flirting with politics. I’m contemptuous of that. You have to leave, and I have to let them know that I’m bloody glad to be rid of you because you’re a nice fellow, but a bit, well, feminine. I’m pitching my performance exclusively to Ptolemy now. Magill’s out of the picture, as far as I’m concerned.’

				Joe was torn. Involving Tom Mackenzie had been a monumental mistake. At the same time, what Tom said made sense. They shouldn’t miss the opportunity to expose this cabal of Nazis — especially given what Joe had come to understand about where their thinking led. On top of that, he wanted very much to stun the odious Chafer with his efficiency, professionalism and, yes, talent for this line of work. Wiping the smirk off his face would be a very great pleasure indeed.

				‘Be careful, Tom.’

				‘They’re not going to do anything today, or tonight. We’ll just be talking. I’ll be fine.’

				‘See if you can find out what “Argument 7” means, and contact me at home as soon as you can. You have the number. Oh, and his name is Jones. Ptolemy Jones. Can you believe that?’
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				Even though it was after nine o’clock by the time Joe returned to his flat, he rang Inspector Lambert at home immediately, and wasn’t surprised to have Titus ask him to come up to Brunswick straightaway to brief him over a cold glass of beer. Joe promptly caught a crowded tram up Sydney Road, got off at Albion Street, and walked the few blocks east to Bishop Street. He’d never been to the Lambert house before, and felt inexplicably nervous as he knocked on the door of number 17. It was a modest house, single-fronted, built around 1890. Titus answered the door and led him down a corridor into the living room. The interior was more spacious than the exterior suggested. Somebody, possibly the Lamberts, had modified the house extensively so that little trace of its nineteenth-century pokiness remained.

				Maude Lambert was seated under a standard lamp, reading. She got up when Joe came in, smiled at him — he wondered how warm that smile would have been if she knew where her brother was at that moment — and said that she’d leave them to it. She’d read her book in bed. Joe suspected that everything he said would be reported to her later anyway.

				‘I haven’t reported to Intelligence yet,’ Joe said. ‘They’ll be very interested in some of the people I met at Candlebark Hill.’

				‘Are we interested in these people?’

				‘That’s difficult to say. I didn’t come away with anything specific. No one mentioned John Quinn, or gave any indication that they were aware of the killings. It didn’t even come up in conversation as an item that someone had read in the paper. However, we know that John Quinn had been keeping an eye on Australia First, and Magill must have had some contact with him — so if they’d seen his name in the paper, you’d think somebody would have said something.’

				‘Unless they knew he was dead because they had him killed. Is that what you’re saying?’

				‘Well, either that or they genuinely don’t yet know. What is interesting, and the thing that might have got Quinn killed, is that Mitchell Magill calls himself a National Socialist in private. If Quinn knew that, and if Magill found out somehow that he was an Intelligence man, that would make Quinn a liability.’

				‘You think Magill is capable of murder? Three murders?’

				‘No. His National Socialism is an accessory; it’s not a driving passion. There were two men there, however, who belong in a very different category. They’re the real thing. One of them is a bloke named Ptolemy Jones. The other I only know as Fred. Jones is the talker, and the talk wouldn’t be out of place in the Reichstag. I think Intelligence is going to be very interested in him.’

				‘How old?’

				‘About twenty-five or twenty-six, I’d say; Fred, a year older, maybe. Jones has firm ideas on how to deal with people who oppose him — stomp on them. Curiously, he has a tattoo across his abdomen, “Argument 7”, only “argument” has an extra “e” — and it’s a recent tattoo. He would’ve had it done in the last few days. It’s a long shot, but …’

				‘The dead tattooist? All we’ve got is long shots, Sergeant. With a name like Ptolemy Jones, he shouldn’t be hard to track down, and it shouldn’t be hard to find out where he got that tattoo. We’ll canvass every tattooist in the city tomorrow. What does it mean, “Argument 7”?’

				‘He didn’t say. Chafer or Goad might know.’

				‘So, Magill — is he a threat?’

				‘Not personally, no, but he has enough money to pay someone to do his dirty work for him. I got the distinct feeling that he wasn’t keen on Ptolemy or Fred. I think Magill is a drawing-room Nazi. Those other two are field Nazis. Magill is wary of them. I can’t see them working together.’

				‘You said, though, that Magill could afford to pay someone like Ptolemy Jones.’

				‘True, but that’s not the impression I got. Jones didn’t strike me as an employee. If he’s going to take money from you, it’ll be theft, not wages. Jones met Magill for the first time on Christmas Day, so he certainly didn’t pay him to hit the Quinns. They’re discovering that they don’t have much in common.’

				‘Is Jones all talk, or is he capable of violence?’

				‘I think I can say with absolute confidence that the sooner Ptolemy and Fred, whoever he is, are taken off the streets, the better.’

				Clarry Brown stood opposite the Grand Synagogue in St Kilda Road. He was agitated. Inside the pocket of his trousers he fingered a short length of lead pipe. He was here because it was the only place he knew of where he might find a Jew, follow him, and beat him senseless. His attack on that old person in Arnold Street had been clumsy, and he hadn’t followed through. When he thought about it, he felt as if Fred hadn’t been very impressed, and he’d have told Jones that, for sure. He couldn’t bear the idea that Jones thought he was a laughing stock. He’d show Jones that he could be relied on, that he was fearless, that he was ruthless.

				Right now, though, he was agitated. People were passing in front of the building, but walking past a synagogue didn’t make you a Jew. He crossed St Kilda Road and ambled slowly along the footpath. There was no one near the synagogue now. His nervousness began to recede, and along with it his desire to punish a stranger. He would have jumped on a tram if one had come along just then, and gone home.

				 Clarry Brown stepped into St Kilda Road to look south into the distance for the faint, dulled light of an approaching tram. There was nothing, so he began to walk towards the city. Two men passed him, and he heard a snatch of their conversation. It wasn’t English. It had the phlegminess of what he thought of as Jew talk, and that was enough for his purposes. He hadn’t got a good look at either man, so he couldn’t assess his chances against both of them. But their sudden appearance convinced Clarry that he was meant to mount his attack on them. The idea of destiny appealed to him mightily; this was a test.

				He followed the men. They passed the synagogue without pausing, and turned left into Toorak Road. Two streets along, they stopped briefly and shook hands; one of them turned off into a narrow side-street, while the other continued along Toorak Road. Brown decided to pursue the man who’d broken off, and hurried to catch up with him. The street was very narrow and very dark, and no lights showed from any of the houses. Fortunately, his quarry was wearing a pale shirt, and then his fate was sealed when he stopped to light a cigarette.

				As the man leaned in to shield the match against the breeze, Brown was upon him. While the match flared, Brown raised his arm and swung the lead pipe against the side of the man’s head. The man tottered for a moment before falling to the ground. Brown was astonished. Could it really be that easy? He hadn’t even seen what his victim looked like. But when the man’s leg twitched, Clarry panicked. He ought to have finished the job and made absolutely sure that the victim was dead and unable to tell the wallopers anything. When push came to shove, though, Clarry didn’t have it in him to batter the man into silence. Instead, he told himself that the Jew was probably already dead, and turned away. What now? He’d walk home, through dark streets, and drop the pipe miles away. He didn’t want to meet anyone in a lighted area, just in case he had blood spatters on him. He’d thought of everything. He was pleased with himself — very pleased — and managed to push a tiny nugget of doubt to one side.

				Helen Lord sat in her bedroom, trying to read. Her uncle and her mother were downstairs, listening to the radio. Earlier, Helen had been with them, listening to the third episode of The Red Mask. All three of them had become fans. Helen resisted the temptation to tell her mother and uncle that she’d met and spoken with the lead actress, Mary Quinn, and that she was currently at the centre of a murder investigation. Helen never discussed her work. She could have — her mother would have listened sympathetically. For Helen, resolutely refusing to bring her life in the police force home with her had something to do with her father’s death. It made no sense, and she had nothing to base it on, but she thought that talking about her job would somehow cause her mother pain, as if the mere mention of police work would revive her mother’s distressing memories of her husband.

				So they’d listened to The Red Mask, got caught up in its plot, and Helen said nothing. She’d retired to her room afterwards, and Joe Sable insinuated himself into her thoughts. She supposed he was good looking — not that that mattered. Helen had always been suspicious of good-looking men. Things came too easily to them, and people gave them credit for what was an accident of nature. There were things about him that annoyed her: she felt that he didn’t consider her his equal, so that she sometimes felt patronised by him. Or was she too sensitive about such things? Did she falsely attribute such behaviour simply because she expected it? She’d enjoyed the beer and beans at his flat. Seeing him in his natural habitat, as it were, had been instructive. She’d noted the prints on the wall. They’d been carefully chosen, she was sure of that. Each one had to mean something to Joe. She didn’t recognise any of the pictures — art didn’t figure much in her Broome childhood — but she was keen to learn.

				 With a mixture of pleasure and dread, she recognised the symptoms of a developing crush. Such crushes had never worked out well in the past. She was easily disappointed, and prone to speaking her mind. She knew that when her feelings soured, she had a tendency to punish the object of her crush for his temerity in exciting it in the first place. She’d have to tread carefully with Joe. Preserving their working relationship was paramount.

				He hadn’t telephoned her to tell her how his day had gone. But why would he? Yes, there it was; that first twinge of resentment that he’d let her down, hurt her feelings. He’d done neither of these things, really. She knew that, and knew she should let go of her absurd, indefensible fit of pique. Helen decided to telephone Joe — there was no harm in that. She waited half an hour, and then made the call. Joe’s phone rang and rang. Helen hung up, and experienced again that irrational spike of pique.

				She went to bed and drove Joe out of her head by calling up the face of Xavier Quinn. Who had he been staring at? An accomplice? His father? Had his father been made to watch his son being tortured? She began to drift off to sleep, and her dreams were peopled with a bizarre and merging cast that included the Red Mask, Joe Sable, Xavier Quinn, his sister Mary, and the decapitated Sheila Draper.

				Joe walked down Sydney Road towards his flat in Princes Hill. There was nobody on the street in Brunswick, but as he got closer to Princes Park he came across a few American soldiers wandering about, probably on their way back to Camp Pell in Royal Park.

				Joe was mulling over his decision not to tell the Lamberts about Tom Mackenzie. He’d assured Titus that his first loyalty was to Homicide, but already he was keeping things from him, and sharing information with Intelligence to which Titus wouldn’t be privy. That, he supposed, was the nature of Intelligence — it made sneaks out of its employees. When he thought about it this way, his loyalty to Titus reasserted itself, and he decided that he’d tell him everything the next day. No doubt Titus would let Joe know precisely how he felt about the co-opting of his brother-in-law.

				In his head, Joe began to marshal his defence: Tom Mackenzie wasn’t a civilian; he wasn’t in any physical danger; and he’d volunteered — in fact, he’d leapt at the opportunity to do something practical. But Joe suspected that none of these explanations would impress Titus. The demands of an investigation over-rode all niceties. He could hear him saying that when his detectives briefed him, he didn’t want to suspect that they were holding something back. Second-guessing a subordinate wasn’t on his list of favourite pastimes.

				Joe crossed Park Street, now determined to gird his loins and face Titus. Then he felt it — the feeling in his chest that began with a familiar fluttering. He stopped, waiting for it to settle and pass. His heart beat, missed a beat, beat, missed, beat, missed, beat. Whenever this happened, it took him a minute or so to quell a rising tide of anxiety that had, in the past, led to panic. This was just another episode; there was nothing to worry about. He began to breathe deeply in an effort to calm himself. Somehow, though, this felt different — it felt worse. He began to sweat, and his hands trembled. Was this how it was about to end for him, here, in a dark street, alone? 

				Those were to be his last thoughts as he slipped into unconsciousness, oblivious to the sickening thump of his forehead on the bitumen of Bowen Crescent.
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				Titus sat in his office, reading the reports that had been put on his desk. His practice was to cast his eye quickly over all accounts of violence — even cases of domestic violence — that came in.

				It had been a surprisingly quiet night, but one incident stood out: a man had been assaulted in Toorak. The attack caught Titus’s eye because it hadn’t been a robbery, it had happened not far from the synagogue in St Kilda Road, and yet it seemed to have been random. Preliminary examinations indicated that the man had been struck from behind with a heavy, blunt weapon. The victim was a Dutch immigrant with a wife and three children; his unconscious body had been discovered just before dawn, and he’d been taken to hospital. There was no indication of his condition, except that he was alive when he was found. There was no apparent motive, although the day’s investigations would probably turn something up. He was a Catholic. Titus was pleased that this detail had been included in such a sketchy first report. It showed that the policeman who’d prepared it was aware of the recent assault on the Jewish woman in Princes Hill, and that he’d realised it would save time to discount a possible connection.

				Titus didn’t disregard a connection out of hand, however, and when Helen Lord came in, she immediately speculated that there might be one — although neither she nor Titus could find a link between an elderly Jewish woman and a Dutch immigrant.

				‘I can’t see that they’re connected to each other or to the murders, including of that tattooist,’ Titus said. ‘And if there is a connection, it isn’t the killer. On the surface, at least, this looks like the work of four different hands.’

				‘That just seems incredible to me, sir. Why would Melbourne suddenly vomit up four violent brutes?’

				‘That’s a colourful way of putting it, Constable. If you read the reports I read, you’d be unsurprised. Also, Melbourne has a fairly fluid military population at the moment. That’s a possible source — Eddie Leonski can’t be the only murderous man whom the Americans have brought here. But I’d like you to go out to Toorak and find out what you can about the Dutchman, just to be on the safe side. There’s something about this that bothers me. If Sergeant Sable decides to grace us with his presence, he’s to go with you.’

				‘He should be here, shouldn’t he?’

				Titus looked at his watch.

				‘Yes, he should.’

				As Titus said this, Joe Sable walked into the office. There was gravel rash on his forehead, and he had a black eye.

				‘In case you’re interested,’ he said, ‘I tripped and fell on my way home last night. And, yes, I know how that sounds. It is, however, precisely what happened. It was very dark, and I tripped myself up in Bowen Crescent. I can show you the very spot. I’m sure there’ll be a smear of my blood on the asphalt.’

				Helen couldn’t disguise her scepticism. She reached out and turned both Joe’s hands over. He was so startled that he made no attempt to stop her.

				‘What?’ he asked.

				‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Except that a person who trips generally puts out his hands to stop his fall. The only thing that stopped your fall seems to have been your face.’

				‘I wasn’t in a fight, if that’s where you’re headed with your little forensic investigation.’

				Titus saw the logic in Helen’s observation, but said nothing because he thought Joe’s injuries might have had something to do with his work for Intelligence. If Joe had become embroiled in something unpleasant after leaving the Lambert’s house the previous evening, Titus expected he’d be told about it in due course.

				‘Are you fit for work?’ he asked.

				‘Of course. It looks worse than it is. It’s a bump, that’s all.’

				Titus handed Helen the notes that had been put on his desk, and told Joe that Constable Lord would fill him in on the night’s violence on their way to Toorak. Titus stressed — unnecessarily, as far as Helen was concerned — the urgency of their task. If they felt that the Dutchman’s assault was patently unrelated to the Quinn–Draper investigation, he’d be content to turn it over fully to another detective. Homicide certainly couldn’t spare officers to investigate common assaults.

				‘While you’re doing that,’ he said, ‘I’ll be doing some digging into John Quinn’s past. I have no sense of the man. He was a successful solicitor, he married, had an affair, retired, and died. That’s it. He seems to have had as few friends as his son. He’s the invisible man.’

				‘The ideal Intelligence man,’ Joe said.

				‘I’m still not convinced that he was killed because of his work for Intelligence.’

				‘Too many personal touches, sir?’ Helen said.

				‘You have quite a knack for the telling phrase, Constable Lord.’

				‘You drive, I’ll read,’ Joe said as they approached the car. ‘You do drive?’

				‘Of course I drive. I had no intention of letting you drive. You might be concussed, for all I know. I value my life, thank you very much.’

				They drove in silence for a few minutes while Joe read the notes. He was finding it more and more difficult to dissociate reports of common assault from the accumulation of atrocities that had begun to crowd his imagination. There was no pattern here, but its absence somehow caused him anxiety. Patterns could be traced. Random violence was alarming, precisely because its unpredictability was the perpetrator’s best camouflage.

				‘So,’ Helen asked, ‘are you going to tell me what really happened last night? What was the fight about?’

				‘There was no fight. I told you what happened.’

				‘Yes, but I don’t believe you, and neither does Inspector Lambert.’

				‘That really is your problem, not mine.’

				Helen kept her eyes on the road, and Joe watched her profile. She gave no indication that she’d been wounded by his tart response, or that she’d been angered by it. Nevertheless, Joe felt that he’d been unfairly short with her. She was right, after all. He hadn’t told her the truth. This was partly because he’d spent a sleepless night worrying about his health.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

				‘What are you sorry about?’

				‘What I just said.’

				‘I can’t argue with it. The fact that I don’t believe your story is my problem. At least we agree it’s a problem.’

				‘Why do you need to believe my story?’

				Helen looked at him quickly.

				‘We’re working together,’ she said. ‘Trust is everything.’

				‘What has my private life got to do with trust at work?’

				‘If you left the black eye and the grazed forehead at home, I’d say they had nothing to do with each other. Unfortunately, you’re wearing them, so your private life is on display, rather.’

				Joe sighed.

				‘I fell over.’

				‘Tripped, or fell?’

				‘Fell.’

				‘My God, you were drunk? Why didn’t you just say so? You were off duty.’

				‘I wasn’t drunk. I’ve never fallen down drunk in my life.’

				Helen checked herself against the irrational demands that her emotions were making on her.

				‘You can keep your little secret,’ she said, ‘although you have to admit you’re making the whole thing a bit mysterious. I’m a policewoman. I like to get to the bottom of mysteries.’

				In a heartbeat — an irregular one, in this case — Joe decided to tell Helen Lord the truth. He couldn’t have said why. He’d never spoken about it with anyone. He was embarrassed by his great weakness and had always believed that if people knew about it, they’d think less of him. Would Helen think less of him? He thought it was worth finding out.

				‘Have you never wondered why I’m not in uniform?’

				She was genuinely puzzled by the question.

				‘No. There are tens of thousands of men not in uniform. You’re a copper. Why would I wonder about that?’

				‘People do. I wanted to join up.’

				‘And?’

				‘And they won’t take me.’

				‘Flat feet?’

				‘No, not flat feet. I have this problem … it’s my heart. The army takes a dim view of people who pass out at odd times.’

				Helen pulled the car over and turned off the engine. The hospitalised Dutchman would have to wait a few extra minutes.

				‘You have a bad heart?’ There was fear in her voice, and it was so unguarded that Joe couldn’t fail to hear it.

				‘Not bad, exactly. Unreliable. It’s a sort of arrhythmia, and sometimes, just sometimes, it throws everything out of whack. It can happen at moments of stress. It happened last night, and I passed out — in Bowen Crescent, like I said. I think my body goes into shock. It’s anxiety about it, partly — well, mostly. Whenever it happens, I panic that I’m having a heart attack or that the bloody thing will just stop permanently. I was only out for a few seconds. When I got home, I gave myself a fright when I looked in the mirror.’

				Helen Lord’s face was such a picture of concern that Joe hurried to reassure her.

				‘It’s not life-threatening, Helen. I’m not going to keel over and die. Not in the foreseeable future.’

				She didn’t look convinced, and Joe knew she would carry out her own checks about his condition. When she did that, she’d discover that Joe’s heart could fail him at any time.

				‘I feel awful about asking all those questions,’ she said as she started the engine.

				‘I don’t want Inspector Lambert to know about last night.’

				‘Why not?’

				‘I don’t want him thinking that … I just don’t want him to know.’

				‘Surely you don’t think it will change his opinion of you?’

				‘Yes, I suppose that’s partly it.’

				Helen Lord shook her head.

				‘Men,’ she said.

				Titus sat in the front room of a small weatherboard cottage in Camberwell. Its owner, a woman in her fifties, sat opposite him. The room was stuffy and dark, despite the blazing sun outside. The shut-out light did little to ameliorate the heat. Mrs Emerson, for that was the woman’s name, was of a type easily and regularly satirised in films and plays. She’d never adjusted her sense of entitlement to the realities of her position. Now widowed, she’d always believed that she’d married beneath her station. It was love, she said — that’s what had been her downfall. She’d sacrificed her entitlement for love, which was all very well; but Bert, who’d worked hard and who’d never been feckless, had nevertheless died with dispiritingly few assets. She made do and mended, and firmly believed that any fool could see the disparity between her true worth and her situation. Such a reality would be blindingly obvious to a man such as the inspector who sat on her settee. The quality of the china cup he held in his hands would be signal enough, despite the chip on the rim.

				When Mrs Emerson had left him to make the tea, Titus had looked about the room and come to no more controversial a conclusion than that this was a lower-middle-class household with a limited income. He was sure Sergeant Sable would disapprove of the Landseer print in pride of place on the wall. It was a picture so ubiquitous that even Titus recognised it.

				‘Now, Inspector,’ Mrs Emerson said, ‘I can’t imagine how I can be of any help to you.’

				‘I hope my questions won’t be distressing.’

				‘As they’re about my late sister, they’re bound to be a little distressing.’

				‘Yes. Were you close to Carmel?’

				‘I wouldn’t say close, Inspector. Carmel was the black sheep. She had every advantage that I had, but she wanted to go on the stage, and that was that. You can imagine how our parents felt about it. She was headstrong. It broke Mother’s heart.’

				‘Did she make a success of it?’

				‘Oh well, it depends on what you call a success. Mother certainly didn’t think so. “And what does Carmel do?” people would ask. Well, no mother can feel proud about saying, “Oh Carmel is doing very well. She’s a Tivoli girl.” Mortifying.’

				‘Did you ever see her on stage?’

				‘Inspector, do I look like the kind of person who’d patronise the Tivoli Theatre? What if someone saw me go in?’

				‘I believe it’s very popular.’

				Mrs Emerson gave a little sniff to indicate her view on popularity as a measure of success.

				‘My Bert was always campaigning to go along. Just to see Carmel, he’d say. Of course, I put my foot down on that score. No husband of mine was going to pay good money to ogle my half-naked sister. He might as well stick his head around her bathroom door and expect me to be happy about that, too.’

				‘Did Carmel ever mention a man named John Quinn?’

				‘Mention him? She never stopped mentioning him.’

				‘So you spoke to Carmel. I mean, you were still close enough to your sister, despite her work, to talk to her?’

				‘She was my sister, Inspector. I made no secret about what I thought of her career, if you could dignify what she did with that expression, but we spoke regularly.’

				‘You knew that John Quinn was a married man?’

				‘She made no bones about it. That’s what the Tivoli does to people, of course. If you run with a louche crowd, your moral compass goes haywire. She justified the whole thing in the usual way: his wife didn’t love him, and the marriage was a sham.’

				‘When Quinn’s wife died, did Carmel expect to marry him?’

				‘There was no doubt about it in her mind. She’d marry him and move into his flash house — oh yes, I knew that he had money.’

				‘Was that important to Carmel?’

				Perhaps feeling that she was speaking ill of the dead, Mrs Emerson sought to restore some reputation to her sister.

				‘Whatever else might be said about Carmel, one thing no one could accuse her of being was a gold-digger. She had no interest in money.’

				‘So her feelings for Quinn were genuine?’

				‘Genuine, yes. Morally reprehensible, but genuine.’

				‘Did you meet Quinn?’

				‘I was quite prepared to meet him after he’d married Carmel. It was impossible before that. It would be condoning what amounted to adultery.’

				‘Even after his wife’s death?’

				‘Then it would be condoning promiscuity.’

				‘Did Carmel show you photographs of Quinn?’

				‘Never. He was just a name to me.’

				‘Did you know he had two children?’

				‘Carmel mentioned them. They were both grown up.’

				Titus began to think that Mrs Emerson knew much more about the Quinn family than she was letting on.

				‘How did Carmel feel about the children?’

				‘She didn’t ever meet them, although I got the impression that they disapproved of their father’s relationship with Carmel, and quite rightly so. They were hardly likely to embrace their father’s mistress, were they? Perhaps later, but Carmel was killed, so …’

				Mrs Emerson’s voice betrayed real emotion the moment that she mentioned her sister’s death. She sniffed away tears. [trs]

				‘She was struck by a car. I suppose you know that. I suppose that’s why you’re here, Inspector, and if I can be frank with you, I’m surprised it’s taken you three years to investigate it.’

				Titus narrowed his eyes.

				‘My understanding is that it was a hit-and-run accident, Mrs Emerson.’

				‘It was a hit-and-run, but it was no accident.’

				‘There’s nothing in the police report to suggest that it was deliberate. Do you have information that we don’t have?’

				Mrs Emerson put her teacup down.

				‘I just know, Inspector. No one was more careful than Carmel about crossing the road. She’d had a close call when she was younger, and she was nervous about cars after that. She’d be just about the last person on Earth to walk in front of a car travelling at high speed. It’s unthinkable.’

				‘That’s the thing about accidents, Mrs Emerson — they take us by surprise.’

				Mrs Emerson gave a little harrumph.

				‘Hit and run. What kind of decent person does that? No, Inspector. Whoever ran my sister down was using his car as a weapon.’

				Titus agreed that it was hard to fathom the behaviour of some people, but that this didn’t necessarily point to murder, which was what Mrs Emerson was suggesting.

				‘Who would want to harm your sister?’

				‘She ran with a fast crowd, Inspector. The mind boggles and the flesh creeps when I think of those types — dope fiends, drunkards, and spivs. Who knows who she rubbed up the wrong way?’

				‘I don’t think the Tivoli Theatre is a hotbed of criminal activity, Mrs Emerson.’

				‘If you lie down with a dog, Inspector, you get up with its fleas. That’s all there all is to say about theatre types.’

				After more exchanges about the murky depths plumbed by showgirls, actors, and actresses, Titus decided that he’d exhausted Mrs Emerson’s potential as a source of information about Carmel’s relationship with the Quinn family. She’d produced a farrago of unsubstantiated speculation, and she’d swung vertiginously between supporting her late sister and criticising her. The only thing that Titus could say with any certainty at the end of the interview was that Mrs Emerson, in her way, loved her sister and missed her.

				Joe Sable and Helen Lord had both been moved by the distress of the Dutchman’s wife. Her English was excellent. Mrs Van Heyk had given them the names of her husband’s friends, including his closest friend, a fellow Dutch immigrant, with whom he’d had dinner the previous evening. That he might have struck her husband was unthinkable. They were like brothers.

				They interviewed the man, Pieter de Hooch, with whom Van Heyk had had dinner, but he was so convincingly upset that neither Helen nor Joe could believe that he was their assailant. Finally, having gained reluctant permission at the hospital, they briefly interviewed the victim, groggy after surgery, and he was unable to offer any useful information. They decided that the Van Heyk assault had nothing to do with the Quinn–Draper investigation, and left it in the hands of other detectives to unravel the truth about it. Whether it was a random attack or a case of mistaken identity was of consequence now to the Van Heyks and local police. It was of no consequence to Homicide.

				Clarry Brown waited impatiently in his café for Jones and his mates to arrive. They hadn’t told him when to expect them, so it was unreasonable to feel slighted. Nevertheless, he felt miffed, as if Jones had failed to keep an appointment.

				Clarry scoured the papers for a report of the dead Jew. There was nothing. When he thought about it, though, he realised that the body wouldn’t have been found in time to make the papers. The report would be there tomorrow — proof that he was worthy to be a full member of Our Nation, and not just an ordinary member, but a member with real credentials.

				It was late afternoon when Fred, Mark, and Frank came in. Jones wasn’t with them. They wanted beer, and made no move to pay for it. They sat at a table away from the counter, and made it clear when Clarry brought the bottle over that he wasn’t welcome to join them. Mark, the overweight, blond simpleton, said something that Clarry didn’t catch. The other two laughed, and he was sure it had been a remark about him. He returned to the table and said, ‘The beer’s two bob.’

				Fred, who had his back to him, said, ‘The beer’s free for party members.’

				‘The beer isn’t free for me. I’ve got to buy it.’

				‘You’re not a party member. That’s why it’s not free for you.’

				Frank and Mark laughed at this clever riposte. Clarry, seeing the muscles in Fred’s neck tense, and the hands at the end of those hairy arms form into fists, withdrew to his counter. He couldn’t see how he could tell them about his triumph the previous night. They weren’t in the mood to be impressed, and they probably wouldn’t believe him. Well, it could wait until tomorrow, when Jones was back.

				He wondered, looking at the trio in his café, how he could have considered them to be comrades in arms. Without Jones, they were nothing. Jones would have asked him to join them at the table if he’d been there, and he wouldn’t have minded about the beer. That blond one, Mark, didn’t belong in Our Nation, surely. He was too ugly and too stupid. There he was, laughing again, and that big, cherry-red lower lip glistened with saliva. What did Jones see in him  Did Jones feel sorry for him? It could only be pity. He couldn’t possibly admire or respect him.

				As the three men talked, Clarry thought how easy it had been to kill the Jew in Toorak. He closed his eyes and re-imagined the scene with Mark on the receiving end of the beating. He opened his eyes and stared at Mark’s porcine profile. Who would miss such a creature if he were to die? I can choose to spare your life, or take it, Clarry thought, and he was suffused with pleasure. What a gift Jones had given him — the liberating knowledge that he could summon death, and that death would come. But when he moved his gaze to Fred, his confidence evaporated. He didn’t imagine he could ever take Fred by surprise — and he didn’t want to. Clarry saw the point of Fred. He and Jones were similar people, cut from the same cloth. Whatever cloth Mark was cut from, it was shoddy. Laugh, fat boy, Clarry thought, laugh like a drain. Your days are numbered.

				It had been a long recording session, in which they managed to commit three episodes of The Red Mask to acetate. The serial had aired only four times so far, but the response had been better than anyone at 3UZ had expected, and not just in Melbourne — audiences in all the capital cities had loved it. The sponsor, Lifebuoy Soap, was pleased. A representative of the company had even been in the studio watching the cast perform that day.

				By five o’clock, Mary Quinn was exhausted. In all three episodes, her character had been in great peril, and she’d been required to produce two blood-curdling screams of terror. Her throat was feeling the effects of this exertion, and Constance Thorpe was keeping an eye on her. She admired Mary’s ability to corral her emotions in such a way that her hideous personal circumstances didn’t encroach upon her work in the studio. That scream had unsettled Constance. Somehow it didn’t feel like Mary Quinn was acting. At the very least, she’d drawn on something within herself to produce it, and that something was disturbing.

				 Constance noticed, in the course of the taping, that Jack Able’s eye kept settling on Mary Quinn, and that there seemed to have been a change in the rapport between them — a change for the better. Not that there’d ever been any coolness, but now there was a real warmth. She knew that Jack wasn’t committed to the pursuit of a particular sex, and she supposed that Mary wasn’t so naïve as not to have noticed this. If Mary was willing to engage in a romance with Jack under those circumstances, it wasn’t for Constance to disapprove or intervene. She felt great sympathy for Mary, and she liked Jack enormously. He was, Constance thought, a man without malice — a rare-enough quality in the community generally, and beyond price among actors. A real-life romance between her leading man and leading lady would be a publicity boon for The Red Mask

				However, as Constance watched them, she found herself worrying about how Jack would cope with what she could foresee as the inevitable failure of the romance. He was promiscuous with his cock, but not with his feelings. Mary Quinn wasn’t promiscuous, but there was a steeliness in her that hardened her against disappointment. Or so it seemed to Constance. She looked forward to discussing this turn of events with Dora.

				Jack invited Mary to join him for dinner. She said she was too tired to bother with dinner, but that he could walk her back to the Windsor Hotel if he liked. On the way there, they spoke about the success of The Red Mask, and Jack told her that he’d heard that her performance was the talk of the country. Did she ever imagine when they started this silly serial that it would take off like this?

				‘Your Dad would have been very proud,’ he said.

				‘No, he wouldn’t,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘He wouldn’t have listened to a single episode; it wouldn’t have mattered to him how successful it became.’

				Jack knew instinctively not to suggest that Mary was surely exaggerating, and that Mr Quinn would most likely have come round.

				‘I’m sorry, Mary,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean to …’

				Mary touched his arm and assured him that he’d said nothing offensive, that it was perfectly normal for a person to assume that a father would take pride in the achievements of his daughter.

				‘One day, Jack, I’ll tell you all about it.’

				‘You know there’s no such thing as the perfect family.’

				‘No? What about your family, Jack?’

				‘Well, if it’s any consolation, I don’t have a father to disappoint. He bolted when my mother got pregnant. I’m a bastard.’ He laughed. ‘Ask anyone.’

				‘That’s not in any of the articles I’ve read about you.’

				‘Of course not. My father died a hero in the first war, according to the approved biography. I wouldn’t be surprised if in reality he ended up dead in a gutter somewhere. We can’t frighten the horses by telling the people the truth.’

				‘Would they really care?’

				‘It’s a funny thing, Mary. It actually changes the way people look at you. It’s as if they think illegitimacy is contagious.’

				‘How did you know that I wouldn’t look at you like that?’

				‘You’re not like everybody else. You’re not like anybody I know.’

				He stopped and held her wrist.

				‘I think I could tell you anything,’ he said.

				He moved towards her. She pulled away.

				‘I’m not ready, Jack.’

				‘Of course.’

				She touched his cheek and said, ‘I’ll keep you in mind, though.’

				They both laughed and continued towards the Windsor Hotel.

				Ptolemy Jones had returned from Candlebark Hill that afternoon, having left Magill and company up there, along with Tom Mackenzie. Mackenzie had impressed him, although Fred was still wary. Fred was always wary around new recruits; it took years to win his trust. Fred was right, of course. Mackenzie had yet to prove himself, although Jones had every confidence that he’d do so. Jones didn’t think the same about his friend, Joe Sable. For a start, Jones was sure that there were Jews somewhere in Sable’s past, and not the distant past either. He was a lightweight, anyway, and had more in common with Magill’s girlfriend than with anyone in the fledgling Our Nation party. Sable wouldn’t last the distance; Mackenzie would. Jones was willing to back Mackenzie, but if he let Jones down, he’d regret it.

				Jones was turning these things over in his mind as he waited opposite the Windsor Hotel. It was almost six o’clock, still light and still hot, when he saw Mary Quinn arrive with the queer from the other night. He didn’t go into the hotel with her. Instead, they stood talking for a few minutes, and then Mary went in alone. The queer stood with his hands in his pockets, looking at his shoes. Jones moved to where he could be seen if Jack lifted his eyes. When he did so, he didn’t look straight ahead, but to his left. Jones waited. There were a lot of people walking along both sides of Exhibition Street. Jones stood perfectly still so that, when Jack did look straight ahead, Jones’s stillness would catch his attention.

				Jack hadn’t been thinking of anything, really, as he looked up and down the street, apart from wondering what to eat for dinner. The tall, still figure opposite him was odd. He seemed to be staring at Jack. Jack stared back. The figure put one hand into his pocket and mimed stroking his cock through the cloth. Well, well, well, Jack thought, talk about brazen, and risky. Should he cross Exhibition Street and take a closer look? It was still broad daylight. Jack had never been propositioned so daringly before. The bloke looked all right. He was lean, and he looked military, even though he was wearing civilian clothes. He wasn’t a stockbroker or an accountant — not with that haircut. Jack kept his own hands motionless. What harm could there be in just crossing over to get a closer look? He wasn’t committing himself to anything. He could just walk right past him as if he hadn’t been responding to a signal after all.

				Jack made a move to cross the street. He waited for a break in the traffic, keeping his eyes on the man all the while. No, he decided suddenly. This was too risky, and something didn’t feel right. The bloke was probably a copper, setting a trap for young players, and Jack Ables was no young player. If he engaged with this man in any way, he’d be done for soliciting — and then he could say goodbye to his career. He turned and walked down Bourke Street.

				Jones, whose breathing had quickened in expectation of teaching the queer a hard lesson, allowed his excitement to subside before deciding on the most efficient and least obtrusive way of getting to Mary Quinn. He crossed the street and walked into the Windsor Hotel’s foyer.
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				Joe Sable sat opposite Tom Chafer, acutely aware that his dislike of the Intelligence officer was growing by the minute. Joe hadn’t come to Victoria Barracks in a good mood. This was mainly because he’d missed his opportunity to tell Inspector Lambert that Tom Mackenzie had been drawn into the Intelligence side of the investigation. He and Helen Lord had reported to him and had given their opinion that the attack on the Dutchman was a separate crime. In turn, Titus had given them the gist of his interview with Mrs Emerson, including her unprovable claim that her sister’s death had not been an accident. Reopening that case would take resources that Homicide didn’t have, and its link to the Quinn–Draper murders required a leap of the imagination rather than the application of investigative procedures. 

				Titus had wound up the discussion and left before Joe had had a chance to see him alone. Now, another day of keeping him in the dark had gone by, and Joe felt bad about the position in which Chafer and Goad had put him. He was not, therefore, well disposed towards Chafer and his repellent air of superiority. Matters weren’t helped by Chafer’s obvious disbelief in Joe’s explanation for his black eye.

				For his part, Tom Chafer had started off by being annoyed at having to stay back to talk to Joe Sable. Goad had got in first and pleaded a previous engagement. Chafer had no such engagement, but he’d had a long day — now extended by Joe’s request to see him. As it happened, though, the new information that Joe brought him was of sufficient interest to take the edge off his irritation. Joe’s resentment, however, remained unsalved.

				Ptolemy Jones was a new name to Intelligence. Joe wondered out loud how someone so menacing could have escaped Intelligence’s notice.

				‘The fact that we don’t know him suggests that he’s a minor player.’

				‘You might have to rethink that.’

				‘You might be shocked by National Socialists expressing their views here, Sergeant, but we’ve been aware of them since the 1930s. There was a disgruntled little clique of German immigrants who used to meet in Belgrave. They had a couple of houses up there that they used to go to, and then they made themselves scarce when the war started. A few of them were interned, not because of their politics so much as their nationality. We have excellent intelligence on all the members of that now-defunct Nazi outpost. This Ptolemy Jones rings no bells with me. I’ll check our records, of course.’

				‘They make no bones about their allegiance to Berlin,’ Joe said. ‘Magill is more circumspect about his sympathies, and he seems more interested in their appalling art than in overthrowing the government. Jones and his mate Fred are something else — they’re rabid. I can’t see them working together successfully with Magill. I got the feeling they’d cut him loose as soon as he’d outlived his usefulness.’

				‘It all sounds ludicrous, them running around up there, talking about an Australian corner of the Reich.’

				‘If I hadn’t been there, I’d agree with you. But I assure you that Ptolemy Jones is an extremely unpleasant man.’

				Chafer took down a full description of Jones and Fred. He couldn’t enlighten Joe as to the meaning of “Argument 7”, and showed no concern when he was told that Tom Mackenzie hadn’t yet returned to his normal work.

				‘The more information he gets, the better. The air force isn’t going to ground its planes just because Group Captain Mackenzie isn’t at his desk.’

				‘He’s made no contact with you?’

				‘None. Was there a telephone at this country place?’

				‘Not that I noticed.’

				‘Well, short of attaching a note to a pigeon, how would he contact anybody?’

				Having given Chafer the satisfaction of being able to amuse himself with easy sarcasm, Joe tried to win back some ground.

				‘I got no sense at Candlebark Hill that anyone associated with Australia First is nervous about infiltration by Intelligence. Is that because you people are good at what you do, or hopeless at it?’

				Tom Chafer didn’t bite.

				‘It’s unlikely that anyone would express suspicions about infiltrators to the people who might well be those infiltrators,’ he said. ‘That would be very strange, wouldn’t you agree? If any of these people had anything to do with the murder of John Quinn, if they knew he was working for Intelligence, they’d assume we’d come after them. Now two strangers suddenly show up, eager to join the party. I think they’d err on the side of caution.’

				Once again, Tom Chafer’s tone erred on the side of condescension. Joe wondered how this man had got through life without having his nose broken. Perhaps his gaunt frame made people afraid that if they hit him, he’d shatter.

				‘But that’s just it,’ Joe said. ‘They weren’t being cautious, were they? They were unguarded and frank about their allegiance to National Socialism. If they thought we were there to spy on them, that little nugget of treasonous belief would have been kept well hidden. That alone would be enough to have them interned, which I presume is your intention.’

				‘Our priority is to find out who killed John Quinn.’

				‘Nevertheless, there were a few gaps in your notes about Mitchell Magill.’

				‘If John Quinn were alive, you could take that up with him. The information came from him.’

				Joe wished he hadn’t gone down this path. He hadn’t properly formulated his concerns about the notes he’d been given on Magill and Australia First.

				‘Quinn must have got pretty close to Magill to know where he liked to eat. I’ll wager, though, that if I mentioned his name to Magill, he wouldn’t know it. Why is that? Is the whole thing about Quinn knowing Magill just bullshit?’

				Chafer looked at Joe as if he were simple.

				‘Of course he wouldn’t know it. Quinn wasn’t using his real name, and he was careful to remain on the periphery of things. He went to meetings, and spoke to Magill there. If you showed Magill a photograph of John Quinn, he’d know him as John Jackson.’

				‘And you didn’t think that was important enough to put in the notes?’

				‘You might be a good detective, although I’m not convinced of that, but you’re a lousy Intelligence agent. We knew you’d be amateurish, so, to protect you, we decided not to tell you everything. If you’d gone galumphing in there asking about John Jackson, they’d have been on to you in an instant — assuming they’re our killers, and I believe they are.’

				‘You don’t have much faith in my abilities, do you?’

				‘I have no faith in them. Dick Goad disagrees, but he would, wouldn’t he? Dick likes to disagree. It’s what he does best.’

				‘You know what, Chafer, you really are an arsehole. If I worked with you …’

				‘But you wouldn’t work with me. You don’t have the aptitude or the competence to do that.’

				‘Why did you choose me?’

				‘That’s already been explained to you. We began with the optimistic hope that you’d be useful, and I suppose you have been, after a fashion. We have the name of a tattooed Nazi. It’s not much to be going on with, though, is it?’

				Joe had had enough of Chafer, and stood up and walked out of the bastard’s office without a word. His self-confidence had been shaken, and he couldn’t for the life of him understand the reason for Chafer’s intense dislike of him. He thought he’d done a fair-enough job. Joe assumed that the vitriol to which he’d just been subjected signalled the end of his work for Military Intelligence. It was strange — he’d thought his work was just beginning.

				Walking up Lygon Street towards Princes Hill, Joe worried over Chafer’s brutal assessment of his skills. Why had he done this? Was it personal? Was Chafer an anti-Semite? Joe hated the notion that he needed to build this possibility into any unpleasant dealings with people. He’d seen, though, how close to home dangerous hatreds had flourished.

				 By the time he reached the Carlton Cemetery, he’d become annoyed with himself for allowing Chafer to get to him. He felt deflated; there was no getting around that. And while this mood was upon him, he had to acknowledge to himself that he was lonely. Perhaps it was all those graves mouldering to his left. He’d often wandered through the cemetery, stopping at neglected, crumbling graves, and wondering at the brevity of grief. At the time of burial, any of these graves would have been surrounded by weeping, grief-stricken mourners. Now there was probably no one still alive who remembered the person buried there; no one to recount a single incident in this person’s life; no one to recall an act of kindness. Such thoughts gave Joe no comfort.

				He decided to walk to the western edge of the cemetery where the Jewish section abutted the narrow road on that side. The gates were now closed, so he walked around via Macpherson Street. He’d be able to see his parents’ graves through the railings. It had been something of a surprise to him when he’d discovered that they wanted to be buried here. He’d visited their graves only a few times since their deaths — he’d stopped at the graves of strangers more frequently than where his parents lay. But when he reached the Jewish section, his stomach tightened: a Star of David had been clumsily painted on various headstones, and the word ‘Juden’ had been scrawled in red chalk.

				Joe grabbed the railings and looked for his parents’ headstone. To his relief, it was untouched, but the amateurish, moronic nature of the surrounding vandalism made him feel weak. It seemed more dangerous, somehow, that this foulness was coming not from the top, but seeping up from the bottom, like sewage. Joe began to shake, and his heart stuttered. Closing his eyes, and trying to will his heart into a normal rhythm, he moved away and headed for home.

				Unexpectedly, supplanting all else, Joe Sable was filled with an extraordinary yearning. He’d had romantic disappointments in his past, and they’d made him careful. It had been a while since he’d met anyone who’d provoked in him feelings of desire. There was plenty of time, he told himself. He was only twenty-five. In the past, when his thoughts had turned to the absence of a woman in his life, and the uncomfortable ache that came with these thoughts, Joe had found some way to distract himself to quell them. But Tom Chafer, with his mean-spirited, personal attack, had prised something loose in Joe, and tonight he allowed his thoughts to run their course. By the time he reached his flat, he was miserable.

				Suddenly, as he put his foot on the bottom step of the stairs that led to his front door, his heart began to syncopate with nauseating irregularity. He sat down, put his head between his knees, breathed deeply, and waited for it to pass.

				‘Joe?’

				Helen Lord came down the stairs and stood behind him.

				‘Joe? Are you all right?’

				Joe, who felt on the edge of vomiting, nodded. His assurance was so patently untrue that Helen moved quickly and knelt in front of him. He looked up at her, and she could see that there was fear in his eyes.

				‘Is this what happens?’ she asked.

				He nodded again.

				‘What can I do to help? Is there anything I can do?’

				He shook his head. He was afraid that if he spoke, he’d throw up. After a few seconds, he managed to whisper, ‘It’ll pass in a minute or two.’

				Helen stared at him, panicked by her helplessness.

				‘Where are your keys?’

				He touched his trouser pocket, and Helen reached in and retrieved them. She ran up to his flat, let herself in, and filled a bowl with water. It was all she could think of to do. She came down to him with the bowl and a tea towel, wet the towel, and held it to his forehead. The gesture had a surprisingly remedial effect. It might have been the coolness, or the fact that it distracted Joe, or it might simply have been applied just as Joe’s heart returned to normal, but he immediately began to feel better, and he was able to stand up.

				‘Can you get up the stairs all right?’

				‘Yes, thank you. I’m fine now.’

				Inside the flat, Joe went to the bathroom and splashed water on his face. By the time he returned to the living room, Helen had opened the bottle of beer she’d brought, and had poured two glasses from it. It was warm, but, not having a refrigerator, Joe had got used to warm beer. Helen said nothing about what had just happened. If it had been she who’d suffered some sort of attack, she would have been angered by someone fussing about her.

				‘I just got here,’ she said. ‘I’d hate you to think I’d been waiting on your doorstep like a lost kitten. I felt bad about the way our conversation went this afternoon, so, on the off-chance that you’d be home, I brought a peace offering.’

				She said all this in a rush.

				‘At least now you know I wasn’t spinning you a yarn,’ Joe said. ‘I wish you hadn’t seen that, though.’

				‘Don’t be ridiculous. So what if I saw it? Saw what, anyway? You were dizzy, and sat down. Big deal.’

				Joe put the blackouts up and turned on a table lamp. He was glad that Helen Lord had come round. He’d actually been thinking of telephoning her. Any of his residual feelings of loyalty to Intelligence had been banished by Chafer’s tirade. Bugger him. He needed to get this off his chest. Once he’d begun recounting to Helen the flood of bile that Chafer had directed at him, he went on to tell her about Tom Mackenzie, and Candlebark Hill, and Ptolemy Jones. He saw no reason to hold anything back. He told her how awkward it was that he’d kept Inspector Lambert in the dark about his brother-in-law.

				Helen saw his dilemma about Lambert, and rescued Joe from the possibly embarrassing request that she say nothing — embarrassing because the assumption that it needed to be said might point to a lack of trust — by saying, ‘One thing’s for sure. Inspector Lambert must never know that I knew about Tom Mackenzie before he or Maude did.’

				Joe assured her that he had no intention of ever telling him this. It was only later, after Helen had gone home, that Joe realised how skilful she’d been in making him feel that theirs was now a shared responsibility.

				Helen asked Joe dozens of questions about the people at Candlebark Hill, many of which Joe thought irrelevant.

				‘Who did Ptolemy Jones look at during lunch?’

				‘No one in particular. It depended who was talking. He wasn’t staring crazily at anyone, if that’s what you mean.’

				‘What about the other one, Fred?’

				‘Same. No — I noticed him staring at Tom when someone else was saying something. It was just for a moment. He looked at everyone, except Jones, with an equal measure of contempt.’

				Helen was fascinated by the misspelled tattoo. A dead tattooist and a recently tattooed Nazi was a tantalising juxtaposition. That, they agreed, was all it was. Jones was an unknown entity. They had no file on him, and no address. Beyond his self-confessed politics, nothing about him was certain.

				‘Intelligence is on to him,’ Joe said. ‘At least, they now know about him. Chafer was reluctantly happy to have a name to pursue.’

				Their conversation was almost entirely about the investigation, apart from a brief discussion about Mitchell Magill’s skills in reproducing the dreadful nudes that passed as high art among the fascist philistines. But when Joe walked Helen to the tram stop in Lygon Street, and waited with her there until a tram came, he had no way of knowing that, for Helen, the whole evening represented a shift in the nature of the intimacy between them.

				‘I’m sure Tom Mackenzie will be back tomorrow,’ she said, as a tram hove into view, ‘and he’ll have more stuff on this Jones bloke. I’m going to ask Inspector Lambert if I can work on finding him — without mentioning Tom, of course. How hard can it be to find someone called Ptolemy?’

				‘That’s not a good idea,’ Joe said. ‘If you do find him and start asking questions about his tattoo, he’ll know where you got your information. He’ll put two and two together, and know I’m a copper. That would ruin any chance of Tom or me being able to look further into Our Nation. Even if I did find him, I wouldn’t talk to him, not on my own. Anyway, you said you were through with Intelligence.’

				‘You said you were through with Intelligence.’

				‘I think I am, but I suspect you’re never through with them once you’ve worked for them. Besides, I don’t think Chafer and Goad would appreciate Our Nation being alerted to their interest in them. It would drive them further underground.’

				Helen immediately saw that Joe was right, and told him so. On the other hand, as she took her seat on the tram, she wondered why she shouldn’t find this Mr Jones on her own. That would be a feather in her cap. She was smarter than a Nazi thug who couldn’t spell ‘argument’. Jones seemed to her more comical than dangerous, despite Joe’s assurance that he was a nasty piece of work. If she couldn’t outwit a pantomime Nazi, what kind of police officer was she?

				When Joe returned to his flat, he went straight to bed. He hadn’t mentioned the vandalism in the cemetery. Had he been afraid to test Helen Lord’s reaction? That was the most likely reason, and the thought depressed him.

				Clarry Brown stayed in his café until very late. It was preferable to going home, and maybe Jones would drop in. By ten o’clock he’d given up on that notion, and was about to leave. He’d been rehearsing what he’d say about the Jew he’d killed, and with each silent rehearsal he’d made an elaboration — nothing big, nothing too far from what had actually happened. He’d added a brief conversation. He thought Jones would like the story better if the Jew knew in his dying moments that this was retribution, that none of his kind was safe anymore. Should he give him some last words? Yes. The Jew should beg for his life so that Clarry could demonstrate the Jew’s cowardice and his own implacability. He wasn’t the kind of man who could be weakened by pity. Having settled on a final version, he went over it in his head again and again. When he finally got to say it, he wanted it to sound like the truth.

				Jones arrived just as Clarry was on his way out. He was alone, and smelled of perfume. He seemed unsurprised to find Clarry still there, and also seemed tenser than usual — almost agitated. His mood constrained Clarry from launching into his story. Jones sat at a table and asked for a glass of water. Clarry brought him one, checking it out before he put it down. Jones didn’t like smeared glasses.

				‘I killed a Jew last night,’ Clarry said.

				‘What?’

				‘I killed a Jew in Toorak. It’ll be in all the papers tomorrow. I killed him. Just like that.’

				Jones didn’t react the way that Clarry had expected. He’d been hoping for a slap on the back. Instead, Jones got to his feet and grabbed Clarry’s shirt front.

				‘Who saw you?’ he asked.

				‘No one. It was dark. Really dark. There was no one around.’

				‘Did the Jew see your face?’

				At this point, Clarry decided not to go on with his elaborated version of events.

				‘No. He didn’t even know what had hit him, and no one heard anything, either. He didn’t make a sound. I hit him from behind, hard.’

				Jones pushed Clarry away from him.

				‘You’re a bloody fool. You could lead the coppers right here.’

				‘What about with Fred the other night?’

				‘Fred was there. I trust Fred to get it right.’

				Clarry became sulky.

				‘I did a good job. It was clean, and now there’s one less Jew. You should be happy about that.’

				‘Did anything fall out of your pocket — a handkerchief, a key, anything?’

				‘No.’

				‘Are you sure? What about fingerprints, a button, a hair, footprints?’

				Clarry tried to remain confident.

				‘Of course not. The footpath was concrete.’

				Clarry wasn’t really sure if this was true, but Jones began to calm down.

				‘You don’t do anything, Clarry, unless I authorise it. We don’t want wallopers sniffing around just because you’ve been careless.’

				‘There’ll be no coppers.’

				Jones sat down again, and indicated that Clarry should join him.

				‘You’ll have to close this place tomorrow and the next day, which is New Year’s Day anyway.’

				‘I’ve got to make a living.’

				‘You call this dump a living? Your wife must have some money.’

				Clarry’s silence indicated the truth of this assumption.

				‘We might need to meet here, and I don’t want any nosey customers hanging about.’

				‘What’s up?’

				‘Nothing you need to know about. Just be here, and put the “Closed” sign on the door.’

				Clarry’s sulkiness was obvious. As Jones stood up and walked out the door, he added, ‘You did all right killing that Jew, Clarry.’

				Not for the first time, Clarry was amazed by how good he felt when Jones praised him. He’d do a lot for the party to feel more of this.


				
				New Year’s Eve
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				Constance Thorpe rang Inspector Lambert at 11.00am on New Year’s Eve. Mary Quinn had failed to show up for that day’s recording. She was now three hours late, and there was no answer from her room at the Windsor Hotel. She’d never been this late before. The staff at the hotel were reluctant to enter her room because she’d issued strict instructions the previous evening that she wasn’t to be disturbed under any circumstances.

				Inspector Lambert and Constable Lord were at the Windsor fifteen minutes later. This time, the concierge offered no resistance to Titus’s demand to be let into the room. Titus had been dreading what he might find there, and had already begun to feel desperate about his inability to protect Mary Quinn.

				The room was empty, and there were no dramatic signs of disturbance. The bed was unmade, and a pillow had fallen to the floor. The only other object in the room that was out of place was an overturned chair. It struck an odd note.

				‘I want every inch of this room searched,’ Titus said, and Helen could hear the frustration in his voice. ‘And, Constable, I want you to squeeze as much as you can out of that officious little concierge. If Mary Quinn left under duress, how did it happen without somebody seeing something?’

				Within a few hours, certain facts had been established. Joe Sable had interviewed the cast at the 3UZ studio, and confirmed that Jack Ables had been with Mary Quinn the previous evening, and had seen her going into the Windsor at about 6.30.

				Helen had given the concierge the rounds of the kitchen, but he’d been adamant that he’d seen no one dragging Mary through the foyer. Indeed, he’d seen neither hide nor hair of her after she came into the foyer at 6.30, which confirmed Jack’s story.

				There was nothing in the room, besides the upturned chair, to indicate that violence had been used. There were clothes still in the wardrobe, and several changes of underwear in a drawer. These items alone seemed to indicate that either Mary was intending to return or that she’d left against her will. All they could do was wait.

				Jack Ables had told Sergeant Sable that he hadn’t seen anyone or anything unusual when he’d said goodbye to Mary Quinn. As this wasn’t quite true, he began to worry about it. Should he have mentioned the man who’d propositioned him from across the street? What would have been the point? He didn’t want to alert the police to his own proclivities, and he wasn’t sure how to explain his noticing the man without giving himself away.

				Jack had never discussed his dalliances with anyone. He supposed that some people suspected the truth, but no one had ever been so vulgar as to question him about his sex life. The acting profession was an unusually tolerant one. Constance Thorpe’s living arrangements were well known, for example, but Jack had never heard the word ‘lesbian’ used in relation to her. Jack didn’t know Constance particularly well. The Red Mask was the first time he’d worked with her professionally, although they’d met several times when she was a lowly producer’s assistant. The war had elevated her to the role of producer, and the success of The Red Mask would probably secure that position for her when the war ended. Jack Ables decided that he could safely be frank with Constance and ask her what she’d do in his position.

				Constance listened to Jack’s story without a hint of disapproval, which didn’t mean she didn’t feel any. Constance was conservative about sex — other people’s sex. She certainly didn’t approve of the casual couplings of homosexuals, any more than she approved of the casual couplings of heterosexuals. She advised Jack to certainly talk to Homicide about the man he’d seen, but stress that his attention had been caught by the man’s strange stillness as pedestrians flowed around him. He didn’t need to mention his frotting gesture. Jack Ables was the heroic Red Mask, after all, and the Red Mask did not have sex with strange men. That wouldn’t go down well with 3UZ listeners.

				Jack Ables was sent by a constable to the Homicide office on the fourth floor, where Helen Lord met him and took his statement. To her surprise, Jack also showed her his drawing of the mystery man he’d seen. In the time it had taken between talking to Constance and walking to Russell Street, he’d drawn a small picture of the man. Jack was technically proficient with a pencil, and had always thought he might have succeeded as an artist if he’d put his mind to it. The drawing showed no detailed features, but Jack was happy with the way he’d captured the general air of the man. It was a likeness without being a portrait. When Jack looked away from the sketch, and then looked quickly back at it, he was confident that he’d made the figure recognisable to anyone who’d seen him before. He was so happy with it that he’d jauntily appended his initials to it. 

				Helen thought the sketch was too impressionistic to be of much use. Nevertheless, when Joe Sable came out of Inspector Lambert’s office, she showed it to him.

				‘Ptolemy Jones,’ he said immediately. ‘That’s incredible.’

				Jack Ables was chuffed. He was less chuffed when, under further questioning, he almost gave away his reason for having such a clear recollection of the man. Having established that this was the first and only time that Jack had seen the man, and that he’d never heard Mary Quinn mention anyone named Ptolemy Jones — Jack was certain he would have remembered such a bizarre juxtaposition of the odd and the banal — Joe thanked him and said that he’d been most helpful.

				As soon as Jack left, Joe and Helen went in to see Titus. This was the first real break they’d had in the investigation, although the nature of the revelation wasn’t absolutely clear. As Titus reminded Joe, a pencil sketch wasn’t a photograph, and his wishful thinking might have transformed a vague resemblance into a positive identification. Joe bridled slightly at this suggestion.

				‘I don’t think so, sir. As soon as I saw that drawing, I knew who it was. That sketch is as good as a photograph.’

				‘No it isn’t, Sergeant. Let’s assume for the moment that we can make some sort of connection between Jones and Mary Quinn. Where does that lead us?’

				‘At its crudest,’ Helen said, ‘it could mean that Jones has some sort of vendetta against the Quinn family and that he wants to kill them all.’

				‘We know he’s a Nazi, sir,’ Joe said, ‘and we know that John Quinn was keeping tabs on Australia First. Maybe Jones found out about this, and thought he’d punish him and his family.’

				‘You said in your notes, Sergeant, that Jones didn’t meet the Australia First people until Christmas Day. The Quinns were murdered on Christmas Eve.’

				‘John Quinn must have met Jones before Magill did. I don’t know how or where.’

				‘That’s the problem. You can see how easily this sketch could lead us in the wrong direction. And even if the man in the sketch was Ptolemy Jones, no one saw him enter the Windsor, and no one saw him leave with Mary Quinn over his shoulder.’

				There was a disappointed silence.

				‘It would, of course, be very helpful if we could place Jones as having been anywhere near the Quinn family in the recent past,’ Inspector Lambert said. ‘I’m happy to bring him in as an incidental person of interest.’

				‘I won’t be able to question him, sir,’ Joe said. ‘If he finds out I’m a policeman, the Intelligence investigation will be compromised.’

				‘We have to find him first,’ Helen said. ‘He’s no longer at Candlebark Hill if he’s hanging around the Windsor. Does Intelligence have an address for him?’

				‘No. He’s unknown to them. Magill might have one, though.’

				‘But if we go to Magill, he’ll know we got onto him through you.’ 

				Joe thought for a moment, and contradicted what he’d said just moments earlier.

				‘Mary Quinn’s life is more important than any of us tracking a few lunatic extremists. I think blowing my cover with Magill is a risk we have to take. I’ll go to Magill and tell him I have to see Jones pronto. If Jones is back in Melbourne, we can assume they all are. I’ll drive out to Hawthorn now.’

				‘Are you sure about this, Sergeant? If Intelligence believes they’re dealing with some sort of fifth column in Australia First, alerting Magill might be a bad idea, and you might compromise both investigations — and all on the basis of that sketch. No, I don’t want you to go to Hawthorn. I want you to go downstairs and get as good a likeness as you can of Jones from the police artist. We can start showing that around. We might get lucky. We’ll take the line that this man was seen near the Windsor Hotel, and so forth. That way, there’s no connection to you, and no connection to Intelligence’s investigation.’

				Joe could see the sense in this, and could see, too, the way in which he’d be able to get to Magill with a convincing story about his urgent need to find Jones. He’d turn up in Hawthorn waving the police sketch and fabricating a good dose of outrage that Jones had somehow got himself into trouble and that his likeness was all over town. He needed to find Jones and clear this up. He needed an assurance from him that whatever it was the police wanted to talk to him about wouldn’t expose all of them to unwarranted scrutiny, and wouldn’t threaten the plans they’d begun to make at Candlebark Hill. As Joe turned this scenario over in his mind, he was satisfied that it was convincing and that he could carry it off. He’d check with Chafer and Goad first, just in case they’d located Jones. It would save everyone a lot of trouble if they had.

				The police artist took less than half an hour to produce an image of Jones that Joe was happy with. It wasn’t a vague likeness; it was close to being a portrait. Getting printed copies would only take a couple of hours, and Joe was confident that, once it was distributed, anyone who knew Jones couldn’t help but recognise him.

				Meanwhile, Joe telephoned Tom Chafer, who told him that they hadn’t unearthed any information on a Ptolemy Jones, which made him suspect that it wasn’t his real name. It was highly unlikely that such an active National Socialist had escaped their surveillance completely.

				‘As I told you, the Nazis used to meet at a house at Belgrave back in the Thirties,’ he said. ‘We know all of them, and we’ve got photographs of the main players. If Jones was one of them, he’d only have been a teenager. There’s one picture, not a very good one, of a group of them leaving the house. I suggest you come in and see if you can identify him in that group. If we can connect him to someone else in the photograph, someone we know, there’s a chance we can oblige that person to give us his name — his real name.’

				Even over the telephone, Chafer’s tone was objectionable. When he said, ‘his real name’, there was a pointless, groundless implication that Joe was somehow responsible for ‘Ptolemy Jones’ being an alias. But finding Jones was more important than scoring points over Chafer, so Joe simply agreed to go down to Victoria Barracks. 

				Joe went to tell Inspector Lambert that this was his intention. Afterwards, as he was leaving, Titus issued an invitation to him and to Helen Lord.

				‘We have a small get-together every New Year’s Eve, at our place. Nothing fancy — just a few friends and family. If neither of you is doing anything, you’d be most welcome. Tom will be there, Sergeant, and you’ve met him, so not everyone will be a stranger.’

				‘You’ve spoken to Tom, sir?’

				Titus looked puzzled.

				‘No, I haven’t. He always comes. It’s a standing invitation. What do you mean, have I spoken to him? Why would I have spoken to him — or, more to the point, why wouldn’t I have spoken to him?’

				Joe’s confusion was obvious to both Titus and Helen, and he covered it badly by saying that Tom hadn’t struck him as the party type. Titus, who was now aware that something was up, let it go. But when Joe had left, he said to Helen, ‘Do you know anything about Sergeant Sable and my brother-in-law, Constable?’

				Helen, who was a more accomplished liar than Joe, said, ‘I didn’t even know you had a brother-in-law, sir.’

				The photograph that Tom Chafer pushed across the desk to Joe was of half-a-dozen men standing at the front steps of a weatherboard house. It wasn’t a good photograph. None of the faces was crisp and in focus, but a teenage boy at the edge of the group was unmistakeably Ptolemy Jones. He was tall for his age, and his narrow, vulpine features had already settled into their adult shape.

				‘Well, well, well,’ Chafer said. ‘How very interesting.’

				‘Don’t tell me he’s one of yours.’

				Chafer laughed.

				‘No, Sergeant, he’s not one of ours. He’s the one person in that picture we’ve never identified. I suppose the fact that he was a child made it seem unimportant. However, we know the others, and it shouldn’t be difficult to track down a couple of them, and make it clear that it would be in their best interests to give us the name of their little acolyte. I think we’re making progress, Sergeant.’

				Chafer managed to invest even this expression of success with disdain.

				Titus had exerted his considerable influence to ensure that the police sketch of Jones was photographed and printed with unusual speed. By the time Joe returned from Victoria Barracks, a sufficient number had been run off to cover businesses within a reasonable circumference of the Windsor Hotel. Titus had decided that delivering the picture to shopkeepers would be a good place to start, and that it just might turn something up. The catch was that only one constable was available to help, so Joe and Helen would have to hit the pavements. Neither objected. Joe’s visit to Tom Chafer had taken the edge off his concern for the welfare of Group Captain Mackenzie. At least now there was the real probability of finding Ptolemy Jones. For her part, Helen was glad to be doing something practical.

				They started at the Windsor together. When they showed the sketch to the concierge and told him that the subject was wanted in connection with serious crimes, the gatekeeper hesitated for just a moment before saying that he didn’t recognise him. Both Joe and Helen noticed the hesitation, and knew it meant that the concierge was lying. He refused to change his story, though, even when Joe pointed out that it would go badly for him if it turned out that he wasn’t being entirely truthful. 

				‘If he’s threatened you in some way, you should tell us now,’ Joe said.

				The concierge shook his head.

				Outside the Windsor, Joe and Helen decided to split up and to meet back at Russell Street a couple of hours later.

				Joe returned to Russell Street first. He’d had no success. All the shopkeepers who’d looked at the picture said that if they’d seen that person, they’d certainly have remembered him, but that he’d never been in their shops. It was a little dispiriting to think that Jack Ables had been the only person to see Ptolemy Jones the previous afternoon. Perhaps Inspector Lambert had been right, and Joe had imposed a false identification on Ables’s quick, impressionistic sketch. Perhaps they were looking in the wrong place. If so, it was an error of judgement that could cost Mary Quinn her life.

				Helen Lord, similarly, had met with no success. She folded the last few flyers and put them in a pocket, almost missing ‘Clarry’s Café’. It was only because she collided with a man — who turned out to be Clarry — that she realised the doorway he was exiting from belonged to a cafeteria. The man said nothing and made to move off.

				‘Is this your place?’ she asked.

				‘What if it is?’

				Helen was unsurprised by the man’s unpleasantness, and she knew that it would be exacerbated when she announced herself as a policewoman.

				‘My name is Constable Helen Lord, and I’m not interested in your business. What I am interested in is whether or not you’ve seen this man in the area.’

				She produced a folded flyer and showed it to him.

				‘Why are you asking me?’ Clarry asked, before looking at it.

				‘I’ve been asking shop-owners all day. You’re the last.’

				Clarry Brown ran his eyes over the picture and recognised Jones immediately. He’d turned his face away from Helen Lord, not deliberately, but because the sun was in his eyes. Consequently, she didn’t see the involuntary tensing of his muscles.

				‘What’s this bird wanted for?’ he asked.

				‘We just want to talk to him.’

				‘Why?’

				‘We want to eliminate him from our enquiries.’

				‘Enquiries about what?’

				‘Have you seen him?’

				‘No.’

				Having spent a good few hours hearing ‘No’, Clarry Brown’s response raised no suspicions in Helen. She accepted the denial at face value. It wasn’t until much later that she thought it odd the way the man had put the flyer into his pocket without offering to return it. Every other person she’d shown the picture to had automatically given it back.

				Clarry Brown had been more shaken than he’d let on by the encounter with the policewoman. Apart from the shock of seeing the picture she’d shown him, the fact that the police were now hiring women seemed to him a symptom of how decadent society had become. ‘Decadent’ was a word he’d learned from Ptolemy Jones. The bracing clarity of National Socialism was definitely what Australia needed.

				After the policewoman walked away, Brown took the flyer out of his pocket and stared at it. He was shocked that Jones had put himself in the position of being a person of interest to the police, let alone of allowing someone to get close enough to create a remarkable likeness of him. A part of Clarry was pleased that Jones seemed to have made a mistake, seemed to have been careless. He felt that the flyer shifted the balance of power slightly in his favour. He couldn’t articulate how — it was just a feeling that this meant something important, and that he could use it to unsettle Jones’s nasty little group. He didn’t want to bring Jones down. Not that. Jones was his saviour, after all. Still.

				Clarry shook his head quickly. What was he thinking? How had these traitorous thoughts entered his head? It wasn’t Jones he wanted to hurt. No — he wanted to get closer to him. If there was one person fewer at the table when Jones held his meetings, then perhaps he, Clarry Brown, would be offered the vacant seat. Thoughts of disposing of the blond simpleton, Mark, returned, and with these thoughts came the notion that Jones couldn’t have made a mistake, that he hadn’t been careless. He must have been betrayed.

				Clarry couldn’t wait to present his theory to Jones and to attempt to cast doubt on the simpleton’s loyalty in the process. All it would take would be the tiniest inkling of a suspicion, and then he could dispose of Mark. He’d make sure the body was never found, so the others would assume he’d just taken himself off, unable to show his face because of his betrayal.

				Joe Sable arrived at the Lamberts’ house in Brunswick at eight o’clock. Helen Lord was already there, among a small group in the backyard. Much of the garden had been turned over to the growing of vegetables, although a small patch had been sown with poppies. Joe recognised one or two people from Russell Street, but the other half-dozen guests were unknown to him. Having been introduced to them all, he was discreetly excised by Maude Lambert, who put her hand on his arm and pulled him away gently. In the kitchen, as she cut sandwiches into ribbons, she took Joe completely by surprise by asking where her brother, Tom, was.

				‘I haven’t been able to reach him for days — not at work and not at home. What have you done with him, Joe?’

				The question was delivered in a tone that Joe could only have described as steely light-heartedness. He was momentarily confused, and his confusion provided Maude with all the confirmation she needed.

				‘Will Tom be coming here tonight, Joe?’

				There was no frivolity in her voice, and Joe saw in the expression on her face what a formidable woman she was. At the same time, he was annoyed that Titus had passed on to Maude information that ought not to have left Russell Street, even though all she could know was that he’d been sent by Titus to interview Tom about The Publicist. Joe understood now why Helen Lord had had such qualms about Titus including his wife in all aspects of an investigation.

				‘No, Mrs Lambert, he won’t. At least, I don’t think he will. I can’t say for sure, because I don’t know.’

				‘Is he safe?’

				There was a moment’s hesitation before Joe said, ‘Yes.’

				Maude didn’t let him off the hook.

				‘You can’t say that with any certainty, can you?’

				‘No, but is anybody ever safe? The people in your backyard, are they safe, absolutely safe, just standing there?’

				‘That’s fatuous, Joe. I’m not blaming you for whatever Tom signed on for. He’s a grown man, and bored to death at Victoria Barracks. If, however, he is in danger, I’d appreciate your honesty.’

				‘I’m caught in a bind here, Mrs Lambert. There are certain operational matters I’m simply not at liberty to discuss.’

				‘Not even with Titus?’

				Joe blushed.

				‘I see,’ Maude said. ‘I won’t press you. Can you take these sandwiches outside.’

				Joe realised that he’d handled this encounter with Maude Lambert badly. Why hadn’t he just told her the truth, or enough of the truth to avoid the rightful charge of having deliberately withheld information? In breaching his previously open relationship with Inspector Lambert, Joe knew that using the defence of the obligations imposed on him by the Crimes Act wouldn’t wash. Lambert would accept the defence — how could he not? — but he’d feel that when Joe’s loyalty had been tested, he’d chosen Intelligence over Homicide, despite Joe’s previous assurance to him that this would never happen. Maude was sure to tell Titus that her brother had become involved somehow, and Titus would know that Joe had chosen to keep this from him. And what if Titus discovered that Joe had confided in Helen?

				Joe passed among the guests, playing waiter with the sandwiches, and, when he reached Helen, said quietly, ‘Could I talk to you for a minute?’

				The backyard was too small to provide a private corner, so they moved to the side of the house, where saw-toothed ferns grew in profusion.

				‘I’m in a pickle,’ Joe said. ‘Maude Lambert knows that something is up with Tom Mackenzie.’

				‘Of course she does,’ Helen said. ‘You gave that away this afternoon.’

				‘How?’

				‘Are you kidding? Do you think you got away with that, “I didn’t think Tom was the party type” comment? You might as well have held up a big placard saying, “Tom Mackenzie is working for me.”’

				‘Was it that obvious?’

				‘After you left, Lambert asked me if I knew anything.’

				‘You didn’t say anything, did you?’

				Helen Lord was so instantly offended by this question that she uttered a small gasp before turning on her heel and walking away. It took only a second for Joe’s initial dismay to be replaced by an awful feeling that what he’d just done went far beyond the commission of a faux pas. Rising anxiety caused his heart to flutter, and, at the first sign of this, his anxiety increased. By focussing on the ground in front of him, he managed to make it back into the house, down the corridor, and out into the street. There, he leaned against a car, hoping that his heart would settle. It did, and yet a great rush of nausea overwhelmed him, and he was sick in the gutter.

				 Returning to the Lambert’s New Year’s Eve party was impossible. There was nothing for him there. He couldn’t bear the pretence of sociability when he’d just made himself a pariah. Perhaps tomorrow, at the start of a new year, he’d put things to rights. Without saying goodbye, a rudeness he now thought would surprise no one, he began to walk back to his flat in Princes Hill.

				Rosh Pinah, he thought as he pushed open his front door. Spare me.

				As the door clicked shut, the telephone rang. It was Ptolemy Jones. ‘This is the fourth time I’ve rung,’ he said. ‘Tonight at eleven. Rainbow Hall, Commercial Road, Prahran. Be there.’ He hung up.

				Joe’s first thought was, How did he get my number? He’d given it to Sheila Draper, and she might have given it to Mary Quinn. If Jones had kidnapped Mary, he could have extracted it from her. No, that couldn’t be right. Why would he associate Joe with Mary in the first place? Jones must have got the number from Tom Mackenzie. When Joe considered this, it sent a fizz of panic through his body —Tom wouldn’t have volunteered his number.

				It was close to ten o’clock. Joe would have to catch a tram to Flinders Street Station and a train to Prahran. He didn’t think about how he might get home afterwards, nor did he give any thought to the alternative of not going. Joe assumed this to be a meeting of Our Nation, and at the very least he hoped to see Tom there. If he found him there, safe and sound, Joe could ease his conscience by reporting that fact to Titus.

				As Joe set out, he had the nervous thought that there were only two people in the world who knew his destination — himself and Ptolemy Jones. He was foolish to have let himself be put in this position, but he had no choice — or no choice that he was prepared to exercise.

				Joe found the hall without difficulty, just a few minutes from the station. It was a small, weatherboard building, undistinguished in every way — exactly the sort of place that an organisation without much money could afford to rent for an evening. Perhaps, Joe thought, it was used by a scout troop or some grim Christian Ladies’ group that met to knit socks for the army.

				There were several men lurking near the entrance — even though they were just shadows, there was something furtive about them. The door to the hall opened, and a dull light spilled into the porch. The men went in, but Joe held back. After a few minutes, more men turned up and continued to file in, until Joe estimated the audience to have reached about fifty. He was surprised. Our Nation was obviously recruiting rapidly, which made him uneasy. There was no sign of Jones. He must have been inside all along.

				Joe entered the hall, feeling that there was some safety in numbers, even if those numbers were Nazis. Chairs had been set up, and most of them were occupied. At the front, a portable screen had been installed; at the rear, a movie projector was being tinkered with by a bald man in his late forties. The man didn’t look up as Joe entered and took a seat as inconspicuously as he could. No one spoke. It was as if this was a roomful of reluctant strangers in church. Jones was nowhere to be seen, and none of the men — they were all men — seated in the dim light was familiar to Joe.

				The man who had been fiddling with the projector walked to the front of the room and announced in a high voice that just as soon as he’d collected ten shillings from everyone, the evening could get under way.

				‘And I promise you that you won’t be disappointed. We’ve got some travelogues and some fillums from Europe. It’ll be money well spent, gentlemen.’

				With the entrance money duly collected, the single, naked bulb that had illuminated the hall was switched off. Joe tensed his muscles in expectation of violence. If anything was to happen to him, he thought, it would happen in these few seconds before his eyes had become accustomed to the darkness. Joe instinctively leaned forward in his seat, as if this might protect him from a blow aimed at head height. But no blow came.

				The sound of the projector filled the room, and light burst from it. The screen was filled with a grainy landscape of palm trees and beachfront, but there was no sound. A line of bare-breasted Tahitian ladies danced across the screen, with the camera lingering insistently on their endowments. Clearly, this was more bodylogue than travelogue; but, after ten minutes of being exposed to sinuous conga lines of native women, the audience became restless. Joe realised that they’d come to this hall on New Year’s Eve, and paid their good money, for real pornography; Tahitian beauties didn’t fit the bill.

				In a few seconds, a short film called Easy Money began. This was more satisfactory from the audience’s point of view. Again, there was no sound, but the quality of the images was better. It looked American to Joe, and the ladies who paraded before the camera and stripped down to nothing could have stepped from the chorus line of any Busby Berkeley extravaganza. They had the same forced smiles on their faces, and were oddly sexless. When naked, each of them stood for a few seconds, as if modelling the memory of a swimsuit, before surrendering the stage to the next artiste. The first few women, when they revealed their pubic hair, elicited wolf whistles from the audience, but repetition soon dulled the response. The next film had the promisingly lurid title of Women: how we like them. But it was more of the same, and the reel broke halfway through.

				‘Patience, gentlemen,’ the projectionist said. ‘I’ve got a couple of beaut fillums from France coming up.’

				He played one of these next. Joe suspected he’d been saving them for last, but he’d taken the measure of the room and thought better of delaying. The film had obviously been made during the 1920s, and it was scratchy and jumpy, but it had the advantage of being true pornography. It was, in fact, the first pornography that Joe had ever seen, and he found it startling. It involved nuns with hairy armpits, priapic priests, a tradesman who explored the plumbing of both sexes, and a Pomeranian dog that did its own unrestricted exploring.

				 It ran for only a few minutes, and was greeted with hoots of approval. Joe wondered what the cast of the film was doing nowadays. Another American film, Tease for Two, followed; this was more gynaecological than its predecessors, and generated a good round of applause. The man in this film was masked, and the woman wasn’t, as if he had a reputation worth protecting and she didn’t.

				‘This next one is from our friends at the Melbourne Nudist Club,’ the projectionist said. ‘I haven’t seen it myself yet, but I’m sure it’ll be very picturesque. They always do a lovely job. We’ll get back to the other sort straight afterwards.’

				As the first image flickered into movement, Joe was enveloped in a fog of dread. It was Candlebark Hill, inexpertly captured by someone unfamiliar with using a camera. There were no people in the shot, which was of the house — first blurry, then sharp, then blurry again, and again sharp. The screen went black, and the next shot was a cut to the inside of the house. The paintings on the walls left Joe in no doubt that this was Magill’s house.

				The camera moved through the empty interior, and somehow the absence of people was menacing. It wasn’t just Joe who felt this — the audience was silent. The screen went black again. The next shot was taken outside, among the copse of candlebarks that Mitchell Magill’s father had planted. The camera swung around to focus on Ptolemy Jones leaning against a tree. He was masked, but his tattoo was clearly visible, and his body unmistakeable, even with its distracting erection. He was looking beyond the lens: when it swivelled to follow his gaze, it revealed a man and a woman, both naked and both tied to trees. They were too far away to be identifiable, but Joe knew they were Mary Quinn and Tom Mackenzie.

				A crude edit brought the camera in close. Mary was gagged, her eyes bulging. Tom was calling out something, and struggling against the ropes that ran across his shoulders, thighs, and ankles. The audience in the hall was enthralled — believing, Joe presumed, that because it had been captured on film, it was fictional, and that the players were unexpectedly good at their craft.

				The camera moved to one side — who was working it, Mitchell, Arthur, or Fred? — with Mary in the foreground and Tom still sharply in focus. Jones stood in front of Tom, and spat in his face before slapping him hard. The audience gasped. Joe was paralysed with horror.

				Jones took Tom’s face in his hand and turned it toward Mary. He said something in his ear. Mary must have heard it, because her face became contorted with a fierce emotion. Jones moved across to her and, with brutal ease, raped her. Just like that. The audience had each paid ten shillings for this, and many of them thought, no doubt, that it was money well spent. There was one last cut in the film, and the final few seconds were of Jones urinating on Tom. When it was over, someone said, ‘Was that for real?’

				‘Nah,’ a voice answered. ‘She was lovin’ it.’

				There was laughter. They hadn’t been watching Tom’s face. Joe had, and he’d seen there the death of everything in him that was optimistic. Joe went into a kind of shock, which was why the confusion of the next few minutes was at first incomprehensible to him. The light in the hall was suddenly switched on, and Joe was aware of people shouting and then the rushing presence of policemen.

				‘Stay where you are! Police! Stay where you are!’

				There was a clattering of chairs, and the sound of scuffles as the patrons overwhelmed the constables and headed for the door. In a matter of seconds, amid cries and whistles, the hall was empty — except for the projectionist, who’d been pinned to the ground, three other men who’d been similarly restrained, and Joe. He hadn’t moved from his chair. It was only when a hand grabbed his left shoulder and a man’s voice said, ‘You’re under arrest, sunshine,’ that Joe became fully conscious of his surroundings.

				-20-

				In an office at the Prahran police station, Sergeant Peter Colby sat opposite Joe. They knew each other slightly, which expedited the confirmation of Joe’s credentials. Joe had telephoned Inspector Lambert, whose arrival was expected at any minute. Joe wasn’t looking forward to it.

				‘What do we know about the bloke who organised this soirée?’ Joe asked.

				‘His name is Talmadge. He’s a sleazy bastard, with a long record of being a sleazy bastard.’

				‘I need to talk to him.’

				‘Let’s do it.’

				Bert Talmadge stank of sweat. He’d been told that the film he’d shown had been real, that he’d become an accessory to a very serious crime, and that this time he was likely to face jail. When Peter Colby began questioning him, he bleated his innocence.

				‘You’ve got the wrong idea,’ he said. ‘I never knew what was on it.’

				Colby calmly unfolded a piece of paper and read:

				Exhibiting in a place of public resort, films of an indecent, obscene and disgusting nature; exhibiting obscene films; having unlawfully in your possession prohibited imports, namely 12 cinematograph films; and having unlawfully in your possession prohibited imports, namely 12 obscene cinematograph films.

				‘Those are the minor charges, Bert. You’ll be familiar with some of them.’

				‘I knew nothing about that fillum.’

				‘So how did you come by it?’ Joe asked.

				Bert Talmadge looked at him. He must have thought that Joe’s face was more sympathetic than Colby’s, because he directed his response exclusively to Joe.

				‘Look, I show a few stags. So what? Who gets hurt? Everyone has a good time, then goes home and fucks his wife. Big deal. Right? I mean, Christ, some of these fillums are twenty years old.’

				‘How did you come by the film we’re interested in?’ Joe asked again.

				‘Look, I don’t want to put anybody in it. All that happens is when I’m going to have a bit of an evening, I send a note to the Melbourne Nudist Club at a post box. On the night of the show, they drop off a reel. It’s harmless stuff — a few chubby nudists lolling about or playing tennis, or leapfrog. You wouldn’t want your grandmother to see it, I grant you, although on more than one occasion a grandmother has wandered into frame. I send the reel back to the post box with a few bob inside, and that’s it.’

				‘And you never preview the reel?’

				‘Nah. No point.’

				Colby stood up.

				‘We’ve let the other three blokes go. Their wives don’t need to know what their husbands have been up to on New Year’s Eve. Or maybe they do, but we’ve got enough on our plates without ruining someone’s marriage. We’ve set up your projector in another room, Bert, and we want you to run that film for us again when Inspector Lambert arrives.’

				Joe’s stomach lurched. This would be have to have been one of the worst experiences of his life. He instantly decided that once Jones was apprehended, he’d resign. He couldn’t see how he could continue working with Lambert when the full extent of what he’d withheld had been revealed.

				Joe didn’t have long to worry about this. Titus was shown into the room where Colby, Joe, and Talmadge sat. Joe had briefly sketched in the nature of the film when he’d telephoned Titus earlier. He expected him to be incandescent with anger, but he wasn’t. He was calm. Colby took Talmadge into the room where the projector had been set up, and Titus, conscious that Joe was nervous, moved quickly to calm him down.

				‘Whatever is on this film, Sergeant, it’s not your fault. You are in no way responsible for the actions of this Ptolemy Jones, and beyond offering my brother-in-law an opportunity to get out from behind a desk, you are in no way responsible for what has happened.’

				Joe began to say something, but Titus stopped him. ‘I need to see this film, Sergeant. Nothing else matters at the moment.’

				When the film had run its course, Titus’s body was rigid with horror and fury in equal parts.

				‘Constable Lord is never to see this,’ he said. ‘Jones is masked, so there is nothing to be gained from it.’

				Joe understood. His own reaction to the film had been more visceral than any reaction he’d ever had to the sight of a corpse, however violated it had been. Inspector Lambert’s silence about his brother-in-law was more devastating to Joe than any accusatory expression could possibly have been. He wanted to find Ptolemy Jones and kill him. It went against all his training, but Joe didn’t at this moment believe that, in such cases, the courts could be anything other than ponderously inept.

				After Talmadge had been charged, Titus asked Sergeant Colby how it was that his men had raided the Rainbow Hall on this night in particular.

				‘We had a tip-off,’ Colby said. ‘Anonymous, of course, but telling us that Bert Talmadge was up to his old tricks.’

				Turning to Joe, Titus said, ‘And you said, Sergeant, that it was definitely Jones who told you to go to the Rainbow Hall.’

				‘Definitely, sir.’

				‘In other words, he wanted you to see this film, and he wanted the rest of us to see it, too.’

				‘We underestimated these people, sir. Or, rather, I under-estimated them. They must have suspected Tom, and tortured information out of him.’

				Titus nodded, not wishing to say out loud that he suspected this was precisely what had happened.

				‘I got the sergeant in Daylesford out of bed, and he should be at Candlebark Hill by now — we should be hearing something from him soon I’ve also sent two men to Magill’s house in Hawthorn.’

				‘Do you think we should let Chafer and Goad know what’s happening, sir?’

				‘That would be your decision, Sergeant — not mine. Homicide, not Intelligence, is my demesne.’

				Joe accepted what he took to be a mild rebuke without resentment. He believed that his relationship with Lambert had been irrevocably damaged.

				‘I’ll telephone them,’ Joe said. ‘Apart from anything else, it will be a pleasure to disrupt their New Year’s Eve.’

				‘Tell them to come to Russell Street.’

				‘They won’t be happy about that.’

				‘Their happiness is of no interest to me, Sergeant. If they wish to see the film, it will be at Russell Street. Two lives are in grave danger. If that is of no concern to Messrs Chafer and Goad, I’ll go above their heads.’

				Titus Lambert sat behind his desk, waiting for Tom Chafer and Dick Goad to arrive. He was breathing slowly and deeply, drawing on an ability he’d acquired over the years to suppress fierce emotions in favour of ordered thoughts. In the past, this had been how he’d managed to investigate the murder of children. Now, he forced his feelings about Tom Mackenzie into procedural neutrality. In dark moments, it troubled him that being able to do this might mean that there was something wrong with him — that this wasn’t a strength, but a disturbing peculiarity.

				Joe sat at his desk in the outer office. He’d been surprised when he’d made contact with Chafer. He’d shown no reluctance to come down to Russell Street; on the contrary, he seemed eager to do so, and he said that he’d organise for Goad to join him. They had information to pass on that might lead to Jones.

				Titus had not yet heard from the police in Daylesford. There’d been no one at Magill’s house in Hawthorn, and there was no car in the garage, so Titus assumed they were still at Candlebark Hill. He closed his eyes, worried that he’d misread and mishandled the investigation. He wasn’t able to pinpoint how he should have done anything differently, but he thought there must have been something he’d missed that had led to the horror he’d seen in Prahran. The film was surely more than a taunt — it was a warning, a threat, an expression of how far Jones was willing to go.

				More than ever, Titus was convinced that politics was peripheral to the case. How could what he’d seen in that film be construed primarily as an expression of nationalist fervour? Something began to coalesce in his mind. There was a kind of logic at work here, but it was elusive. They were all missing something. They were all working from a false assumption, and he suspected that the right assumption sat impenetrably obscured behind the wrong one.

				It was well after midnight when Chafer and Goad arrived at Russell Street. They watched the film and were both visibly shaken by it. Neither of them was used to seeing this sort of brutality. It was the job of other people in their organisation to confront the violent reality of the criminal class.

				‘We now know who he is,’ Dick Goad said. ‘His name isn’t Ptolemy Jones. That’s a ridiculous affectation. It’s Alistair Smith, would you believe? Originally, it was Schmidt, until the first war. He grew up in Belgrave. His father’s house was one of the meeting places for National Socialists in the Thirties, but the boy lived mostly with his mother elsewhere. The elder Smith died in ’39. Cancer. We don’t know much more than that. The son inherited the family business, as it were, along with the property, but never moved in, and it’s been vacant since. Alistair Smith kept himself out of trouble, and became invisible.’ 

				‘Until now,’ Joe said.

				‘Why now?’ Titus asked.

				Tom Chafer put his hands behind his head and began to intone an explanation of which he was obviously, revoltingly, proud.

				‘He now feels powerful enough to feel invulnerable. I suspect he’s been feeding on the reports of extraordinary massacres coming out of Europe. I don’t believe it’s too fanciful to think of him being gorged on them, energised by them, and ready.He doesn’t like traitors to his legacy or his cause — he likes to weed them out, root and branch, and he likes to terrify others who might have similar traitorous ambitions. It’s a common controlling technique of dictators, and his great hero is a master of it. His model is the Gestapo: don’t negotiate with your enemies; punish them. We’ve seen milder versions of this sort of delusion and aggrandisement in other Hitlerites. None of them have gone this far.’

				‘So you still think all this is because Jones, or Smith, discovered that Quinn was looking into Australia First?’ Titus asked.

				‘Of course,’ Chafer said. ‘What other reason would he have for attacking the Quinn family?’

				‘The chronology isn’t right,’ Titus said. ‘We have to suppose that Jones met Quinn before he met Magill, and that supposition is weak. It’s convenient, but it’s weak.’

				‘Especially,’ Joe said, ‘as there is nothing in Quinn’s reports about meeting with a person like Jones — unless what you told me isn’t true, and there is a reference to Jones somewhere.’

				Dick Goad sighed. ‘There is no reference to Jones among Quinn’s reports. I agree that the chronology is out. But when one of our people who has been investigating a particular, suspect group turns up dead, the most obvious explanation is surely the right one. Ockham’s razor.’

				‘I wish it were that simple, Mr Goad. Unfortunately, there is the inconvenience of Sheila Draper’s savage murder. Whatever drove Jones to commit that, it wasn’t politics.’

				‘You’re making your own convenient assumption on that point, Inspector,’ Tom Chafer said, reverting to his normal unpleasant tone. ‘You’re assuming that the person who killed the Quinns is the same person who killed Sheila Draper.’

				This was undeniably true, and Titus acknowledged as much.

				‘If we’re talking about competing assumptions,’ he said, ‘I think ours is based on evidence and experience, and is the stronger of the two.’ To be diplomatic, he added, ‘The truth of the matter is that Jones’s motivations are likely to be a witches’ brew of the political and the personal. It seems to me that Miss Quinn might have been right when she implied that this was all about her. At the time, it seemed more like an actress’s ego expressing itself.’

				‘I don’t know what you mean, Inspector,’ Goad said.

				‘Mary Quinn’s first reaction when we told her about Sheila Draper’s death was to say that someone was killing the people she loved before getting around to killing her.’

				‘An elaborate sort of torture?’ Goad said.

				‘Yes. Slow and pointed revenge, which makes me think the key to all this isn’t Jones’s connection to John Quinn, but Jones’s connection to Mary Quinn. He knows her, which means that someone must know them both.’

				Dick Goad took a piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Titus.

				‘This is a list of names and addresses of people associated with Alistair Smith’s father. As you can see, it’s a short list.’

				‘Do any of these people have children who’d be Jones’s, or Smith’s — I can’t get used to calling him Smith — who’d now be Jones’s age?’ asked Joe.

				‘We’re ahead of you, Sergeant. Yes. One of them, John Starling, has a son. He’d be about Smith’s age. Name of George.’

				‘What does he look like?’

				Goad produced a blurry photograph.

				‘This was taken at the Belgrave house at about the same time as the one you saw of Smith.’

				The photograph was of two people approaching the house — a man in his fifties, by the look of him, and a boy about sixteen. The boy was chubby. Titus handed the photograph to Joe. Joe shook his head.

				‘This is Starling, is it, and his son?’

				Goad nodded.

				‘That boy could be the bloke who calls himself Fred. It’s hard to say. If it is Fred, he’s lost a lot of weight since then.’ Joe peered at it closely. ‘Can I have a magnifying glass, sir?’

				Titus took one from his desk drawer and gave it to Joe.

				‘This boy may only be sixteen or seventeen, but he’s an early developer.’

				Both Goad and Chafer looked quizzical.

				‘The man I know as Fred has extremely hairy arms and a five o’clock shadow that made me think he must have started shaving when he was four. This young man has similarly hairy arms. I’d say this is Fred. I can’t, of course, be absolutely certain.’

				He handed the magnifying glass and the photograph to Dick Goad.

				‘Good,’ Goad said. ‘We know where John Starling lives, and I’m sure he can be persuaded to tell us how to find George, or Fred, if that’s what he’s calling himself now. If we can find Fred, and I think we can, we can find Jones.’

				Goad looked at his watch.

				‘It’s 1.00am.’

				‘This can’t wait,’ Titus said.

				‘I wasn’t thinking of waiting, Inspector. However, John Starling doesn’t live in Melbourne. He lives outside Warrnambool, at a place called Mepunga. It’s going to take some time to get to him, and sending a Warrnambool walloper — pardon me — to question him will get you nowhere. He’s not keen on policemen. He’s even less keen on us, but he’ll cooperate when I waft the smell of the Crimes Act in his direction. A few of his mates from the halcyon Belgrave days are uncomfortably interned. Starling has lost his passion for National Socialism. He won’t want his flirtation with it in the Thirties to land him in hot water now.’

				When Chafer and Goad had left, having given Titus an assurance that one of them would be leaving for Warrnambool immediately, Joe said again how worried he was about Tom and Mary, and how badly he felt about Tom’s involvement. Titus, rather brusquely, repeated that he, Joe, was not responsible for his brother-in-law’s decisions, and he should stop implying that he, Titus, thought that he was.

				‘I don’t think Mrs Lambert will be so understanding, sir.’

				Titus ignored the comment, which left Joe wondering whether he thought it inappropriate, or whether he agreed with it.

				‘Tomorrow — well, today now — I want you and Constable Lord to take that sketch to 3UZ and see if anyone there, apart from Jack Ables, has seen Mary Quinn with Jones. His sick obsession with her can’t have escaped everyone. We should have been focussing on that from the beginning.’

				‘How could we, sir? We didn’t even know Jones existed.’

				Titus ran his fingers through his thinning hair.

				‘Yes, but in concentrating on the dead in this case, we missed the importance of the living, and now Tom and Mary …’ He stopped himself. ‘Go home, Sergeant, and get some sleep.’
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				Ptolemy, Fred, Frank, and Mark sat in Clarry’s café. Frank and Mark were drunk, and they weren’t happy when Clarry told them there was no alcohol on the premises. This wasn’t true, as it happened. There were a couple of bottles of beer out the back, but Clarry had decided that he’d had enough of supplying these people with free booze. If it had been just Jones and Fred, he’d have produced the beer, but he’d be damned if he’d give it away to Frank and that blond moron, Mark.

				Clarry had been in his café since ten o’clock, hoping that Jones would see in the New Year there. Jones and his mates had turned up at 12.30, when Clarry had been about to leave. Despite his admiration for Jones, it still irked him that he seemed to expect that Clarry’s café would be at his disposal at all hours, and without notice. And he never expressed any gratitude. This time, though, Clarry’s irritation was instantly quelled when Jones put his arm around his shoulder and said, ‘Tonight is a big night, Clarry. We make a big noise tonight, and you’re a part of it.’

				Clarry was pleased, but his pleasure was diminished somewhat by the presence of Frank and Mark. Before he lost his nerve, he took the flyer from his pocket and put it on the table in front of them.

				‘A woman copper showed me this, this arvo. She’d been showing it around to shopkeepers.’

				Jones looked at it.

				‘This arvo?’

				‘Yeah, about five o’clock. She said this person had been seen in the area and that he might be able to help with their enquiries. She didn’t say what the enquiries were about.’

				Jones and the others seemed surprisingly unconcerned to Clarry.

				‘Sable?’ Fred asked.

				Jones shook his head.

				‘Maybe that actor. He saw me at the Windsor. I almost had him. That’ll make dealing with him a double pleasure.’

				Clarry had no idea what they were talking about. It was clear to him, though, that he could forget his fantasy of implicating Mark in some sort of betrayal of Jones.

				‘It doesn’t matter,’ Jones said, and pushed the sketch away. ‘Something like this would’ve been all over town tomorrow anyway, which is why we make our move tonight — the first of January 1944.’ He looked at each of the men in turn. ‘The first of January 1944. This will be our home-grown Kristallnacht.’

				‘What’s that?’ Clarry asked. Mark giggled at his ignorance, and Clarry wondered if he could find a way to kill him that night — or morning, as it now was.

				‘Kristallnacht was the night Germany knew that the Third Reich had begun,’ Jones said. ‘It was back in 1938. There wasn’t a Jew in Germany who felt safe after that. They were all on notice, and the people loved the Fuhrer for it.’

				Clarry didn’t press for further details. Whatever had happened on this Kristallnacht, clearly it involved Jews, and Jones’s enthusiasm suggested that it’d been good for the Fuhrer and bad for the Jews. In a rush of blood he blurted out, ‘I killed a Jew on Wednesday night, in Toorak.’

				Mark laughed, and Frank joined in. The laughter became infectious, until they were all doing it. Clarry’s face turned red with a mixture of embarrassment and rage.

				‘I fuckin’ did! I told Ptolemy already!’

				The laughter subsided, and Jones said nothing. No one asked Clarry for any details. Whether his claim was true or not was of no interest to them. All Clarry’s actions were inconsequential because Clarry was inconsequential. He realised that this was how he was seen, and how he’d always be seen, and the realisation hit him with enough force to propel him almost involuntarily away from the table and back behind the counter, where he watched the four men with mounting disgust. Only his feelings about Jones remained unchanged. Jones wouldn’t have laughed if it weren’t for the others. Jones called Clarry back to the table.

				‘You’re part of this, mate. I’ve got instructions for you.’

				That was all it took. Ptolemy Jones called Clarry ‘mate’, and Clarry came back to the table.

				‘After tonight,’ Jones said, ‘the government will know that Our Nation is a force to be reckoned with, and the momentum will carry us eventually to the point where we’re a viable, alternative government. This can happen.’ As he said this, he reached into his pocket and withdrew the postcard of the painting, In the Beginning Was the Word. He carried this with him everywhere now. He placed it reverently on the table, and everyone leaned in to look at it. ‘This will happen.’

				He let that sink in. Fred smiled — it was the first time that Clarry had seen a change in his expression.

				‘No deaths tonight,’ Jones said. ‘I don’t want any bodies.’

				Mark looked disappointed.

				‘The synagogue in St Kilda Road will be torched tonight.’

				Mark grinned.

				‘That’s near where I killed the Jew,’ Clarry said.

				‘Shut the fuck up,’ Fred said.

				‘The synagogue will light up the sky,’ Jones said. ‘And, on top of that, we’ll deal with the purveyors of propaganda filth called The Red Mask. It’s a sink of lesbians and homosexuals, and it spreads vicious lies about National Socialism all over this country. We’re going to shut it down.’

				He took two pieces of paper from his pocket. He handed one to Mark, and one to Frank.

				‘The lesbians who run the show live there,’ he said, as Mark read the address. ‘You and Clarry are to go there now, and let them know that their perversion is unacceptable. It has no place in a clean world. How you do that is up to you, but I don’t want them dead. You got that, Clarry? If Mark gets a little over-enthusiastic, your job is to stop him. Mark can’t help himself sometimes. When you’re done there, I want you to torch the synagogue. There’ll be real fireworks.’

				Mark chortled happily, and his hand went automatically to his groin, where he unselfconsciously moved his tumescing cock into a more comfortable position.

				‘Frank, you’ll be on your own. You won’t need any help. That’s the address of an actor, a filthy queer by the name of Jack Ables. Women reckon he’s good-looking. When you’ve finished with him, he won’t be good-looking anymore.’

				Frank nodded and pulled a razor from his pocket.

				‘No,’ he said, ‘he won’t be good-looking anymore.’

				‘Fred and I have got an appointment with a copper, only he doesn’t know it. ‘Sergeant Joe Sable,’ Fred said. ‘And, best of all, he’s a Jew boy.’

				Jones placed both hands on the table, and pushed himself to his feet.

				‘We’ll meet here tomorrow afternoon.’ He paused, and then barked, with a fierceness that made Clarry jump, ‘Zieg Heil!’ and delivered a Nazi salute. Everyone stood and returned it. It was the first time that Clarry had performed the salute. It felt good to him, despite the rank sweat that drifted from Mark’s armpit when he shot his hand skywards.

				After Joe Sable left Inspector Lambert’s office, Titus paced the room. Nothing about this investigation had been satisfactory. The Quinn family had few connections that were useful. John Quinn had had acquaintances — clubmen who rarely, if ever, visited the house — but no close friends, apart from his mistress, and she was beyond the reach of Homicide. His closest relationship had been with a priest who, if he’d learned anything in the confessional, wasn’t going to break its seal. The son, Xavier Quinn, had had no friends at all. He’d been unstable and, Titus thought, if he hadn’t been murdered, he would quite probably have taken his own life at some point. When compared to her father and brother, Mary Quinn was a paragon of common sense and healthy socialisation, although there wasn’t much that was healthy about her hatred of her father. At least that hatred was explicable, rooted as it was in John Quinn’s adultery, and in the premature and miserable death of Mary’s mother. 

				In despair, Titus thought they were too late, that they’d missed something which would have exposed Ptolemy Jones earlier. He felt no satisfaction in knowing that his instinct about the motive being personal, rather than political, had been correct. He wasn’t even sure of that yet; and anyway, that instinct had produced no results, had uncovered nothing. Whatever the outcome of this investigation might be, Titus would feel that he’d failed. And if Tom Mackenzie became another victim, the depth of Maude’s grief would be unbearable.

				The telephone rang. It was the sergeant of police at Daylesford, reporting that Mitchell Magill and Peggy Montford were in the Daylesford watch house, and that Magill wasn’t a happy man. There’d been no one else at Candlebark Hill when the sergeant and his constable had knocked on the door at 12.30am. He would have appreciated it, he said, if they’d been told to expect to find the suspects in the nuddy. Magill, as a protest against what he called unwarranted harassment, had refused to get dressed, and consequently was sitting in his cell stark naked. His companion, Peggy Montford, had been more cooperative; she was fully clothed. Magill had seemed genuinely surprised when the sergeant had informed him of the charges that might be laid against him — being an accessory to rape, assault, and possibly murder. He and Miss Montford had been visiting friends in Castlemaine for the last couple of days, and had arrived back that night, New Year’s Eve. Who, Magill wanted to know, had been raped and assaulted?

				‘I told him to put a plug in it and that he’d find out soon enough. I think he twigged that I was just about as much in the dark as he claimed to be.’

				‘I’ll send someone to collect the two of them tomorrow, Sergeant.’

				‘I’ll have to charge him with something.’

				‘Charge him with indecent exposure, Sergeant. Just don’t let him go.’

				Clarry and Mark said nothing to each other as they walked towards the Manchester Unity Building. Neither of them was pleased to be in the other’s company.

				‘Listen, mate, I’ll decide when I’ve taught these bitches a lesson,’ Mark said abruptly. ‘If you try to stop me, I’ll push your balls up inside your body. Got that?’

				‘Mr Jones said …’

				‘I didn’t hear him say anything, and neither did you. I’ll decide when I’ve had enough fun.’

				Clarry remained silent. He had no weapons, and he didn’t know what Mark was carrying. There’d be knives in this flat they were going to — a nice, sharp one of those would sink smoothly into Mark’s fat neck. But how would he get rid of Mark’s huge body? It was unrealistic to imagine he could do it and get away with it. Still, it was pleasant to think about, and it took Clarry’s mind off the task at hand.

				Mark had already decided what he was going to do. He’d go to the flat with this Clarry turd, but he wasn’t walking back with him. No fuckin’ way. He’d find a dark alley when they’d finished, and then kick the shit out of him. Stomp him to death, and torch the synagogue on his own. He’d tell Jones that Clarry had come on to him, that he’d tried to touch him up.

				It was close to 2.00am. Melbourne’s streets were empty — whatever celebrations had taken place, they were long since over, and people had gone home — and there was no one in the foyer of the Manchester Unity Building. They got into the lift, and Clarry immediately felt intimidated by its stylish and expensive finish. Mark hoiked up a gobbet of phlegm and spat it against a wall, where it slid towards the floor. He pushed the button for the level they wanted. The smell that came off Mark was so sour and rank in the confined space of the lift that Clarry held his breath. They stepped into the corridor, and found the flat that corresponded to the number on the piece of paper that Jones had given Mark. Clarry put his ear to the door, but Mark pushed him aside and hammered on it.

				‘Police! Open up!’ They waited.

				Mark hammered on the door again, and tried the handle. Clarry’s guts churned with fear — and something else, very like excitement. As adrenalin began to pulse through him, Clarry thought that perhaps Mark was a useful bloke after all. Maybe he’d learn a thing or two by watching how Mark dealt with these two disgusting women.

				‘Is that you, Inspector Lambert?’

				The female voice didn’t sound timid.

				‘Yes,’ Mark said. He listened for the sound of the lock being turned, and as soon as he heard it, he pushed the door open and shouldered his way into the flat.

				Constance Thorpe was knocked to the floor by the force of the door. When Clarry came in behind Mark, he found him standing astride a crumpled pile of silk dressing gown and pyjamas. The pile moved as Constance tried to stand up. She was dazed from the fall, and her eyes hadn’t yet become accustomed to the bright hall-light. She could make no sense of what had just happened. If she felt anything, it was embarrassment that she’d fallen over in front of Inspector Lambert. She was about to speak when Mark’s boot came down on her sternum, and her head crashed into the floor again.

				‘You get the other one,’ Mark said, ‘and bring her here.’

				As he spoke, he unbuckled his belt and worked his trousers down around his knees.

				‘We’re goin’ to take this nice and slow,’ he said. ‘At first.’

				Clarry moved past Mark, noticing in spite of himself that Mark’s erection was unimpressive. The woman’s face showed no fear yet, just incomprehension. That would change. These were rich people, Clarry thought, as he looked around the lounge room. They had good furniture. There was some small stuff, knick-knacks, which he could steal. Some of it looked valuable, like it was made out of silver. Then he heard the woman say, ‘No,’ and he turned to see Mark pulling at her clothes, tearing the fabric away from her body. He should have taken his trousers off; they were hampering his movements. He clawed at her flimsy nightdress with mounting frenzy. Clarry wanted to watch him fuck her, but he had to get the other lesbian out of the bedroom first.

				He turned and took a step towards the corridor that led away from the lounge room. A young woman stood there, and Clarry smiled at her. For some reason — perhaps it was the dim light in that part of the flat — he didn’t immediately notice that she was holding a gun. In the split second between the flash of the gun firing and the crashing of the bullet into his chest, Clarry had no time to understand that this was the moment of his death. He fell to the floor, and Dora Mansfield calmly stepped past him to where she could see Mark clumsily straddling Constance. He was trying to stand, and was pulling his trousers up over his knees. His head was bent to the task as Dora fired a shot that tore into the top of his skull. She didn’t see his idiot face until after he was dead.

				Constance crawled away from his heavy body, and Dora embraced her.

				‘He didn’t manage to get it in,’ Constance said with steely calm. ‘He didn’t manage to rape me.’

				‘I know, Dora said. ‘I know, darling.’

				It took Frank more than an hour to walk from Clarry’s café to Jack Ables’ house in North Melbourne. It was a small place, with a large garden, and the garden had several people in it. From the general level of noise coming from the house, it was obvious that Ables’ New Year’s Eve party was still going strong. This was a problem for Frank, because he didn’t know what Ables looked like. He’d been expecting to find him home alone. Frank stood in the portico of the church opposite and thought about what to do. After half an hour, he decided that there was no point in hanging around. The party would go on until after dawn, and Frank didn’t have the patience to wait it out. Jones wouldn’t be happy, but that was too bad. Frank headed back to his room in Fitzroy. Ables could wait.

				When Joe Sable got home, he sat for a while trying to read. He wasn’t tired, and his mind was racing. Images from the film intruded on his thoughts, and they agitated him so much that he began pacing the room. Where were Mary Quinn and Tom Mackenzie right now? The question made him feel ill. Returning home had been a mistake. Even though he and his colleagues were all now waiting for information they could act on, Joe decided to go back to Russell Street. There, at least, he would feel useful. 

				The jangle of the telephone interrupted his ruminations. It was Inspector Lambert, with the news that Mitchell Magill and Peggy Montford were in custody in Daylesford, and that there was no one else at Candlebark Hill. He told Joe that Magill claimed to have been in Castlemaine for the last couple of days and had no knowledge of crimes committed on his property. They’d know more when Magill arrived in Melbourne in a few hours’ time.

				‘Should we telephone Constable Lord, sir?’

				‘No. Absolutely not. Constable Lord is no doubt sound asleep, as are her mother and uncle. Nothing would be gained by disturbing them, and it would be useful if one of us had a clear head in the morning — later in the morning. We’re closing in on this Jones person, Sergeant.’

				‘I hope we get to Miss Quinn and Tom in time, sir.’

				‘I think we should prepare ourselves for the worst on that score. Two living victims would be inconvenient for Jones — too hard to handle.’

				Joe was about to answer when there was a knock on his door.

				‘There’s someone at the door, sir.’

				‘It’s two o’clock in the morning. Are you expecting anyone?’

				‘No, sir. Perhaps Constable Lord …’

				‘Be careful, Sergeant. Don’t hang up the telephone.’

				Joe put the receiver on the table.

				‘Yes?’ he called.

				There was no verbal reply, only a gentle knocking once again.

				‘Who is it?’

				Again, a gentle knocking followed. It sounded feminine to Joe, so he resisted the urge to pick up a weapon and, instead, unlocked the door. He turned the handle, taking the precaution of standing away from where it would open, which was why it didn’t hit him as it flew inward with some force. He was not prepared, though, for the two men rushing at him, one of whom slammed a fist into his stomach, bending him over double, while the other placed a cloth over his mouth and nose. Joe was dimly aware that the men were Ptolemy Jones and Fred, but the smell and burn of chloroform dizzied him and then obliterated all sensation. 

				 Jones looked around the flat, noticed that the telephone was off the hook, and went to it. He picked it up and listened. The connection had been broken because Titus had hung up as soon as he’d heard the unmistakeable sound of someone being punched. He was already calling Intelligence, and waking other policemen. Every nerve in his body pulsed with electric urgency.


								The New Year
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				Joe Sable awoke feeling nauseated and chilled. He was tied to a chair, a circumstance he discovered when his stomach convulsed with the urge to vomit. His hands were constrained behind him, and his legs were separately bound to the legs of the chair. His immediate concern was to quell the urge to be sick, and he was concentrating so intently on this that he kept his eyes closed and his head lowered. His eyelids painfully filtered the light from a single unshaded bulb. Slowly, he opened his eyes. As he raised them, he realised he was facing a corner, so that all he could see was the line where two walls met. There was nothing to notice, except that they were painted a dirty chartreuse colour.

				‘Right, he’s awake.’

				The voice belonged to Ptolemy Jones. Joe heard his footsteps approaching, and then Jones grabbed the back of the chair and swung it around to face the room. In the centre, beneath the light, Tom Mackenzie was slumped in a chair. Like Joe, he was tied to his chair. Unlike Joe, he was naked. Through the fog of his confusion, nausea, and fear, Joe was shocked that they’d stripped Tom. He was unconscious, and liberally smeared with fresh and dried blood. His face was swollen, and Joe wasn’t sure if he was even alive. Beside him, seated on another chair but fully dressed, was Mary Quinn. Joe couldn’t see her hands, so he assumed that they’d been tied behind her. Nothing was said. Jones seemed to be giving Joe time to take it all in.

				As Joe’s eyes adjusted to the light, he saw that Jones was reaching into his coat. He withdrew a packet of cigarettes and lit two of them, letting one hang from his bottom lip and putting the other between Mary’s lips. She reached up for it, and Joe realised that she’d been sitting on her hands. She took a deep drag, leaned back, and crossed her legs.

				‘Tolly wanted to scoop Tom’s eyes out with a spoon,’ she said. ‘I stopped him.’

				She took another drag on the cigarette, then leant across to Tom Mackenzie and stubbed it out on his thigh. The muscle twitched, but he didn’t stir.

				‘He’ll come round,’ she said. ‘Tolly hasn’t broken all his fingers yet, have you, darling?’

				Jones smiled as if he’d mistaken this remark for a witticism.

				Joe was lost. His nausea, the sight of Tom unconscious, Mary Quinn casually burning him with her cigarette, and Jones grinning didn’t combine to make any sense.

				‘Is this all a bit hard for you, Detective Sable?’ Mary asked, stressing the word ‘Detective’, and this time Jones laughed. Joe had never heard him laugh before. Mary stood up and moved over to Jones.

				‘You’ve met my fiancé, haven’t you? Of course you have.’

				With no way of comprehending this, Joe said, ‘He raped you. I saw him rape you.’

				‘Oh, that? He didn’t rape me. He just fucked me. I hope my language doesn’t shock you. A girl can make love to her fiancé, can’t she, or are you a prude about sex before marriage?’

				Tom Mackenzie groaned, rolled his head, and opened his swollen, red eyes. He seemed to look at Joe, but Joe wasn’t sure that he could see.

				‘The party doesn’t like traitors, Sable, especially dumb ones. If you’d used a different name, you might have gotten away with it for longer. As soon as I mentioned the names of our two new members to Mary, the jig was up. She was very surprised, weren’t you, Mary?’

				‘I thought you were all right, Sergeant, and then you had to go spying on my fiancé. That was silly.’

				‘Your fiancé is a Nazi.’

				Mary laughed.

				‘You say that like it’s a bad thing. A world without National Socialism is a world not worth living in, Sergeant, or don’t you realise that? No, I suppose you don’t, being a Jew.’

				Tom Mackenzie made a small noise and lapsed back into unconsciousness.

				‘You’re going to die here,’ Mary said. ‘Here, in this room. It’s not a salubrious place to die. I wouldn’t want chartreuse to be the last colour I see, and I’m afraid it’s going to be a slow death. Tolly likes to take his time. He’s a kind of artist of death. My moronic brother is his masterpiece so far, but with two of you here, and no time constraints, he might be able to outdo himself.’

				With creeping clarity, as the effects of the chloroform wore off, Joe struggled to retain his self-possession.

				‘You watched your own brother being tortured?’

				‘Of course, and Tolly really socked it in. Xavier was a mental defective, not worth chewing the rag over. We’re not sentimental about mental defectives. I don’t think they feel pain in the same way we do, do you? Besides, in the end, Tolly gave him what he always wanted — the stigmata. It was rather beautiful in a way, don’t you think? I’m sure Xavier would have offered up every moment of agony for the suffering souls in Purgatory. He was a hopeless martyr, though. Well, he was hopeless at everything, even dying. He was so terrified, he pissed and shat himself. So much for dignity, huh? I hope you don’t piss yourself, Sergeant. That would be so embarrassing.’

				‘Did your father piss himself?’

				‘No. Unfortunately, his death was quick, like killing a chook. I would have liked him to suffer more. He and his blowsy mistress made my mother’s life a misery. Still, he got to watch Xavier’s messy exit. That would have been more satisfying if he gave a tinker’s curse about Xavier. He didn’t.’

				‘Did he know his daughter was a budding Magda Goebbels?’

				‘He wasn’t sufficiently interested to notice anything about me.’

				‘He was interested in Australia First — interested enough to be investigating it.’

				Mary Quinn looked at Jones.

				‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, and Joe knew immediately that this was news to her.

				‘He was on to you,’ Joe said.

				Jones shrugged his shoulders.

				‘Why would he be investigating those nongs? They’ve got nothing to do with Mary.’

				‘It was his job to keep the authorities informed about people like you.’

				Mary started to giggle, and it swelled into a full-throated laugh.

				‘The silly old bastard,’ she said. ‘He wasn’t on to me. There I was, right under his nose, and he was wasting his time on a bunch of useless twisters. That’s wonderful. We killed him, Sergeant, because I hated him. I mean, I hated him. Politics had nothing to do with it. I hated him.’

				‘And did you hate Xavier, too?’

				‘Oddly, no, but he was pointless, and we couldn’t leave him alive after Dad was dead, could we? I mean, that would’ve been impractical, and I’m a very practical person.’

				‘All lunatics should be put down,’ Jones said. ‘They serve no useful purpose.’

				‘It was a mercy killing,’ Mary said.

				‘That was quite a performance you put on at the house — the grieving and terrified survivor.’

				‘It was good, wasn’t it? But then, I am good.’

				She sat back on her chair and turned to face Tom. She was looking at him, but speaking to Joe. Ptolemy Jones stood silently by, smoking.

				‘I want you to know what’s going to happen to you. Think of it as a kind of expiation for me. I want you to understand precisely why your torture is necessary; and it is necessary, although it will probably seem gratuitous from your perspective. You have to understand, Sergeant, that at the end of it, you are going to die. Do Jews have an Act of Contrition?’

				Joe tested the strength of the ties that bound his hands. They were tight, and working free of them wasn’t going to be possible.

				‘I asked you a question,’ Mary said.

				Joe, who’d been trying to find the weak points in the room, said, ‘You’re mentally ill, both of you.’

				‘Nah,’ Jones said, and crossed to Joe, ripped open his shirt, and pushed the burning cigarette into Joe’s sternum. He held it there until the smell of burning hair and flesh filled Joe’s nostrils. He writhed and cried out.

				‘Nah,’ Jones repeated.

				‘We’re not insane, Sergeant. Don’t lay that unguent to your soul — is that the line? Tolly is politically ambitious. There’s nothing insane about that. What’s crazy is that there aren’t many openings for a National Socialist in Australia at the moment. Have you noticed that? Australia First was the closest we could find.’

				‘They’re as weak as piss,’ Jones said.

				‘Yes, they are, they really are, Sergeant. The ones who are left have no political will at all. They might as well be a bridge club. What they need is a leader, someone who believes in something. Tolly, now, he’s a believer.’

				Joe’s body was churning with fear and panic, and he watched despairingly as Tom Mackenzie slipped in and out of consciousness.

				‘It’s time to get this done,’ Jones said.

				‘In a minute, Tolly, in a minute. I haven’t finished talking to Sergeant Sable.’

				She sniffed the air near Tom.

				‘I think he’s pissed himself. He stinks.’

				She moved her chair closer to Joe.

				‘I won’t stay to watch, if that’s all right with you. I watched Xavier, but that was different. I can’t explain it. You see, I don’t really have the stomach for it, not for the process. I think it’s the screams. The end-result doesn’t bother me at all. Tolly, on the other hand, he loves the process. He doesn’t get much practice, so he just sort of feels his way around to find what hurts most. I had to go for a walk before, when your friend here started yowling. It really was too awful.’

				‘What is it you want?’ Joe asked.

				‘Goodness. You’re not following this at all, are you? We don’t want anything, unless wanting you dead counts. I suppose it does.’

				Both she and Jones barked with laughter. Drawing on his last reserves of courage, Joe managed to sound calm when he said, ‘They’ll hang you.’

				‘Who are they, Sergeant?’

				‘They know all about your fiancé. They know he’s really Alistair Smith, and they know that Fred is really George Starling. They know about this house, and they’ll be here soon.’

				Joe caught the quick look that passed between Mary and Jones. He’d taken them by surprise.

				‘Well, well, well,’ Jones said. ‘You have been busy. None of this matters. Even if they do come here, all they’ll find is a pile of ashes, and finding you and this cunt in those ashes will take them forever. “Is that a bit of a chair, or a bit of Joe Sable?”’

				He laughed. Tom groaned, and Jones’s body tensed in anticipatory lust. It was so overt and frightening that Joe thought he detected a certain nervousness in Mary. If there were no weak points in the room, perhaps there was a weakness in her that he could exploit. He wondered if Mary worried, even for the briefest of moments, whether the man who had murdered her family and her friend might one day get it into his head to take a hatchet to her.

				‘I understand your hatred,’ Joe said. ‘Do you understand that it has made you mad?’

				‘Yes,’ Mary said, almost sadly. ‘Yes, I think it has. I like the way it feels, though. It makes me feel alive. I felt nothing when Sheila died. Isn’t that terrible? I suppose I ought to feel bad about it. She had to die, though. See, that’s the thing. Tolly said that it would confuse the police, make them think that I was the target. We all have to make sacrifices to get what we want. I had to lose a good friend — although, while we’re being open and honest, I didn’t like her all that much. I sort of inherited her from school. She was a bit wet. You must have noticed how earnest she was. No?’

				‘He cut her head off. Did he tell you that?’

				‘Poor Sheila. I’m sure it was quick, and you don’t need your head after you’re dead, let’s face it.’

				‘I doubt it was quick.’

				Mary cocked her head to one side and regarded Joe.

				‘Tolly, darling, could you get me a cup of tea?’

				It was with some reluctance that Jones left the room. Mary looked at the ceiling, and said almost musingly, ‘You know, I’m actually quite scared of Tolly sometimes. Just sometimes. I haven’t known him that long — just a couple of years. He was still called Alistair when we met. I wouldn’t call it a romantic meeting; Tolly isn’t the romantic type. You’ve probably noticed that. It was at a party — theatre types, mainly. Lots of Reds. It’s hard to believe, isn’t it, that I used to go about with Reds? I was young. Anyway, that’s where I met Tolly. He wasn’t a guest. He was what you might call an uninvited guest. He and Freddy — I didn’t know his name was George — broke the party up, and broke a couple of heads, too. We clicked somehow. You have to admire a man who knows what he wants, don’t you think?’

				‘Your mother would be ashamed of you.’

				The mention of her mother ended her weirdly wistful reminiscence. She leapt from her chair and slapped Joe across the face. It was a solid slap, and it hurt her as much as it hurt Joe. He was emboldened by it. The sting of it, and the sight of poor, broken Tom, filled Joe with outrage, and made his fear disappear.

				‘Death isn’t frightening,’ Mary said coolly. ‘It’s the run-up to it that’s terrifying. Tolly understands that. He’ll teach you all about it.’

				Mary stretched.

				‘What did you think of our movie? Tolly didn’t want to make it. It was expensive to get it turned around so quickly. He couldn’t see the point at first. If he has one failing, it’s that he doesn’t have much of an imagination. That’s all right, though. I’ve got enough imagination for the two of us. For me, it was worth the expense, just to imagine you watching it. Your friend here thought it was real, too. He thought I was being raped, actually raped. I squealed like a ravished nun. If we’d had sound it would’ve curled your hair. Oh my God, the look on this bloke’s face was priceless. I’ve never been so close to that level of impotent rage. I thought he might die of it. It was so exciting — the most exciting thing I’ve ever done. It was like Tolly was satisfying me physically and your friend’s despair was stroking my brain. I thought I was going to pass out with pleasure. Am I embarrassing you? Tom here knows the truth now, so I’ll never have that feeling again.’

				‘Who was behind the camera?’

				‘Freddy. He had his clothes on, thank God.’

				She waved this away as being of no interest.

				‘I can use that feeling in my work, draw on it, you know.’

				‘Do you really think you can go back to your life after this?’

				‘Why on Earth not? We’ve done pretty well so far. Tolly’ll give me a few cuts and bruises, and I’ll be found wandering the streets in a daze. I’ll have a story to tell of how I saw what they did to you and Tom. And I was raped. There’s a film to prove it. I won’t be able to remember much, so I won’t be of much help. I’ll make up conflicting stories, and have the police chasing their tails.’

				‘They have the film. That tattoo is a pretty distinguishing feature, even if the rest of him is unremarkable.’

				‘You’re lucky he’s out of the room. He’s a bit vain about his looks.’

				‘They know who they’re looking for, and they’ll find him.’

				‘No. They’ll find me, and maybe I’ll say I overheard them planning to go to, say, Western Australia.’

				‘They’re not stupid.’

				Mary Quinn managed a pantomime look of regret.

				‘Oh, but you, they, are stupid — so very, very stupid.’

				Ptolemy Jones came back into the room bearing a teapot and a china cup and saucer. It was an absurd bit of elegance in the grim room. He poured the tea, and handed the steaming cup to Mary.

				‘What’s Argument 7?’ Joe asked.

				Mary sipped her tea and said, ‘Tell him. I love Argument 7. I’m not sure that you will. It’s about you, in way.’

				‘Argument 7 is something everyone should know — something everyone will know.’

				He was holding the teapot by its handle, and it must have been heavy because he carelessly supported it with the palm of his other hand. He yelped and pulled his hand away quickly. As if this had somehow been Tom’s fault, he stood over him and poured the scalding tea over his shoulders and into his lap. Tom’s body writhed listlessly, as if it was simply exhausted by the assaults it had endured. He didn’t appear to be conscious.

				‘From Ten Responses to Jewish Lackeys,’ Jones began to recite.

				Argument 7: ‘The Jew is a human being too!’ — Counter-argument: ‘Of course the Jew is a human being too. None of us had ever doubted it. But a flea is also an animal. But not a very pleasant one. Since a flea is not a pleasant animal, we have no duty to protect and defend it, to take care of it so that it can bite, and torment, and torture us. Rather, we make it harmless. It is the same with the Jews.’

				‘Kurt Eitzen wrote that. I don’t suppose you’ve heard his name before. Josef Goebbels has made him famous in Germany, and I intend to make him famous here. He’s a genius — Eitzen, I mean. Would you like to hear it in German? Of the ten counterarguments on how to respond to statements in support of the Jews, the response to Argument 7 is my favourite.’

				‘This man will kill you one day,’ Joe said to Mary.

				‘He has no pity,’ she said. ‘It’s one of things I love about him.’

				Jones lifted his shirt and smiled at her.

				‘Argument 7,’ he said, and ran his hand across his belly.

				‘You can’t spell,’ Joe said.

				‘The cunt who tattooed me can’t spell. He’s making spelling mistakes in Hell now.’

				Mary sighed dramatically.

				‘Maybe it’s time we put Tom out of his misery,’ she said.

				Jones’s eyes flicked towards Tom’s slumped body.

				‘I can do a lot more to him. I’ve hardly started.’

				‘All right. Get some cold water and see if you can wake him. There’s probably a bit of life left in him. Sergeant Sable here hasn’t seen you at work.’

				‘Sergeant Sable is a flea.’

				Jones went to get some water, whereupon Joe began struggling vigorously against his bonds, and fell sideways on the floor. His face hit the ground hard.

				‘Don’t struggle, Sergeant — it makes you look silly.’

				She prodded him in the ribs with her foot, and then, rather tentatively, kicked him. Having enjoyed that, she delivered a sickening kick to his ribs.

				‘Preparing for married life with Jones?’ he gasped.

				‘Ho ho. Gallows humour. The brave Jew. That won’t last long.’

				Jones returned with a bucket of water and poured it over Tom Mackenzie. He woke, his eyes dazed with shock and pain. He saw Joe for the first time, and his mouth formed his name.

				Jones righted Joe’s chair and moved it closer to Tom’s. Their knees were touching. He produced a cut-throat razor and a small hunting knife, and handed the razor to Mary. She looked uncertain, but turned the razor over in her hands and gingerly felt its edge.

				‘Goodness, that is sharp,’ she said. ‘These things are dangerous, aren’t they?’

				‘Cut off his cock,’ Jones said blandly.

				Mary looked from Tom to Joe.

				‘Which one?’

				‘Start with him,’ Jones said, and pointed with his thumb at Tom.

				Joe averted his eyes from Tom’s face, not wanting to know for certain if he was aware of what was happening. He looked at Mary Quinn and searched her face for a sign that this was just an elaborate form of psychological torture. Her expression was one of girlish glee and faux timidity.

				‘What do I do?’ As she asked this, she reached down between Tom’s legs. ‘Will it just come off?’

				‘Pull on it, stretch it out, and don’t saw at it. Slice it.’

				She took Tom’s penis between her thumb and forefinger, and stretched it. Then she held the razor under it.

				Joe roared with all the power he could muster, ‘Chafer! Goad! Lambert! Now! Now! Now! Now!’

				Mary froze, and Ptolemy Jones turned his head sharply towards the door. Joe kept roaring, ‘Now! Now! Now!’ Mary withdrew the razor and stood back from Tom.

				‘What’s happening?’ she asked nervously.

				There was silence.

				‘Nothing,’ Jones said. ‘It was a trick.’

				‘Who were you calling out to?’ she shrieked at Joe.

				The horrifying answer was no one. There was no one there for Joe to call out to. He knew that they were beyond help. He looked at Tom, and found himself wracked by sobs. It wasn’t craven weeping. It was grief — grief that burst from his knowledge that he had made all this happen. He had brought Tom to this place.

				Jones felt no such remorse. Enraged by Joe’s tears and by the fact that Joe had momentarily duped him, Jones lunged at him and drove the small knife into his shoulder. To Joe, it felt like a punch, so that when Jones stepped away, Joe was surprised to see the knife’s hilt protruding from under his left collarbone. Amazingly, the blade was causing him only a dull ache, but when Jones grabbed the hilt and pulled the knife out, Joe felt a sharp, blinding pain. Even though he was dizzy, and everything seemed to be in slow motion, he saw that Jones was now holding the knife low and that he was about to push the blade up through Joe’s ribs. Jones swung his arm back, and Joe closed his eyes.

				Afterwards, Joe couldn’t recall the exact sequence of events. There was a loud report, like a door slamming, that echoed around the room, and Ptolemy Jones crashed against Joe, knocking him backwards onto the floor. For the second time, his head hit it with some force. But this time, he slipped into the blessed refuge of unconsciousness.

				Joe Sable woke in a bed with the smell of disinfectant in his nostrils. Inspector Titus Lambert and Constable Helen Lord were standing at the foot of the bed. Joe tried to speak, but his mouth was too dry.

				‘Tom is safe, Joe,’ said Titus. ‘He’s in this hospital. He’s safe.’

				Joe was confused and uncertain where he was.

				‘You’re in a hospital, Joe. You’re safe, and Tom is safe.’

				‘What did they do to him?’

				Titus hesitated.

				‘Jones worked him over, but he’s alive, and he’ll recover.’

				‘What did they do to him?’ Titus’s hesitation distressed him.

				‘Most of his fingers have been broken, and a couple of ribs. There are various burns on his body and deep slashes, his nose has been broken, and he’s got a nasty scald. The doctors say he’ll be fine, but he’ll be in a lot of pain for quite some time. You have a concussion and a fairly deep stab wound in your shoulder. We’ve been told you’ll make a full recovery.’

				‘You may even be fit for work in a few days,’ Helen said. ‘Light office-duties only, of course.’

				Joe couldn’t think clearly. There was something he needed to say to Helen, but he couldn’t remember what it was.

				‘What day is it?’ he asked.

				‘New Year’s Day,’ Helen said. ‘You had a big New Year’s Eve. Welcome to 1944.’

				Helen’s tone was strangely neutral, as if she were struggling to keep stronger emotions under control.

				‘Jones and Mary Quinn, where are they?’ Joe asked.

				‘Ptolemy Jones is dead,’ Titus said. ‘Mary Quinn is in custody. She tried to cut her wrists with the razor. We stopped her.’

				‘Why?’

				It was a simple question, but Joe fell back into an exhausted sleep before Titus could answer him.

				Four hours later, Joe sat propped up in bed. He was coherent and alert, and he’d already told Inspector Lambert, Tom Chafer, and Dick Goad as much as he could remember.

				‘Mary Quinn is insane,’ he said. ‘Hatred made her insane.’

				‘No,’ Titus said. ‘Hatred doesn’t make you insane. You have to be insane to begin with. She was in love with Ptolemy Jones. At least, that’s how she’d describe her feelings, I suppose, although nothing about that relationship resembles what I understand by love. Whatever fuelled their mutual attraction would take psychiatric expertise to uncover.’

				‘They were strange together. I’ve never been so close to something so completely incomprehensible to me. There was something fierce between them. Have you read The Turn of the Screw, sir?’

				‘No. What is it?’

				‘A novel by Henry James. There are two characters in it, Miss Jessel and Peter Quint. They’re dead. They appear as ghosts, but their relationship was so tortured and sordid when they were alive that it continued to corrupt the living. Jones and Mary Quinn were like that — sordid and corrupt. I can’t think of any other way to describe them. Mary seemed to be able to get Jones to do things for her, and yet she seemed as well to be wary of him. Or maybe I assumed that because I was afraid of him. And I was, sir — I was afraid of him. She told me how they met. It all started with violence. It was just by awful chance that they found each other.’

				‘You’d have to plumb the depths of perversity to comprehend what they saw in each other, and I have no desire to do that. I’m happy just to call it a form of madness.’

				‘How did you find us?’

				Titus explained what he’d heard when Jones and Fred entered Joe’s flat, and how he’d immediately contacted Dick Goad. Goad had surmised that the Belgrave house was the most likely place for Jones to go to.

				‘No one’s lived in it for years,’ Goad said, ‘but it was the only chance we had, so we took it. We got lucky.’

				‘Did you hear me calling out?’

				‘No. We knew you were in there because the car they stole to get to Belgrave was parked outside. We heard a woman scream something, and we moved in.’

				‘Who shot Jones?’

				‘I did,’ Tom Chafer said. ‘He was about to kill you.’

				‘What will happen to Mary Quinn?’

				Chafer closed his notebook.

				‘Mary Quinn is an invaluable resource,’ he said. ‘We’re taking charge of her. What she has to tell us about Jones and his cronies is of national importance, and I’m afraid that trumps whatever claims Homicide might have on her. We’ll deal with Mitchell Magill and his mob, too, and we’ll find George Starling.’

				‘Well, that’s all nicely tidied away isn’t it?’ Joe said.

				‘Yes,’ Chafer said. ‘Intelligence is a tidy organisation.’

				‘We don’t want any of this going through the courts, Sergeant. You must understand that nothing good would be served by having the general public know what happened here. Remember the hysteria that gripped this city when Private Leonski killed those women back in ’42? The press went to town — Jack the Ripper was on the loose, they said. When it turned out to be that Yank soldier, he was tried and executed with military efficiency, and that put an end to it. As I see it, that’s what we’re doing here — putting an end to it. Your murderer is dead, and his girlfriend is a Nazi sympathiser. We, not Homicide, deal with Nazi sympathisers. The last thing we want is newspapers screaming “Tattoo murder horror”. Lurid headlines won’t do any of us any good.’

				Goad turned to Titus. ‘We’re treading on your toes, Inspector. I’m aware of that.’

				Tom Chafer left the room as Dick Goad was talking.

				‘The difference between Tom Chafer and me is that I’ll tread on your toes and then apologise. I’ll still tread on them, though.’

				Titus considered this.

				‘You’ll pass on to us anything you learn that might be pertinent to us?’ he said.

				‘Of course.’

				Both Titus and Joe knew that Goad was lying, and that Intelligence had no interest in tying up Homicide’s loose ends. They now had what they wanted — a live Nazi to play with. After the application of a little persuasion, she might be convinced to lead them to a traitors’ nest, if such a thing existed.

				When Goad had left, Titus sat in the chair beside Joe’s bed, running his fingers through what was left of his hair.

				‘Two men were shot dead last night in Constance Thorpe’s flat,’ he said. ‘There may be some connection with Jones and Mary Quinn. It’s too early to say — we don’t know yet who the bodies are. Constable Lord is interviewing Constance and Dora now. I gather these men claimed to be police, which is why Constance opened the door to them.

				Titus looked exhausted.

				‘I wish people would stop killing each other,’ he said.

				At that moment, Maude Lambert came into Joe’s room. Her face was drawn, and her eyes were red from crying.

				‘I’m sorry,’ Joe said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

				Without much conviction, it seemed to Joe, she said, ‘You have nothing to apologise for. None of this is your fault. Next you’ll be apologising for the siege of Stalingrad.’

				‘How is he?’ Titus asked.

				Maude began to cry.

				‘He’s all broken, Titus. He’s all broken.’

				Titus took her in his arms She leaned tightly into him to contain her shaking body, but when she calmed down she pulled away.

				‘When he can, he’ll come home to us, won’t he, Titus? We’ll nurse him.’

				‘Of course.’

				Maude managed a weak smile, kissed Titus lightly on the lips, and left without saying goodbye to Joe. She hadn’t asked how he was feeling.

				‘Give her time, Joe,’ Titus said. ‘This is all very raw.’

				‘Constable Lord isn’t happy with me, either, but I can’t remember why not.’

				‘Constable Lord feels excluded. She is an excellent detective. She is, however, a junior officer, and her inclusion at any level is at my discretion — not yours, and not hers. I’ll make this clear to her this afternoon when she briefs me on her interviews with Constance Thorpe and Dora Mansfield.’

				‘Have they been arrested?’

				‘No. They’re voluntarily at Russell Street.’

				‘Are you satisfied, sir, that the Quinn and Draper murders have been solved?’

				‘Yes. I’m satisfied that Jones did them, and I’m satisfied that he also killed the tattooist, but we stumbled through this investigation. It was solved by accident, not design. If Jones and Miss Quinn had been smarter, or if Jones hadn’t had such dangerous ambitions, I don’t think we would have solved it at all.’

				‘In the end, though, don’t most investigations depend on the carelessness and stupidity of the perpetrators?’

				‘I suppose that’s true. It’s a bit dispiriting, though, to think that that’s what we do — wait until the other person makes a mistake.’

				‘We have to be close enough to them to take advantage of that mistake, don’t we, and smart enough to know when they’ve made it?’

				Titus nodded and forced a smile.

				‘We’ll need you back as soon as possible, Sergeant. Despite appearances to the contrary, Constable Lord would rather work with you at the moment than with me, and that suits me. You have a lot to learn from her.’

				It took a moment for this last comment to register. By the time it had, Titus was at the door of the room.

				‘I suppose we’ll never know now,’ he said, ‘if Mary Quinn had anything to do with the accident that killed her father’s mistress. Homicide is clearly not as tidy an organisation as Intelligence.’

				When Titus had gone, Joe explored the extent of his injuries. Whatever painkiller he’d been given — and a general itchiness made him think it had been morphine — was beginning to wear off, and he was conscious of a swelling ache near his left shoulder. As far he could tell, there was nothing else wrong with him, and he swung his legs out of bed. Immediately, though, his bruised ribs announced themselves. He stood up and took a look in the mirror. What a mess. His face, still grazed from his fall, his black eye, and now his bandaged arm and shoulder made him look as though he’d fallen out of a high window.

				He left his room and went in search of Tom Mackenzie. A nurse directed him to a room where he found Tom lying bandaged and plastered into immobility. His eyes were vacant with morphine, although he managed a dull expression of recognition. Joe understood what Maude had meant when she’d said that he was all broken. Perhaps it was the drugs, but Joe suspected it was more than that. The man in the bed was somehow absent. Conversation was impossible. Joe spoke as naturally as he could, as if the sight of Tom hadn’t shocked him. He told him what he supposed he’d already heard — that Jones was dead and that Mary Quinn was in the hands of Intelligence. Fred hadn’t been picked up yet; he hadn’t been at the Belgrave house. They’d get him, though. Sure as eggs. 

				Tom gave the smallest of nods, as if all this was of only the faintest interest to him. Joe was uncertain, in fact, if Tom had heard a word that he’d said.

				In the corridor outside Tom’s room, Joe met the doctor who was treating him.

				‘Is he going to be all right? I mean, is he going to get back to normal?’

				‘Do you want the truth, or a comforting lie?’

				‘The truth.’

				‘He’s suffered a great trauma. We don’t know exactly what was done to him, but it’s probable that he’ll show signs of a kind of shell-shock for some time to come. He’s going to need a lot of help. His physical injuries aren’t life-threatening, and I can treat them. But I’m not a psychiatrist, and he’s going to need one. I’m sorry.’

				Joe thanked him for his honesty. He knew that Maude Lambert had been right to slight him. Things would never be the same between them again, because one or both of them would always be pretending that everything that had happened had just been part of the job, and that that made it all right.

				The job. Joe leaned against a wall and closed his eyes. No one would be able to persuade him that he’d done a good job. Maybe he wasn’t cut out for it. What had happened here was nothing like what was happening in Europe, and still he felt overwhelmed by the challenges, unequal to them. He felt … what? Changed, certainly, but more than that — damaged. He opened his eyes. He didn’t feel less naïve, more mature, tougher. He just felt damaged. Could he really go back to work as if all that was wrong with him was a few bruises and a stab wound? He’d thought that finding the person who’d murdered the Quinns and Sheila Draper would make some kind of difference …

				At precisely this moment, Tom Mackenzie uttered a small groan, and Joe’s stomach twisted.

				Joe probably shouldn’t have shown up for work on Monday morning. He’d wrestled with a strong desire to tender his resignation. Inspector Lambert had told him to take all the time he needed, but he didn’t need time; what he needed, he’d realised, was distraction. Helen Lord was sitting at Joe’s desk, looking through papers. When she saw him, she made to stand up, but changed her mind.

				‘We weren’t expecting you for a few more days,’ she said. ‘You look like you’ve been hit by a tram.’

				‘I’m fine. Thanks for asking.’

				‘I assumed you were fine, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.’

				‘Why are you mad at me?’

				‘You doubted me.’

				‘I doubted myself.’

				‘That’s reasonable. Doubting me isn’t.’

				‘If it’s any consolation, Inspector Lambert said I had a lot to learn from you. I think he’s right.’

				‘If it’s any consolation, Inspector Lambert put me firmly in my place on Saturday. He said if I wasn’t happy, there was a vacancy in the cast of The Red Mask I could audition for.’

				‘If it’s any consolation,’ Titus said as he came out of his office, ‘we have a lot of work to do. We have identities for the dead men in the Thorpe flat. They need to be followed up. Not by you, Sergeant — you’d frighten people looking like that. You’ll be confined to desk duties until you’re more presentable. I’m afraid we’re not finished with this case. Or it isn’t finished with us.’

				Helen Lord looked up at Joe Sable.

				‘So,’ she said. ‘How are you?’

				‘Shithouse,’ he said. ‘But thanks for asking. I appreciate it.’
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