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PROLOGUE

EXTRACT OF EMERGENCY CALL TRANSCRIPT INCLUDED IN CORONER’S REPORT

EMERGENCY CALL TO RESCUE COORDINATION CENTRE (RCC), AUSTRALIAN MARITIME SAFETY AUTHORITY (AMSA), CALL ID: 62959949

CALLER (FROM SUSPECTED ILLEGAL ENTRY VEHICLE 25) [0923 HOURS AWST]: Help us, please. We’re sinking. Our boat is sinking. We’re coming to Australia. We’re near [indistinct]. There are holes, leaks everywhere. Water’s coming fast. Can’t stop it. Please [indistinct] there are children. So many children.

HUGO (RCC OPERATOR, AMSA): Okay, madam, you have to slow down. Can I have your location please?

CALLER: What . . .

 HUGO: Do you have a position? Where are you exactly? Read me the numbers on your geo-locator.

CALLER: Geo . . . We’re lost. I don’t know. I don’t know. So much water. We’ve been on the boat for three weeks. We came from [indistinct]. The engine has stopped, no power—

HUGO: Madam, please slow down so I can help you. What is your position? Look at your console—there’s a location device on it. Read me the numbers. We’ll find you.

CALLER: Oh God. [Indistinct] There’s water everywhere. It’s coming quickly, sir. I don’t think we can [indistinct]. Heavenly Fath—

HUGO: Are you near the console?

LINE CUT OFF. LATER, SUSPECTED ILLEGAL ENTRY VEHICLE 25 CONTACTS AMSA’S RCC AGAIN.

CALLER (FROM SUSPECTED ILLEGAL ENTRY VEHICLE 25) [1012 HOURS AWST]: Are you there? Please help us.

HUGO (RCC OPERATOR, AMSA): Yes, madam.

CALLER: The numbers. I have the numbers, sir. 1707 2312 1802.

HUGO: I will repeat the numbers: 1707 2312 1802. Is that correct?

CALLER: Yes, yes, yes. Please, God, help us.

HUGO: What’s your name, madam?

CALLER: Heavenly Father, forgive us, your children, and accept us into your Kingdom. We commit ourselves to you, body and soul.

 HUGO: Madam, your name?

CALLER: Serafina Daniels. Sister Serafina Daniels. Please come as fast as you can. There’s too much water. We’re sinking.
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HUGO (RCC OPERATOR, AMSA) [1014 HOURS AWST]: Galakse, this is the Rescue Coordination Centre. We have a vessel in distress, Suspected Illegal Entry Vessel 25, location 1707 2312 1802. You are the nearest vessel in the area. Unknown passengers aboard. Can you assist?

CAPTAIN HAVERSSON (NORWEGIAN CARGO VESSEL GALAKSE): This is Captain Haversson of the Galakse. I confirm SIEV 25’s location 1707 2312 1802.

HUGO: Confirmed.

CAPTAIN HAVERSSON: We are 130 nautical miles away. We have altered our course and are heading towards SIEV 25. Please advise the vessel we are coming as quickly as we can.

HUGO: Confirmed. Thank you, sir. Please be advised, we do not know the identity of the passengers onboard SIEV 25. I have the caller on the line. She has identified herself as Sister Serafina Daniels. I will maintain contact for as long as possible. Please take all reasonable caution on arrival.

CAPTAIN HAVERSSON: Understood and confirmed.
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SHOCKING IMAGES OF GRIEVING REFUGEES REMIND US THAT ‘STOPPING THE BOATS’ IS NOT THE SOLUTION

 Audrey Kennedy, Perth.

The Guardian

It’s not hard to imagine what drives people to put their children on a dilapidated boat and head for Australia. You just have to read the international news. Parents are not wilfully endangering their children; they are fleeing greater dangers in their homelands.

Yesterday afternoon, the Norwegian freight ship Galakse arrived at Port Camden Detention Centre bearing a tragic cargo. Two thousand kilometres off the coast of Australia, the ship executed a daring rescue of forty-three Sri Lankan Tamil asylum seekers from a sinking vessel. Of these, twenty-five people were saved but, tragically, the other eighteen drowned, including eleven children. Crew from the Galakse were only able to retrieve ten bodies, with eight lost at sea. The Norwegian government has praised the courage of Captain Magnus Haversson and his crew, who did not hesitate to answer the small vessel’s distress call. They were assisted by Sister Serafina Daniels, a Sri Lankan Carmelite nun onboard the sinking ship, who helped guide the Norwegians to their location. Sister Fina, as the nun is known to the survivors, stayed on the radio for hours, providing coordinates and other vital information.

Despite turbulent waters, Captain Haversson manoeuvred his 40,000-tonne vessel close enough to the desperate people to deploy manned lifeboats and flotation devices. Captain Haversson’s crew, at great risk to their own safety, entered the stormy waters of the Indian Ocean to haul refugees—many of whom could not swim—onto the lifeboats.

 Human rights organisations around the world have criticised Australia’s immigration policy, which includes indefinite offshore detention, saying that the Australian government must adopt an approach in line with the Refugee Convention, to which it is a signatory. The Minister for Immigration refused to comment on the incident or respond to continued international criticism.

Captain Haversson and the Galakse carried the surviving refugees for three weeks, making their way to Port Camden Detention Centre, where the Australian Border Force finally granted them permission to port after holding them in international waters for a further two weeks. On his arrival, the thirty-six-year-old captain was given a hero’s welcome by locals. Many of the refugees wept as they farewelled Haversson and his crew. The experienced sailor seemed uncomfortable with the attention. When asked to comment on his bravery, he said, ‘We were doing the only thing human beings would do in this situation.’




 FOUR YEARS LATER




CHAPTER 1

The man stood at the top of the escarpment, the wind buffeting his body towards the edge. Even in the middle of the night, the air was thick with heat. He wiped the sweat from his smooth scalp then cleaned his hands on his uniform.

A week ago, he had stood on the beach forty metres below, feet sinking into its red powdery sand. From the bottom, when he looked up, the cliff curled over him like a gentle wave, its sweeping contour a poor reflection of the pounding surf that had formed it over thousands of years.

He had once asked another border control officer why the sand was the colour of faded blood rather than the warm semolina of his own island home. The officer had shrugged and said something about a coral reef further out. The man had imagined this red reef surrounding the tropical island like living barbed wire, reaching out with its jagged fingers to tear into the hull of any ship that dared enter its waters.

 Last week, the sand was littered with the swollen bodies of men, women and children who’d failed to find the secret gateways in the reef. The man had taken a break from his task of collecting the bodies before the press arrived. He stood ankle deep in the warm ocean water and looked up to the top of the escarpment. For a rare sentimental moment, he allowed himself to consider the relativities of time and the frailty of human life. At his feet, the arm of a face-down child moved with the ebb and flow of the tide, hitting his ankle in time with the rhythms of a distant, ancient moon. Above his head, the escarpment stood stoic and silent, its life longer than his and certainly longer than the child’s. But in a few thousand years, it too would have eroded away. He observed briefly that a long life and a short one were equally meaningless. He had taken many lives in the past, but now he’d chosen to guard the barely living and collect the dead. It was a quieter career path.

On this day, the man stood at Diemaar Lookout, at the top of the escarpment, not at the bottom. He peered down at the red sand below and heard the push and pull of the tide breaking on the shore. This place was once a vantage point for the First Nations People who had lived here before the colonisers brought guns and famine. According to local legend, the original inhabitants stood where he was standing right now, but they did not survey the horizon for enemies. Instead, they looked up at the skies and the stars that embodied their creators, and mapped patterns of safe passage for them over the ocean.

In the moonlight, he saw the white froth of the waves hurling themselves against the red reef in the distance. Some were churned up and sent back into the ocean in disgrace. Some clambered over the reef and reached for the shore. The reef had once been called the Ring of Fire, in a language now erased, because when the sun set and there was just the right amount of humidity, the light refracted through the crystals of water in the air and the split frequency of red, orange and yellow energy hit the coral, so that it appeared to be engulfed in flames.

It was a beautiful evening. The wind gathered speed, lifting the frangipanis from the grove behind him, pink and yellow petals defying gravity. Beyond the trees, hidden by the foliage and rows of towering palm trees, the detention centre slept fitfully in the heavy summer heat. The palms blocked the ocean gust that now swirled around him, filling his lungs with the taste of temple flowers and salt. It reminded him of home. He took a deep breath, stepped off the escarpment and felt the red sand rush up towards him.




CHAPTER 2

Fina opened the laptop she had been given for her work at the detention centre and instinctively looked over her shoulder before checking her emails. There were security cameras everywhere at Port Camden, except the med unit. On Fina’s pastoral care visits to the detention centre, she was allocated a small room at the headquarters, where the wi-fi was better, but she felt exposed and on edge, three doors down from the commanding officer, Napier. Since the guard’s suicide the previous week, she had felt even more anxious.

She refreshed her inbox. There was nothing from Magnus yet. This was not unusual for the Norwegian captain; his internet connection was sporadic when his ship was at sea. In the four years since the Galakse had rescued her boat, they had emailed each other regularly, exchanging updates on their lives and those of the other survivors.

Fina knew Magnus’ schedule. He stopped at Port Camden three times a year to refuel en route to Singapore. Two years ago, he had mentioned that the detention centre was their closest meeting point between his home in Bergen, Norway and her new home in Hastings, far-west New South Wales. Fina had felt her face redden under her dark skin, as it did sometimes when she thought about him. She had politely ignored his suggestion and sent back a long email about the flash floods and ensuing mosquito infestations.

She began a new email to him, her fingers hesitating over the keyboard. They always emailed each other on the anniversary of the rescue. It was an important marker for them both. The end of her old life in Sri Lanka, the start of her new life with the Nightingales and, just as important, the start of their friendship on the Galakse.


From: serafina.daniels@abf.gov.au

To: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

Cc: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Hello




My dearest Magnus,




Do you like the photos I sent you of Hastings? Last week, Henry, Peggy, Louisa, Cash and Louisa’s neighbours Clinton and Hank gave me a phone with a camera—a very generous gift for my 33rd birthday. Cash wants me to take more photos of Jeff, the Three-Legged Wonder Cat. I’d rather take photos of the town and the surrounding farmlands. The fields of wheat that unfurl over the land like a yellow blanket. The gum trees that bend like giants drinking by the shores of the Flanagan River. Although we are almost 2000 kilometres from Australia’s ‘red centre’, the earth here is so red it reminds me of Jaffna. I can’t capture its beauty and remoteness on a phone (or in words), unfortunately.

I know this time of year is always hard for you. You and your crew were so brave to risk your lives for us, and what happened that day affected you all. We were strangers to you then, but we are friends now. I thank God for you and the Galakse. As you know, the Carmelite Order in Colombo says a special mass for you every year on this day.

Sometimes I dream about the Galakse. Nightmares, really. I dream that, like all the other ships, you ignored our calls. I dream you didn’t make it in time. Sometimes I dream that your ship found us but couldn’t stop, that it ran over our sinking boat and crushed all of us with it. I can see the steel blades slicing through the water, the boat and the bodies.

On those nights, Cash tells me I cry in my sleep. He also says I swear ‘like a sailor’, although the only sailors I know are Norwegian and you were all so polite.

When I have nightmares, Cash comes into my room and sleeps in the cot bed next to me. He’s an unusual eleven-year-old, often hovering near me, checking if I’m okay. Louisa doesn’t seem to mind—but she’s an unusual mother. It’s hard to believe I’ve been with them for almost four years now. I love running the Nightingale Inn for her.

I’m grateful for the Safe Haven Enterprise Visa that allows me to live in Hastings and visit the detention centre, although I worry about what will happen to me when it expires in a year. I was only granted the visa because the Department assumes nuns are of good character. Shelley Taylor, the Head of Case Management, is a devout Catholic, and I’m sure she’s trying to atone for what happens here, by letting me return to Port Camden every three months to help the asylum seekers.

I still feel so guilty. The Carmelite Order is one of sacrifice, not privilege. That I am alive today while so many others aren’t—people who were on that boat with me and in the refugee camps in the north—distresses me. I think most often of my friend Sita, whose death saved my life when the boat finally capsized.

Please excuse my long email; I’m always more reflective than usual on this anniversary. Let me thank you again for what you did for all of us. You treated us with dignity and kindness, and I will never forget it. None of us who survived that terrible journey will. Please tell the crew that there are people who remember them with gratitude, always. As you know, in Tamil we say nandri.




Anbudan,

Fina



 Fina waited a few moments after she sent the email to see if Magnus was online. Sometimes, their time zones aligned, and they could email back and forth as if they were talking to each other, like they had done for hours on the Galakse. No response came back, though, so she pushed the image of his blond hair and blue eyes from her mind and started a new email. Peggy Thompson was Hastings Public School’s elderly librarian, swimming coach, maths teacher, and emergency first responder. Peggy was also the president of the Rural Australians for Refugees Association (or RA-RA, as Henry Manners called it) and its most insistent fundraiser.

Her recent campaign for sports equipment had been very successful. The detention centre’s family rec room had only one table tennis table for sixty-eight children and fights inevitably erupted over it. Peggy had settled on handballs because her last donation of badminton racquets had been confiscated by the guards, who argued that the racquets could be turned into instruments of self-harm.


From: serafina.daniels@abf.gov.au

To: peggy.thompson@det.nsw.edu.au

Cc: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Greetings from Port Camden and thank you




Dearest Peggy,




I hope this email finds you well. Thank you again for the handballs. The children at the detention centre couldn’t believe it when I arrived with four suitcases of them. Four suitcases! The families at Hastings PS are so generous.

Also, your emails to all forms of Australian transport were very much appreciated. I was well and truly over the baggage allowance. I knew Euan would be happy to make space on the bus, but I was worried about the check-in staff at Whitton Airport and Sydney Airport. However, they were all very kind in allowing me through with no extra cost. I don’t think it had anything to do with the nun’s habit you made me wear. You obviously have a way with words.

Candace is back running the ferry shuttle from Port Raynes to Port Camden, after her knee replacement. She simply pretended she didn’t see the extra suitcases and when the Deimos Security staff complained, she made them carry the suitcases for me!

Thank you for keeping an eye on Cash at school. He’s been working on the journal the school gave him, and I think it’s really helping.

I look forward to resuming swimming coaching on my return to Hastings. Henry agreed that my newly cropped hair will reduce drag. I suppose even a lice infestation has an upside. I’m listening to the podcast series by Ian Thorpe you recommended, and I’ll integrate his meditation techniques into the classes. I still think Michael Phelps’ technique is superior, though. Re-watch the 2002 Pan Pacific Games, the 400m freestyle (it’s on YouTube). His entry angle optimises his energy for that first underwater sprint. There’s no splash and no sound.

I’ve taken lots of photos of the children with the handballs. If they’re not wiped on my way out, we can share these with Hastings PS when I get back. Hopefully Security won’t be offended by my Phelps v Thorpedo analysis and this message makes it to you.




With love,

Fina




PS Did you know that Henry has published two papers in the last few years? Both are about the impact of military service on mental health. They are exhaustive and empathetic, just like him.



Fina checked her inbox again to see if Magnus had replied and then, disappointed, she read the next email, which was from Henry Manners, the old doctor at the detention centre. Despite his abrasive manner, he had been good to her, recommending her to his home town of Hastings and supporting her pastoral care work at the detention centre, while being openly hostile towards the ‘sky fairy’, as he referred to God.



From: henry.manners@abf.gov.au

To: serafina.daniels@abf.gov.au

Marked: SEC—Confidential

Subject: DETAINEE: ID 64.17.91




Dear Sister Fina,




I’ve been thinking about your comments, and I wanted to respond before you return to Hastings. I disagree with your assessment—Phelps is a poser while Thorpe is an elite athlete. Just ask Peggy. She’s convinced Hastings will produce another Olympian one day.

I don’t have time for podcasts; they’re for people who pretend they’re too busy to read but, in truth, no longer have the concentration span for it. Perhaps they couldn’t read in the first place. I recommend Thorpe’s memoir, This is Me (the Hastings school library will have it—again, just ask Peggy). In an interview, he also revealed his sexuality, which frankly is nobody’s business but his own. If you’re one of those nuns who thinks he’s going to hell, then don’t read it, but I think that should also preclude you from benefiting from the masterclass Thorpe provides every time he gets in the water. And, as I understand it, hell is full of Catholic priests.

I’ve attached the following documents to this email:


	a release form from the parents of Kannan Puveendran for his medical records, following the most recent incident. Please note, you may read his records but not retain, copy or forward them;

	a release form from Shelley Taylor, Head of Case Management, for said medical records, with a Notification of Redaction;

	the redacted medical records for Kannan Puveendran






I note that this is the third set of medical records you’ve requested this month alone. As the medical professional who treated you when you first arrived at Port Camden, I am still your doctor. I am therefore obligated to advise you that your line of inquiry is potentially injurious to your health. I would recommend you stick to your pastoral care brief here. The detainees are very grateful for your services, and it would be a shame if you were to lose your visiting rights.

For what it’s worth, the boy’s physical and psychological condition is not exceptional. Which is to say, these are the inevitable health outcomes of long-term detention. Applications have already been made on behalf of all detainees to the Human Rights Commission, the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, and the Department. As you will know, some of these applications are ongoing, but most were unsuccessful. Your actions—while admirable, I suppose—are largely misguided.

When do you return to Hastings? Come by the med unit again before you go.




Kind regards,

Henry




Dr Henry Manners

FRACS, FRACP, MBBS, PhD

Director of Port Camden Medical Unit



Stick to your pastoral care brief . . . Mother Oliveri, of the Carmelite Order in Colombo, had negotiated a pastoral position for Fina, and she was allowed to visit the detention centre for three weeks every quarter to preside over an informal mass, teach religion and see to the emotional welfare of the detainees. Fina had expanded this latter role to include serving as a translator for the Tamil asylum seekers, some of whom had come on the same boat as her. This was how she had come to know Kannan and his family.

Fina opened the patient records Henry had attached as a PDF. He still handwrote his notes the way he had been taught more than forty years ago. His elegant script always made her smile, despite the contents of the file.


FROM: DR HENRY MANNERS

PATIENT NOTES: ID 64.17.91

LODGING: DELTA BLOCK (FAMILY UNIT)

ROOM/BED: ROOM G.546





RE: DETAINEE: ID 64.17.91 (KANNAN PUVEENDRAN; MALE MINOR)




ID 64.17.91 has again been removed from the room he shares with his family for his own safety. He is currently on suicide watch at the med unit, under heavy sedation. This most recent attempt is his third since arriving at Port Camden four years ago.

Permission to medevac him to the hospital at Port Raynes has once again been refused. However, emergency blood and plasma packs from the mainland were gratefully received, as we did not have sufficient supplies. I was able to suture the radial artery in his forearm LHS. The radial artery in his forearm RHS required several attempts, due to atrophy from pre-existing severe dehydration and chronic malnutrition. This latter condition has placed him in the critical weight range for a fourteen-year-old male. Sister Serafina is to be commended for her practical assistance during these difficult procedures. The patient will have significant scarring on the RHS and future rectification by a microvascular surgeon may be required.

In addition to this, he has refused food for weeks and, when strong enough, he pulls the IV out of his arm.

ID 64.17.91’s recent attempt has traumatised his older sister (ID. 64.17.90), aged sixteen, and I recommend we begin a low dose of mood stabilisers for her as well, at least while we assess her psychological condition post this incident. Sister Serafina and I are advising the family to ensure they understand the early warning signs. Sister Serafina’s interpretation skills have helped me to understand the extent of ID 64.17.91’s mental health decline and adjust his medication appropriately.

NB Requisitioned four-week supply blood/plasma with additional cold storage units. Left message for Dr KNC on mainland. This is a recurring problem, and we keep getting caught out. Highlight media fallout to CO Napier and Shelley Taylor if a child dies here.



Fina closed the document and opened the attachment to Henry’s email labelled ‘Memo to S. TAYLOR’. This one was typed. She could imagine him cursing his laptop as he punched the keys with two fingers, irritated by the detention centre’s reporting requirements and enraged by the message he was sending them for the third time. She knew he wouldn’t stop. He hid his true feelings well, but they sat in the spaces between the formal words.


PORT CAMDEN DETENTION CENTRE MEMO

FROM: Dr Henry Manners

TO: Shelley Taylor, Head of Case Management

RE: DETAINEE: ID 64.17.91 (KANNAN PUVEENDRAN; MALE MINOR)




Shelley,




I am submitting another request to medevac Kannan Puveendran (MALE/aged 14; ID 64.17.91) to Port Raynes Hospital, where he can be monitored more closely. We do not have the staff at Port Camden to provide 24/7 psychiatric supervision given the volume of emergency calls the med unit receives. My staff are increasingly operating as paramedics, required onsite to manage incidents. This often leaves the med unit understaffed, and security personnel are unsuited to medical supervision. I trust you understand the urgency of this situation—and the very public consequences of our inaction—for Kannan and children like him. I look forward to hearing from you.




Kind regards,

Henry



Fina closed her inbox and re-read the draft of the memo she was about to send to Shelley. As per the security protocol, when Fina worked at the detention centre she had to send emails to the case manager via the email address the Australian Border Force had created for her. If she tried to copy in her personal email or anyone outside the centre, the email would be blocked.


PORT CAMDEN DETENTION CENTRE MEMO

FROM: Sister Serafina Daniels

TO: Shelley Taylor, Head of Case Management

RE: DETAINEE: ID 64.17.91 (KANNAN PUVEENDRAN; MALE MINOR)




Dear Shelley,




Thank you for agreeing to release Kannan’s medical records. As you know, I intend to ask his family’s lawyer at the Refugee Resource Centre to amend their applications for a protection visa.

With his family’s permission, I have also listened to the digital recordings of their intake meeting and subsequent case management meetings, which were attended by the interpreter, Mr Gopal. He is very good at his job, but in this instance he has summarised the words of Kannan’s parents rather than translating them directly, thereby omitting crucial details. For example, Kannan’s father was involved in local non-violent protests. He was on a police watchlist and repeatedly arrested and tortured by them. He detailed the torture as both horrifying and ongoing, but the interpreter’s summary does not convey this relevant information properly.

Further, the human rights situation in Sri Lanka has worsened in the four years since the family has been in detention at Port Camden. The government committed significant atrocities during the civil war, including state-sponsored disappearances and extra-judicial killings. If the family is sent back now, they would be in genuine fear for their lives and this risk would be exacerbated by their application for asylum, which exposes the human rights abuses and systemic failings of the Sri Lankan government. They would be punished for this by incarceration, torture and possibly death.

The recent country report on the DFAT website notes that Sri Lanka is successfully rebuilding itself after a prolonged civil war. The Australian government commends the current Sri Lankan government’s efforts and counts Sri Lanka as an ally, ignoring reports by the UN and human rights organisations. These tell us that while the end of the war has brought a measure of stability to the nation, those who disagree with the government continue to pay a heavy price.

Thank you again for your help. As you know, the child’s rapidly deteriorating mental health makes the Puveendrans’ application even more urgent. I am extremely worried about him, as is Dr Manners.




With warm regards,

Sister Serafina Daniels
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Fina punched in the four-digit security code at the door to the med unit. The security console beeped back at her, its light remaining red. She tried again. The number was supposed to work until she handed in all her security credentials at Port Camden’s gate when she left.

Henry had texted her to say he was out on an emergency call in B-block. The block housed almost two hundred single men from a range of countries, but they were mostly Kurds, Syrians, and Tamils. With their homelands in ruins and their families killed or scattered, these men had thought they had nothing to lose when they boarded boats in Asia. But here in Port Camden, the detainees discovered that they had traded the cages and torture of their homelands for a new kind of cage and a new kind of torture. Days of not knowing their fate quickly became months and slowly became years. The not knowing became known as The Not Knowing. Fina could only speak three languages: Tamil, the language of her parents; Sinhala, the language of her oppressors; and English, the language of her colonisers. But now she understood the words for The Not Knowing in many more languages. She even knew it without words. She knew it in the blank faces, the flat voices, the listless silences, and the scarred wrists.

 Emergencies in B-block were never good. Henry and his team would be walking into anything from a riot to another suicide attempt. She looked up at the sky over B-block. It was clear. That there was no smoke was a good sign.

She tried her security code again, keying it in slowly. She had enough time to leave Henry’s patient notes in his office, visit Kannan in the ICU, and perhaps even wait a while to see if Henry returned before an officer came to escort her back to Candace’s ferry.

The security console flashed its fluorescent green smile at her and she pushed the heavy fire door open. Entering Henry’s office, she left the papers on his desk, pausing to pick up the framed photograph of the doctor and his son. Henry’s son Phillip—or Pip, as Henry called him—had served two tours in Afghanistan. He was the third generation of Manners men to defend his country as an army medic, and perhaps the last. Pip had died only a few months before Fina’s sinking ship had been rescued by Magnus and the Galakse. Killed in action. He was thirty-two years old.

She returned the photograph to its place and went down the corridor, past the two operating rooms, the stairs to the morgue, the daybeds and the long-stay beds to the ICU, where Kannan was being held after his latest attempt on his life.

The curtains around his cubicle were drawn. She called his name softly and, when he didn’t answer, started walking towards the bed, only to slip. As she flung her arms out to steady herself, she looked down and saw a pool of dark liquid. She stared at it for a moment, uncomprehending, and then she realised what she was looking at.

Her feet slid as she yanked the curtain aside. The bed was empty, the IV lines that should have been connected to a child were tangled on the mattress. She rushed around to the other side.

Kannan was lying on the floor. He had unpicked the stitches on his wrists and his entire body—from his arms to his emaciated torso, to his bare feet—was now covered in the blood that ran freely from his reopened wounds. Human bodies, even small ones, held so much blood. It always amazed her. So much life, its smell metallic and familiar, in every drop. So much life now spilled onto the cold, hard floor of the med unit.

‘No, no, no, no,’ Fina whispered, dropped down and lifted the boy’s limp body in her arms. She listened to his mouth for breath and tried to find the place on his wrists that should pulse in time with his heart. Nothing.

Setting him down again, she scrambled to activate the emergency alarm. Its shrill cry would summon the centre’s officers to her aid, and disable the med unit’s security system so they could enter. Most importantly, it sounded a Code Blue in CO Napier’s office and on Henry’s phone, as well as that of his second-in-command, twenty-eight-year-old Dr Wren. They would come as quickly as they could, she knew, but she feared they would not arrive in time. It was up to her.

She kneeled over the boy’s body and began. Heart and breath first, always. She tilted his head back, checked his airway and started with five quick breaths. Then she pressed her hands, wet and sticky with blood, over his narrow chest and administered thirty hard hammers to his heart, before putting her lips over his pale, cold ones. Desperately, she pushed air into his lungs, feeling them inflate and depress—but without a functioning heart there was no engine to drive the air through his body.

Two breaths, and then her hands went back to his chest. She felt the rib cage depress and spring back, depress and spring back, depress and spring back. She kept slipping in his blood as she worked on him, swearing as she almost fell on top of him, grasping the bedframe to right herself. There was so much blood, she thought in despair. The boy looked like he’d been torn apart by hot shrapnel in a war zone.

The officers reached her first, followed closely by Dr Wren, who moved Fina aside gently so he could assess the patient on the floor. Fina instinctively reached for the airbag; they could use it now there was more than one first responder. Officer Darcy helped the doctor to lift Kannan onto the bed then grabbed the paddles. Dr Wren had just begun the defibrillation checklist when Henry Manners entered the room. Taking in the scene at a glance, he shook his head, and Fina could tell what he was thinking: Kannan had made sure that the medical team would have no chance to resuscitate him.

On the third charging of the defib, Dr Wren held the paddles wide and looked up at the veteran doctor. And Henry, who had held the bloodied hands of dying boys and girls in countries so very far away from home, who must have hoped with all his heart that someone had held the hand of his own son too, shook his head.

But Fina wasn’t ready to admit defeat. When Dr Wren moved to put the paddles back in their harness she grasped his arm.

‘Do it again,’ she rasped over the lump in her throat.

Dr Wren didn’t say anything, replacing the paddles and resetting the control panel, then reaching for the sheet one of the officers passed to him.

‘Please, Dr Wren. Don’t give up.’ She gripped Kannan’s leg, still warm in her hand. ‘Please, I’m begging you,’ she cried.

Henry moved behind her and placed his hands on her arms. He drew her away from the bed.

‘It’s time, Sister Fina,’ he said.

The officers in the room stepped back, and everyone looked at the two digital clocks on the wall. One kept Port Camden time and the other, as was protocol for any military installation of this security level, kept head of state time.
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Kannan Puveendran died at 0623 Port Camden time, while the Prime Minister of Australia was attending his early morning church service at the Assembly of Confessing Congregations, surrounded by a visible security detail and a much larger invisible security detail.

Kannan Puveendran was most likely biologically dead eleven minutes before that when the last of the reserve oxygen in his blood was finally expended and his brain starved to death.

But Kannan Puveendran, aged fourteen, had survived the bombing of his village, Kokavil, in the Vanni region of northern Sri Lanka in the final months of the war, years before. He had survived the march through the jungle from the smouldering remains of his village to a small stretch of beach on the other side of the island. He survived dehydration, heat, hunger, and dysentery. On that beach, his mother prayed that the Red Cross ships, moored just five kilometres off the coast, would send lifeboats for them. Instead, the Red Cross waited, paralysed by international diplomacy and geopolitical agendas.

Kannan Puveendran survived the carnage on that beach as the Sri Lanka Army rained down heavy mortar fire on civilians, and the Tamil Tigers forced their own people to fire guns when all their lives they’d only lifted picks and scythes and hoes.

Along with the other men and women who had traversed the jungle, Kannan’s father dug a shallow trench in the sand and placed his nine-year-old son in the soft sand with his sister, only eleven, and then he and his wife lay on top of their children as the shells hit the ground and hot sand and bloody limbs flew into the air around them.

Kannan Puveendran survived this and more: a year in a Sri Lankan re-education camp; the voyage to India on a small boat; the voyage to Indonesia on a larger boat; the voyage to Australia on a tiny boat and the rescue by a Norwegian cargo ship three weeks later. Four years after he first set foot in Port Camden, Kannan Puveendran stopped surviving.

This is what Sister Fina told Audrey Kennedy, politics editor of The Guardian, a few days later, when she called her and offered to be an unnamed source. The front page article was published twenty-four hours later. Fina understood the consequences of violating her agreement with the detention centre, but she couldn’t get the smell of blood out of her mind.




CHAPTER 3

Fina stripped off her clothes, folded them neatly and placed them on the bench by the pool. She stretched the swim cap over her head, her cropped black curls fitting neatly inside it. Over the years, her early morning training had transformed her physique into a swimmer’s body, eroding the softness and gaining lean muscle efficiency.

Peggy Thompson had given her a key to the pool after Fina had demonstrated that she could swim two kilometres in slow and steady strokes, eighty laps of the Hastings Public Pool—also known as the Thompson Swimming Academy, after Peggy’s father, the town’s one and only Olympian. This distance would have taken sixty-two-year-old Peggy a mere forty-eight minutes and forty-three seconds, but Peggy said swimming was not about speed, unless you were being chased by a great white. Swimming was about safety and survival.

Peggy had allowed Fina to join her learn-to-swim program four years ago, when the Sri Lankan nun first arrived in Hastings, parents cheering her on as she gingerly stepped into the pool with a class of three-year-olds. No one laughed, because no one was unkind—and if they were, Peggy’s steely-eyed look of disapproval was enough to silence them. Many of the parents on the sidelines had been taught to swim by Peggy and her 9 Point Plan for Swimming Success™, and although they were now fully grown, she considered them still within her sphere of discipline and punishment.

So Tim Reardon, third-generation chickpea farmer and recently licensed boutique gin distiller, was too afraid to laugh when he saw Sister Fina step into the pool with his preschooler, Jeanie. The other reason Tim Reardon and the Saturday morning parent crew refrained from laughing was that they knew the courage required for Fina to immerse herself in water.

When she’d first begun her lessons, Fina would begin her entrance into the ageing pool twenty-five minutes before the class started, with Peggy’s help. Peggy and Fina would hold hands and sit on the steps of the shallow end, spending five minutes on each step before descending to the one below.

Whispering a stream of words Fina could never remember afterwards—she would only recall the sound of love, the sense of strength and the promise of safety they contained—Peggy would lead Fina’s stiff, reluctant body further into the water until she was standing in it chest deep, no waves knocking her against the debris of a boat, no current dragging her under, no friends screaming and crying and choking and drowning. Just Peggy, Fina and the families of Hastings, who had seen trauma before, in forms that were distinct because all trauma is distinct, but also universal.

Fina was allowed the keys to Peggy’s watery kingdom, and she had trained as an accredited swim instructor with Peggy’s encouragement. When she received her AUSTSWIM licence, Peggy and Leon, the leader of the 1st Hastings Scout troop, held a small investiture ceremony for her under the sun-bleached Australian flag outside the pool, and the parents of all the swim classes were there to cheer her on, including Jeanie Reardon, who now had the fastest time for butterfly in the Western District, and her proud father, Tim Reardon, whose range of boutique gins had diversified to triple-distilled whisky and were being consumed in trendy bars in Sydney and Singapore.

Fina swam every morning, two hours before the pool opened and the squads started their training. She was responsible for the Saturday morning Learn-to-Swim program now, with Cash and his Scout troop as her helpers. The early swim was her time, before the household at the Nightingale Inn woke up.

She warmed up her shoulders and stretched her legs, always the same set of exercises that Peggy had taught her. And then the swim, freestyle, her stroke efficient and elegant, as Peggy would say. Waste no energy. No splashing and no sound, Fina, she could hear the older woman urging in her head. Focus on where you are right now, not your destination. That’s a mistake the silver medallists make. Where are you right now? What is your body doing right now? What is your breathing doing right now? What is your mind thinking right now? Each millisecond is a moment when you are surrounded by water, immersed in water, suspended in water that can either help you or hinder you. What will it be for you, Fina? What will you choose?

Fina now understood water in these terms—it could help her or hinder her. It could no longer harm her.

Thank you for helping me, she would whisper to the waters of the Thompson Swimming Academy.

Thank you for helping me, she said to Varuna, the god of the seas. Every day, she imagined the Samudra Manthana, the churning of the ocean that released amritha, the nectar of immortality, as she sank to the bottom of the pool and let the calming waters close over her.

My body and my mind is with the water, she reminded herself daily. Not against it. The water helps me.

Fina finished her swim and pulled her body out of the pool, ready to face the day. She looked up at the racing clock and then the clock next to it. It was 6 am. Peggy would arrive soon for squads. Most importantly, Cash would be up by the time she got home, waiting for her on the verandah with a book in his hands.
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When Fina first arrived in far-west New South Wales, Peggy Thompson had picked her up from the airport at Whitton on a misty morning. Peggy was wearing a tracksuit and held a sign with Fina’s name on it. She had also brought an op-shop jacket, anticipating that her time in Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Port Camden, Darwin and Sydney would not have prepared Fina for winter in the country, let alone the drop in temperature she was about to experience as they drove four hundred and twenty kilometres south-west of Whitton, deeper into the Flanagan River basin.

On the drive back to Hastings, Peggy had warned Fina what to expect at the Nightingale Inn, affectionately named by the town because Louisa Nightingale had opened its doors to people who needed a room. ‘The house is a complete and utter disaster. I’ve been trying to help Louisa with Cash, her little boy, but I can’t keep on top of the mess. It’s as if she wants it to look like that, so she can hide in the chaos. I’m worried Social Services will declare the place unfit for a child. It wasn’t always like this. Griff was the housekeeper, not Louisa. He was so houseproud. Something about being a carpenter, I think. He was meticulous about everything, which I suppose you have to be, so that houses and bookshelves don’t fall down. Anyway, this house, which was once beautiful, is falling down.’

 Fina nodded, opening her mouth to ask a question about Griff, but before she could frame it, Peggy continued.

‘Clinton next door mows the lawns for her when he does his own. Mick DeLuca—that’s Carmela DeLuca’s brother—drops by whenever he can to fix things, but it’s not just the house itself I’m worried about. Cash, bless him, tries to look after her. Imagine that; a seven-year-old trying to make meals and run the washing machine. They can’t live on canned spaghetti and toast, and if he hurts himself then Social Services will have no choice but to take him away from her. Sometimes I wonder if that’s what she wants. If she wants them both to be taken away from that place and all its reminders; taken away from each other because even the boy is a reminder. Sorry . . .’ Peggy said, blushing as tears trickled down her cheeks. ‘I’m not usually like this. And I’ve been talking nonstop. I’m probably scaring you.’ She wiped the tears away with the back of her hand.

Fina had wanted to say that a grief-consumed messy mother was not frightening compared to the many hells she’d survived. But she shook her head and smiled at Peggy Thompson, who she was starting to like and trust already.

‘Henry thought you’d be a good fit for Louisa. He said you’re very capable and have a kind and loving nature. Of course you would; you’re a nun. Did you choose that life because of your nature or did they teach you how to care for your flock once you chose that life?’

‘A sister used to tell me that the life of service to Christ and his community chooses you,’ Fina replied, choosing her words carefully. ‘It’s how she accepted all the hardships she suffered by caring for refugees.’

Fina remembered the sister and her words. She remembered her cries for help as the water rushed towards them, her prayers and her hand reaching out, not to God but to God’s children.

 ‘If you don’t want to stay in the Nightingale house once you’ve seen it, we’d all understand,’ Peggy said. ‘Henry wanted me to emphasise that you’re under no obligation to look after the place or Cash. He just thought you and the family could be good for each other.’

Fina nodded. Henry Manners had been kind to her at Port Camden, allowing her to help him with his patients, valuing her expertise but also helping her to hide it. Henry had spoken to Shelley Taylor at the detention centre and the Carmelite Order in Colombo, and he’d made several calls to the Department of Immigration on her behalf. Shortly afterwards, she’d received a letter inviting her to apply for the Safe Haven Enterprise Visa which would allow her to live in Hastings.

Henry had quietly suggested to her that Louisa’s house would need more than maintenance; it had once been a home full of life and love. He’d said the family there might be in need of pastoral care and a renewed sense of purpose. He thought Fina might be able to offer that. And the income wouldn’t hurt either, he added; it was known around town that Louisa had been struggling to make ends meet. She had started waiting tables at the RSL, but Peggy had indicated she was erratic, the routine of a working day often derailed by stress.

‘If the Nightingale Inn isn’t the right fit, then you can stay anywhere in Hastings,’ Peggy said. ‘There are so many people, myself included, who would happily give you a spare room. It’s that kind of community, and we’ve been hosting asylum seekers for years. Some stay but many eventually move on to Dubbo or Sydney when they find their feet, or other family members arrive, or their asylum applications are successful.’

‘Do any get sent back?’ Fina asked.

Peggy paused. ‘Yes. A few. Quite a few. Many. It’s hard for them.’

 Peggy’s car slowed as they neared Hastings. The wheatfields were a pale yellow, with farmhouses, sheds and silos visible in the distance. Majestic white trees lined the sides of the roads, their blue-grey leaves shimmering in the midday light. They passed clusters of mailboxes that promised long winding paths to farmhouses beyond. There were furred and bloodied carcasses on the sides of the road, sometimes in the middle. And more fields of radiant butter yellow—flowers rippling together in the wind.

‘That’s the canola,’ Peggy said when she saw Fina’s face.

‘It looks alive,’ Fina said. She was used to the deep greens of the jungle and the red earth of the north, but not this.

‘It does,’ Peggy agreed, laughing warmly. ‘I’ll show you around the town before we go to Louisa’s,’ she offered.

Everything Fina knew about Australia came from the television and the internet. She had watched a few episodes of Home and Away at the detention centre. Summer Bay seemed a volatile place to live for such an idyllic beach location.

Hastings was pretty, with its stately buildings, wide avenues and wrought-iron lattice work. Fina saw a milk bar and bakery, a general store and a sandstone town hall that also housed the post office. The hardware store was enormous, and Peggy parked outside it so that Fina could marvel at the number of machinery parts crammed into the window display. They walked the streets together, with people stopping to say hello to Peggy. Fina hung back, shy and tired. Peggy took her to a memorial for fallen soldiers in a rosemary-scented garden outside a building called an RSL and a small community centre. Hastings’ small primary school had sunshades like sails stretching over the playground that reminded her of UN tents, though these were of much better quality. Finally, they returned to the car and Peggy drove Fina three blocks to her destination.

 Fina remembered walking up the steps to the Nightingale Inn.

Seven-year-old Cash was standing on the verandah, his dark eyes serious, his thick brown hair unruly and possibly unwashed. He held a book in one hand, and his mother’s skirt with the other.

She knew Louisa had been briefed about her background—nun, war, refugee camp, boat, rescue. That was all the other woman needed to know. She had accepted Fina not because she could use the help, but because Louisa accepted everyone into her home. The more the better. Louisa’s generosity was boundless, but more than that she needed noise and chaos because stillness created space for contemplation of the past. And contemplation of the past meant facing up to her pain.

Fina knew enough about grief and the many ways humans coped with it, or didn’t cope with it, to have worked out exactly what was happening in the Nightingale household by the end of the first day.

Cash stood at the doorway to her room, watching her unpack her small suitcase, which contained her nun’s habit, three sets of civilian clothing donated by the Red Cross, and a small stack of books she had borrowed from Port Camden’s library.

‘Are those Bibles?’ Cash had asked, inching closer.

‘What? No,’ Fina said, laughing. ‘But they are classics. I got them from the Port Camden Library.’

‘Do they have a librarian?’ he asked, now moving more confidently towards the books. ‘We have one at our school—Mrs Thompson.’

‘Peggy? I thought Peggy—Mrs Thompson—was a sport teacher.’

‘She does lots of stuff,’ said Cash. ‘She said you’re going to look after us.’

‘You don’t need me to look after you,’ Fina replied.

Cash seemed pleased for a moment, then his face fell. ‘But can you look after Mum? Clinton says I’m too young. It’s illegal.’

Fina tried to hide her smile. ‘Clinton from next door?’

 ‘Yeah, he helps Mum too. I heard him tell Mrs Thompson that Mum could get in trouble and I’ll get taken away if she doesn’t do her job properly.’ Cash didn’t look at her as he spoke. Instead, he picked up the books from her small pile and opened each one, read the back cover and put them on the small shelf above her desk.

He held one back. ‘Can I read this, please?’ he asked. It was Matilda. Dr Tariq Tabrizi, the librarian at the detention centre, had recommended it because Fina was looking for something a little magical. Dr Tabrizi had once been a librarian in Kabul. He had a preference for Urdu poetry and literature, but as he said to her often, boat people can’t be choosers.

‘You can. It looks good,’ she said. Dr Tabrizi had assured her it was an ideal book for an adult and child to read together. ‘I only read the back cover and I like Matilda already.’

Cash still didn’t take his eyes from the book. ‘Me too.’ He flicked through its pages again. ‘Do you have to go back?’ he asked.

‘To Port Camden or Sri Lanka?’ she asked him.

‘Anywhere,’ he replied.

‘I’d like to go back to Port Camden if I can,’ she replied. ‘I have friends there I want to see.’

Cash nodded as if this made complete sense to a seven-year-old. ‘Father Wilson from St Paul’s visits us once a month. Mum says he has a list of people that he prays for. He prays for us because Mum’s sad. He prays for Mrs Thompson because she’s so rude to him.’

‘Rude about what?’ she asked casually.

‘About the Church. She says they’re all murderers and merce . . . mer-cen-aries,’ he replied, stumbling over his teacher’s words.

Fina laughed out loud. She could imagine Peggy Thompson saying that straight to any priest’s face. Straight to the Pope’s face.

‘She said you’re different, though.’

 Fina nodded. It was hard not to worry about whether they—Henry, Peggy and Louisa—had picked up on her secret. During the war, she had learned to hide herself. She knew how to run through the Vanni jungle and shelter in the bulbous hollows of palmyra trees as phosphorous stars rained down on them. After the war, Fina had learned to lie as still as the dead in the med tent as soldiers dragged crying women back to their barracks in the middle of the night. But here in Hastings, at the Nightingale Inn, she was hiding something else.

‘I am different,’ she replied. ‘I’m a lot younger and better looking than most nuns.’ She winked at Cash, who finally met her eye and smiled back.

‘Does the librarian at Port Camden have a lot of books?’ the boy asked.

‘He does. He’s been sent them over the years from good people like Peggy—Mrs Thompson—who run collections. Lots of charities and community groups help too. They send books so that the detainees can teach each other from them: English, maths, even knitting.’

Anything to keep the mind occupied and distracted from the memories of the past and the uncertainty of the future, the longing for loved ones. The fear. And the lethargy of hopelessness.

‘Community groups try to send books in their own language too—so, for example, the Tamil community in Australia send Tamil books,’ she explained. ‘Reading in their own language gives people comfort.’

It felt like being at home before it had become a place of horror. And now this was to be her home.

As if hearing what she was thinking, Cash tucked the book under his arm and said, ‘Come on—I’ll show you the rest of the house.’

 He held her hand as he led her through the rooms. Each one was scattered with the debris of people who had stayed there but not cared enough about the family to clean up or make good on promises of rent.

The tour of the house ended at the door to Griff’s workshop. ‘You’re not allowed to go in there,’ Cash said matter-of-factly. ‘This is where my dad did his woodworking.’

‘Do you ever go in?’ she asked him.

‘No,’ he said, avoiding eye contact.

‘Is it locked?’ she asked.

‘No. Never.’

One day, Fina promised herself, she would enter this workshop. Inside, she imagined Cash’s father turning wood into the ornate architraves, elegant banister and beautiful tables she could see around her. Grime had been allowed to mask them, but the features of the house were reminders of a time when the man had wanted to create, build, and live. She hoped that in time this legacy might be brought out into the open rather than hidden away.
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Within her first few weeks, Fina had evicted the backpackers.

‘They don’t pay rent,’ Fina said when Louisa complained. ‘Clinton and Hank told me they don’t even do the housework or gardening, and they help themselves to whatever they find in your kitchen. Plus, I don’t like having them in the house with Cash; they’re not responsible enough.’

‘You’re suggesting that I’m not responsible enough to make sensible choices for my child,’ Louisa said quietly, colour rising from her neck to her freckled face.

‘I’m saying I found used condoms and rotting tampons in one of the rooms. It’s a health hazard.’

 ‘You’re being melodramatic,’ Louisa remonstrated. ‘This is a home, not a hospital; a bit of untidiness is only natural.’

‘This is not a home,’ Fina shot back. ‘I may not have lived in my home or my homeland for many years, but this—I don’t know what this is yet. It was once a home; I can see that. And it longs to be a home again. But that will take work.’

‘Are all nuns this bossy?’ Louisa asked.

Fina ignored her. ‘You need to be more professional in the way you offer accommodation. Henry and Peggy tell me you’ve got three rooms you could rent out, plus there’s that room at the back.’

‘You’re not touching the back,’ Louisa said.

Griff’s room.

‘Okay, you’ve got three rooms, plus the one I’m in. That’s three to four income streams.’

‘You don’t need to pay; Henry said you’ll help me in exchange for a room.’

‘Henry is very kind, but he’s a doctor who lives alone in a detention centre. Peggy said she’ll help me get a job to cover board and lodging. Once I’ve cleaned up the mess the backpackers left behind, you’re going to advertise this place with the Refugee Resources Centre. Jill Greenwell handles all the asylum cases in town, so between her and the centre, they’ll know how to connect us with refugee families who need a place to stay. Hastings has one of the highest application rates. People seem to know they should come here,’ she said.

According to the RRC, forty-seven per cent of rental accommodation in the small town of Hastings was occupied by asylum seekers.

‘They come here because this is a community, not just a country town,’ Louisa said. ‘Why do you want to rent to refugees rather than other people, Sister Fina?’

 Fina thought about Cash, who had spent the last four weeks following her around as she cleaned rooms, unblocked toilets, painted walls and called in Mick DeLuca and his brother Tony from DeLuca’s Hardware when the plumbing and electrical challenges were beyond her. She could hotwire an army-issue generator. She could even repurpose the battery in a fan and rewire it into an emergency NICU ventilator that gave a baby twelve vital minutes of oxygen before he died in her arms, but these were skills that had surprisingly limited application to household wiring. Mice, attracted to the tampons in the backpackers’ rooms, had eaten the wiring and bedding indiscriminately, once they’d eaten everything else.

Cash had been her faithful assistant. No smell was too awful for the boy, who wore child-sized PPE donated by Seema Mongia, the neighbour and local dentist. He did everything Fina asked and more, peppering her with endless questions about her life in Sri Lanka and in the convent: had she met the Pope, were all nuns kind but strict like in The Sound of Music, had she ever got drunk on the priest’s wine? He asked her about her parents and when she told him they were dead, he stopped cleaning and looked at her intently with his dark eyes.

‘You can tell me if you want,’ he said.

For a moment, the carefully constructed facade slipped. Not because of a lapse in concentration, but because her need to tell someone was overwhelming.

‘My parents died in the war.’

He hugged her then, wordlessly. She held his plastic-covered body, rustling against hers, and kissed the top of his sweaty head. She had wondered how such a young child could understand her complex and contradictory emotions. Fina wanted so desperately to talk about the death of her parents, but to do so would mean acknowledging that it had happened, it was real, and life would never be the same again.

‘Why?’ Louisa asked again, jolting Fina back from her past.

‘Why what?’ asked Fina, who had been lost in the memory.

‘Why do you want to rent to refugees? You said I should treat my home like a business—tourists and transient workers would pay more.’

Fina looked around the kitchen. There was still a lot of work to do. She hadn’t even opened the oven. Hank next door suggested replacing it. He knew a guy. She remembered Dr Manners’ words: You and Louisa could be good for each other. She knew it didn’t make sense, but she agreed with Louisa.

‘We should rent to refugees, because this is a home first, not a business,’ Fina replied.




CHAPTER 4

Fina knocked on the school counsellor’s door and entered. Jill Greenwell sat behind a large desk covered in neat stacks of client files. Jill had once been a litigation lawyer at a law firm in Sydney. Fina had googled the name of the firm, emblazoned on the squidgy stress balls Jill gave the children when they came in to talk to her. It turned out Jill was more than a litigation lawyer; she was the head of the Asia-Pacific region for a firm that spread across sixty-five countries and represented every conglomerate, from the pharma companies whose drugs Fina administered in Jaffna Hospital to the weapons manufacturers whose mortar shells later fell on that same hospital.

Two weeks after Jill’s youngest child had finished his HSC, she was sitting in the boardroom of a glass tower, watching the sun glisten on the harbour, when the slate-grey surface of the water broke, sprays of water catching the light like so many rainbows.

It was a family of dolphins, a group of mothers and their calves, playing. Without explanation, she had walked out of the meeting. That night, she called her lawyer, broker, asset manager, and accountant. She worked out the current value of her portfolio, gave her husband exactly eighty per cent, even though she had earned more of it, took her twenty per cent and disappeared, leaving no forwarding address except her lawyer’s. Only her children and her secretary of three decades, Felicity Beringer, knew where she was. Felicity sent Hastings Public School and the small school at Port Camden Detention Centre regular shipments of stationery and squidgy stress balls, expensed to various corporate clients.

Years later, Jill Greenwell had retrained as a school counsellor and worked at Hastings Public School two days a week. On the other three days of the working week she provided debt restructuring advice to local farmers, accepting small payments only in trades or produce. She donated her tailored power suits to Dress for Success and committed to stylish casual wear. Once a month she drove to Whitton to maintain the ash blonde highlights and Lady Di bouffant she had sported since 1988.

When Louisa Nightingale’s husband Griff started the Rural Australians for Refugees Association, Jill became a registered migration agent, helping refugees in Port Camden and elsewhere with their applications, settling many of them—including Fina—in Hastings.

Fina took a seat and watched as Jill stacked the neat piles on her desk into neater towers. Then she took out the file on Cash Nightingale, let her glasses slide to the tip of her nose and re-read her notes.

‘I presume that Louisa will not be joining us,’ she said, not looking up. This allowed Fina the privacy she needed to blush and provide the same answer as last week.

‘No, I’m so sorry, Jill. Louisa really wanted to be here but had a meeting with a beverage supplier she couldn’t get out of. It’s busy down at the RSL, especially now that Narelle’s expansion has been so successful. Louisa is basically running the kitchen training program.’

‘Yes, Shanahan’s is an inspired culinary social enterprise and well worth the time Louisa spends training our newest residents for future careers in hospitality. But please do tell her that she can’t avoid these meetings forever, Sister Fina.’ Jill finally raised her head to meet Fina’s eye.

‘She’s not avoiding them,’ Fina protested, but they both heard the lack of conviction in her voice.

‘She’s his mother,’ Jill reminded her. She returned her attention to Cash’s file. ‘He seems to be eating okay; Claudine says she can see him from the tuckshop window. He’s more attentive in class, too, although when you go to Port Camden for your quarterly visits it obviously affects him. At those times he doesn’t sleep well and struggles to keep up with his homework. He’s less engaged and more anxious.’

‘I have to go to Port Camden,’ Fina said to the older woman.

‘I know you do, and I’m not suggesting you stop. I can only begin to imagine the comfort you offer people there.’

Fina shook her head. She didn’t deserve Jill’s praise. She had no words of comfort. She went because she had a duty and a debt to discharge. She went because she owed the people there who had survived, and she owed those who had not.

‘I don’t know what else to do for him,’ Fina said.

‘It’s not up to you to do the hard work,’ Jill said. ‘Louisa has to do it.’ There was judgement in her voice.

Usually, Fina would defend Louisa, but today, sitting in Jill Greenwell’s office with a wall of client files between them, Fina only nodded. What defence was there? Yes, Louisa felt abandoned by her husband, but Cash had lost his father. In the four years since, it was Fina who had brought Cash to counselling; Fina who read books on parental loss and neglect; Fina who spent time in the parent chatrooms Jill recommended, learning about how to reach children drowning in a sea of sadness.

In Jill Greenwell’s office, Fina allowed herself to judge a woman so consumed by grief and its complex attendant, shame, that she could not reach out to help her own child.

‘His last history assignment was about Port Camden too,’ Jill said, sliding a sheaf of papers across the table. ‘He’s obsessed with it. It’s an excellent piece of work. Miss Bradley submitted it to the National History Competition before she returned to the city.’

‘She returned to the city?’ Fina asked, leafing through the pages. None of the young teachers lasted long.

Cash’s report was as detailed as it was esoteric. There were topographical maps of the island and nautical charts of the sea. Henry Manners and Magnus Haversson had both helped the child with the project, as they had with his many others in Port Camden, the three of them sharing a peculiar fascination with the place.

She didn’t wait for Jill to answer. ‘I’ll be here for a while this time,’ Fina said.

‘Good,’ Jill replied. ‘Cash will be relieved.’
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Fina hummed as she cooked the parapu curry. Louisa sat at the kitchen table with Cash, reading her son’s recent school report, which Fina had reviewed and annotated for her. Louisa’s hair had also been cropped short because of a lice infestation, and she could no longer hide her thoughts by letting her blonde curls fall like a shield across her face. Fina had underlined the feedback from the Year 6 teachers, all variations of: Cash is very clever but concerningly quiet and aloof.

 Cash was completing his homework, ignoring the school report. At home, among the extended family of the Nightingale Inn, Cash was anything but quiet and aloof. He was Fina’s 2IC, anticipating the residents’ needs and helping her with chores. He often accompanied her on her orientation excursions with new people, introducing them to Hastings and its citizens. Armed with Jeff, the Three-Legged Wonder Cat, and Louisa’s old digital camera, he documented their adventures together.

Fina leaned over his thatch of dark hair to check his homework. She could still help him with primary school maths, but once he entered high school, Professor Jafari in the small room upstairs would need to take over. He had been a teacher of pure mathematics at the University of Tehran, but now he worked for Carmela DeLuca, the proud fourth-generation owner of DeLuca’s Hardware. From Monday to Friday he was at DeLuca’s, and on the weekends he tutored local children. Hastings Public School’s principal, Eliza McCredie, was so excited about the dramatic upswing in NAPLAN results that she was currently negotiating with Carmela to release him from his afternoon shifts so he could start a maths club for the eighteen children taking the HSC.

Professor Jafari had lived at the Nightingale Inn for two years, ever since he had arrived in Australia, alone and lost. His son, Faisal, a journalist, wrote a piece about an attack on a Kurdish refugee camp, and then three more pieces which he had posted online. Faisal, with his eyes the colour of the Ovan Lake and his quick and crooked smile, went to work one day and did not come back.

Professor Jafari asked his wife, Sonia, and daughter, Sara, to pack one small bag each. He paid a man all the money he had saved for Faisal’s first home and Sara’s wedding, because those dreams were dead now. The professor put his wife and his remaining child on a truck. They left the home of their ancestors and began the long journey to somewhere else. To Anywhere Else. Professor Jafari said he would follow them as soon as he found out what had happened to their boy.

He couldn’t leave Iran without him.

Or without knowing what had happened to him, at least.

Sonia and Sara made it across the Turkish border before the wars and chaos of the region made travel north almost impossible. From there, they journeyed to Istanbul, Berlin and then London, where they were waiting for him. Professor Jafari never found his son’s body, but in the middle of the night, Amar, the photographer from the newspaper where his son had worked, stole into the professor’s home. He had been hiding in the mountains but had returned to the city to say goodbye to his mother before he too got on a bus to Anywhere Else. He took the professor to the disused paper mill on the outskirts of the city where the Islamic Revolutionary Guards had burned the bodies. Faisal, his beloved.

Professor Jafari ended up in Hastings, New South Wales, but he was determined to find his way to London. Jill Greenwell was also helping him to apply for family reunification in New Zealand. Until then, he would teach induction, integration and calculus to the children of this small town.

Sister Fina had already spoken to Professor Jafari about Cash. The old professor had slapped the sawdust from his hands on his apron.

‘Of course I will help him, Sister Fina,’ he said. ‘There is always time to teach more and always time to learn more. What do you say?’ he asked Cash, running a hand through the boy’s hair. ‘Will you study?’

‘I do study,’ the boy replied. ‘Sister Fina makes me study all the time.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘It’s worse than school.’

 Fina laughed, recounting the conversation to Louisa now.

‘He’s becoming a professional teenager, and he’s only eleven,’ Fina said, scraping the paste of crushed garlic, dried red chilli, salt and peppercorns from the mortar with her fingers. She wiped the remnants from the pestle and threw the masala into the lentils, which had softened from orange into yellow, infused with turmeric and dotted with curry leaves.

Louisa shook her head. ‘It’s your fault for exposing him to adult literature and foreign cinema.’

‘You make it sound like I give him pornography,’ Fina replied, stirring the paste through the simmering parapu. ‘He reads challenging novels and watches Bollywood films with me.’

‘Are nuns allowed to say pornography?’ Cash asked, looking up from his maths homework, the corner of his mouth lifting in the beginning of a grin.

Fina gently extracted the end of the pencil from his mouth. ‘No. Neither are eleven-year-olds. And when pornography employs consenting, properly remunerated adults, it’s not a swear word but a necessary service to society.’

‘Seriously, Sister Fina!’ Louisa slapped the report down on the kitchen bench. ‘There are children in the house—not just this one.’ She looked over her shoulder at the kitchen door to make sure the Yazdanis hadn’t heard their conversation. Mohsin and Habiba Yazdani had moved into the Nightingale Inn a couple of months ago with their two children and the nephew they had adopted as their own. Originally from Kabul, they were new to Hastings, newly released into community detention, new to Australia and new to trusting that Fina and Louisa were there to support them, to offer them a home until they were ready to create their own. Four weeks ago, Habiba Yazdani had given birth to a son, named Bulbul, in honour of the Nightingale Inn.

 ‘Don’t shush me, Louisa,’ Fina snapped back. ‘It’s Friday—the Yazdanis are at prayers.’

‘Fine, but you need to be careful. You’ll scare them. Give them time to adjust to your particular brand of humour; they’re still settling in. Cash says their children sit in the playground together and don’t play or talk to the others yet.’

At the mention of his name, Cash looked up. ‘Aunty Habiba cries at night.’

‘Why are you awake at night?’ Fina asked. She had heard the crying too.

‘Why are you awake at night?’ he asked in return.

They all knew the answer to that, each of them plagued by their own nightmares.

‘Can I sleep with you tonight, Mum?’ Cash asked, when Fina didn’t reply.

‘I’m working, love,’ Louisa said to him. She pulled back his fringe and pressed her lips to the three freckles at his hairline. One freckle for each of the Nightingales—Cash, Louisa and Griff, the missing one; the reason Cash woke in his sleep and stumbled down the corridors of their old family home, first to Louisa’s room then, if she wasn’t there, to Fina’s. She would hear him push the door open and, without saying a word, he’d lie down on the cot bed in her room that was always there, just for him and just in case.

Cash’s eyes darkened and he dropped his head, pulling away from her.

‘I’ll make it up to you tomorrow,’ Louisa said. ‘I’ll ask Narelle to cover me, so I can take you to footy. After that, you can help me make my Sunday Night Special.’

Every Sunday night, for as long as Fina had been at the Nightingale Inn, Louisa had cooked a vat of soya mince spag bol, and all the residents of the inn came together to eat, like one big, blended family.

‘Sister Fina’s already taking me to footy,’ Cash replied, pressing his pencil down hard on the paper until the lead snapped.

‘I’m happy to give it a miss; I’ve got so much work to do. You’ve let this place go to the dogs while I was at Port Camden.’ Fina caught Louisa’s eye.

The other woman mouthed, ‘Thank you.’

Fina nodded.
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Fina pulled the cover over the boy’s sleeping form. Cash curled his body around Jeff, the three-legged cat Professor Jafari had pulled from the drain outside the hardware store, back when a sudden storm had erupted over Hastings a year ago. Instead of sinking into the earth and replenishing it, the waters had washed the town’s shallow-rooted infant crops into the Flanagan River, taking their harvest to an unknown destination hundreds of kilometres away. Much livestock had been lost, but fortune favoured the mongrel cat and deposited him outside DeLuca’s Hardware. His plaintive cries were heard by Carmela DeLuca, who found Jeff hanging on to the drain’s rusted grate with his remaining three limbs.

To Louisa’s horror, Carmela delivered Jeff to the Nightingale Inn in a large hessian sack with a note that said: You like strays—here’s another one.

Cash was instantly smitten. He named the cat after Jeff Wiseman, the famous Australian Paralympian and wheelchair innovator whom Peggy Thompson had been teaching the kids about at the time.

In the end, Louisa and Fina were both grateful that Jeff had moved into their home and sometimes their beds. With the three-legged lodger as company, some of Cash’s nightmares had abated, and they all slept a little more soundly as a result.

Fina kissed the top of Cash’s sleeping head and let her hand linger on the cat’s soft, striped coat. ‘No snoring, Jeff,’ she warned.

She moved over to her desk and opened her laptop to read the email waiting there.




From: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Hello




Dearest Sister Fina,




Thank you so much for your email and I apologise for taking so long to respond. We encountered some difficulty in the South Atlantic and this has preoccupied me. We are now in port, outside Toamasina, Madagascar, and I finally have the time to write to you properly.

The crew and I mark the anniversary of our encounter each year with reflection and prayer (for those who pray). We think of the souls that were lost and we hope those that were saved have gone on to happier lives than the ones they fled. Most of all, each year I am grateful for my friendship with you, and the people of Hastings and Port Camden.

What is Cash reading now? I have finished the Hunger Games series he recommended. I am not a parent, and I say this without any judgement of you or Louisa, but are you aware of the gladiatorial nature of these books?




With warmest regards,

Magnus




PS From this latitude, you are only 4124 nautical miles due east. One straight line away.



Fina laughed softly. Only 4124 nautical miles—that was more than seven thousand kilometres. But her smile faded as she re-read his remark on the books Cash was reading. Louisa had recently asked if they might be responsible for the boy’s nightmares, but they both knew this was wishful thinking.

Pressing ‘reply’, she began to type.


My dear Magnus,

When you say you ‘encountered some difficulty in the South Atlantic’, do you mean you ran out of reading material, or do you mean you ran into pirates again? As you know, the latter terrifies me, regardless of how much defensive training you’ve received from the Royal Norwegian Navy. While the Norwegians are accomplished seafarers, and from memory you all seemed a foot taller than the rest of us, I don’t think you’ve fought any wars since the Vikings. If anything, you are now better known for your peace negotiations than your military might.



She was distracted by the sound of the front door opening downstairs. Louisa was hosting an event at the RSL and she wouldn’t finish for another hour, she knew. Fina glanced at the boy and the cat on the bed. Jeff had lifted his head and cocked his left ear.

‘Stay with Cash,’ she whispered to him, not sure what a cat would do in the event of a home invasion. Hastings wasn’t that kind of town, she reassured herself; too small and too interrelated. Then again, strangers often passed through on their way to work on the cattle stations further west.

She tiptoed to her bedroom door and stood with her ear pressed against it.

Perhaps she’d imagined the sound. She often did that: lying in bed with the curtains open to let in the moonlight, her sleep would be broken by screams as soldiers entered her tent to drag another woman or girl—barely healed from the last time—to their barracks just outside the refugee camp. She herself was never taken; the commander had decreed that she was needed to stitch the women back together. Despite his clear instructions, she was never sure what would happen when they came in. She squeezed her eyes tight, not daring to open them until the crying woman was dragged away. At first, they all used to scream at the soldiers’ arrival, but they eventually realised that it was better not to draw attention to themselves. Instead they lay quietly, pretending to sleep, praying the hand would not fall on their shoulder, relieved and guilty when it wasn’t their turn, Fina most of all because it was never her turn.

In Hastings, the fear returned to her at night, safe in Louisa’s house, which was now her home. On the nights she dreamed of the soldiers she would wake abruptly, shaking and sweating, sometimes screaming, with Cash by her side. Jill Greenwell had told him during a counselling session that it was dangerous to rouse someone mid-dream, no matter how distraught they appeared. So he would wait and, when she woke properly, he would touch her arm and say, ‘It’s okay—you’re with us.’ Only those words, but they were enough.

She took a deep breath now and stepped out into the corridor, her eyes adjusting to the darkness and then the dark shapes in front of her.

She took a step backwards into her room, recoiling instinctively from the danger, and then remembered the boy. She ran out again into the corridor, pulling the door shut behind her, and hurled her body into the first black mass, a wall that would not yield to her speed or her balled fists. She was slammed onto the floor, the force of it pushing her breath from her body. Her arms were twisted behind her and tied with a thin strip of plastic. She heard the familiar zipping sound as the restraint reached its optimal tightness and locked in place, cutting into her wrists. As she fought for breath, panic rose within her, and she struggled to sit up, but the knee on her back kept her pinned down.

 The man above her thumped the ground next to her face with the heavy base of a rifle and Fina froze. She had seen a weapon like that before. She had seen it spray shards of metal that tore through lines of men and women, one after the other, families falling on top of families.

She heard more footsteps pounding up the stairs and along the corridor towards her, and torches on helmets flashed into her eyes, blinding her.

‘Please,’ she said, not sure what to say next. ‘Please don’t hurt me.’

She avoided looking at the door to her bedroom, praying they wouldn’t open it and find Cash.

‘I’ll come with you,’ she said. ‘I’ll come quietly.’

Another man above her shone his torch in her face and then glanced at a piece of paper in his hand.

‘Visual ID confirmed, Serafina Daniels,’ he reported.

At the sound of her name, she lifted her head, but the knee on her back dug into her, making her cry out in pain as her face was pushed into the floor again.

After a few moments, the man removed his weight from her and grabbed her elbow, lifting her to her feet as though she weighed nothing at all. She swayed and then steadied herself.

‘Take her down,’ another voice said. ‘But carefully—no bruises, in case there are neighbours out there.’

Fina let herself be guided down the stairs and towards the front door. As she passed the Yazdanis’ room, she glanced inside and saw the family huddled in the corner, Mohsin and Habiba on either side of their children, Mohsin’s arms locked across them. Habiba lifted her head for a moment, her newborn clutched to her chest, tears streaming down her face. Fina shook her head and kept walking.

She was ushered towards an SUV parked on the street. In the moonlight, she could see who had come for her. The men were all wearing full tactical gear: helmets with head torches and goggles, vests so thick they were more like armour, handguns strapped to their hips, and powerful rifles slung over their shoulders. On the back of their vests, she saw the letters printed in large capitals, glistening back at her when the light hit the fabric: ABF.

The Australian Border Force.

Her heart began to hammer in her chest. The ABF would return her to Sri Lanka. She turned back towards the Nightingale Inn, towards her home, and as she did Cash came hurtling out of the front door.

An ABF officer stepped into his path, blocking Cash’s body with his own. Screaming her name, Cash hit out at the man, who, shrugging off the boy’s ineffectual blows, picked him up and carried him back to the house.

Lights started to turn on in the houses surrounding the Nightingale Inn. Front doors opened and Clinton Lott from number 8 and Seema Mongia from number 12 both emerged in their pyjamas, one brandishing his Gray-Nicolls bat and the other her kitchen knife. Seema’s husband Michael was close behind her in his boxers, wielding his extendable garden shears in a manner not prescribed by Bunnings.

Clinton, quickly sizing up the situation, called to his husband, still in the house. ‘Hank! Hank, get your mobile and start filming this,’ he said as he headed towards Fina.

Hank, who never needed to be asked twice to film something for his Country Kitchen website, ran out with his iPhone just in time to catch an ABF officer step between Clinton and Fina. Clinton didn’t break his stride, squaring up against the much larger ABF officer.

‘Stand down, sir,’ the officer said.

‘I don’t think so,’ Clinton replied, spinning the handle of his cricket bat until he found the grip he wanted. Raising it, he looked at Fina. ‘You right there, Sister?’ he asked, trying to look around the wall of muscle in front of him. ‘Nice night for an extraordinary rendition.’

The officer had come to the street fight better armed, but Clinton had spent his youth playing rep level cricket, a Western District superstar on the field and a punching bag in the locker room. There was nothing the officer could do to him that Clinton had not already taken and then learned to give back.

Nothing—other than the taser gun. Not the weapon of choice in high school locker rooms.

Before Clinton could sweep his cricket bat, the officer unhooked his taser from his belt and fired. With his free hand, he caught the falling man and eased him to the ground.

‘Anyone else?’ the officer asked.

Hank and Seema screamed. Roused by the commotion, Hank and Clinton’s four shmoodles—Julio, Enrique, Ricky and Diego—raced from the house and hurled themselves at the officer. The man unhooked his baton, but before he could lift it, Fina screamed at him to stop. She pulled away from the officer restraining her and ran to Clinton, sinking to her knees next to him. In a quavering voice, Hank called the dogs to his side.

‘All right, enough of this shit,’ the officer said to the small crowd that had gathered outside the Nightingale Inn. ‘Everybody stand back and put your weapons down. Hindering a federal officer is a crime punishable by imprisonment. You aren’t helping anyone.’

‘Neither are you, you wanker,’ Michael said, and then took a step back behind Seema when the officer turned towards him.

‘Where are you taking her?’ Seema asked, her kitchen knife loose in her hand now. She was known for her painless cavity-filling skills and had no expertise in rural terrorism.

 The officer didn’t reply. He bent down and helped Fina to her feet. She was desperate not to show her fear but more desperate to know. She repeated Seema’s question: ‘Please, where are you taking me?’

The officer looked at her with pity, which surprised her. He was younger than she expected, now that she was looking right into his face. Soldiers were often younger than she expected. ‘Port Camden Detention Centre,’ he replied.




CHAPTER 5

Lakshmi Dharman—or Lucky, as she was known to her colleagues at the Office of Special Investigations—sat at her desk, sipping her second espresso for the morning. She was still in her gym clothes after her daily early morning sparring session, which had left her bruised but satisfied that she could deflect an assault for long enough to run away. At thirty-six years old, she was finally growing as a person, and no longer preferred fight to flight. She had unusually straight hair for a Sri Lankan Tamil but sweat had matted it into messy curls, which she tucked behind her ears as she scrolled through the file on her laptop, flicking between media coverage of the detention centre and post-mortem reports. It was 0600 hours in Sydney, which meant 0400 hours in Port Camden. The revelations of the child’s suicide in The Guardian four days ago had renewed scrutiny on the island outpost and led to subsequent revelations about a guard’s suicide barely a week before.

Her laptop chimed with the familiar sound of a call coming through. She accepted it and her boss’s face appeared on the screen, the lines and shadows around his eyes deeper than usual. Dave Hanson had blurred his background, but she knew that behind him were the charts of current investigations into federal government misconduct. The detention centre fell within the operational jurisdiction of the Australian Border Force and the Department of Immigration and therefore the investigative jurisdiction of her employer, the OSI. As the body mandated to investigate federal officers, the officers despised them.

Dave Hanson had recruited Lucky two years ago from the Australian Federal Police, where she had worked in internal affairs for the previous three years. Dave had been her mentor at the Police Academy, identifying her talent for relentless probing and an intuitive gravitation towards hidden truths. She could join the dots before other people could even see the dots. Lucky believed in the accountability of power, which made her something of a unicorn in government, and ideal for a job few people wanted. He had recommended her for internal affairs at the AFP after eight years on the frontline. Once she’d cut her teeth in IA, he recruited her for the OSI.

‘What did the commanding officer say when you told him I’d be visiting in twenty-four hours?’ she asked. ‘Wait, let me guess. He said he’d be delighted to open the doors of a high-security detention centre. He wants to reassure an outraged public and restore trust in our immigration policy.’

Hanson laughed. ‘That’s exactly what he said, right after he regretted telling me to go fuck myself.’

It was her turn to laugh.

‘CO Brett Napier expects you to show up, tick some boxes and appease the human rights wankers,’ Hanson said. ‘His words, not mine.’

‘What do you expect?’ Lucky asked her boss.

 ‘That you’ll do your job,’ he replied.

Lucky had read the file on Napier. This man regretted nothing. But he would need to make a show of investigating the death of the child, Kannan Puveendran, and that meant her presence would have to be tolerated. The public were less concerned about the guard, but Hanson wanted her to look into both deaths.

Lucky clicked on the guard’s file and summarised it for her boss. ‘Officer Thomas Milton, Sri Lankan national, aged forty-four. Employed since 2012, he had an exemplary work record and was paid concerningly well for a Border Force guard, even one responsible for holding back the flood of would-be-terrorists landing illegally on our sunny shores.’

‘How well?’ Hanson asked.

‘Mid six figures,’ she replied. ‘Appa was right: I’m definitely in the wrong profession.’ Her father had wanted her to be a doctor or an engineer, the two professions most favoured by her community. She was the first in her family to join the police force and one of its few Australian Tamil members.

‘You’d never trade in the satisfaction of public service for a private sector paycheque,’ Hanson replied. He used her background very effectively, sending her on jobs where the colour of her skin would help her investigation rather than hinder it. She’d been everywhere from Western Sydney to Australian high commissions throughout Asia, investigating everyone from corrupt MPs to wayward dignitaries.

‘The two deaths are most likely unconnected suicides but keep your eyes open to all possibilities.’

‘Always,’ she replied, scanning Milton’s file one last time. Before Port Camden, he had worked in Sri Lanka. He’d been a bodyguard to high-ranking Chinese diplomats in Colombo for several years. Later, during the final months of the war, he’d been contracted by the Chinese government to help train the Sri Lanka Army. Nothing good came from that kind of arrangement—at least, not for civilians. In Sri Lanka and Australia, he had been employed by Deimos Security, one of the largest private security firms in the world; the kind that collected enemies, bodies and mental health issues. Milton was a gun for hire. Professional killers killed themselves all the time; they had the second-highest suicide rate after dentists.

Lucky closed the file on Milton and flicked to the maps of Port Camden. It was an island in the Indian Ocean, more than one hundred kilometres off the north-west coast of Australia. She’d need to fly to Darwin and change planes there for a flight to Port Raynes, from where she’d take a boat to Port Camden. The satellite imagery showed several warehouse-like buildings, surrounded by fences and barriers. There was a small port and several docks. No airstrip, but there was a helipad. It was hard to enter the detention centre, even harder to leave it.

‘I’ll need tech,’ she said to Hanson. ‘The best tech, not our cheap shit. Can September sort me out?’

September Kelly had been recruited by the OSI when she was just an Indigo Girls—loving, parent-hating pre-teen, hacking into her private school’s accounting system to access the parent community’s personal accounts. Using her superpowers for good, she skimmed money from every account, every term, for four years, making anonymous donations to a variety of conservation charities. The OSI had recruited her fifteen years ago en route to juvenile detention, although by then September had already broken into four government departments and wiped herself from their digital landscape. Only her Kinokuniya membership remained. After she’d finished her ‘community service’ sentence by showing the OSI how she’d infiltrate them, they retained her as a private contractor. No one’s tech was better than September’s.

 Hanson nodded. ‘Yes, she’s expecting your call. She’s already worked out that this guy, Milton, had a flight booked from Darwin to Colombo to Beijing. One way.’

‘You think he was coming in from the cold?’ Lucky asked.

‘Could be,’ Hanson replied.

‘If that’s the case, I’ll need September’s tech and her time. Once I get there, I’ll need her eyes in the sky to guide me.’

‘They don’t call you Lucky for nothing,’ he said.

‘You call me Lucky because even simple Tamil names like Lakshmi are hard for you to say.’ She looked at the map again. ‘Port Camden is a black hole. I’ll need all the help I can get.’




CHAPTER 6

Fina heard the plastic ties of her restraints spring apart as the ABF officer cut them. She leaned against the backseat of the vehicle and placed her hands in her lap, rubbing her wrists.

‘I’d appreciate it if you put your seatbelt on,’ the officer said, his words polite and his tone casual compared to what had just happened at the Nightingale Inn.

‘Please don’t make me go back,’ she whispered, meaning Sri Lanka. If she was being forcibly returned to Port Camden, she knew it was only a stepping stone to her eventual return to Sri Lanka.

‘I can’t go back there,’ she said, her words struggling to emerge from her throat. Her heart was pounding so hard she was sure the three officers in the car could hear it too. She pulled at the collar of her shirt, as if that would help her breathe better.

‘I’m going to be—’ her body lunged forward. Gripped by spasms of fear, last night’s lentil curry rose in her gut and landed in the footwell.

‘Aaah Jesus Christ! Richie, stop the car, she’s hurling.’

 ‘I’m so sorry,’ Fina rasped, her throat sore from the bile and painful retching that followed the lentils. ‘I can clean it up.’ Vomit on the floor of the car was the least of her problems.

The driver turned towards the backseat, his nose wrinkling from the smell.

‘It’s one hundred clicks to the airport. We’ve got orders not to stop in case there’s trouble. Just open the windows.’

What kind of trouble were they expecting from the citizens of Hastings? Five hundred families, most of whom had lived there for generations. People who braved nature for each other and sometimes for their livestock. Their enemies were drought, bushfires, flooding rivers, disease, wildlife on the roads and equipment accidents. Faulty harvester rotors had taken lives. The banks had taken farms. Trade wars, subsidies, political point scoring in far off places had suffocated their market, and occasionally revived it.

These were the challenges of community life that they faced together. These were the challenges that they sometimes surmounted and that sometimes overwhelmed them.

She almost laughed at the memory of her friends defending her against the ABF. God she loved them. She would hold onto that moment forever; it was terrifying and comforting.

Her bare feet slipped in the vomit, lentils finding their way into the spaces between her toes. She lifted her feet and placed them in the other footwell. The officer next to her craned his body away, dropping the window. The cool evening air rushed into the cabin, the smell of eucalypt muting the odour of vomit.

There’d be no trouble from Hastings.
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Fina felt the wheels of the plane hit the ground. She kept her eyes closed, praying that the last seventy-two hours had been a terrible dream. She’d been flown from Whitton Airport to Sydney Airport and then Darwin Airport; the lone civilian on both planes, surrounded by a team of ABF officers. She briefly wondered if they had mistaken her for a member of the Tamil Tigers, capable of fighting—or suicide bombing—her way out of detention.

At Darwin Airport, she’d been given a fresh set of oversized clothes and the chance to shower. From there, she’d been put on a light plane to Port Raynes, the departure point for the ferry to Port Camden Detention Centre.

‘Time to go,’ the ABF officer said to her, shaking her shoulder roughly. He had been with her from Sydney, the others on the flight were new.

She nodded, unable to speak. Her tongue felt swollen and stuck in her mouth. She coughed to free it. She clutched a plastic bag to her chest. It carried the few possessions she had picked up along the way—a plastic bottle of water, a toothbrush, a packet of tissues and the wrapper from a roll of fruit tingles. She had eaten all of them, but the brightly coloured paper still smelled like the fizzy lollies. She had been saving the pink ones for Cash because they were his favourite, but at Darwin Airport she had nervously shoved those in her mouth too.

She let the ABF officer guide her off the plane. The sun was high in the sky, its light blinding her for a few moments as she adjusted to it. A hot wind skated in from the ocean, the taste of salt water familiar from her childhood. Sometimes it was familiar from her nightmares of the boat trip. But today, it reminded her of her home. Salt water made her think of the red earth, hot and blood-soaked.

‘Keep moving,’ the officer said. She hastened her steps and followed the pathway down to the dock, where Candace’s ferry was waiting.

 ‘Didn’t expect to see you back so soon,’ the old woman said to her. She handed Fina a cold bottle of water and a ham sandwich. The officer tried to stop her but Candace shook her head.

‘My ferry, my rules.’

‘Have it your way,’ he replied brusquely, not willing to challenge her, even though he was armed and she was sixty-eight years old.

‘Stick with me, love,’ she said to Fina. ‘We’ll look after you, best we can.’

Fina tried to smile. Candace’s job was to go back and forth between Port Raynes and the Port Camden Detention Centre. She was often the kindest face detainees saw from the mainland before they were ‘returned’; and although it was not enough to help Fina, it was something.




CHAPTER 7

Lucky was not a comfortable seafarer. She swallowed two more of the tablets the OSI medic had prescribed and hoped for the best as the ferry from Port Raynes picked up speed. Her body tilted when the boat circled the island prison of Port Camden Detention Centre. The wind whipped her hair across her face. She braced herself against the railing and quickly pulled her hair into a short ponytail, removing strands from her mouth.

The ferry captain, who’d introduced herself as Candace, motioned for Lucky to join her in the cabin. A stocky woman, Candace had described herself as ‘both navigator and ballast’ when she welcomed Lucky aboard. ‘How often do you make this run?’ Lucky asked.

‘Depends on how much cargo there is,’ Candace replied.

‘Cargo?’

‘People and supplies—I’ve only done one trip this week so far. Took a friend over yesterday.’

‘Why are we going this way?’ Lucky asked, looking through the binoculars Candace handed her. Port Camden was one hundred and twenty kilometres west of Port Raynes, across the Camden Strait, and the island’s eastern shore was the closest place to land. But the older woman had steered the ferry south-west, shot past the island then course-corrected, driving hard back towards its north-western shore.

‘Captained many ferries, have you, love?’ Candace replied, accelerating into the swell.

Lucky laughed. ‘Fair enough. I just figured we’d head for that dock over there.’ She pointed at the wharf in the distance.

‘That’s not a dock. It’s an old jetty the residents use for their outboards. There’s good fishing in the Camden Strait, mostly queenies, golden trevally and dog mackerel. It’s much deeper over there.’

‘That side of the island?’ Lucky asked.

‘Yep. The whole island of Port Camden is surrounded by a coral reef. The old islanders say the waters around here were once full of hundreds of species on both sides of the reef, with high-protein vegetation on the reef itself. The waters on our side of the Strait seem to have lost a lot of the marine life, but the reef provides protection on the other side.’ Candace tacked the boat right with one hand and, from the surge Lucky felt beneath her, she had pushed the drive up another gear.

‘So the dock is on the other side?’ Lucky asked, holding on to the railing around the control panel and planting her feet further apart.

‘The dock is on the northern side. You’ll see it in a moment. There’s a break in the reef there. It’s the only point of entry and you’ve got to know where it is.’

‘A lot of people don’t,’ Lucky said, remembering the reports she’d read about asylum seekers whose small, fragile boats had been impaled on the treacherous reef.

Candace nodded. ‘Poor buggers. Right over there—look now.’

 Lucky trained the binoculars in the direction the other woman had indicated.

‘Those buoys are used by the Australian Border Force to light the way in—but only if you’ve been invited. The gap is only about forty metres wide, but the real worry is what’s underneath; it’s too shallow for most boats. Only the smaller craft like mine can navigate the width and depth. You’re threading a needle out here.’

Lucky looked at Port Camden through the binoculars. At first, through the sea haze, it looked like any other tropical island, its waterline fringed by jungle thickets rippling in the wind. Then, as she adjusted the focus, she could see a tower rising from the shoreline and, behind it, large warehouses in the distance. Cement blocks emerged between the mounds of foliage like scabs on the forested earth, the light reflecting off their metal roofs. As the ferry neared the island, Lucky could see the high fences weaving around the buildings. Australian flags fluttered above the sentry towers at the dock.

‘Hold on,’ Candace said, tacking hard left and slowing the ferry.

‘You’re good at this,’ Lucky said admiringly.

‘Been doing it for five decades and two knee replacements; all that standing is hard on the legs. Dad taught me to sail these waters when I was just a kid. Don’t need a map to see where the reef rises and falls. I can get closer to it than most in this beauty.’ She patted the wheel of her ferry. ‘Together we skirt the edges without touching it. Touch the reef and it will tear a hole in your hull so big you’ll be lucky to fire your flare gun in time.’

‘Ocean swimming isn’t my forte,’ Lucky said, tugging nervously on the straps of her lifejacket. Kevlar for the ocean. ‘Do I need those as well as a jacket?’ She motioned to the bag at Candace’s feet. Crammed into it were a Scubapro wetsuit, a mask and flippers.

 Candace chortled, her smile cracking the sun-weathered landscape of her face. ‘Nah, love, that’s for a friend. Stick with me, you’ll be right. The key is control and confidence. You’ve got to know the currents and trust what’s under the water’s surface, even though you can’t see it. That’s the only way to get close to the reef. I can show you if you like, without killing you.’

‘How about you just get me to Port Camden wharf,’ Lucky said, feeling increasingly nauseous. Ahead she could see the line of buoys bobbing on the swell.

‘They’re big,’ she said aloud.

‘They need to be,’ Candace replied. ‘We’ll be at the dock in ten minutes. Get your papers ready, love. These guys don’t like visitors and they really don’t like special investigators.’

Lucky looked through the binoculars again.

On the dock, heavily armed guards were waiting for her.
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‘Lakshmi Dharman,’ the guard said, reading the name on her Australian passport. He looked at his paperwork, then at her again, his brain clearly struggling to reconcile her South Asian appearance with her job title. She was used to it and offered him no explanation. The young guard’s perspiration was misting up his security booth, making it look like a bureaucratic terrarium.

‘What’s the nature of your visit?’ the guard asked, though he must already know the answer to that question. No one arrived in Port Camden without prior authorisation from both the ABF and the Department of Immigration.

‘I’m here to see Commanding Officer Napier.’

The guard looked at her expectantly, as if waiting for more, but she didn’t oblige. She was entitled to be there, and the less said about her investigation, the better. Eventually he relented and thrust her passport back at her.

‘Straight through the last security check. The doc is waiting for you on the other side.’

Lucky nodded her thanks and took her suitcase from another security guard, who’d inspected its contents thoroughly. She passed through the last scanner in the corridor and stepped out into the small car park. Heat radiated from the asphalt and the rubber soles of her shoes pulled away from her feet.

An elderly man stepped forward to greet her. Dr Henry Manners was seventy years old, but his tall frame was lean, and he moved easily through the heavy air and searing heat around them. He lifted his trilby politely, revealing a full head of thick grey hair, neatly combed. His clean-shaven face and collared shirt gave him a surprisingly formal look for the tropical prison setting.

Lucky was a mess by comparison, after two flights and a ferry ride. Her skin was prickling, from the sun or wind or both, and sweat pooled in every crevice of her body. She peeled her cotton shirt from her chest and wiped her hands on her trousers.

‘Dr Dharman—it’s a pleasure to meet you, although I suppose the circumstances of OSI visits are rarely pleasant,’ he said, reaching out for her hand.

‘Please call me Lucky,’ she said, noting his solid handshake. Army doctors were also soldiers, she remembered. ‘The doctorate was in the practical application of cybersecurity and its erosion of democracy; nothing relevant.’ She gave him a wry smile. ‘I’m not a real doctor, as my sibling likes to remind me. And you’re quite right, Dr Manners. The OSI is never called in during the good times. I hope I haven’t taken you away from your patients?’

 They had started walking towards his car, an old Rover. She was pleased to note he had left the windows open.

‘Call me Henry. It’s quite nice to have the company of a mainlander. How are things over there? Are we still winning at everything?’

‘Sorry?’ Lucky asked.

‘Are we still winning at everything?’ Dr Manners repeated. He turned the key in the ignition and cocked his head, as if listening to the engine for signs of life. ‘The cricket, the global recession, global warming—whenever I read the news, we always seem to be winning. We’re a nation of winners, apparently. Untouched by the failures and burdens of the rest of the world.’

The car kickstarted into motion before she could respond.

‘I presume you’ve never been to Port Camden before?’ he said, the Rover coughing up the road, which climbed into a forest of palm trees. ‘What about other detention centres? Port Camden is considered the most secure, which some people find confronting.’

‘I’ve never been to a detention centre before,’ Lucky said. She had been to plenty of prisons, though—powerless people were often subject to abuses of power, and her job was to hold federal perpetrators accountable.

‘It’s hard going here. I’m sure you’ve seen some things in your time with the OSI, but I don’t know if that’s prepared you for a place like this. If you need any help, please just let me know. I’ve been here a while.’

Lucky knew from the OSI briefing that the older man had joined the army straight out of school, like his father before him. He had studied medicine at Sydney University on an ADF scholarship, and served with Australian soldiers in Vietnam, the first Gulf War and peacekeeping missions in the Balkans, Somalia and Cambodia. He was trained in combat-casualty care and highly decorated. He could have retired, but instead he had left an easy teaching position at the veterans unit of a major Sydney hospital to take a job at Port Camden when the detention centre opened.

‘Thank you, Henry,’ Lucky said. The car climbed higher and spluttered as Henry revved the engine harder. Sunlight broke through the green canopy above, a spotlight falling on giant ferns and ancient banyan trees, their aerial roots dripping like rain towards the ground.

‘It’s quite prehistoric, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘Apparently each species of banyan tree can only be pollinated by a specific kind of tiny wasp whose eggs grow in the fruit of its partner tree. If the wasp dies out, the related banyan dies too.’

‘That’s amazing,’ Lucky replied. She put her face closer to the open window, inhaling the peaty smell of the jungle around her. Every now and then she caught the familiar fragrance of frangipani. She closed her eyes and let the warmth wash over her.

The road weaved through the trees, and eventually the forest thinned, and they emerged into a small makeshift town based around the metal fence of the detention centre. The town was newly constructed, with a grid of wide streets lined by identical demountable cabins.

‘Do people live here?’ Lucky asked.

Henry shook his head, slowing the car to a suburban pace. ‘Not civilians—the guards. Deimos Security has given it a makeover recently, which is why it looks so shiny. I’ll bring you back later so you can see where Officer Milton lived. You’re staying in a room above the pub. Ange Burnett runs it; she’ll look after you. I just have to check you in at the base HQ first.’

‘I’ve already checked in at the dock,’ she replied, noting the demountables were much more comfortable than other barracks she’d seen. Deimos had money and didn’t mind spending it on its people.

 ‘You need to check in everywhere, Lucky. Standard security for outsiders. They’ll want to know where you’re going and who you’re talking to. I should let you know that all your phone calls and emails will be monitored. Mobile phone reception is appalling, and the internet is slow, but HQ might give you a modem booster, depending on how much sway your employer has with the Australian Border Force.’

‘I’m guessing they don’t want me to enjoy my stay?’ Or find out the truth about what would drive a child and a guard to suicide, she added mentally.

Henry laughed. ‘Quite right. They don’t want anyone to enjoy their stay. Let’s get you checked in.’




CHAPTER 8

Fina entered the password for Henry’s laptop and opened her email account. All correspondence to and from the detention centre was intercepted by security and would be redacted or even blocked if deemed a security threat, so she couldn’t be sure if she was receiving all of her emails. Her inbox was full of frantic messages from Louisa, Peggy, Jill and even Cash.

She scanned for Magnus’ name and then switched to FaceTime. The laptop chimed so long she feared she might have missed Peggy, but finally her craggy face popped up on the screen.

‘Sister Fina, thank God! Are you okay? Did they hurt you? Why are they doing this? Are you with Henry, where are they keeping you?’ Peggy’s voice shook, the fear and relief tumbling out in a stream of questions.

‘I’m okay, Peggy. I’m okay,’ Fina repeated, more to herself than to the older woman. ‘Henry asked the Commanding Officer if I could stay in the med unit with him, just for initial observation.’

 The alternative was the repurposed warehouses that served as residential facilities, or worse—a high-security cell, away from the general population.

‘He’s a good man, that Henry Manners,’ Peggy said, her voice steadying a little. ‘But those ABF bastards! Hank and Seema have already posted the footage of your abduction and the violence. Hank captured the whole thing: Clinton being tasered, Cash on the verandah screaming for you as he was held back by a burly guard, the dogs going—’

‘What do you mean he’s posted the footage?’ Fina interrupted. She had a sensation of falling. ‘Posted on the internet?’ Perhaps there was another form of posting, she thought hopefully.

‘You know Hank—he sent the clip to all his social media channels; his words, not mine. After that, well, the baking community of far-west New South Wales did the rest. Your abduction is all over the internet.’

A drum pounded wildly in Fina’s chest. Minimising the FaceTime screen, she opened Google and entered Hank’s name. The search results all featured her own name, not his.

ABF officers raid home and attack nun.

ABF officers storm quiet country town.

ABF officers assault family home, Hastings up in arms.

ABF officers remove asylum seeker to Port Camden Detention Centre. Brave country town says No way!

Henry hadn’t mentioned any of this to her—but perhaps he hadn’t known. He was not one for watching the news or surfing the internet, preferring to spend his leisure time reading old books from the detention centre’s eclectic collection of Lifeline donations. There was a good chance Henry had no idea what was happening outside of Port Camden—and since the death of his son, Fina suspected, he didn’t particularly care.

 Fina clicked several links, scanning the articles and avoiding the photos of her terrified face. Accidentally clicking on a video link, she heard Cash screaming for her, the futile growls of the shmoodles in the background as they defended Clinton, who lay trembling on the ground.

‘You’ve found yourself on the internet?’ Peggy asked, hearing the footage. ‘They’ve been playing it on the news. Every channel is running it—not just SBS and ABC, the other ones too.’

‘God, Peggy, what am I going to do?’ Fina asked, her voice strangled, her body overwhelmed by a surge of adrenaline. Her face was everywhere. There was nowhere to hide; no longer in Hastings and not even in Port Camden.

‘Can Hank take it down?’ she asked.

‘Take it down?’ Peggy’s disbelief was written all over her face. ‘That footage is going to run forever. He’s just getting started. We all are.’

‘Please don’t do anything,’ Fina said, the screen blurring through the tears in her eyes. ‘You’ll get in trouble. I don’t want to do that to you. You’ve done enough for me already.’

Peggy shook her heard. ‘You try telling Hank that; or any of the others for that matter. I need to go, I’ve got the Hazobicise class in ten minutes,’ she said, referring to the small group of Hazara women who did aquarobics together with Peggy at lunchtime. ‘But I’ll see if I can find Hank and I’ll be back as soon as I can. Stay with Henry,’ she advised.

Fina stared at her reflection in the empty screen of the laptop. Her hand hesitated and then clicked on a link, opening the footage she wanted.

Clinton was a foot shorter than the ABF officer. Dressed in last season’s Peter Alexander Dr Seuss PJs, he bravely squared up to the other man, presumably dressed in this season’s military-grade body armour.

She paused the footage before her friend was tasered and fell to the ground, before Cash started screaming for her. She caught the moment when Clinton had turned directly into the line of Hank’s iPhone and smiled reassuringly at his husband, in all but law.

Clinton, the climate scientist, was a little soft-bellied due to his addiction to Hank’s Lightning Ridge tarts, which were really just Portuguese tarts but had to be renamed after the Pinto family (Brazilian) and the Ho family (Malaysian Chinese) down the road disputed the tart’s ancestral provenance. Hank renamed it, taking delight in the deliberate slur against Clinton’s long-dead mother, who was born in Lightning Ridge and had never approved of their ‘ungodly union’.

When Fina moved to Hastings, Clinton and Hank had taken her around the town to meet the residents, including the families who, like Fina, were seeking asylum, waiting anxiously for news from their lawyer Jill Greenwell or worse, the Department of Immigration.

Clinton explained he had left Hastings as a teenager, to go to university in Sydney. After graduation, he won a scholarship to the CSIRO in Canberra where he met Hank, who was studying cultural anthropology and the role of culinary science in post-colonial identity development in Australia.

When Clinton told his mother he had met the boy of his dreams, she never spoke to him again. But his father, Murray, refused to cut ties with Clinton, saying that while he did not understand their relationship, love was love. Murray’s main concern was that his son, while prodigiously clever, had condemned himself to a life of poverty as a climate scientist in a country that denied climate change, with a partner whose dissertation was on the evolution of the sausage roll.

 After his mother’s death, Clinton moved back to Hastings. Surrounded by the impacts of global warming on his own home town, he received reams of data from colleagues across the world via the internet. Together, they developed models to simulate and project the human race’s increasingly bleak future.

Clinton ran English classes on the weekend, and with his help, Fina expanded the little school, using Clinton’s house on the weekends, and St Paul’s during the week. Eventually, the class sizes became unmanageable and Eliza McCredie, the head teacher at Hastings Public, agreed to move the adult classes to the school’s spare rooms. Hank applied for a Rotary grant, arguing the value of inter-generational learning and migrant integration, so that Clinton could buy resources and the asylum seekers could be paid a small stipend to help with the multi-lingual teaching.

Fina became Clinton’s assistant and worked with Hastings residents Su Lin Ho, Rose Allen and Narelle Shanahan, the proprietor of the RSL, to expand the English classes to employment training. With a second Rotary grant, the DeLucas fixed up the ramshackle community hall next to the RSL, renamed it the Hastings Community Hub, and a volunteer-based teaching roster was set up. The Rotary Club was so excited about the impact of its funding, the project was featured in their national magazine, with Hank and Clinton on the cover.

The memory of her friends in Hastings brought tears to her eyes: their kindness towards her and other asylum seekers, and their courage in defending her against the ABF officers. It reminded her how blessed she was, and how much she had to lose.




CHAPTER 9

Commanding Officer Brett Napier’s office looked as though it had been decorated by a member of Tourism Australia. The large framed photographs of cuddly marsupials, the ancient Daintree and sunny beaches were at odds with Port Camden’s role as a first line of defence, keeping Australia’s sovereign borders secure from those that would attempt to breach them. The decor was no doubt intended for meetings with the troublesome journalists and sanctimonious human rights lawyers who sometimes gained permission to enter the high-security prison; a not-so-subtle reminder of what the Port Camden officers were trying to protect and for whom.

‘Dr Dharman,’ a voice behind Lucky said.

She turned in her chair to see a uniformed man walk in. Mid-fifties, dark-haired with a smattering of grey, CO Napier was tall and heavy-set. From the way he carried himself, the heavy was all muscle and no fat. That wasn’t surprising for an ex-Special Ops CO; most of them went to their retirement villas in Noosa still fighting fit after a lifetime of military discipline. Nor was it surprising that ex-Special Ops folks ended up here. The money was excellent in private security, and that retirement villa had to be paid for somehow.

Lucky stood up and extended her hand. Napier had a strong grip and his mouth jerked reluctantly into a diplomatic smile.

‘I trust you found the journey here difficult but uneventful,’ he said, taking a seat in his chair on the other side of the empty desk. He bent down and she heard the faint beep of a keypad as he placed his hand or thumb—she couldn’t see which—on the security console to his safe. He opened the safe door and took out his laptop and papers. He placed his laptop on the desk but didn’t open it.

‘Difficult but uneventful is the perfect description,’ she replied. ‘Candace and Dr Manners were very helpful. Thank you for having me here. I know this is a particularly difficult time for you.’

She cringed at her own characterisation of a child’s suicide and the ensuing public reaction.

Napier shrugged. ‘That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? In my line of work, this is just another day and you’re just another hindrance to a job that is “particularly difficult” every day. The OSI didn’t give me much choice after that article came out. Bloody Guardian. It was either you or every human rights activist in the country. A detainee—a child,’ Napier conceded, ‘has died, and this is always tragic. The faster you can conclude your investigation, the better.’

‘Absolutely,’ Lucky replied. Napier was assuming her investigation would end the questions, not give rise to more.

Hanson had sent her Napier’s file, too. The CO had trained in Australia and been seconded to ‘enhancement’ programs in Maryland as part of Australia’s special relationship with its biggest ally. A few years ago, he had taken early retirement from the army and resurfaced in the private sector as an employee of Deimos Security, a born-again consultant in charge of one of the largest private offshore detention facilities in the world.

‘I’ll also need access to Officer Milton’s house. I have to see his possessions for myself, in situ, and talk to his colleagues here at the detention centre about his state of mind.’

Napier shook his head and leaned back in his seat, elbows on the armrests, fingers interlaced across his torso. ‘That won’t be possible. The detainee’s suicide is your priority, and for that investigation you’ll be granted access to the family detention wings. You can observe the children’s amenities, activities, and daily routines with Dr Manners to reassure yourself that, while we are sorry, we are not culpable.’

Napier paused then said, ‘Officer Milton’s death was a simpler suicide,’ as though there were degrees of complexity around suicide. Maybe there were; she didn’t know. ‘We’ve inspected his lodgings, and found nothing there to contradict Dr Manners’ assessment of the cause of death. The doc is experienced and thorough. Milton’s quarters, from an evidential perspective, add no value to his postmortem or your investigation. It’s what we call evidence neutral.’

‘To the Office of Special Investigations,’ Lucky replied, ‘nothing is evidence neutral, sir. It’s my job to review all the evidence and determine what’s material and what’s neutral.’

‘Dr Dharman, this is a government facility and Deimos Security is mandated by the Australian government to operate it, secure it, and protect it. We cannot allow people to walk around inspecting it.’

Lucky’s chest tightened a little as she prepared to deliver her next words. She’d been in this situation many times before. People rarely submitted voluntarily or easily to an OSI investigation. ‘I am empowered by the Attorney-General to investigate whether people operating under the federal mandate you referred to have broken federal law or conducted themselves in a manner that has caused or contributed to the deaths in question—both of them. The OSI insists I’m allowed to do my job.’

‘You insist?’ Napier repeated, rocking forward in his chair. This time he smiled properly, genuinely amused. ‘You can have access to Milton’s body, under the supervision of Dr Manners, and we will supply a list of his personal possessions. These will be boxed up and sent back to his family in Sri Lanka; there’s no value in them. That’s as much as I’ll give you, Dr Dharman, and only because you insist.’

Napier’s neck had mottled red but the expression on his face didn’t change. He stood up, hands on his hips. ‘I don’t need this shit, not right now.’ He looked over Lucky’s head to the open door. ‘Turnbull,’ he shouted.

A young, uniformed woman appeared immediately. She had a weapon holstered on her hip, which was unusual for an executive assistant, though perhaps not in this place.

‘Escort Dr Dharman to the med unit. And tell Candace that Dr Dharman may be joining her on the ferry back to the mainland earlier than anticipated, depending on whether or not she keeps insisting on things.’

Lucky stood up and slung her bag over her shoulder. She knew she’d won this round, if only because of the immense public scrutiny over the child. But she still needed to see the guard’s quarters and to have an opportunity to talk to people who knew him here.

‘We’re on the same side, sir,’ she assured Napier. ‘You’re here to protect Port Camden, and I am not a threat to it. If your people have done the right thing, then they have nothing to be concerned about.’

‘No one is a threat to Port Camden, Dr Dharman. This is a well-fortified facility. And I’m quite certain we can handle an OSI investigation. But as I said, we have a job to do here, a difficult and sometimes unpleasant one—and you’re in the way.’

 He nodded at Officer Turnbull, who held out an arm. ‘This way, Dr Dharman,’ she said, leading Lucky out of the small office building and into a wide grassy courtyard where Henry Manners and another officer were waiting for her. The lawn was trimmed as tightly as the officer’s crew cut.

‘Officer Darcy here will accompany us to the med unit,’ Henry said, smiling apologetically at both Lucky and the officer. The younger man’s mouth twitched, as if he were about to return the smile, but stopped abruptly when he caught Turnbull frowning at him.

Beyond the courtyard, Lucky could see another open yard, cemented and exposed to the sun, already harsh even though it wasn’t yet midday. The heat bounced off the surface, making the air above it tremble. The dark shapes in the courtyard resolved into the forms of women and children. Lucky realised she was looking at a playground. The children huddled around meagre equipment: bleached and cracked, rusted and groaning under the push and pull of lethargic children and their watchful mothers.

She looked at Henry and he read her mind. ‘I administer tetanus shots as often as Panadol.’

‘With a side of Xanax?’ she suggested.

He nodded at the back of Officer Darcy who had marched ahead of them and out of earshot. ‘You’ll have to excuse the staff here—they’re more stressed than usual. The press has been especially bad lately and Napier’s taking a lot of heat. No one likes us,’ he said, referring to border security, ‘but they do need us.’

‘Understood,’ she replied. ‘It’s a tough job.’

‘It is,’ he nodded.

Officer Darcy was halfway down a new cement path that seemed to track the remnants of an old cobbled one, past a sandstone church.

 ‘Officer Darcy, stop for a moment, son,’ Henry called out. ‘Let her take a look at it.’

Small but solid, the church’s facade glowed pink in the sun, while its black spire swept up from its roof, pointing an accusing iron finger into the sky.

‘The first European settlers built it, when they realised the usefulness of the island’s location,’ Henry explained.

‘Churches—one of the three Cs of colonisation,’ Lucky said.

‘And the other two?’ he asked.

‘Contagion and carnage.’

‘Indeed,’ he said, his face inscrutable.

‘This way, Dr Dharman,’ Officer Darcy prompted them onwards, his pace brisker now as he approached the med unit.

At the entrance, Henry stepped forward and punched a number into the keypad. Once they were both inside, he waved Officer Darcy away and pulled the door shut. Lucky heard locks slide into place.

Henry led her past the two operating theatres, towards the flight of stairs that took them down to the med unit’s morgue.

‘What’s a diagnostic centre?’ she asked, reading the sign on a closed door as they passed it.

‘It’s where we keep our X-ray machine. Plus a path lab, beyond that. Biohazard containment if we need it.’

Henry tapped his ID card on the small control panel beside the morgue door. Lucky could feel the temperature drop as she entered the tiled room.

‘You’re very well equipped here,’ she said.

Henry shrugged. ‘It’s state-of-the-art. No expense spared because it was originally a high-security training facility for Special Ops.’

‘Is that why you have an unusually large morgue?’ she asked, looking around.

 ‘Something like that. We have lots of equipment but not enough staff. Understaffed and under-resourced when it comes to basic items for the detainees.’

‘But not for the officers who guard them, presumably,’ Lucky replied. It was a legitimate question for an investigator, but she could see Henry note the tone in her voice, which was designed to test his politics.

He didn’t reply. Instead, he unlocked a small door in the wall and tugged hard, sliding the drawer open until it was fully extended. He motioned to Lucky, and she wheeled the gurney next to the body. Together they hefted its leaden weight onto it. The sheet slipped as she pushed the gurney into the middle of the room. She drew a surgical spotlight from the ceiling towards the body, its white light reflecting off the stiffened skin like a mirror.

‘You’ve done this before,’ he said to her.

‘It’s the nature of the job.’

Officer Milton lay before her, the muscles of his face slack and lifeless, his dark skin scored and scraped where he had hit the ground. His head had been completely shaved, but the short regrowth of the ‘soldier’s crew’ was grey and scant from balding. His skull was covered with an elegant pattern of thick sutures. The skin was dark in patches, where blood had congealed and settled underneath. She reached out with gloved hands and gently tilted his head, revealing the incongruent line of his spine between the base of his skull and the top of his back.

‘Time of death is approximately midnight. Salt water preserves the body quite well, so the margin for error is less than usual. Cause of death was impact, resulting in blunt force trauma to his head—most likely from hitting the ground—and the broken vertebrae C1 to C3,’ Henry said, adjusting the sheet over Milton’s body. ‘There were multiple other injuries, of course—the left femur is broken in three places, and his left elbow is completely splintered.’

‘But cause of death is clear,’ Lucky said, walking away from Milton’s head and down the line of his body. She picked up his left hand and turned it over in hers. His fingertips were red. There were numbers on his right palm, handwritten and faint, almost erased by the salt water—1208.

‘Not sure what the numbers mean,’ Henry said. ‘And yes, cause of death is clear—suicide.’

‘The impact from the fall, actually,’ Lucky corrected. ‘Was there anything about the body or scene of death that made you certain he had committed suicide?’

‘What do you mean?’ Henry asked. ‘Like a note?’

‘Notes are helpful, and generally conclusive. But we weren’t that fortunate, I understand.’ According to the inventory of Milton’s quarters, no suicide note had been found. His phone had been found on his body but had been destroyed by the sea water. Lucky had asked September to find out what it contained.

‘Not as far as I know.’ Henry shrugged. ‘To be honest, I wasn’t looking for clues. The guards found his body a few days after he stopped showing up for work. He was wedged in the rocks below the Ortona Cliffs. That’s why his fingertips are red—from the coral sand on the beach. The guards brought him to me, and I just did the autopsy.’

Lucky had read Milton’s autopsy report and bloodwork. This showed an ACE inhibitor for blood pressure plus elevated levels of benzodiazepine consistent with his recorded prescriptions from Dr Manners. Most military and paramilitary were on the drug—and anything else they could get their hands on. Apparently primary schoolers were on the paediatric version these days. Milton’s tox screen showed prescription levels, not suicide levels.

 She looked at the numbers on Milton’s palm again: 1208. They could mean anything. ‘I was just wondering if there was anything in your experience that made you so certain it was suicide,’ Lucky said.

‘No, but he had no reason to be up at Diemaar Lookout. It’s remote, not a place one goes for a smoke or better internet reception, or even quiet contemplation. You’ll need permission to go up there, especially now. I’ll take you if they approve it.’

‘Thank you. They still won’t give me access to his quarters; this may end up being the shortest investigation I’ve ever conducted.’

She helped Henry hoist Milton’s body back onto the sliding drawer and return it to cold storage. ‘Your post-mortem work is solid,’ she observed. ‘Do you have to do many of these?’

The doctor, who had been reaching for the child’s drawer, paused. ‘In this place, more than I want to,’ he replied.




CHAPTER 10

For the last four years, Fina had had recurring nightmares. In one of them, she relived the moment her parents died. Sometimes she would close her eyes and try to reimagine it with a different ending. Henry had advised her that this was a particularly cruel and delusional form of self-soothing. He suggested she find an alternative: a replacement memory to calm her back to sleep. So in the middle of the night, and sometimes in the middle of the day, she took her mind back to a time and place when she was happy, when she felt safe.

Sitting at Henry’s desk in the med unit, waiting for an email from Jill, or an ABF officer at the door to escort her to a plane, she reached for one of those replacement memories now.

For the first few months after Fina moved into the Nightingale Inn, she would wake up before the rest of the household. She would make herself a cup of coffee and, still in her pyjamas, go outside to sit on the old sofa that Louisa refused to throw away because it belonged to her nanna. Under the eaves of the verandah roof, it was protected from the rain when the rain actually fell. By eleven o’clock, the angle of the sun was unforgiving. The sofa became so sunburned, no one could sit on it, not even the dogs from next door.

However, in the early morning, Fina could sit there with her coffee and watch the darkness of night ease into the first lavenders and pinks of the day. A eucalypt towered over the front of the house, scrolls of bark dripping from its body. Birds hid in its nooks, lifelong partners, dressed in iridescent rainbows.

And then the fly screen would nudge open, Cash joining her without a word, a book in his hands. He would lie down next to her, sometimes following her gaze to the expanse of sky and the stars receding into the light. Most times, he just curled up on the faded sofa and read, his small feet on her lap.

Thinking about this, Fina smiled. Opening a new word document, she made a list of her favourite books for Cash, starting with the Mahabharata and the Ramayana.

Then she opened Gmail and started a new email to Magnus.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

Subject: Hello




Dearest Magnus,

You’re quite right, Hunger Games is violent, but admit it, you couldn’t put it down. Wait until you see the movies.

Your email has helped calm me. You always seem to write at just the right moment. So much has happened since I last wrote to you.

I’m in trouble.

I spoke to a journalist about how Kannan died, and what happens here at Port Camden. I couldn’t take it anymore. I know what you’re going to say, so please don’t say it. I’ve heard it all from Henry and you’re both right.

My visa was revoked, and I’ve been removed to the detention centre. I’m a prisoner here once more. I’d find it poetic if it wasn’t so awful.

I’m very worried about Cash. He’s so young but he’s already lost so much. Please stay in contact with him after I’ve gone. He’ll need all the support you, Henry and Peggy can give him. Louisa can be unreliable at times, although always very loving. It’s hard for her, after what happened.

Please keep swapping book recommendations with him. He’ll be reading at 6 am on the verandah of the Nightingale Inn. Remind him that I will be thinking of him at precisely that moment, and always.




Anbudan,

Fina






CHAPTER 11

The guard’s post-mortem had revealed nothing other than death by impact. The cause of impact could have been suicide.

The child’s post-mortem revealed death by deliberate self-removal of sutures followed by exsanguination. The cause of death was definitely suicide.

It was five o’clock by the time they’d finished in the morgue. Henry Manners walked Lucky to the Port Camden Arms, where the OSI had rented a room for her. The pub was five doors down from Henry’s quarters, and before he left her, he said, ‘More Australian servicemen die from suicide than armed conflict, Lucky. Whether they work for a government or private security, it’s a hard life. We might not always agree with the wars they fight or the way they fight them, but these are young men and women we send into battle. Often little more than children, really. They come back changed—if they come back at all.’ As he held her gaze, his blue eyes were pools of unspoken sadness.

 She nodded her understanding and shook the old man’s hand.

Lucky didn’t know anything about sending young men and women into war. In Sri Lanka, even children had been recruited to fight, but Lucky’s family had left before it started, their education affording them a ticket to safety and privilege in Australia that was denied to others.

After collecting the key from the man behind the bar, Lucky made her way upstairs to her room and closed the door. She paced casually around the small space, opening a window here, flicking the TV on there. She dropped her toothbrush in the glass on the sink. Her first sweep of the room revealed four surveillance devices, audio but not visual. Perhaps she hadn’t found the visual devices yet. ASIO would be watching her for the ABF. She was watching the ABF for the OSI, but no one ever asked who was watching ASIO.

She wet a towel and used it to wipe a layer of dirt from her face, then rinsed it and wiped the sweat from the back of her neck and under her shirt. She hung the towel on a hook behind the door, and changed into her running gear.

She put her phone, her laptop and a few items from her toiletries case into a small backpack and headed down the corridor towards the shared bathroom. Inside, she locked the door and stepped up onto the lid of the toilet. The ceiling panels were loosely fitted together. She lifted one, inserted her laptop into the small space above and replaced the panel. She followed the sound of murmured conversations punctuated by the click of pool balls to the bar at the bottom of the hotel.

Henry had told her that the Port Camden Arms was one of the first buildings constructed on the island during colonial times, when it was set up as a refuelling and servicing outpost for ships making the long haul from South-East Asia to South Africa, more than a hundred years before. The Arms was a stark contrast to the new officers’ lodgings that lined the streets of the town outside the detention centre. The old building’s ceiling arched above Lucky like a rib cage, its exposed beams meeting in the middle and knotting together, the way bones did after they’d been broken too many times.

‘It’s because they’re from the old merchant ships.’

She turned to see a young woman, her eyes also lifted to the ceiling.

‘You’re looking at the woodwork. I’m so happy you noticed it.’ The woman smiled. ‘Most of these guys around here don’t look much higher than my cleavage,’ she added with a laugh. She adjusted the collar of her shirt, reflexively checking it was buttoned up. The messy layers of her dark hair framed her large green eyes. She tucked her long fringe back behind a delicate ear.

‘I’m Ange Burnett, the proprietor of this fine establishment. I think you met my father when you checked in.’

‘I did—he was very helpful,’ Lucky replied. She looked around for the elderly man who had tried to insist on carrying her one small bag earlier, despite the tremble that gripped his body as he emerged from behind the bar. Lucky had politely but firmly declined the offer.

‘He’s gone to bed,’ Ange explained, her smile fading. ‘He had a stroke a few years ago, hasn’t been the same since. Memory loss and movement are the big problems. I came back here to look after him. The place is his.’

Lucky shook her head. ‘It’s very hard to be a carer,’ she said sympathetically.

Ange nodded. ‘I’m luckier than most. Henry—Dr Manners—helps me a lot. And Sister Fina, when she’s here.’

‘Sister Fina?’

 Ange did manage a smile now. ‘You’ll get to meet her too. I don’t know what I’d do without her.’

‘I’m not sure I’ll be here for the whole week,’ Lucky said ruefully. She picked up a paper menu from a nearby table and turned it over.

‘Yes, I heard. Candace popped by with supplies for the hotel. She said she’s on notice to take you back earlier. Don’t take it personally. Since the scandal in The Guardian, Napier’s locked this place down tighter than usual. You must be important to have got in.’

Lucky kept studying the menu. ‘My employer might be, not me. Napier does seem tense, but it’s a tough job, as I’ve been told. What about the others—how’s the mood with the team here?’

Ange’s laugh held little humour. ‘Team is an interesting word. There are about forty officers who all work for Deimos Security officially but actually work for themselves—contractors or sole traders in matching uniforms. Then there’s another twenty or so cleaners and grounds staff to run the docks. Those guys are employed by the government, and they generally rotate on a nine-day fortnight.’

‘Shift work?’ Lucky asked. She had seen the concrete apartment blocks at the dock and now realised who they were for.

‘Exactly. It’s good money for easy work—except for the tower, of course. That’s a complicated gig that requires specialists.’

‘The tower?’ Lucky had seen the tower on her way in but didn’t understand its purpose.

‘It helps with navigation and deep-sea docking. Port Camden is in the middle of ninety-seven trade routes. We’re a popular layover destination—the big cargo ships can refuel out there if they need to, or they can anchor and come in on their smaller crafts if they want to see Doc Manners or replace gear. We’re small, but well-stocked for outpost support.’

 ‘I’m heading out for a quick run now,’ Lucky said. ‘I’ll have a look at the tower. Who else is Napier locking out—the lawyers?’ She put the stained paper down.

‘Ignore the menu,’ Ange said. ‘It’s tragic, I know. These guys don’t have particularly sophisticated palates. House specials are on the board—burgers, shepherd’s pie and the catch of the day.’

‘Sorry.’ Lucky blushed; she clearly hadn’t managed to hide her dismay at the pub’s offerings.

‘No worries.’ Ange smiled then, in answer to Lucky’s question, said, ‘Human rights lawyers, insurance people and journalists. They’re my most lucrative clientele—if Napier lets them this far up the hill. The catch of the day is for them. Apparently, this place is rife with lawsuits, or should I say attempted lawsuits, seeing as I’ve never read about a successful one.’

‘Who’s suing who?’ Lucky asked, confused.

Ange shrugged. ‘Human rights lawyers suing the government on behalf of the Walking Dead.’

‘The Walking Dead?’ Lucky asked, but she already knew the answer. She had seen the faces of the mothers and their children pacing the derelict playground.

‘The asylum seekers—that’s what they call them here. Not very kind. But then there’s nothing kind about this place,’ Ange added, almost apologetically. ‘What are you here to investigate—I mean, aside from the poor boy who died?’

Lucky stopped for a moment. Ange’s question was logical, but she couldn’t help but feel the young woman had led her to it, as much as Lucky had allowed herself to be taken there. As the proprietor of the only pub on the island, Ange would hear and see a lot.

‘I work for the Office of Special Investigations—the OSI,’ Lucky said. ‘Our job is to keep the government honest.’

 Both women laughed at that.

‘Sorry, I should say, I investigate allegations of potential government wrongdoing,’ Lucky corrected herself. ‘I’d like to interview you tomorrow, if that’s okay?’ she asked, although it wasn’t really a question.

Ange nodded.

‘In addition to Kannan Puveendran’s suicide,’ Lucky said, ‘an officer died recently. I’m here to review his death as well.’

‘So you’re here for Tommy too,’ Ange said softly.

Tommy. Officer Thomas Milton.

‘You knew Officer Milton?’ Lucky asked.

‘It’s a small place,’ Ange said, with a nonchalance that seemed feigned. ‘We all know each other. How’s his family in Sri Lanka?’ she asked. ‘Have you heard?’

‘No, but I assume they want answers,’ Lucky deflected.

Ange nodded and looked away, pretending to study the specials board. ‘Of course, I’d want answers too. Let me know if I can help you with anything while you’re here.’

‘Thank you, Ange.’ Lucky looked at the board too. ‘Kakadu plum cobbler?’ she said.

‘Yes, surprised you with that one, didn’t I? I was a pastry chef in Melbourne before all this.’ A sweep of her arm took in the pub and the island outside its doors. ‘But that’s a story for another day.’

‘Or not,’ a voice spat behind her. ‘I hear it took you all of fifteen minutes to piss the CO off. Keep that up, and you’ll be back on the mainland before you know it.’

Lucky turned to find a large man in civilian clothing sizing her up. From his stance, she could tell he was an off-duty guard here, and despite his greying hair and weathered skin, he was still in peak fighting condition. His arms hung loosely by his sides and he was poised on the balls of his feet, as if ready to launch at her. His face was flushed an ugly red, maybe from the line of empty beer bottles assembled on the edge of the pool table he had just left.

‘Ian, why don’t I get you some cobbler?’ Ange suggested, her voice soothing. ‘I’ve got custard left over from last night; I know you love it with custard rather than cream.’ To Lucky she said, ‘Officer Horne is one of Port Camden’s longest-serving officers,’ as if Lucky had just asked a polite question about the man’s background. ‘The guys work hard here on the island. They like to come to the Arms to blow off a little steam and get some home cooking.’

‘You’re too good to me, Ange,’ Ian said, though his gaze was still fixed on Lucky. ‘You’re too good for this place—too good for all of us. You should get out before it ruins you too.’

The men at the pool table had all stopped their game and were watching Ian, waiting. The air in the room had grown tense.

‘I’m sure she’ll get out when she’s good and ready, Horne,’ another man said. Lucky recognised him as Officer Darcy, the young man who had accompanied her to the med unit with Dr Manners.

‘She’ll never be good and ready for you,’ Horne replied, turning his attention to the new target.

‘That’s enough, boys,’ Ange said, crossing the pool room to stand next to Darcy, her body relaxing into his protective shade. ‘Keep this up and there’ll be no cobbler for anyone.’ She turned to Lucky, her face wearing the expression of the cheerful hotel proprietor once again. ‘You should go for your run before it gets too dark. Stay on the road—the bush tracks are beautiful but safer during the day. Curfew’s at nine. I’ll bring some leftover shepherd’s pie to your room later.’

Lucky nodded her thanks and stepped out onto the street.

Standing under a streetlight, she stretched out her calf muscles first and then her hamstrings. She swung her arms to her left and then her right, loosening her back. As she rotated, she identified the CCTV cameras positioned along the street. She had seen them when Dr Manners drove her into town, in a typical quad arrangement on the main street and the eight side streets that led to the officers’ quarters. Four cameras per grid captured many but not all lines of sight. Six per grid would have been better—for them. Four was good for her.

The small town outside the detention centre was essentially an accommodation village for the officers, a low-risk site that called for low tech. The cameras in the detention centre were more concentrated, with a wide arc of manoeuvrability from a command-and-control centre. Deimos was not taking any chances in there.

Stretches complete, Lucky pulled a light hoodie out of her backpack and put it on. She repositioned the backpack and yanked the straps so it fit tightly against her body. Then she set off down the road, past the small general store which also served as a chemist. According to its signage, once every four months it hosted a visiting tattoo artist and a dentist from the mainland. She took the road out of the town, towards the port, as darkness fell quickly over the island. About fifty metres down the road, she saw a map for the William Moorhouse Trail, a sixteen-kilometre circuit that led to the tower by the shoreline and swung back to the town entrance she had just left.

She followed the track to the right, but a few minutes in, she turned right again and doubled back through the bush to the town, approaching it from the western side. The scrub was thick and damp, and several times she almost tripped as her feet were caught in vines that snaked across the path. She weaved between the trees, and then stopped at the edge of the forest cover. Under the protection of complete darkness, she surveyed her entry point to the street and the house she wanted, as well as the location of the cameras.

She pulled her hoodie tighter over her head and kept her face down, moving swiftly from the trees across sparse lawn to the road. Staying in the shadows, she turned past Officer Thomas Milton’s bungalow on the corner and jumped the wooden fence into his backyard. The back door was always a preferable point of entry.

She pulled gloves from her pack and put them on, then tried the doorhandle first—no sense in unnecessary labour. Finding it locked, she pulled out her small toolkit, which had all the components of a standard manicure set, and a few non-standard ones. The lock was a Bentham deadbolt, and only required a few minutes with a 3.2 mm pin and a 1.7 mm needle. She heard the sweet click on her first attempt.

Lucky used her phone torch to look around Milton’s house. It was sparsely furnished, a place where the man slept and ate but did not live. It was immaculate and ordered, TV remote controls placed in a row, shoes lined up in the wardrobe, shirts pressed. She would have expected nothing less. Most military types were meticulous about everything from weapons maintenance to fridge hygiene. Milton was no different, his fridge was stocked with a week’s worth of meals, neatly labelled.

She checked his bathroom cabinet and found the usual men’s toiletries, including Old Spice cologne, a favourite in Sri Lanka that he must have brought with him or had delivered. The medications were standard issue for sleeping problems and anxiety; nothing for blood pressure, though. Shampoo and conditioner in the shower.

Milton’s living room was equally sparse, but the small dining table had been converted into a desk. She sat down and looked through the piles of papers. Letters from Sri Lanka that had been forwarded to him in a package from a friend, newsletters from his expensive private school in Colombo, and a catalogue from Darley Butler, the well-known Sri Lankan retailer. She flicked through it, stopping briefly at a page of milk additives, where the corner had been turned over. Sri Lankan goods were frozen in time from the colonial era, with brands she recognised from Enid Blyton books and old episodes of To the Manor Born. There was also a brochure from a travel company and a pile of business cards.

She noticed the laptop charger on the floor but no laptop. She fitted her earpiece and opened the BorrowBox app on her phone. Using her thumb print and three access codes, it connected her to September Kelly, rather than her public library. The phone was a gift from the tech expert, not standard OSI issue.

‘September,’ she said, skipping the pleasantries. ‘Can you see me?’

‘Evening, Lucky,’ September said. ‘I have you on Satellite 17.3.16. Good to hear from you.’

‘I’m in Milton’s quarters but there’s no sign of his laptop. Can you find it for me?

‘Didn’t you do a PhD in cybersecurity, Lucky?’ September said, not bothering to conceal her amusement.

‘Is that a no?’

‘That’s a no for now. But I’ve done you one better. The forensic accountants and I have found Milton’s Australian bank accounts. The Australian government is one of the few countries that insists on Class One security contractors being paid through onshore accounts, presumably so it can tax them more easily. Taxation leads to traceability. Milton receives his money in Australia and bounces it a few times until it lands in accounts in Panama. Thanks to the Australian Taxation Office, we found these accounts too, and I can see who else has been making payments to Thomas Milton.’

‘Who?’ Lucky asked, intrigued. Complex money trails always interested her. Corrupt federal ministers knew how to hide things and she loved to find things.

‘Right now, it’s just a list of numbers, but I’m working on it. Give me a little time.’

 ‘I’m not sure I have much time. Napier wants me out of here. I’ve messaged Hanson to issue a directive to his boss. At the very least I need a week to find out more about this kid, Kannan Puveendran. That’s definitely not an open-and-shut tick-the-box exercise.’

Lucky suppressed a shudder as she recalled the child in Dr Manners’ morgue; the dried blood, flesh and sutures trapped under his fingernails. It had taken determination to die.

‘I think Napier’s worried that the spotlight on the boy is going to expand to the darkest places in the detention centre.’

Port Camden had received thirteen allegations of abuse in the last year alone—all of them defended and dismissed for lack of evidence.

‘Imagine the cases that have been buried,’ September said.

‘Or the ones that are not reported at all,’ Lucky responded.

‘Exactly,’ September replied. ‘You need a better poker face, Lucky. You reveal too early that you’re invested in doing your job. There’s chatter in the media about needing a scapegoat on this one. Find out what you can about the conditions the kid lived and died in. For the guard, do what Napier wants—get in and get out. But photograph everything in the house before you do.’

‘Okay. And you’ll follow the money?’ If there was anything suspicious about the guard, the money would start to smell.

‘I will—with the help of the OSI’s accountants and from the safety of an undisclosed location, far away from that hellhole,’ September replied.

As they talked, Lucky sifted through the papers on Milton’s desk again. She picked up the travel brochure. There was a printed itinerary from Paradise Odyssey, a Sri Lankan tour operator, with a receipt of payment inside it and a business card stapled to its cover—the contact details of an agent based in Colombo. She removed the card, put it in her pocket and photographed the itinerary. Milton had been planning a trip from Colombo to Kilinochchi in the central north, to Mullaitivu and Nanthikadal in the north-east, with several stops along the way. Then he’d booked the one-way ticket to Beijing from Colombo.

She uploaded the photos to September immediately. ‘Did you get them?’

‘Affirmative,’ she replied. ‘Photos are secure.’

Lucky destroyed the photos using the Burn Bag program on her phone. September had given it to her along with the ID code that activated it. Without this, the program looked like a mindfulness app.

‘I’m going to do one more sweep of the place and get out of here.’ Lucky stood up, directing her phone torch around the room. She looked at the wall behind the desk. There were perforations in the paint, as though papers had been pinned to it. The only thing remaining was a small novelty calendar, with pictures of cute cats. She flicked through it and saw crosses on different dates but no other words or markings. She inserted the calendar behind the lining of her bag. She didn’t have time now to photograph each month and try to make sense of the highlighted dates.

‘Good move,’ September said. ‘Speak soon.’

‘Roger that.’

Lucky turned off her phone torch, tucking it into the pocket of her hoodie. The clouds had shifted, and moonlight streamed in through the living room window. She was preparing to leave when she was struck by something unusual she’d seen in the kitchen. She returned to the fridge to look at the containers of food, reading the labels, their handwritten descriptions surprisingly delicious. She was about to open the freezer when she sensed the air move behind her. As she turned to see, a figure charged towards her. Taller and wider than her, she could tell it was a man, but he was masked.

 She lifted her left arm in time to catch the blow that was meant for her head and drove her right fist into the man’s gut, just beneath his rib cage, connecting with the solar plexus beneath a wall of muscle. A blow like that would have stunned most people, but her assailant just absorbed the hit and kept moving, delivering two quick blows to her body which thrust her back hard against the stovetop. She reached behind her, and her hand found the handle of a frying pan. She gripped it, let him come closer to land another hard punch to her right side, before she pivoted and arced the pan, aiming for his exposed throat. He parried and the pan connected with his collar bone instead. He raised a hand to the injury and staggered back, giving her a little space to dart around him. Her best option of surviving the encounter, she knew, was to run.

She only managed a few steps before he recovered and launched himself at her, one arm around her chest, the other wrapped around her neck. Lucky relaxed her body, scratched hard at his arm and slipped down in his grasp.

The sound of sirens outside distracted them both, giving her a split second to kick back on his kneecap. She sank to the ground, twisting around to see him bend down, grab something from the floor and run towards the kitchen door.

Lucky didn’t wait. She scrambled on her hands and knees until she could get to her feet, her body screaming in pain, her breathing ragged. She stumbled to the front door and emerged from Milton’s house into the street outside, where sirens from two ABF jeeps were flashing. In the moonlight, she saw some of the officers from the pub, familiar but not friendly.

Napier, Dr Manners and two other officers emerged from the second vehicle. The officers had drawn their weapons. She put her hands up, high above her head, wincing in pain.

 ‘Arrest her and search her,’ Napier said to the officers. ‘And check Milton’s quarters—see if she’s taken anything.’

Lucky focused on her breathing until she was calmer inside, but her voice still trembled. ‘Someone tried to kill me,’ she said, her dark eyes closing as Napier shone a torch in her face. ‘There was someone in the house . . .’

She didn’t move as the officers patted her down, but she flinched when their hands moved over her bruises. They pulled out her phone and manicure kit.

‘Signs of a struggle, sir,’ an officer said behind her, emerging from the house. ‘No other persons located on site.’

‘What the hell were you doing in there?’ Napier said, towering over her.

‘My job,’ she said, dropping her head in pain, not contrition. ‘I’ve been instructed to search Milton’s premises for cause of death. I told you I needed access.’

‘And I told you it was denied, that there was nothing to see. And there wasn’t, was there?’

‘I can’t be sure,’ she lied. ‘I was attacked before I could look around.’

The attack suggested there was something to see and something to hide. She widened her stance as she felt the ground beneath her start to move.

Napier moved forward and caught her as she listed to one side.

Suddenly, Officer Darcy and Dr Manners were next to her and together they helped her to the sidewalk. She put the palms of her hands on the cement, concentrating on its texture to anchor her. The doctor took her face in his hands and shone his phone torch in her eyes, studying her pupils.

Manners looked up at the CO. ‘She’s got a concussion. I’ll need to take her to the med unit to examine her properly and keep her under observation in case it gets worse. I’m not sure she’s fit to travel. I’ll check her blood pressure, but her other vitals are all over the place.’ The doctor stood and dropped his voice. ‘We don’t need another scandal, Brett,’ Lucky heard him say. He kept his hands on her shoulders, holding her steady. ‘Seamus is coming from the mainland in two days. Let’s keep her here until he can drive the CT scan, give her the all-clear and then put her on the ferry.’

Lucky could feel the sweat trickle down the inside of her t-shirt. The night air was so heavy, it felt like it was pressing in on her bruised body. Her head throbbed. She lifted a hand to it, conscious that an officer next to Napier still had a gun trained on her. Her fingers came away wet.

She took a deep breath and tried to speak but Napier wouldn’t let her start.

‘I was very clear, Dr Dharman. I prohibited you from entering this premises,’ he said.

‘I know. I just wanted to work out what happened and get out of here fast.’ Another lie.

‘And did you find any evidence to suggest he didn’t kill himself?’

She felt the silhouettes of the officers around her draw closer. One of their ranks had tried to attack her. It had to have been a guard; there was no one else on this island with that kind of combat training.

She could sense Napier holding his breath, waiting for her reply. Dr Manners’ hand pressed into her shoulder, a silent warning.

‘To be honest, my head is spinning so hard I’m not sure what I found. But there was nothing that contradicts suicide, which is a relief.’

Napier exhaled. ‘You’re wasting your time and mine. He’s not the first soldier to kill himself and he won’t be the last. It’s painful and regrettable but it’s the truth. We all bring our wars home with us, one way or another.’

She slumped forward, the night closing in on her. The guard lowered his weapon.

‘I need to get her to the med unit, now,’ the old doctor said urgently. ‘She’s in trouble.’

‘Jesus Christ,’ Napier swore. ‘Get her out of here.’




CHAPTER 12

Fina re-read her email to Magnus after she pressed send, and her face burned with embarrassment. Even locked up in the med unit of Port Camden Detention Centre, she managed to criticise Louisa.


I’m very worried about Cash. He’s so young but he’s already lost so much. Please stay in contact with him after I’ve gone. He’ll need all the support you, Henry and Peggy can give him. Louisa can be unreliable at times, although always very loving. It’s hard for her, after what happened.



She read the message once more and tried to reassure herself that this time she had been less judgemental, and Magnus would understand. Fina had seen many people hide and bury their grief to survive. She had done it herself, so that she could keep one foot moving in front of the other, keep marching through the jungle to the next safe zone, church or school to shelter in. People were depending on her—children who’d lost their parents, parents who’d lost their children. They all needed her to keep going. The same way Cash needed his mother to keep going, after Griff left them.

Fina didn’t understand the frenzy of activities Louisa surrounded herself with, all designed to keep her moving. When they first met, Louisa had perfected the art of avoiding eye contact with everyone, most of all her own son. She made him laugh, took him on trips and showered him with affection and distractions. But she never stopped, looked into his dark eyes, and said, ‘How are you?’

The answer to that, the child’s endless well of confusion, longing, and grief, was too much for her.

Louisa found ways to be there, but not be there.

Fina wanted to help, and Peggy had a plan that involved her.

Louisa had been studying business and marketing in Dubbo when she fell pregnant with Cash and left it all behind to follow Griff Nightingale back to his home town. After he left, the bank repossessed what remained of their small family farm and Louisa took a job at the RSL, waiting tables.

But four years ago, Louisa couldn’t comply with the demands of customer service. Smiling at people and taking their food orders was hard when all she could hear was their pity and judgement for the family she couldn’t keep together.

Peggy suggested that Louisa use her partial qualification to manage the RSL’s long-overdue ‘strategic expansion’, as the older woman called it. The menu hadn’t been updated in decades and was largely microwaveable. The bartender still thought that beer was for men and shandies were for women.

There was so much to do to update the RSL and so little creativity in Hastings, but Louisa was a natural. Eventually, with Fina running the Nightingale Inn, and Peggy driving Louisa to work and Cash to school, Louisa became pub manager. The fact that Narelle Shanahan, who ran the RSL, was a childhood friend of Griff had helped some, but most of her success was down to Louisa’s own tireless efforts. She worked hard to raise the profile of the Hastings RSL, so that it became a significant road stop on the way from Whitton to Broken Hill. Not just somewhere to take a pee, but somewhere to try an authentic Iranian fesenjan with chicken, walnuts, and pomegranate molasses in a pie case; a Sri Lankan vattalappam shaped like a panna cotta; a sausage roll filled with Syrian shawarma; and a decent cup of coffee, complete with milk foam art.

Hank helped Louisa with the RSL’s website and cross-promoted Shanahan’s Curry Pies on his baking channel. Fina translated recipes from Yemen to Afghanistan to Iran to Myanmar and Sri Lanka, using the smattering of languages she’d learned in the refugee camp in Indonesia and a lot of help from Google Translate. Louisa modified the recipes into pie fillings, trained asylum seekers to make the pies, and then mobilised almost all two thousand residents of Hastings to post three-line reviews on Tripadvisor, ensuring Shanahan’s ascendency in the competitive world of pub pie-making.

Louisa built something to be proud of. By the end of the year, she was taking herself to work and dropping Cash at school. She still didn’t make the meetings with the school counsellor, but she never attended the meetings with the adult counsellor either. Fina was the closest person Louisa had to a confidante and she did her best to help her talk. But you can’t force a person to let you in, to help you carry their pain. Fina knew that better than anyone, so she did what family does. Sometimes she judged and scolded Louisa. Sometimes she watched and waited. If Louisa spoke, she listened. Always, she loved.




CHAPTER 13

Lucky opened her eyes. The strip of fluorescent light above her hummed. The ceiling was covered in square panels, held together by a wooden frame. Mould bloomed in faint shadows across the tiles, a black vine seeking the light outside.

She lifted her hand to her face to wipe the sweat away and felt something pull her arm back, something burrowed deep inside her flesh, holding her captive. She looked down at her arm and for a moment couldn’t understand what she was seeing. She followed the tube that led from her arm up to the IV bag hooked to a pole above her. She was in the med unit, her clothes folded in a neat pile on a chair in the corner of the room.

She pulled at the cannula needle, ripping it out of her arm, and winced. Then she swung her legs off the hospital bed, but when her feet hit the ground, her knees buckled and she had to grab the bed’s railing to stop herself from collapsing onto the cold floor tiles.

‘Steady there, Lucky,’ Dr Manners said, rushing towards her, his white coat flapping. He helped her back onto the bed.

 ‘What did you give me?’ she rasped. Her throat was so dry.

‘What are you talking about? You’ve got a mild concussion, that’s all. Napier was hoping to send you to Port Raynes on the mainland, but I thought it best to stabilise you here.’

Lucky moved her tongue around her mouth. ‘You’ve given me something,’ she said, lifting her hand to her head, feeling around her skull for the solid bump from the fight at Milton’s home.

‘I’ve given you Nurofen for the swelling and an IV to keep you hydrated. We’ve bandaged your ribs and we’ve been watching your vitals. All of this is in a report I sent back to the Office of Special Investigations, who supported my recommendation to keep you here.’

Lucky didn’t believe him. She could taste something else in her mouth; the sour aftertaste of a stronger sedative.

‘Where’s my phone?’ she asked, looking around the room. Her laptop was safe, stashed away in the hotel bathroom. But she needed her phone to contact September.

Dr Manners opened the drawer by the side of her bed.

‘All here, Lucky—nothing sinister. Napier’s men ran a “diagnostic” on your phone, apparently to make sure you hadn’t photographed sensitive material. There was nothing on it but work files.’

She shrugged her shoulders, flinching at the bolt of pain. ‘It’s my work phone. The life of an OSI investigator is not very exciting—at least, not until now. This is more excitement than I can handle.’

She tried to turn the phone on, but the battery had died.

‘I think you’ve handled it surprisingly well, actually,’ Dr Manners replied. ‘You’ll need permission to charge your phone. That’s what you get for break and entering. Which, according to Napier, you achieved with nothing more than a manicure kit. Go jogging with your manicure kit often, Lucky?’

 Dr Manners pressed the button by the side of her bed, and a few moments later a male nurse came in with a tray he placed on the table next to her.

‘You must be special,’ he said, winking at her before he left.

‘You are special,’ Henry said, taking the cover off the food to reveal a pie, the pastry crust golden on top, garnished with a small salad.

‘That’s a Port Camden Arms lunch special, delivered by Ange. She’s been checking on you every day.’

‘Every day? How long have I been out?’

‘Only forty-eight hours, nothing to worry about—your CT scan was normal.’

‘CT scan?’ Lucky looked around the hospital room. ‘That’s right,’ she said, remembering the post-mortem. ‘Excellent facilities, not enough staff to keep up with the suicides.’

Henry nodded tersely but his eyes softened, as if he had been weighing up something in his mind and her reaction had pushed him towards the conclusion he was hoping for.

‘Ange is next door with Sister Fina, if you’d like to say thank you. You’re free to wander around for now, but please don’t leave the med unit without me. Napier’s instructions. He’s looking to send you back to the mainland as soon as I give you the all clear.’

Henry handed her a second gown to put over her backless gown, then he led her into the room next door.

Ange, who was sitting on the bed of another patient, stood to greet her, revealing a woman whom Lucky presumed was the Sister Fina she had heard about. Lucky took in the dark skin, sharp features, and short black hair. The woman’s boyish crop only served to accentuate the deep-set eyes fringed with sweeping lashes, high cheekbones, and wide smile.

 ‘You’re up,’ the woman said to her, as if they were old friends. ‘I’m Fina.’

‘I’m Lucky.’

‘So I’ve heard,’ Fina replied.

Lucky laughed. It was an old joke, but coming from Fina it felt warm and affectionate. ‘Ange, thank you so much for checking on me,’ she said. ‘And thank you for the pie—that was lovely of you.’

‘Not at all,’ Ange replied. ‘I was worried about you when you didn’t come back that night. Jack—Officer Darcy—told me what happened, so I’ve been popping in. Henry and I packed your things for you, I hope you don’t mind. Napier’s instructions,’ she said, echoing the doctor’s words.

‘Yes, Napier has been issuing a lot of instructions about you, Lucky,’ Henry said. ‘You’ve caused quite a ruckus in a short space of time. He finds you almost as annoying as Sister Fina, and she’s been working hard at that for much longer.’

‘At least he’s not throwing you off the island, Sister,’ Lucky said, referring to her impending removal from Port Camden.

The woman in front of him didn’t look like a nun, at least not the nuns Lucky remembered from her Catholic school in Sydney.

‘Actually, he is,’ the woman replied, without elaboration. Her face was strained but she smiled encouragingly at Lucky. ‘Please call me Fina. What brings you to the detention centre, aside from the most delicious pies in the Indian Ocean?’

‘I work for the Office of Special Investigations. I’m looking into the recent death of a boy here, Kannan Puveendran,’ Lucky replied, filing the ‘throwing her off the island’ comment away in her mind for the moment. On a hunch, she offered more, watching Ange out of the corner of her eye. ‘And Officer Thomas Milton who used to work here. He also passed away tragically last week.’

 Ange’s face remained a picture of studied yet strained neutrality. But it was Sister Fina’s reaction that surprised her. The woman started so violently that tea spilled from the cup she was holding, hot liquid scalding her hand.

Dr Manners moved forward quickly and took the cup from her. Ignoring her protests, he led her to the sink in the corner of the room, plunging her hand under running cold water.

‘I know how to deal with a burn,’ she said to him, pulling her arm away.

The doctor forced her hand back under the water. ‘Ten more minutes. Don’t let her move, Lucky. After lunch, Sister Fina, let’s take Lucky on a constitutional around the centre. The residents will want to see you.’

‘Prisoners,’ Sister Fina corrected him.

‘Their choice,’ he said with a shrug, releasing her hand.
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Dr Manners swiped his security card to unlock the door to the med unit and led the two women into the dense heat outside. The afternoon sky above them was clear blue, with only a few clouds in the distance, over the ocean.

‘That’s a little dangerous, isn’t it?’ Lucky asked, pointing to his card. ‘If there’s a fire, how do your patients get out if you’re not around?’

‘If there’s a fire, the doors to all of the common areas will automatically release,’ he replied, putting the lanyard around his neck and straightening his trilby.

‘Common areas?’ Lucky queried. Her legs felt stiff and even the simple act of walking triggered pain around her rib cage.

‘The areas occupied by civilians, medics and guards,’ Sister Fina explained before Dr Manners could. ‘The other areas—security compounds for high-risk detainees such as the single males—would remain locked until CO Napier gave the order to unlock them. Low-risk detainees in the family compound could leave their quarters and stand in the courtyard.’

‘So, they could stand next to a burning building instead of inside it?’ Lucky asked, keeping her voice neutral.

‘Exactly, much safer,’ said Sister Fina. ‘Who are we seeing first, Henry?’

They walked towards a gated compound, a towering steel fence surrounding the series of buildings Lucky had seen on her first day at Port Camden. As they passed more security guards on patrol, Lucky felt the nun’s body tense next to her. She would take an almost imperceptible step closer to Dr Manners and turn her face away. Lucky had seen women react to soldiers like that before and she wondered what the nun had experienced in the past to elicit this response.

In the distance, Lucky could see that some of the buildings were enclosed by more fences. She assumed these were the high-security compounds Fina had mentioned.

At the security gate, Dr Manners swiped his card again and punched in a code. Lucky noted the sequence and the position of the security cameras, placed over the entry point but also positioned along the perimeter and throughout the compound. Port Camden had done a good job. One of these cameras would have seen Thomas Milton leave work on the day he died. His shift ended at 2100 hours and Dr Manners estimated the time of death as midnight.

She would need to see footage from the cameras and inspect Diemaar Lookout, the place he died. While the commanding officer had made it clear permission would not be forthcoming, she hoped to convince Dr Manners to take her there.

 ‘Napier will allow you to accompany me to blocks D, E and F,’ Dr Manners said to Sister Fina. ‘The family units only. We’ll walk around during the children’s playtime, so you can move among the women and check on their mental health. I’ll do the children. Lucky, I’ve released the duty nurses from the afternoon rounds so they can catch up on other jobs, and I’m appointing you as Sister Fina’s assistant.’

He handed her one of the two clipboards he’d been carrying and said, ‘Sister Fina will explain what to do,’ before heading to the play equipment.

‘It’s a tetanus and sepsis minefield,’ Sister Fina said to Lucky, her eyes following Dr Manners as he walked among the swings and slippery dip. Its metal was rusted over and, in the afternoon sun, it was radiating heat. The children were prepared and a few had brought torn towels that they wrapped around themselves before climbing the ladder and sliding down, laughter mixed with cries of pain as any exposed skin was scorched on the way down.

‘They look happy today,’ Lucky said, remembering their faces the last time she’d seen them. Today, the children clustered around Dr Manners. He dipped his hand into the pocket of his white coat and pulled out a bag of jelly babies. The children responded to the cue and sat in lines in the shadow of the cubby house that provided the only meagre shade in the playground.

‘They are happier when he’s around.’

‘What’s he doing?’ Lucky asked Sister Fina.

‘He’s playing eye-spy with them. The kids all chime in and it becomes a multi-lingual free-for-all, although they get extra jelly beans if they use English. It’s just a way to distract them, make them laugh, and ply them with sugar,’ Sister Fina explained.

‘It also gives him an opportunity to test their memory, their willingness to play group games, to compete and win—these are all good indications of their mental health and social engagement,’ Lucky added, leafing through the patient forms on the clipboard Dr Manners had given her.

Sister Fina looked at Lucky, her expression curious. ‘What does an investigator know about mental health assessments?’

‘Quite a lot, actually,’ Lucky replied.

She had been briefed by psychiatric consultants to the OSI. She knew what signs she was looking for at the detention centre and, despite her limited exposure to the detainees, she could see them everywhere.

Kannan Puveendran’s death might have been self-inflicted, but there was plenty here that contributed to it. Thomas Milton was another matter.

‘Did you know him?’ Lucky asked suddenly. ‘Officer Milton?’

‘Me? No. Why would I?’ The nun shrugged, returning her gaze to the children.

‘I just wondered. There are only forty guards here and there’s nothing much to do in the town when your shift is over. The staff seem to know each other well, and they’ve taken his death quite badly, from what I can tell. Officer Milton was well liked.’ This was sheer invention; no one had told her anything.

Sister Fina turned her head back sharply at that comment, her face flushed beneath her dark skin.

‘I thought you might have some insight into Officer Milton’s mental state, or an opinion about his death. Did he seem suicidal to you? I’m asking all the staff.’

‘I’m not staff,’ Sister Fina replied quickly.

‘Yes, you mentioned earlier. You’re being deported, you said? Back to Sri Lanka?’ she suggested. Although the nun hadn’t told her where she was from, her features and accent were recognisable to Lucky.

‘Yes. Back . . . home,’ Sister Fina said.

 ‘But why? I’m confused. Dr Manners and Ange know you well, and Dr Manners obviously respects you. You seem to be one of the team.’

‘That’s a lovely observation, thank you, Lucky,’ Sister Fina replied. ‘I do feel like one of the team. Let’s do some work, first, shall we? We can talk later.’

Lucky noticed Sister Fina was adept at ending conversations when she wanted to. She followed the nun’s gaze and saw that the women were rushing towards them. They huddled around Sister Fina, women of various ages, presumably the mothers and grandmothers of the children in the playground. They were dressed in an assortment of simple clothing, some wearing traditional headscarves and the cotton churidars she had seen in Asia, others in ill-fitting Western clothing that looked like op-shop cast-offs.

The women hugged and kissed Sister Fina. The older women took more liberties: lifting and pinching her thin arms, touching her hair, and laughing at her haircut. She smiled back at them, embarrassed by the attention but accepting their affectionate scrutiny. At their urging, she turned her head around so they could see her hairstyle from all angles, and then offered an explanation that made the whole group laugh out loud and some of them wince. They spoke in a mix of languages, but many were from Sri Lanka. The nun’s Tamil was too fast for Lucky; she caught every third word but none of the important ones.

As if sensing her incomprehension, Sister Fina turned to Lucky. ‘Do you speak Tamil?’ she asked. ‘You look Sri Lankan Tamil, but I didn’t want to pry.’

‘That’s not very Sri Lankan of you,’ Lucky replied. Tamils usually established ancestry, professional qualifications, and marital status within the first five minutes of conversation.

The nun laughed. ‘I’m unusual like that.’

 ‘Me too,’ Lucky replied. ‘I’m Sri Lankan Tamil, born and raised in Australia, and a very poor linguist. It’s one of my great regrets in life.’ Lucky used to blame her parents for not teaching her Tamil, but the truth was that by the time she realised she wanted a stronger connection to her community, it was too late for her to properly learn her parents’ complex language. ‘So from the snippets I could catch, something has happened to your hair since you were last here?’

‘A lot can happen in a week,’ Sister Fina explained. ‘It was lice. I live with a family in Hastings, and Cash—the son—brought the buggers home from school. I thought this was the easiest way to deal with it.’ She ran her hand through her hair self-consciously.

‘I think you look great,’ Lucky replied honestly. She didn’t know what Sister Fina had looked like before, but the short hair suited her.

‘Where’s Kannan’s mother?’ she asked the nun. ‘If she’s in any condition to talk, then I’d like to know more about Kannan’s state of mind before he died.’

‘His state of mind?’ Fina echoed. Her voice quavered then steadied. She shook her head, as if to dislodge a memory. She turned to the women. ‘Selvi?’ she asked.

The hum around the women dropped and they looked towards the children. On the far side of the small playground, a woman stood by herself, her body wilted and head bowed, as if her skeleton was no longer holding her together properly. She had a small water bottle in her hands.

Fina said something in Tamil to the group, who nodded sadly. Lucky recognised the words for grief.

‘Is that her?’ Lucky asked.

‘Yes, that’s Selvi Puveendran,’ Fina replied. ‘She’s completely devastated, as you can imagine.’ Her face told Lucky that she didn’t want to imagine or say more.

 A younger lady moved closer to the nun. ‘Jeff?’ she asked. Her teeth were white against her light-brown skin when she smiled shyly at Sister Fina, touching her arm gently as if to reassure herself that the nun really was there with them. Lucky noticed the woman’s neck. The skin from her jawline rippled, shades of pink and brown swirled together. She saw Lucky looking at her and raised a hand to her neck, making Lucky turn away, embarrassed. It had been a few years since she had seen a white phosphorous burn injury.

‘Jeff is fine,’ Sister Fina replied in English. ‘He still has his hair, and he still only has three legs.’

The women seemed to understand this and find it very funny. Jeff was obviously a celebrity at Port Camden Detention Centre.

Sister Fina waved and caught the attention of Dr Manners. She made the universal hand signal for phone, her thumb near her ear and her little finger near her mouth.

Dr Manners nodded and took his phone out of his coat pocket. He raised it and spoke loudly, over the heads of the children, to the guard stationed by the main gate.

‘Just the cat—is that okay?’

The guard laughed and nodded. ‘Just the cat,’ he warned. ‘I’ll need to call it in.’

‘Of course,’ Dr Manners said.

The women crowded around Dr Manners and his phone eagerly.

‘I thought you weren’t allowed phones?’ Lucky said to Fina.

‘I’m not, but Henry is. The guards let him show the children pictures of Jeff, the three-legged cat. Cash runs an Instagram account for Jeff, which they all love. They follow Jeff as he explores Hastings and encounters everyone from Hank the baker to Professor Jafari the mathematician and Clinton the climate scientist. It’s a public account, but given that they’re only allowed limited internet time here, they want to use it for messages from family and news from home.’

‘No time for cats,’ Lucky said.

‘No time for cats,’ Fina agreed. ‘But Jeff is no ordinary cat. He’s intrepid and brave. His injuries haven’t held him back. There’s something about him that everyone draws inspiration from—I think it’s his determination to carry on despite what life has thrown at him.’

When Dr Manners had put his phone away, Fina began to move among the women, conversing with them either individually or in small groups. She explained that Lucky was here to help, to learn more about Kannan, and she would take notes if they didn’t mind. Sometimes, Sister Fina explained who Lucky was in Tamil, and she understood enough to know she was being gently mocked. Thengai, the word for coconut, came up a few times, and the women laughed, scrutinising her closely. Lucky didn’t mind; Sister Fina’s approach seemed to be working, putting the women at ease before she talked to them more about how they were feeling.

Sister Fina pointed to the clipboard. ‘You okay to take notes?’ she asked Lucky. ‘Let me know if we’re going too fast for you or you need me to repeat anything.’

‘Thank you, Sister. I’ll do my best.’

The nun interspersed questions about the women’s wellbeing with questions about their living conditions, their children’s wellbeing, asking in Tamil and meticulously translating into English so that Lucky didn’t miss a word.

She could follow some of the conversations in Tamil and was able to help Sister Fina with the conversations in French. Syrian French was different, peppered with Arabic and local dialects. Lucky had HSC French but no Arabic, so she would sometimes stop and ask the women to try to find the French word if they could. By the end of the afternoon, Lucky had learned many new ways to describe pain and grief in old languages.

‘You’re a good note-taker, Lucky,’ Sister Fina said, reviewing the patient profiles Lucky had sketched out for the nun quickly. They were sitting at the only bench in the playground as the families filed towards the mess centre for an early dinner. Lockdown was at 6.30 pm. ‘You were very gentle with them, and your notes capture the right detail, as though you’ve worked with trauma victims before.’

Lucky shrugged. ‘Just trying to be helpful. I can see what you’re doing for them, and for me, and I’m grateful for it.’

There was something about the way the nun made space for the women. The women respected her and felt safe with her. Lucky found herself drawn into the women’s stories as the nun enabled them to unfold. Stories of endless months and years trapped on this island, unable to find out if the loved ones they’d left behind were alive, or in prison, or drowned; the despair of Not Knowing if they’d ever find out. The despair of Not Knowing if they would ever leave this place or if their children would grow old and die here instead of dying young in a war zone, refugee camp, prison, or sinking boat.

‘Have you worked with trauma victims before?’ Sister Fina asked.

Lucky paused. ‘Yes,’ she replied, thinking about her time with the AFP. ‘And I’ve experienced a little of it myself. Who hasn’t, right?’ She tried to keep her voice light.

The nun smiled. ‘Finally, some honesty.’

‘Have you got a radar for when people are lying to you during confession?’

‘I’m not allowed to receive confession, although the rules of the Catholic Church hardly seem relevant in a place like this.’

‘Or the rules of any church,’ Lucky suggested.

 Sister Fina nodded. ‘In fact, the rules of any system of power hardly seem relevant here.’

‘Except an abusive one, I suppose,’ Lucky said.

‘You’re not what I would expect of a government investigator,’ Sister Fina said.

‘You’re not what I would expect of a nun,’ Lucky responded.

The sun was sinking into the ocean and merging with its deep blue.

From the other side of the playground, the woman Fina had called Selvi shuffled towards where they sat, until she was standing in front of them. Kannan Puveendran’s mother. A woman without her son. Her face was haggard, her clothes hanging off her thin body. She shouted something and then cried, grief spilling out of her body.

Fina raised her hands and spoke to her in Tamil, her tone one of reassurance and comfort. The woman gave a sharp retort and the nun’s placating tone turned pleading. She stood up, hands still raised, and took a step towards Selvi.

The woman reared back and shook her head. She unscrewed the lid of the water bottle and then emptied its contents over her head.

Lucky watched on, puzzled. She didn’t grasp the significance of the woman’s actions until she produced a lighter.

‘No!’

Fina sprung forward, Lucky close behind her.

They reached Selvi as the flame found her hair. A hungry halo of gold exploded around the woman, threatening to leap onto them too. Heedless of her own safety, Lucky tackled her to the ground, while Fina stripped off her white coat and wrapped it around Selvi’s head.

The woman’s screams were muffled through the coat’s fabric, her body thrashing as she tried to free herself from Fina’s hold.

 Dr Manners came at a run. He placed his knee on Selvi’s chest, pinning her down, while Fina pulled off her shirt and used it to smother the last flames. Her singlet top underneath was drenched in sweat.

Lucky coughed, holding on to Selvi’s legs until they stopped kicking. Smoke and the smell of burning flesh curled around them all.
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Dr Manners sedated Selvi in the playground so that Officer Horne could carry her in his arms to the med unit. He placed her on a bed, with surprising tenderness. Lucky hung back out of the way while the medics worked.

Dr Manners applied a thick gel to Selvi’s raw scalp, and Horne helped Fina to cut away the woman’s clothing.

‘No sign of injury on the anterior torso,’ Fina confirmed. The nun’s arms were exposed and Lucky could see them properly for the first time. Lean and muscular, they revealed a burn pattern that was familiar to Lucky as well as confusing. Fina’s skin bore the same scarring as the young woman Lucky had seen at the playground earlier.

At a nod from Dr Manners, Horne rolled Selvi onto her side so Fina could assess her back.

‘No sign of injury on the posterior torso,’ she said.

‘Will she make it?’ Horne asked brusquely.

‘Yes, but this will take some healing,’ Dr Manners said, referring to the pink and white flesh that glistened beneath his hands.

‘I’ll let Napier know. Updates expected hourly. We’ll need to investigate how she obtained the contraband,’ Horne said, referring to the accelerant and the lighter.

As he left the room, he avoided eye contact with Lucky in the corner. She noticed for the first time that he was limping. He was about the right weight and height. She looked at his arms for signs of injury—she had managed to scratch her assailant at Milton’s quarters—but they were hidden by his long-sleeved shirt. A wave of nausea washed over her.




CHAPTER 14

Fina adjusted Selvi’s oxygen monitor, the slow rise and fall of her chest consistent with deep sedation. Fina had used two drugs to anaesthetise her, so that together, she and Henry could debride and dress her wounds. Port Raynes Hospital had agreed to medevac Selvi in twenty-four hours. Until then, she was in Henry’s care and they made her as comfortable as possible.

‘Napier wants an update,’ the doctor said to Fina. He looked like he had aged since the morning.

‘I’ll stay with her,’ Fina replied, dragging an armchair over to Selvi’s bed and settling in.

‘Thank you,’ he said simply before turning to leave.

Fina tried not to think about the last time she had sat with another member of the Puveendran family in this med unit, but the memory of Kannan’s blood pooling at her feet was insistent.

She closed her eyes and tried to recall a different memory, her mind grasping wildly for anything.

She found it.

 Five weeks ago, Louisa served up her soya mince spag bol, and the adults in the family—Professor Jafari, Mohsin and Habiba Yazdani, Fina and Louisa—all sat around the kitchen table together for Sunday night dinner. Cash, the Yazdani children and Jeff, the Three-Legged Wonder Cat, had eaten earlier and were watching television.

The Yazdanis had only been with them for two months, and although they were struggling with their new life, there were small signs that with time, they would learn to cope. Habiba, heavily pregnant, seemed to enjoy helping in the kitchen, and Mohsin had just started to accompany the professor on his errands around town. Louisa took Habiba for her weekly antenatal check-ups, and armed with key words from Professor Jafari, Google Translate and a talent for Pictionary, Louisa was able to help the young mother navigate Hastings’ hospital system.

They were still very quiet during Sunday dinners, but that night, Habiba was particularly distracted, her conversation no more than short whispers to her husband. It was Louisa who noticed when Habiba had gone completely silent, her mind turned inwards, one hand on her belly, one hand gripping the table, sweat beading above her top lip. Louisa had recognised the tell-tale signs of a woman breathing through pain and communing with the child she carried inside her.

‘Professor, call the hospital, we need an ambulance,’ Louisa said.

Habiba stood up, the movement toppling her chair. A guttural sound shuddered from her body, as both Louisa and Fina moved to hold her.

‘And Tina,’ Louisa shouted to the professor. The district midwife lived thirty kilometres out of town, and Louisa knew she would meet them at the hospital. ‘Her mobile number is by the phone.’

 Mohsin, Louisa and Fina tried to move Habiba towards the door, but she screamed in pain. Her back arched so suddenly, they almost lost their grip on her.

‘Na, na, na,’ Habiba cried, trying to push them away, a misty liquid pooling at her feet. It was flecked with blood and faeces.

Her body spasmed and she flung her head back, but this time they were ready, and tightened their hold on her until the contractions passed.

‘Okay, okay,’ Fina said, motioning to the others to help her lower Habiba gently to the ground. ‘Let me look at you. I promise not to move you, I just want to see if you’re okay down there.’

Louisa noticed the stained amniotic fluid too, her face paled with understanding. She sat behind Habiba, her legs on either side, her body braced for the contractions all three women knew were coming faster than the ambulance.

Fina lifted Habiba’s skirt which was now soaked through. She adjusted the woman’s hips, tilting them back, and widened her legs, in time to see a tuft of wet hair wedged at the small opening of her body.

‘Is she ready?’ Louisa asked.

‘For what?’ Cash asked from the kitchen door. ‘What’s happening?’ The three Yazdani children crowded behind him, their bodies rigid with fear.

Mohsin jumped up and herded them back to the TV room, murmuring urgent but soothing words to his children.

‘Is she ready?’ Louisa repeated.

‘Almost, a few more minutes,’ Fina replied. She had seen a lot of vaginal tearing, and from her experience, labour tearing was the best kind, but Habiba’s body needed more time than her baby was prepared to give her.

 Louisa nodded. ‘Tabali neh,’ she whispered in Habiba’s ear. In preparation for the birth, she had asked Mohsin for a list of simple birthing instructions in Farsi. ‘Tabali neh,’ she repeated.

‘Tabali neh—don’t push, not yet,’ Fina echoed Louisa’s instructions.

Habiba nodded, and when the next contractions came, she thrashed her head against Louisa’s chest but didn’t push.

As the contractions receded, the women breathed in unison, creating a slower rhythm together, Habiba’s chest rising and falling in time with Louisa’s, and Louisa’s eyes locked on Fina’s.

Fina dropped her gaze to the black hair, sticky and straining against Habiba’s body. She touched the top of the baby’s head and felt the pulse of its heartbeat, strong between Habiba’s thighs, but still wedged.

Fina looked back at Louisa. ‘Next one,’ she said.

Louisa nodded, tightened her hold around Habiba, and braced herself against the leg of the heavy kitchen table.

Fina inserted the fingers of her right hand into Habiba’s vagina and clasped them around the curves of the soft skull. She placed her left hand underneath, and when the next contractions came, and Habiba’s body contorted in agony, Fina gripped the small head in her hands, trusting that it was designed to withstand the pressure of the narrow birth canal and that its malleable pieces would bend and conform to whatever space it was allowed. She yanked the baby out into the world, releasing its head, then its shoulders and then its body from that of its mother.

When the paramedics arrived moments later, they found a newborn boy, surrounded by the weeping residents of the Nightingale Inn.

That night, after Baby Yazdani and Habiba were taken to the hospital for observation with Mohsin, Louisa and Fina cleaned up the kitchen floor together.

 ‘I was wondering if you could help me with something,’ Louisa said, putting the mop away next to the fridge and leaving the room.

Fina followed her down the corridor to the very back of the house, to Griff’s workshop. Unlocked but unopened for four years.

Louisa turned the handle and Fina caught the scent of pulped eucalypt. Louisa ignored the tools and machines, the embryonic furniture scattered throughout. She led Fina to what she was looking for and wiped away the dust with her shirtsleeve, revealing amber-coloured wood carefully chosen for the story it told, the grain of it enhanced by the artist’s craft.

‘I think it’s time to use this again,’ Louisa said.

‘You’re sure?’ Fina whispered. Her hands rested on the frame of the cot Griff had created for Cash. It was exquisite in its simplicity and strength.

‘I’m sure,’ Louisa said, tears in her eyes.




CHAPTER 15

Lucky felt like a spare wheel in the med unit. Sister Fina had been sitting with Selvi for hours, adjusting pain medication and murmuring soothing words. The doctor was briefing Napier but was expected back soon, hopefully with dinner. Lucky was trying to be useful, working on patient notes at Henry’s desk. Sister Fina entered his office and sat down next to Lucky. The nun opened the bottom drawer of the desk, pulled out a bottle of whisky and two glasses. She looked exhausted.

‘Henry is a connoisseur,’ she said.

Lucky took a gulp, nodded appreciatively, and then took a second gulp. Her last dose of ibuprofen forte had worn off and she regretted turning down Dr Manners’ offer of something stronger. Single malt whisky would have to do.

‘You’re going to be deported and I’m sure Napier wants me back on the mainland as soon as possible, so we might as well swap stories,’ she said to Sister Fina. ‘You know most of mine already.’

 ‘Lucky, I know the parts you want to share with me, but the real story is often in the unspoken,’ the nun said, leaning over to read Lucky’s notes.

‘Well, I’ll tell you more if you tell me more about yourself. How did you go from asylum seeker to staff member—with medical skills—to potential deportee?’

‘Actual deportee—I think I’ve got about a week before . . . it happens.’

Lucky lifted her glass to her nose to savour the smell of the honey-coloured spirit. ‘Start at the beginning, wherever that is—Sri Lanka?’

‘Hastings,’ Dr Manners answered from the doorway of his office. He dragged a chair over and joined them at the desk. ‘The beginning of her story is Hastings, my home town, and now hers.’

Fina pushed Lucky’s patient notes towards him.

‘Those are ready for your review,’ she said to the doctor. ‘Our special investigator has been intuitively highlighting the high-risk women.’ She paused, and Lucky knew she was thinking about Selvi, heavily sedated in a room down the corridor. ‘You might want to keep Lucky incarcerated after I’m gone.’

‘She’s not incarcerated here, Sister Fina. She’s free to go at any time,’ Dr Manners replied.

Lucky thought about the heavy feeling behind her eyes and the sour taste in her mouth when she’d woken.

‘Unlike Sister Fina, who was about to tell me her life story,’ she replied.

‘Hardly.’ The nun laughed. ‘But I’ll tell you what you want to know. I’m being deported because I spoke to The Guardian.’ She drained her glass and poured another peg, passing her glass to Dr Manners.

 ‘You—that was you?’ Lucky couldn’t hide her shock. The nun’s revelations had triggered an avalanche of investigations by human rights organisations and the press, as well as her own inquiry. In September’s last message to her, she mentioned rumours of a Royal Commission.

Lucky had wondered who had the courage to inform in Port Camden, a high-security site that wasn’t subject to the protections of whistleblower legislation. And now she realised, that Fina, as an asylum seeker, wasn’t even subject to the protections of Australian citizenship.

Lucky thought back to Fina’s work with the women, the way she interviewed them, the way she created space for them to tell their stories and help Lucky with her investigation, under the guise of patient care. Of course it was Fina who had spoken to The Guardian.

‘The journalist didn’t name me as the source,’ Fina continued. ‘But the ABF worked it out quickly. I breached the non-disclosure agreements I signed when I was allowed to work at Port Camden as a pastoral care officer. I may also be tried under the Commonwealth Crimes Act for betraying state secrets that supposedly undermine the security of the nation.’

‘As I understand it, they won’t prosecute you for that federal offence,’ Dr Manners said.

‘How lovely of them,’ Sister Fina replied, patting the doctor on the arm affectionately.

‘They’ll just deport you to a country not officially recognised for its unapologetic violations of human rights law?’ Lucky said.

‘Indeed. You know Sri Lanka better than most people, presumably because you are Sri Lankan.’

‘Even though I’m a coconut?’ Lucky teased.

Sister Fina blushed and fumbled for a response. ‘You care a lot for a coconut,’ she started.

 Lucky cut in to spare her. ‘You’re not wrong. I am a coconut at times. Even my cousins call me that.’ She smiled. It felt good to think about her cousins—about Sri Lankan Tamils who were happy and healthy and free to live their lives in peace. ‘Our parents migrated to Australia in the seventies, right after the White Australia policy was abolished. They were the lucky ones, emigrating before the war started, before their lives could be disrupted.’

‘Disrupted—dispossessed, destroyed,’ Fina said, her eyes far away for a moment.

‘Yes,’ Lucky acknowledged quietly. Her parents had made privileged choices, coming on the visa their medical degrees afforded them to Australia, a country still deluded about the horrors of its own colonial history.

The women at the detention centre looked like her mother and aunties. The children looked like her nieces and nephews. When the war had ended in Sri Lanka, Lucky remembered the images in the media of the parents who dragged their children from the war zone, their bodies burned and broken.

Lucky had studied their faces, their grief, and she had wondered why them and not her. She suspected they were thinking something similar: why their children and not someone else’s?

‘Your Tamil isn’t terrible, by the way,’ Fina said, bringing Lucky back to the present.

‘I thought nuns weren’t supposed to lie. My Tamil is really terrible, probably because I didn’t grow up speaking it. Most of it has come from a BBC language app and trips back to Sri Lanka with my parents,’ Lucky said. Then, keen to return to the subject of Fina, she asked: ‘Where are you from originally?’ The answer to this question often told her much of what she needed to know about a Sri Lankan.

‘I’m from the north. Far north.’

 Lucky nodded. She had seen the devastation wrought by the Sri Lanka Army, and at times the Tamil Tigers, to the families of the north.

‘And so you spoke to The Guardian . . .’ she prompted.

‘Yes, I contacted Audrey Kennedy, the political editor. She’s been following the offshore detention issue for a while. I met her four years ago, when I first arrived here. She reached out to me for information about the Galakse and our rescue.’

As she spoke, she avoided looking at Lucky and Dr Manners, her eyes trained on the patient notes in front of her. She shuffled them without purpose and then attached them to a clipboard.

‘Do you think about the Galakse often?’ the doctor asked quietly.

‘Every day,’ she replied. ‘Do you?’

‘Not at all.’ The old man shifted in his chair, as though adjusting aching hips. ‘I don’t dwell on the past. There’s nothing to be gained by carrying those burdens with you.’

‘If only it were a choice, Henry,’ Sister Fina replied. ‘And if only we both believed that.’ Turning to Lucky, she resumed her explanation. ‘For years I’ve said nothing about what I see here or what I do here. I accepted the conditions of my Safe Haven Enterprise Visa—if I say nothing, I am allowed to visit Port Camden and help people; people who, like me, have fled something terrible and want a better life for themselves or their families.’

‘And what changed—what made you decide to speak to the journalist?’

‘Kannan Puveendran,’ Dr Manners replied when the nun remained silent. ‘He arrived here on the same boat as Sister Fina. She was the first responder when he took his own life in the med unit.’

‘It’s more than that,’ the nun said. ‘Kannan’s family came to Australia seeking protection, and instead they found themselves in a situation so inhumane that this child chose to die by suicide rather than submit to it any longer.’

‘That’s what you told The Guardian?’ Lucky said, understanding more now, though not everything. ‘That explains the government’s reaction to that article.’

‘That front-page article,’ Dr Manners said. ‘Which will be followed by more. Excoriating the government is a long game.’

He shook his head. ‘If you’d stayed on the right side of those with the most power, on the side of those who have given you the privilege and safety of a new life in Hastings, they would have let you stay indefinitely. You’re a nun, you’ve helped the community here and in Hastings. And you threw it all away for what? A child who was already dead. I thought you were smarter than that.’

‘I’d say I was happy to disappoint you on that, Henry, if I wasn’t so frightened of what awaits me in Sri Lanka.’

Lucky heard an almost imperceptible catch in the nun’s voice and noticed that her grip had tightened on the clipboard she was holding. Lucky had some idea of what awaited Sister Fina. At best, she would be sent to a re-education camp and then released when the government was satisfied that she would toe the line and pretend that all was well in the great state of Sri Lanka. At worst, she would be picked up by security officers at Colombo Airport and never be seen again.

‘How often are there suicides here?’ Lucky asked.

Both Dr Manners and Sister Fina looked at her, as if not understanding the question.

‘I was just wondering what it was about this incident, or this child, that made you speak out and risk your own safety. Why did Kannan’s suicide mean so much to you?’

Sister Fina opened her mouth to answer the question, but Dr Manners placed a hand on her arm.

 ‘I think that line of questioning is outside the remit of your investigation here, Lucky,’ he said.

‘I think it’s entirely within my remit, Dr Manners,’ Lucky replied. ‘I need to know if his death was a one-off or something systemic. An aberration of life in detention or caused by life in detention. The same goes for Officer Milton. His suicide—or accidental death, or intentional death, I honestly don’t know which—is also within my remit, as it may speak to structural problems caused by government staff and government policy. It’s my job to investigate that too.’

What, she wondered, would drive a man like Milton—healthy and extremely well-paid—to jump off a cliff to his death?

Glancing at Sister Fina, she noticed the nun was now clutching the clipboard to her chest, as if willing her body not to betray the secrets it contained.

Lucky couldn’t see a connection between the deaths of the boy and the guard, but something about Thomas Milton upset Sister Fina, and she wanted to know what.

‘Two people committed suicide within a week of each other, and it’s my job to find out why—and it was your leak to The Guardian that prompted my investigation, Sister. Which brings me back to my question about the child. Was he the first child to die by suicide here? Or just the first one who mattered to you?’ Lucky knew this was unfair, but the provocation was deliberate.

Sister Fina’s lifted her head to meet Lucky’s gaze. ‘They all matter to me,’ she snapped. ‘You have no idea what it’s like to work here and see these people suffer, to know you could be suffering with them, to know you should be suffering with them. As for your investigation, I’ve given you as much as I can, now you have to do the rest if you have the courage to keep going. Investigators, lawyers and journalists come and go from this godforsaken place. They file their reports, people are briefly outraged, and then they forget. Everyone forgets us.’

‘I won’t forget you, Sister. I’ll file my report and do my best to make sure there’s justice for Kannan.’

The nun laughed mirthlessly. ‘Justice for Kannan? He’s dead, just like the others. I can’t stop thinking about them. When I close my eyes, I see them. In my sleep, I hear their screams—in the jungle, in the refugee camps, on the boat, and in this place. In this hellish, forgotten place. There’s no justice for the dead, but maybe you can still help the living.’

The nun dropped her head into her hands. Her tears fell onto to the patient notes, making the ink bleed and the words blur.




CHAPTER 16

Fina couldn’t sleep. She had tossed and turned in her bed, worrying about Selvi. Finally, at 4 am, she rose and went to check on the young mother—only to find that Henry was already there. Without a word, he offered her his laptop again.

She returned to her room and logged into her Gmail account. Her inbox was full of emails from what looked like half the population of Hastings. She scanned for the most important ones, those from Louisa, Cash, Peggy Thompson, and Jill Greenwell, her lawyer.

Jill’s emails, full of questions about Fina’s life in Sri Lanka, made her heart race. She wanted all the names, dates and places of Fina’s past; details she had tried to erase. She replied quickly to the emails, and then FaceTimed Peggy, hoping to catch her in her office before squads started.

‘Fina, thank goodness. I spoke to Hank, and he wanted me to tell you the social media campaign is going even better than expected, and it will help the legal campaigns to—’

‘Campaign?’ Fina broke in. ‘What do you mean, the campaign?’

 ‘The campaigns,’ Peggy corrected her. ‘Plural. Jill Greenwell and Louisa are organising everything. Now, don’t worry about the cost. Hank has organised something called “crowd funding”, which has already raised fifty-seven thousand dollars in the four days you’ve been gone. He says it’s money from right across Australia, not just the urban liberals.’

Fina could imagine Hank’s derision.

‘On Sunday, Father Wilson sent a plate around,’ Peggy continued. ‘And St Paul’s donated almost four thousand dollars. Father Wilson had to keep emptying the plate, it got so heavy, and you never can be too sure about some of those teenagers.’

‘Four thousand dollars,’ Fina repeated in disbelief. That was a great deal of money for a congregation like theirs. ‘It’s too much,’ she said. ‘Please ask Father Wilson to give it back, all of it. I don’t deserve it.’

‘Stop that nonsense, Sister. You’re one of us and that’s all there is to it. Now, Jill, as you’d expect, is very well connected in high-powered legal circles—thank goodness, because I wouldn’t know where to start. She’s hired a famous human rights barrister to do all the court work because she said she wasn’t qualified. I think she could do it—you know how clever she is—but she said this is more complicated than the work she does for Professor Jafari and the others. She said it will require arguing special points of law.’

Peggy leaned into the camera conspiratorially. She was a small woman and Fina knew she was sitting on two cushions to reach her desk. Peggy’s diminutive stature may have impeded her Olympic aspirations but not her commitment to PBs in all other areas of her life. ‘I think it’s because Jill’s afraid. She doesn’t want to lose you. None of us do.’

Fina shook her head. ‘I really hope you didn’t say that to her.’

 ‘Of course not; I’m not tactless like Seema Mongia’s husband. Or witless like our mayor. I’ll tell you who’s not afraid, though—our Louisa. There are a lot of cameras here in town, thanks to Hank. And Louisa just walks up to them every day and talks to them about how much you mean to us and how much you’ve done for us. She’s not afraid at all. She’s the one who suggested a donation at church, and she’s started a petition on a website called Get Down.’

‘I think you mean GetUp,’ Fina said, looking over at the door to her room. It was closed, but Henry would come looking for his laptop soon. She searched the GetUp site for her name, and there she was, surrounded by Cash and the children from the local swim club. It was a clever choice. It anchored Fina to the farming community of Hastings, and the beautiful children she taught to swim, rather than the asylum seekers she worked with at the Hastings Community Hub, the hours spent teaching them English and training them for the jobs that the businesses of Hastings so generously offered.

‘She needs to stop,’ Fina said. ‘Please, Peggy, tell her to stop. I don’t want this. I don’t want any of this.’

Peggy sucked the air in between her teeth, her trademark admonishment, usually reserved for children who put their feet on the pool floor when they thought she wasn’t looking.

‘You tell her. She’ll be here in a few minutes. She’s on her way to the RSL for an early delivery. I printed some posters for her on the school printer. They’re nice ones. There’s a picture of you running the soup kitchen out the back of St Paul’s during the fires. Here—let me show you.’

Peggy slid from her chair and disappeared from view for a moment. She returned with a colour poster so large Fina couldn’t see all of it at once. Segment by segment, the image and its narrative revealed itself. At the base, the words #bringoursisterhome were printed in a font so large it positively screamed at her.

 ‘Louisa designed these. They’re for all our shop windows. And a printer shop in Sydney has agreed to print five hundred more for free, for the protest.’

‘The protest?’ Fina echoed faintly.

‘Yes, there are marches planned. Timed to coincide with the emergency injunction hearing at the Federal Court this week to prevent you from being deported before we can lodge an appeal. There are thousands of people involved: refugee organisations, lawyers and activists, artists and musicians—even a few politicians. They plan to march from Martin Place to the Department of Immigration to the courthouse.’

‘For me?’ Fina asked softly.

‘Not just for you.’

It was Louisa’s voice. Fina’s friend appeared in the frame and sat down at the desk next to Peggy, who moved over for her.

‘There are lots of people trapped in detention centres. Their lawyers and other charities want to help you and them. But you’re the poster girl.’

Leaning forward, Louisa tilted the angle of the laptop so that Fina could see her better. ‘You look good,’ Louisa said, the relief of it filling her hazel eyes with tears.

‘Please don’t start,’ Fina said, clearing her throat to hide the crack in her voice. ‘I know I look terrible, but vanity is a sin and all that.’

Louisa laughed. ‘You’re a terrible nun. No wonder the Carmelites aren’t clamouring to have you back. Lucky for you, they’re on board with our campaign, and a Sister Concordia Sandro di Napoli from Rome is helping me. She’s placing all of our content on Catholic Facebook sites and other social media platforms. Did you know that, collectively, the Catholic Church has the second-highest social media following in the world?’

‘Who has the highest?’ Peggy asked.

 ‘Some Korean pop group,’ Louisa replied. ‘Cash knows them.’

Fina lifted her head at the mention of the boy’s name. ‘How is he?’ she asked, half-dreading the answer. His were the first emails she’d opened: thirty-three sent in the four days since she’d been taken. In each one, he’d asked when she was coming home.

Louisa’s shoulders slumped, and then her head, her blonde fringe not long enough to conceal her eyes or the pain in them. ‘He’s okay.’

‘He doesn’t sound okay in his emails,’ Fina replied.

‘He’s worried,’ said Louisa. ‘We all are.’

‘Who’s looking after him, while you’re trying to rescue me from this mess, Louisa?’ Fina asked. Even she was taken aback by her curt tone. She took a deep breath in and tried to control the mix of emotions raging inside her.

‘The Yazdanis are here. And Professor Jafari, of course. He and Peggy make sure he’s keeping up with his homework, and Hank drops in every day with—’ Louisa stopped abruptly.

‘With what, Louisa? What is Hank dropping in with? Food? And why are the professor and Peggy worried about Cash’s homework? And the Yazdani family have a newborn to look after. What are you doing?’ Fina’s old anger at Louisa flared into a hot flame.

‘What do you mean, what am I doing?’ Louisa shot back, her tone defensive. ‘I’m trying to help you. If we don’t stop them, the government will send you back to Sri Lanka. Is that what you want? After everything you and the others have told me about that place, you know what’ll happen to you there.’

Fina shook her head, refusing to be sidetracked. ‘You didn’t explain to me what’s going on with Cash. How is your son, Louisa—really?’

‘He’s not good, love,’ Peggy interjected bluntly. ‘He misses you terribly. He won’t go to school. He’ll barely leave the house except to play with Hank’s dogs. Professor says he’s not eating much, so that’s why Hank brings him his favourite homemade sausage rolls every day. Narelle checks in on him too. He’s in good hands.’

‘Sounds like he’s in everybody’s hands except his own mother’s,’ Fina replied, looking directly at Louisa through the laptop.

‘Being a single mother is hard, Fina. I don’t expect you to understand that.’

‘Don’t fob me off with that, Louisa. I’m not talking about the compromises you’ve had to make because you’re doing this on your own. Which you’re not, by the way. You seem to think that filling your house with co-parents absolves you of the guilt you should feel every time you escape out the door.’

‘Jesus Christ, Fina—you’re so judgemental. You have no idea what it’s like to be me!’ Louisa pushed her chair away from the laptop, its metal legs grating on the floor. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to watch your son drift away from you towards someone else. You’re not his mother, you’re not anyone’s mother, but he goes to you for all the things he should want from me.’

‘He does want those things from you, Louisa,’ Fina replied. She refused to take the blame for the distance between Louisa and her young son. ‘You just don’t give them to him. You haven’t been a mother to him for as long as I’ve known you, for as long as I’ve lived with you, but I know you stopped being one before that. You stopped when—you know when you stopped.’

Fina didn’t need to spell it out. Griff’s absence was a physical void in their home. It moved through the corridors and rooms of the Nightingale Inn, refusing to leave. It whispered memories of first meetings, first kisses, and last fights. The dizziness of falling in love, the clumsiness and then coordination of making love. The exhilaration and anxiety of bringing Cash home from the hospital, wrapped in a baby blue blanket crocheted by Griff’s nanna. The confusion and horror of watching Griff descend into the darkness.

 Removing Griff’s photos could not erase the memories from Louisa’s mind. Refusing to talk about what happened only made his absence more vivid.

‘You don’t know what it’s like to love someone and lose them. You’re a nun—no husband and no children. I know you left your convent to work in the refugee camps, and I know it was hard tending to other people’s suffering. But it was still other people’s suffering. Watching suffering is different from experiencing it. None of it was your own. After Griff left, I didn’t know what to do, how to keep living. You don’t know what that’s like.’

She stopped and drew a breath. If she had been going to say more, she was halted by Peggy’s hand on her arm.

‘Please, Louisa—’ Peggy started, but Fina cut her off.

‘I don’t know what it’s like to lose someone?’ Fina’s voice shook with rage. ‘I don’t know?’ she repeated, this time more confused than angry, as images pounded against the vault in her mind. If she let even one memory slip through, it would be enough to cause the pieces of her mind to pull away from each other.

For the last year, she had been practising an exercise with Magnus in which she would decide on a memory to take out. She would unfold it in her head, like a fragile letter, and retell it to him. These email exchanges allowed her to separate herself from the memory just enough so that she wasn’t reliving its horror, while also allowing her to own the memory because it was hers. All of these moments were hers.

Own the memories, don’t let them own you. This was Dr Manners’ advice when he treated her at the Port Camden med unit after the Galakse brought them in. He had also recognised her experience and training early on, even though she had tried to hide it.

‘You think you’re the only person who has lost someone?’ Dr Manners had said. ‘Who has seen war and savagery? You’re not. You’re not special and you’re not different. But you are strong, Sister Serafina. Strong enough to survive, strong enough to be useful. I need you to help me with the survivors,’ he had said. ‘There’s too many of them, and I don’t have enough medics or interpreters. But if you’re going to be useful, you need to recover too.’

She had laughed at that, all those years ago. People didn’t recover from what they had been through. They would carry it with them their entire lives—as she would carry the decades of war and loss, the devastation of watching loved ones die in her arms, the fear of the soldiers who came at night. The feeling of the salt water in her mouth, breathing it into her body, suffocating and then drowning in the ocean as people screamed around her.

Own the memories, don’t let them own you. It was good advice and Fina had done her best to follow it. Louisa wasn’t quite there yet.

Fina looked at the image of Louisa on the screen, Peggy next to her. Both of them knew Louisa had gone too far and they were waiting for Fina to continue. Fina looked at the small clock at the bottom of the screen. It was almost 6 am. Henry would need his laptop soon. Fina needed to ‘reset’, as the doctor was fond of saying.

‘Peggy, please thank Jill for everything she’s doing for me. Please tell her I’m grateful and I love her for trying. You too, Louisa. I can see from the internet that you’re creating an incredible campaign. The marches and the funding. The petition. I can’t believe how much you’ve done so quickly.’

‘It’s not just me and Peggy, it’s also Hank and Seema, and the professor,’ Louisa replied softly, clearly relieved Fina had stepped back from the precipice. ‘We’re all working on this together.’

‘I know you are. But you and Peggy are leading them. You’re so clever, Louisa. More than you realise. But . . .’ She took a deep breath in and then out. Followed by another. And another. She felt her heart rate slow. The noise in her ears, the sound of rushing water, receded enough for her to think more clearly. ‘I need you to stop. Give the money back. The town needs it more than I do. Tell Jill I’ll call her soon—we’ll file as many legal appeals as we can, until they put me on a plane to Sri Lanka. Which they will; there’s no changing that. Until that day, I’ll keep trying. But you, Louisa, you must stop. Listen to me for once, I beg you. Be a friend to me by listening. Be a mother to Cash by showing up at home. I won’t be there. He needs you because he loves you.’

She wiped away the tears that were falling fast down her cheeks, then hit the button to end the call.

She had to talk to Cash and Jill. But first she needed to email Magnus.




CHAPTER 17

Lucky’s dreams were filled with burning women. She woke up hours before dawn the next day in her hospital room, exhausted, and found her phone by her bed. Dr Manners had charged it and returned it to her. She dialled the number for the OSI and inputted the security codes that would connect her to September.

‘Can you talk?’ September asked neutrally. ‘I know you’ve been too busy to call the office. You missed Vashti’s going-away party, but I put twenty dollars in for you.’ Their line was clean, but September was subtly asking if Lucky had company.

‘I always liked Vashti,’ Lucky replied.

She heard September exhale. Lucky’s response had indicated that she was not in imminent danger. According to Dr Manners, patient rooms were not surveilled, but without proper tech to sweep the place, she couldn’t be sure, so she remained guarded.

‘Dr Manners said he sent you my patient file—a CT scan and bloods?’

 ‘Yes. Your bloods look good,’ September said, anticipating her suspicions. ‘I heard you’ve taken to a life of petty crime. Breaking and entering at your age. What did I tell you, Lucky? Crime doesn’t pay, but it does hurt.’

‘It does indeed.’ Her fingers drifted to the top of her hand. She could feel the residue of the adhesive tape that had held the cannula in place. The usual place where a doctor might give her fluids to remain hydrated. Or insert a drug directly, for fast action. The sour taste in her mouth had receded, but it had clearly come from a sedative. Blood test results could be faked.

‘You okay? Anything serious?’ September asked. She knew Lucky could handle herself, so if she had been hurt, her assailant had been better trained, better armed, or had caught her completely by surprise.

‘I didn’t see the guy—male, ninety kilos, six two, and wearing a mask naturally, so no defining features in the dark. Basically, it could have been anyone on the island. But I think I know who it was,’ she said, remembering her encounters with Officer Horne.

‘You’ve got to watch your back, Lucky. I have very limited visibility from here and I don’t like it.’

‘Understood.’

‘Have you discovered anything interesting about Officer Milton? Is this an open-and-shut case of suicide? Did his past in Sri Lanka finally catch up with him, sending him into a guilt-ridden swan dive off a cliff?’ September asked.

‘Thanks for that imagery, September. You have no respect for the dead.’ As she spoke, Lucky walked around the room, looking for obvious devices. There were no cameras in the room, and when she had walked through the med unit with the others earlier, she hadn’t seen any in the corridors. Ostensibly, Port Camden Detention Centre exercised an unexpected level of respect for patient confidentiality. A visual search didn’t exclude more high-tech surveillance, though.

‘I’m not going to lose any sleep over Thomas Milton, Lucky, regardless of how he died. The man had nine lives and he was bound to run out eventually. But maybe he did have a change of heart; perhaps he was overwhelmed with guilt for a questionable past.’

The words nine lives made her reach for her backpack and check its contents. The calendar she had stolen from Milton’s quarters was still there. She pulled it out and flipped through, ignoring the photographs of cute cats in flowerpots, cute cats dressed like Sherlock Holmes and so on. Every page of the calendar represented a month of the year. Milton had marked a series of dates in the calendar, between January and May, with an ‘x’. The dates were meaningless to her. She read them out to September, who searched them, along with different permutations of the numbers, in case they contained an encrypted message.

Nothing came up.

‘I’ll keep trying, Lucky. But I think you should get some rest today and then seriously consider calling it quits. You’ve extracted what little evidence you can, including a novelty cat calendar and a holiday booking. How about you come home, and we work through the evidence together?’

‘Holiday booking,’ Lucky repeated.

‘Yes, the itinerary you sent me. I spoke to the travel agent and then traced their phone records,’ September said. ‘Milton booked and paid for the trip to Sri Lanka using a burner phone that went dead shortly after the agent was paid.’

Lucky shook her head. Something about his travel plans wasn’t sitting right—those towns were in the Tamil heartland, destroyed by the final stages of the war. Milton’s file showed he was ethnically Sinhalese, and it was unlikely he had family in that area.

 And the flight from Colombo to Beijing didn’t make sense yet either.

‘I need to think about it,’ she said. ‘And I need more time here.’ Her head was starting to hurt again; she would need more ibuprofen from Manners, but she would make sure she watched him take the meds from the blister pack this time.

She heard September sigh heavily.

‘Don’t be like that,’ she said. ‘I’ll be home soon, and then you can roll your eyes to my face.’

‘I’d like that. What will it take to bring you home?’

‘I need to see the place where Milton died and search his quarters one more time, in daylight, without being attacked. I have to pick up my gear from the hotel’—her laptop was still hidden in the communal bathroom—‘and I’d like to talk to a few more of the detainees, perhaps Kannan’s sister and one of the locals.’ She recalled the look in Ange’s green eyes whenever Milton’s name came up.

‘Okay,’ September replied. ‘I’ll ask the OSI to lean on CO Napier again, harder this time. Let’s see if he’ll become more agreeable, if only to get rid of you. God, this feels so familiar, Lucky.’

‘You know you love me.’

‘Stay safe,’ September replied and disconnected the line.
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A few hours later, Lucky knocked on the door of Dr Manners’ consultation room. She opened it to find Officer Darcy and Ange there with Sister Fina and the doctor. Ange had brought baked goods for the patients. Dr Manners lifted the tea towel over the box and Lucky inhaled the comforting aroma of fresh breakfast pastries.

‘I am feeling hungry, suddenly,’ she said, helping herself. ‘How’s Selvi doing?’

 ‘Stable. I’ve sedated her heavily, though,’ Dr Manners replied. ‘Pain management for her, and it helps manage the anxiety in the rest of the unit. Understandably, the incident with Selvi has unsettled the other patients here.’

He tilted the box and offered it to Sister Fina, who was sitting at a small desk in the corner of the consultation room with a pile of patient notes.

‘I’m fine, I’ve had a few already,’ she said tersely, her hand on her tummy.

‘Sister Fina should join us more often,’ Dr Manners said, making the nun’s detention sound like a voluntary proposition. ‘Ange spoils us all when she’s here.’

‘Ange has a good heart,’ Darcy said.

Ange smiled and said, ‘So do you, Jack.’

Officer Darcy blushed and took a muffin. ‘Mind if I take this for the road?’ he asked Ange. Then he turned to Lucky. ‘The CO has instructed me to take you on a tour of the island, Dr Dharman,’ he said, checking his phone to read through Napier’s instructions one more time.

Lucky shook her head. What was it with all of them, acting as though Port Camden was a resort?

‘Thank you,’ Lucky said. ‘I see you’ve dressed up for me,’ she added, gesturing to his long-sleeved uniform. It was ironed and starched stiff, more formal than the short-sleeved shirt he was wearing when they first met.

He stood to attention awkwardly, and then relaxed when he realised she was teasing him.

‘I’m afraid we’ve got a strict itinerary and you need to remain supervised and accompanied at all times. Do you understand the conditions of your release from the med unit?’ he asked, his tone light.

 ‘I do, and I promise to comply,’ she replied.

‘What made Napier change his mind?’ Ange asked.

‘No doubt someone higher up the food chain has had words with him,’ Dr Manners replied. ‘There’s always someone higher up the food chain, even for commanding officers.’

Lucky shrugged. The doctor was right—September had done her job well, as usual, and got her what she needed.

‘You might not like your investigators, but you do need them. And the sooner I can finish my investigation into Officer Milton’s death’—she watched Ange carefully as she spoke—‘the sooner I can get out of your hair.’

The smile on Ange’s face froze and she turned away so that Lucky couldn’t see her expression. Over her shoulder, Lucky noticed that the nun had ducked her head to hide her own response.
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Officer Darcy stopped the jeep at Gate 12, next to an empty guardhouse. He reached out through his window, swiped his pass and typed his code into the security panel.

‘No guards?’ Lucky asked, as the gate opened.

‘Not here—this one needs repairs,’ he said, motioning to the partially collapsed roof of the guardhouse. ‘The humidity rots everything.’

Darcy sped through the gate and up the winding road to Diemaar Lookout, at the top of the cliff. The morning air was warming up quickly, the humidity from the night lifting and carrying with it the peaty smell of the surrounding tropical forest. The road came to an abrupt end, and Darcy pulled over into the dirt parking bay.

‘It’s just over there,’ he said, putting his cap on and pulling it down tightly over his head.

 Lucky followed him up the path towards the cliff edge, lagging behind a little. She wasn’t afraid of heights, but caution was recommended for unfenced cliff tops and rising winds.

Darcy took his cap off and folded it in his hands, smiling at her as the wind whipped her hair up into a dark halo and then down across her face. She pulled a hair band from her coat pocket, and gathered her hair back into a messy bun.

‘Is that road the only access point?’ she asked. The wind suddenly dropped, making her final words louder than she intended.

He laughed. ‘It is. This spot would be a good vantage point if we needed it, but between the lighthouse, the tower and the satellite feeds from the ABF, we’re covered.’

‘Plus the navy patrols,’ Lucky reminded him.

‘ABF patrols, actually,’ he corrected her. ‘The navy is deployed in other quadrants and for other reasons.’

‘Right—stopping the boats is the ABF’s job,’ she replied.

‘I’m trying to be helpful, Dr Dharman. I don’t have to speak to you—my orders are to take you to the three places you requested and then return you to the med unit. What we do here isn’t pretty, and it isn’t politically correct, but it is necessary.’

Lucky looked at the young man in front of her. His crew cut revealed flesh wounds to his head just above his left ear and a long scar above his left eye that had been stitched together quickly and therefore badly, most likely in the field. Scars from previous battles and perhaps previous surgeries.

‘You’re right,’ she said, taking a different approach. ‘What you do is important, and somebody has to do it.’

The officer scrutinised her face, as if checking to see if she was being serious or continuing to mock him. She made sure to adopt a sincere expression, and saw his body relax.

 ‘Thank you. Not many people want to work in this shithole. I’ve lasted here longer than most, and longer than I expected for Deimos.’

‘You been doing this for a long time?’ she asked. ‘You don’t seem old enough to have done anything for a long time.’

He laughed and blushed. ‘My mum was Italian. We age well.’

‘So how many years have you been here at Port Camden? It’s so isolated, I can’t imagine the contracts are long.’

‘Not usually. But this is my third year. I just renewed with some of the others. Horny—Officer Horne—brought in Milton, Bradford, Mitchell, and a couple of the others. Milton brought me in.’

That was how these things usually worked. Men who had fought together and trusted each other, who could vouch for each other, tended to stick together.

‘So you and Horne both knew Milton?’ Lucky asked.

‘Yes. But neither of us knew each other until we ended up in Port Camden, with the Walking Dead. As you can tell, we’re not friends.’

‘You ex-army? Security detail usually are.’

He nodded. ‘Army paid for my university degree. I repaid my debt to them, and then Deimos picked me up in Timor after I was given a medical release.’

‘Medical release is about as good as a bandaid when you’ve stepped on a landmine,’ she said sympathetically. ‘Bloody bureaucrats. Don’t know anything about war.’

‘And you do?’ he said sceptically.

‘I wasn’t always a federal investigator, Darcy,’ she said. ‘I’ve spent time in war zones and hellholes,’ she lied to create connection. ‘I can see how tough this job is. Does Deimos treat you well?’

‘Deimos pays me well. A few more years and I’ll have enough to buy a house in Sydney, by the beach. Nothing fancy, but enough for a wife and a couple of kids. I’ll never need to work again, never need to travel. Just stay put and be a normal person.’

 ‘Do you have a wife or a girlfriend?’ Lucky asked, inching closer to the edge of the escarpment while the wind was still low. The ocean was silver-grey in the distance, scarred by a line of white where waves were breaking in the distance, sheets of water hurling themselves at something hard and unrelenting that would not let them through. The wide and treacherous reef Candace had shown her on their journey into Port Camden’s harbour.

‘No,’ he replied, this time blushing from his neck to his hairline. ‘But . . .’ He stopped.

‘But?’ Lucky prompted.

‘Nothing,’ he replied.

‘Ange is a lovely girl,’ Lucky said. ‘And she obviously thinks you’re a nice guy. I think you’ve got a shot with her.’

He shrugged, following her gaze out to the ocean. ‘Nice guys can’t compete with the charismatic arseholes.’

‘Milton?’ she asked.

‘How did you know?’

‘Call it an investigator’s intuition,’ she said. Ange’s face flinched every time she mentioned his name and the labelled containers of food in Milton’s fridge matched her neat cursive on the specials board.

‘I tried telling her what Milton was like, but she didn’t believe me, didn’t want to hear it. She said he was different with her. She’s still sweet on him.’

‘Give her time, and maybe some space, but also enough attention to make her feel loved. Things are hard for her, and you know her father isn’t well,’ Lucky said. Was she really giving relationship advice to a security guard? ‘Part of loving someone is waiting for them.’

He nodded. ‘I’m trying.’

‘Grief takes time.’

‘She’s grieving for a lifelong dickhead who would have left her in a heartbeat for the next job and the next big paycheque.’

 ‘If Milton brought you in, then you must have known him well?’ Lucky asked. ‘You worked with him before? In Sri Lanka?’

It was a calculated guess. The look he gave her was almost fearful, as if he were aware he had revealed too much but not sure how.

‘I know he worked in Sri Lanka,’ she thought it through, out loud. ‘The Australian Army was never there, though. Not even as peacekeepers.’

It had been quite a few years since the ADF had ventured further north in Asia than Papua New Guinea, East Timor, and Cambodia. Plenty of ADF feet on Afghan and Iraqi soil, but not Asian.

‘If you weren’t there with the army,’ she said, ‘it must’ve been Deimos, right? You both worked for Deimos in Sri Lanka. Doing what?’ She had some ideas, but she needed to hear it from him.

He shook his head. ‘Doing what we were ordered to do, what we were paid to do.’

‘I need to know more than that, Darcy,’ Lucky told him. In Colombo, Milton had worked as a bodyguard to Chinese diplomats. Later, during the last months of the war, the Chinese had contracted him to train the Sri Lanka Army.

If Darcy was with Milton in Sri Lanka, then maybe he knew more about Milton’s death—or more about his life—than he was letting on.

‘Why?’ Darcy turned to look at her. ‘Why do you need to know more? What does any of this have to do with his suicide?’

‘Why would he kill himself?’ It was the question that had been plaguing her from the beginning. Milton had booked a holiday to Sri Lanka and a ticket to Beijing. His actions were not those of a man who had lost the will to live. This was a man planning his future, as morally questionable as that future might be.

‘Why wouldn’t he kill himself?’ Darcy said.

 They turned to see Officer Horne approaching them. He was dressed in his training fatigues rather than his security uniform. His weathered face was shining with sweat.

‘It’s a little late for you to be out running, Horne,’ Darcy said, looking at his watch. It was mid-morning.

‘No need to show off in front of the pretty lady, Darcy. Although this one might be more interested in you than others. You might finally get lucky. Must be boring, jerking off to blueberry muffins.’

Darcy took a step forward, but Horne was faster, grabbing Darcy by the collar of his shirt. Tall and broad, the two men were the same build. Horne was clearly the older, but still faster. He hooked one boot under Darcy’s legs to destabilise him. Darcy cried out in pain as Horne swung him to the edge of the escarpment. Lucky noticed he favoured his left leg, in both the strike and when he walked. His right leg could have been injured. Lucky was left leg dominant in any fight. Her trainer had tried to make her strengthen her whole body but she was a lazy student.

She took out her phone.

‘You think that lovely little chef is going to set up house with you, just ’cos you flap your gums at her?’ Horne said, giving Darcy a shake. ‘You think you’re going to get a people mover and help out at the footy club’s sausage sizzle, after what you’ve done? You think she’ll want you after she finds out who you really are? You, me, Milton, we’re all the same. Same shit, different country, remember our motto?’

‘That’s enough, Horne,’ Lucky said. ‘I’m filming this.’

Horne yanked Darcy’s body back from the edge and pushed him to the ground. He lunged at Lucky’s phone but she dodged him, and buried it safely in the inner pocket of her coat.

 Darcy sprang to his feet and was about to launch himself at Horne, but Lucky was ready this time. She caught him and blocked his body with hers.

‘Stand down, he’s not worth it—trust me,’ she whispered to Darcy.

She turned to face Horne. ‘Why would Milton kill himself, Officer Horne? You’ve obviously got a theory.’

‘No theory, Dr Dharman, just logic,’ Horne replied, wiping his shirtsleeve across his forehead and down his face. ‘If he didn’t jump, then he probably fell. It gets windy up here, especially in the evenings. Napier’ll be looking to fence this area now if we get sued by Milton’s family. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Investigators are just like lawyers—always circling for money. Always looking to shift the blame onto someone else.’

‘Really?’ Lucky said, taking a step forward into Horne’s space. She was almost positive he was the man who had attacked her at Milton’s house. ‘Who’s blaming you, Officer Horne?’ She reached out to grasp his arm.

He winced and pulled free of her grip, lifting his other arm, fist clenched.

‘Go on,’ she said softly. ‘I dare you—a fair fight, in daylight.’

Horne stepped back, his face reddening. ‘Napier sent me to keep you moving. He wants you to take her back to your girlfriend’s place,’ he said, turning to Darcy. ‘Get her things, then take her to Milton’s house. The dickheads in Canberra want her to finish her investigation. But keep an eye on her, make sure she doesn’t touch anything. Can you handle that?’

‘Fuck off,’ Darcy said.

Horne was already on his way, running back down the path they had walked.

‘I didn’t hear his car,’ Lucky said. The wind was still calm. She should have been able to hear it.

 ‘He didn’t drive—the route from the detention centre to here is a twelve-kilometre run if you take the track through the forest. It’s direct, unlike the road which is longer. Twelve clicks is nothing—we train twenty-five every day. He’s just getting warmed up.’

‘Fine company you keep here at Port Camden,’ Lucky said. ‘You okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ Darcy said. ‘It’s not the first time he’s pulled shit like that.’

‘Has he attacked you before?’ Lucky asked.

Darcy didn’t answer.

‘What about Milton?’ Lucky asked. ‘Did Horne ever attack him?’

‘Let’s get you back to the hotel before he changes his mind and joins us for the rest of your tour,’ Darcy said.

‘Darcy.’ Lucky placed her hand on the man’s arm, but he recoiled angrily. ‘See these marks around my neck?’ She undid her shirt collar, revealing the bruises. ‘I think your mate Horne did that.’

‘He’s not my mate,’ Darcy said.

‘Then tell me: did you ever see him attack Milton? Do you think he could have come up here without Milton hearing or seeing him, just like he did to us, and pushed him over that edge?’ She took Darcy’s shoulders and forced him to turn towards the cliff top, with the slate-coloured ocean in front of them and the red sand beneath. ‘Just like he almost did to you? Do you think it’s possible he did that?’

‘Yes,’ Darcy whispered. ‘Yes, I do.’
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The Port Camden Arms was busy with the lunchtime trade of officers seeking a home-cooked meal instead of the food provided at the mess. Ange looked over the heads of her customers and smiled at Lucky and Officer Darcy as they walked in. Lucky could feel Ange’s eyes follow her through the dining area to the stairs that took her to her room above.

‘Why don’t you get some lunch, Darcy? I’ll grab my things and see you in fifteen minutes. I just need to freshen up.’

‘I’m not supposed to let you out of my sight, Dr Dharman,’ he replied, looking longingly at Ange, who was taking orders.

‘First, please call me Lucky. Second, I’m not going to do a runner, I promise. I’ve learned my lesson. Fifteen minutes. I’ll pack my things and be down before you’ve summoned up the courage to flirt with our favourite pub proprietor.’ She gave him a wink, then without waiting for his consent, headed for the stairs.

She took them two at a time and made her way straight to the shared bathroom. Inside, she locked the door, stood on the toilet lid and lifted the panel above it to retrieve her laptop.

Back at her room, she pinged September from her laptop.

‘Hey, Lucky, how are things?’ September asked, locating her on the nearest satellite.

‘Never been better,’ Lucky replied. ‘But I need you to do something for me, please.’

‘Something else? This is a very high-maintenance relationship,’ September joked. ‘What do you need?’

‘Can you look into Jack Darcy and Ian Horne? They’re security officers here. I know for sure that Jack Darcy worked with Milton in Sri Lanka. I think maybe Horne did too. He said something strange. Something like: Same shit, different country, that’s the motto.’

‘Catchy,’ September said.

Lucky took out her phone and located the video. ‘I’m sending it to you now,’ she said, transferring the file and playing it at the same time. She watched Horne hold Darcy over the cliff edge again, the younger man’s feet desperately scrabbling for purchase on the ground.

 ‘You, me, Milton, we’re all the same,’ Horne said. ‘Same shit, different country, remember our motto?’

‘Our motto,’ September noted.

Lucky had missed it before, but she heard it this time.

She hit pause on Darcy’s terrified face.

‘I don’t like this, Lucky,’ September said. ‘These guys have a code, and they don’t like it when someone breaks it. If Milton was planning something, then you have at least two people on that island who might have wanted to keep him quiet. And who might want you and your investigation to go away, and quickly. I don’t like this one bit.’

Ignoring her, Lucky said, ‘So you’ve received the file?’ Horne would eventually remember what he’d said, and he might come for the evidence as well as her.

‘Yes,’ September replied. ‘And I’ve wiped it from your phone too. It’s clean.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t mention it. Keep your phone on, please. At least then I’ll be able to listen to you get beaten up.’
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Officer Darcy shadowed her diligently as she went from room to room. At first glance, nothing appeared to have been moved since she had been there a few nights before.

She stood at Milton’s desk. ‘May I?’ she asked, motioning to the papers scattered across it.

‘You’re not supposed to,’ Darcy said, looking around as if expecting Horne to join them at any moment.

‘Just a quick look,’ she promised. She riffled through the papers before Darcy could stop her. The catalogue from Darley Butler once again caught her attention. The Sri Lankan retailer was popular for its selection of Western brands as well as local ones. Milton had folded over the page on Maltova and other milk additives. Perhaps he preferred Sri Lankan chocolate drinks to Milo. She put the catalogue back with the other papers and returned to the kitchen.

It had been cleaned up after the fight and everything returned to its rightful place. Opening the fridge, she saw that someone had removed the food.

‘How about I make us a cuppa?’ she said to Darcy, who was standing in the kitchen doorway. She filled the kettle and turned it on.

‘I really don’t think that’s appropriate, Lucky,’ he replied, shaking his head.

‘Just a quick one,’ she said, opening cupboards, looking for the one she wanted. She stopped when she found the Maltova.

‘You sure?’ she said to Darcy.

‘I’m sure,’ he said. ‘This isn’t a social call. I’ve got to get you back to the med unit.’

‘Just me then,’ she said brightly. She turned back to the Maltova. The orange tin looked just the way she remembered it from Sri Lanka, when she visited her grandparents in Colombo; just the way it was presented in the Darley Butler catalogue on Milton’s desk. She found a spoon, prised the tin open and swirled the spoon around the cream-coloured powder until a small hard object surfaced. She didn’t stop swirling, just slipped the object into the cuff of her jacket.

‘This stuff is the best,’ she remarked, putting a generous teaspoon into a cup and filling it with boiling water. She took a tube of condensed milk from the cupboard and checked the expiry date.

‘Still fresh,’ she said, smiling, and added a splash.

[image: Image]

 Back at the med unit, Lucky scanned her room for surveillance devices. She connected the USB stick from Milton’s house to her laptop, ran a level one anti-virus filter, and scrolled through the file names: Ops Sri Lanka, Ops Iraq, Ops Afghanistan. That seemed suspicious; so did the fact the USB had been hidden in a Maltova tin.

She called September and began the transfer.

‘I’m uploading a file to you now,’ she said.

‘Receiving. I’m storing it in an antechamber until I can clear it. I’ll burn the USB stick from here, so keep it plugged in when we’re done.’

The file was an unknown data source and it had to be decontaminated before September would open it. Lucky should have done this at her end too, but she didn’t know how much time she had before Dr Manners or another officer returned to check on her.

‘Did you have a look at what’s on here?’ September asked.

‘Just the file names,’ she said. ‘It looks like the files themselves are encrypted.’

‘They sure are—it will take me hours to access the files.’

‘Understood.’ She was hoping September would confirm her suspicions with solid facts: details of dates, places and targets, of accounts and payments. A roadmap between conflicts, the people who fought them and the people who funded them. ‘I’m guessing they relate to his security contracts—information worth selling. How did you go with Milton’s accounts in Panama?’ she asked.

‘I’m still trying to untangle everything, but there are payments originating in China, the US and Iraq, as well as Sri Lanka.’

‘That’s quite a lot of information he’s potentially moving around,’ Lucky observed. ‘Enough to upset his employers, one would imagine.’

‘What are you saying?’ September asked.

‘I’m saying that Milton’s actions don’t sound like those of a man about to kill himself. And if he had booked a flight to Beijing via Colombo, then there are any number of people and countries who would want to stop him. People and countries who would want to kill him.’

‘But which people and which countries had access to him at Port Camden?’ September asked.

Lucky could think of only one country—and a few people.




CHAPTER 18

Fina heard the knock at the door and opened it. Lucky walked into her room at the med unit, holding a sleek laptop to her chest. She looked like she had recovered from the fight at Officer Milton’s house. The bruising around her neck had subsided, the blue-violet bloom fading to a yellow that camouflaged itself better against her dark brown skin. She walked with more confidence and strength, although her injuries hadn’t held her back at the playground.

‘Henry mentioned he’s keeping you in the med unit for observation because you hurt your hands while helping Selvi,’ Lucky said.

Fina nodded, casually trying to keep her perfectly healed hands to herself. Henry was a good friend.

‘He thought you might like to use my laptop.’ Lucky opened the device on the bed, swivelled towards her.

‘It looks very sophisticated,’ Fina said warily.

Now that she was in detention, Fina no longer had access to Port Camden’s computer lab, where hundreds of detainees shared five computers. They lined up for hours for twenty-minute sessions, with many sites and searches blocked by the centre’s firewall.

‘Only the best for a government investigator,’ Lucky replied. She showed Fina an icon on the homepage, labelled Guest. ‘You can’t break it,’ she reassured her.

Fina was intrigued by Lucky. She had met a few of the government officials who came to Port Camden on occasional inspections, and none of them had been like her. None of them wanted to stay long, preferring instead to do a cursory ticking of boxes on a government checklist before heading off early to the five-star hotel back on the mainland.

Lucky, on the other hand, wanted to know what motivated Kannan Puveendran to take his own life. She wanted to know what his years of detention were like, about the quality of his life, his childhood and wellbeing. Through talking to the women in the playground, Fina and Dr Manners, Lucky was creating a portrait of the child. He was real to her, not just a faceless statistic. Fina respected that about her.

‘I’ve set you up as a guest user,’ Lucky was saying. ‘You don’t need a password to start—just hit the Google Chrome icon and away you go.’

‘That’s very trusting of you,’ Fina said. ‘I promise not to look at your files.’

‘I’m sure that won’t be a problem,’ Lucky replied confidently. ‘Dr Manners mentioned you have family back in Hastings you’d like to contact?’

‘Yes. Friends, really, but I’ve lived there for four years and they’re like my family. Henry often lets me use his laptop to let them know I’m okay, but he needs it today.’

‘Well, take your time. I’ve been given permission to finish up my investigation, as long as I’m supervised by Dr Manners. So we’re heading out on his rounds together, and hopefully I’ll be able to talk to a few people.’

‘You have more to do?’ she asked.

‘I have a couple more lines of inquiry,’ Lucky replied.

‘You can also use FaceTime, if you want,’ she pointed at an icon in the corner. ‘I set that up for you when Dr Manners told me what you needed.’

Lucky laughed when she saw the expression on Fina’s face.

‘You’re welcome.’

Fina clicked on the Google Chrome icon and the internet sprang to life on the screen. ‘Henry might want to use your laptop too. Your internet connection is incredible, Lucky. This is the fastest I’ve ever seen.’ She looked up in wonder.

‘Like I said,’ Lucky replied, sliding off the bed and heading for the door. ‘Only the best for government investigators.’ She paused and turned. ‘My laptop can’t be surveilled by Port Camden security,’ she whispered. ‘Unlike Henry’s, it has its own secure network that bypasses all of ASIO’s safety walls. Just in case that’s useful to you . . .’
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Fina’s nights were becoming overwhelmed by memories of the last time she was arrested in Colombo. Fragments of images she couldn’t control. The fan whirring overhead in the small police station, its lethargic blades pushing hot, heavy air down. The cries of prisoners behind a closed door, their muffled voices calling for their parents. The officer who held a gun in one hand and a piece of paper—a retraction of testimony—in the other.

She remembered Henry’s advice and took her mind back to the replacement memory she loved the most: her time on the Galakse. She recalled the comforting smells and sounds of its industrial kitchen, where she worked with Chef Emil and his team to cook for the extra mouths the ship had to feed. Three nights a week, Chief Mate Reidar took the sundown shift from 1800 hours and Magnus came to the kitchen. Sometimes he’d play cards with the children in the mess, including little Kannan Puveendran; other times he’d help her and Chef with dinner. Magnus’ Friday night specialty was reindeer steak served with carrots, potato mash, and a lingonberry compote that went well on pikelets for the children the next morning, once Chef had added extra sugar.

It troubled her that Magnus worked on his nights off, but Reidar, discreet and loyal, assured her the captain found cooking a relaxing pastime. However, Chef said that in all his years on the Galakse with the captain, he’d never seen him cook until Fina had begun helping in the kitchen. While they cooked, they talked. Chef said he’d never seen the captain talk so much either.

Thinking about this, Fina smiled. Opening Gmail, she started a new email to Magnus.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

Subject: Hello




Dearest Magnus,




I’m still at the med unit. I think Henry and all of Hastings are trying hard, but they’re only delaying my inevitable deportation.

I am sending this message to you from someone else’s laptop. Her name is Lucky Dharman, and if I had more time, I’d tell you how unusual she is.

Unusual. As I write that word, I think about where my life has ended up and how I would never have imagined it this way. During the war, I felt lucky just to be alive. Then, when my parents died, I wished that cluster bomb had killed me too.

Louisa told me that I didn’t know what it was like to lose someone. She’s right. I haven’t lost someone. I’ve lost so many.

She enrages me. And right now, she worries me. She’s running a campaign to stop my deportation. She’s trying to save me. She’s always trying to save someone and now it’s my turn. She’s talking to journalists and activists. She’s set up a fund and an online petition. It’s so public. I’ve begged her not to do it this way, but she won’t listen.

I don’t want to go back to Sri Lanka. No one does. I’ve tried for years not to think about it, though the truth is I think about it every day. I’ve kept my head down and pretended that my visa would last forever. The uncertainty of life in Hastings has always been better than the certainty of death in Sri Lanka.

Now, I’m here in Port Camden, where it all started. I’m so afraid of the end.

Thank you for listening.




Anbudan,

Fina




PS Lucky’s laptop has fast internet and a ‘secure network’ (apparently)—just like in the movies. Intriguing!



Fina laughed when she saw Magnus’ email arrive in her inbox less than five minutes after she’d sent hers. This was a record turnaround time for him. According to Henry, Magnus’ idiosyncratic communication style came from the fact that he was translating into English in his head as he typed. She knew differently. Magnus was also a deliberate man, reflective in his thoughts and words. Fina spoke English as fluently as she spoke Tamil, both in an often-ill-considered manner, if her current predicament was anything to judge her by. She opened the email and could hear his more considered voice.


From: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Hello





Fina,




I apologise for my brevity, but your email has just arrived, and it seems we are both awake and on our laptops at the same time. If you were an officer on my ship, I’d give you an order. Tell Louisa the truth immediately. Her campaign must stop.

The internet says you have a lawyer—Jill Greenwell? I presume this is the Hastings lawyer who helps all the asylum seekers. She’s very clever and will help you, but do NOT tell her the truth. (I apologise for my use of capital letters.) From my rudimentary understanding of American legal dramas, your communications with your lawyer are protected by attorney–client privilege. However, she may be required by law to disclose criminal activities and could be compelled to report you, in which case you would be immediately deported. Let her do what she needs to do to stop this deportation or at least put a hold on it. Then let’s work out the next steps.

Tell me more about this Lucky Dharman with the fast internet and secure network. You’re right, I’m intrigued—but not by her willingness to share these things with you. You have that effect on people. The Galakse has one more stop before we head home—my communications will become variable as we head further away from land, but I will email as often as I can.




Magnus




PS Be kind to Louisa. She means well. The yearning to save so many can come from the failure to save one. I understand that.



Her fingers hovered over the FaceTime icon. If she called him now, he would be at his desk in his captain’s berth. She had never seen it during her time on the Galakse, but he had described it to her over the years, adding details and colour, furnishings and piles of books with each message. She knew he read thrillers when he was at sea because they helped him to relax before he went to bed. At home in Bergen, he read more widely and deeply, often choosing to read the same book as her, borrowing extensively from Bergen’s public library, where his mother had worked her whole life. He said his one-bedroom apartment in Bergen had a small kitchen and a large window. It overlooked the pine-covered mountains that swept up from the sapphire-sparkling waters of Lake Solheimsvannet towards the clouds. He said the mountains were a reminder of the solidity of the earth. They anchored him to land and stopped him from drifting endlessly on the oceans he travelled.

Magnus still felt loss and regret from the day his crew saved her boat and pulled them from the churning waters. She had counselled him so many times to remember how many lives they had saved; how many ‘souls’, as he described them. She had bristled at that word the first time he said it. Soul. In Hinduism, she had been taught that the soul was eternal and part of something greater than itself; the body was merely a vessel for one stage of the soul’s journey. She didn’t believe that anymore.

She had lost so many souls in her lifetime. Her parents, her schoolfriends, her neighbours, and her patients. Souls whose bodies were battered into submission, broken into pieces, and then buried in the red, hard earth of northern Sri Lanka—made redder and softer with their blood.

Talk of souls offered her no comfort at all. She did not want her parents to move to another stage in their souls’ journeys. She did not want to squirm in a shallow trench, her body wedged under theirs. Appa holding Amma, his body on top of hers, a shield that was not strong enough for the shard of metal that hurtled from the sky and sliced through his body and then into that of his wife. Together they’d been strong enough to protect her, though.

The other doctors found her there, encased in the womb of the trench, staring into the lifeless eyes of her father and the open mouth of her mother, twisted in the pain of her final moments. Fina’s colleagues were used to this by now. Together they lifted her parents from the trench, and then they reached down for Fina. They took her mother’s thali kodi, the wedding chain which her father would not allow her to sell for food, and shoved it in the pocket of Fina’s blood-and-dirt-stained medical coat.

The doctors, her friends, dragged her forward until her legs started moving of their own accord.

‘Don’t look back,’ they whispered, their breath reassuringly warm with life amid the screams of missiles that came bearing death.

She remembered Louisa’s words. You don’t know what it’s like to love someone and lose them. You’re a nun . . . Watching suffering is different from experiencing it.

Fina felt rage course through her body again. Rage at the injustice and disdain for the stupidity of those words. The same rage and disdain that had driven her to take off her own thali kodi and slam it down on a table next to her husband. She had left him that night, with no money and no plan, but she heard the whispers of her friends in her ear, some of whom had died in the war, some of whom had died afterwards when they tried to speak out about what happened during it.

‘Don’t look back,’ they had whispered. Don’t look back.

With a sigh, Fina checked the time at the bottom right-hand corner of the laptop. It was almost midday. Lucky had been gone for an hour. She mightn’t have much time left. Instead of calling Magnus, she called her lawyer, trusting Lucky’s word about her laptop’s security. The screen flashed to life and Jill Greenwell’s face appeared.

‘Fina, I’m so relieved to see you. We’ve been so scared. When Henry called Peggy to say you were with him—God, I think that might have been the happiest day of my life, even though that place is awful. Neither the ABF nor the Department of Immigration would give us any information or even return emails. When we finally got through to someone on the phone, they’d give us the most Orwellian answers.’

‘Terrifying and meaningless?’ Fina suggested.

‘Exactly. Now, to business. Peggy just called me and said you’ve got access to a laptop through a friend.’

‘For now, Jill. But this woman will have to leave the island soon—any minute, perhaps—and take her laptop with her, so let’s talk fast. I want you to tell Louisa to stop the campaign, please. I know she means well, and that she’s doing it out of love . . .’ Fina paused to take a breath. She was still so angry at Louisa.

‘She’s trying to save you, Fina,’ Jill broke in. ‘We have thousands of signatures on the GetUp petition. We have grandmothers all over the country writing to their local MPs. We’ve got podcasts and articles and even Women’s Weekly wants to do a profile of you, thanks to Hank and some connection he has in the baking world. If that happens, you’ll be a household name by the end of the month.’

‘I don’t want to be a household name, Jill. I didn’t ask for this. You’re my lawyer, so you must do what I tell you, right?’

‘Yes, of course, but my job is to protect you, to do the best I can to keep you alive and here in Australia.’

‘So do that, please. I don’t want to go back.’ Fina felt the panic rise in her chest when she thought about returning to Sri Lanka. She could still smell the sweat of the soldiers when they came to the camp at night. ‘But only do the legal things you need to do. That’s all. These other things, this publicity, they’re not necessary.’

‘You’re wrong, Fina—there are hundreds of applications heard each year. Each case just as deserving, each applicant facing the real threat of persecution if they’re sent home. But despite that, they are still sent home—and you will be too if we don’t approach your case differently. The more noise we make, the more likely we are to succeed. I’m driving to Whitton tonight and taking an early morning flight to Sydney. This is happening.’

Fina almost laughed. Occasionally, when Jill became angry, they all had insight into the kind of lawyer she must have been in the city.

‘I know what you’re worried about,’ Jill continued. ‘If we call attention to you like this, then if you do get sent back, you’re in even more danger than before. I know you don’t want to antagonise them.’

‘They’re always antagonised, Jill,’ Fina said. Now they would also be publicly shamed in front of their ally, Australia. It was hard for both sides to maintain the fiction of Sri Lanka as a place of peace and justice if irritating human rights organisations kept publishing reports to the contrary, and if well-meaning women from country New South Wales kept protesting. Hard to sweep it under the diplomatic carpet where it belonged. ‘They’re angry and, even worse, they’re embarrassed.’

‘They should be embarrassed. Just because two governments refuse to acknowledge the truth doesn’t make it any less truthful. Please trust me, Fina—this is the best way to approach your application. I’ve lost cases I thought were rock-solid. We’re not taking any chances with you.’

‘I don’t deserve better treatment than your other clients received,’ Fina replied.

‘That’s not your call,’ Jill replied. She sifted through a pile of papers on the desk in front of her. ‘I’m using the same application we submitted last time, but I’ve updated it with everything you’ve done in the last four years, with testimonies from so many people here at Hastings. I don’t have enough time or annexes to contain everything they want to tell the government about you.’

‘My right to stay here shouldn’t be about my CV, Jill, or how much people like me. It’s about the very real threat of persecution I face in Sri Lanka.’

 ‘Never mind that—it’s entirely about how much people like you. We’ve got testimony from the Catholic Church in Melbourne and Colombo, and the Colombo chapter of the Carmelites are writing to the Vatican, so with any luck we can get a letter from some titled white male in Rome.’

‘Please don’t ask the Church,’ Fina said.

‘Of course I’m asking the Church—that’s why you were given a Safe Haven Enterprise Visa in the first place. The Carmelites vouched for your character and your hard work with displaced communities. And now, with all your years of service in Hastings, we have a very strong case. I’ve emailed you questions from Women’s Weekly and the letter from the Colombo Carmelites that we’re attaching as part of our application. We’ve got to fight with every weapon we’ve got, Fina.’

‘If we lose, then I go back to Sri Lanka, and they’ll want to make an example of me. It will be worse for me than if we’d said nothing at all.’

‘If we say nothing at all, then you will absolutely end up back in Sri Lanka. This campaign is the best chance we have for ministerial discretion. With enough support behind us, we’ll make it impossible for the government to send you back,’ Jill replied.

‘Governments do whatever they want, Jill. They always do.’

‘Not if we keep the story on you—the compassionate nun who risked her life to care for her flock. You didn’t need to get on that boat with them—you could have stayed in Colombo with the other Carmelites.’

Fina couldn’t listen anymore. ‘I need to go, Jill. Thank you for everything. I am very grateful to you and all the others. I feel so loved.’

‘That’s because you are. Read the letter from the Carmelites—it will remind you why we all love you so much and why you’re worth fighting for. Read it and then fight too.’

 Fina swallowed back the tightness in her throat and shook her head.

After ending the call, she took a deep breath and exhaled, her body trembling from the conversation. Her friend was an excellent lawyer. She’d try hard, and the application for an injunction might work, giving them more time to appeal. She could see Katunayake Airport in her mind: its tiled floors, slick with humidity; the plastic wrap machine that covered the overstuffed suitcases in clingfilm to keep them together on their long journeys; the old man in a sarong and striped shirt who had a vadai cart outside the arrivals terminal, so that travellers stepped outside to be met by the smell of deep-fried urad dhal and red chillies. She also remembered the young soldiers who patrolled the airport, looking at the Tamils more closely than they looked at the Sinhalese.

Fina shook her head, as if the movement would dislodge the memory from her mind. She scrolled through her inbox again till she found the email from Jill and opened the attachment from the Carmelite nuns.


Dear Minister,




We thank you for the opportunity to speak on behalf of Sister Serafina Daniels. She is one of our bravest nuns and we write this letter sure in the knowledge that Our Lady Mary, mother of God’s only son, is watching over her and keeping her safe in Australia.

We know that the community of Hastings is desperate for her to remain with them, where she has become a loved and contributing member of their small town. Sister Serafina has kept us updated over the last four years of her work there with your citizens—she runs English classes and workplace training for migrants, helping them settle into their new homes. She also helps the school counsellor, Jill Greenwell, look after the children who come to Hastings, many of them carrying years of trauma from their home countries, the journey to Australia, and their time in detention. She assists with swimming therapy and literacy support, and recently began training through the Open University to become a professional counsellor. Her pastoral care work extends to the Australian children of the town, whose parents have been through so much heartache and financial stress, with decades of drought, bushfires and floods.

Thirty-three years ago, Sister Serafina came to us as an infant, left outside the door of our convent in Colombo, as so many children have been in the four hundred years since our convent was first established by Portuguese missionaries. The Carmelites operate an orphanage and internationally recognised adoption program. While many of our children find good homes, by God’s grace, some are destined to stay with us until adulthood. Sister Serafina was one of these, and when she was seventeen years old, mature enough to leave our refuge, she decided to take vows and perform Mother Mary’s work with us.

For more than a decade, Sister Serafina tirelessly served the poor of Sri Lanka. For some years, she was based in the Vanni region, in northern Sri Lanka, which saw the worst of the conflict. She tended to the thousands of refugees, people rendered homeless by both the Sri Lanka Army and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam—innocent civilians trapped in the middle of a conflict that had long since forgotten the laws of war and the pretence of compassion.

A year before the end of the war, Sister Serafina was evacuated to the relative safety of Colombo with the rest of our mission, foreign aid agencies, and journalists. She objected to the government’s actions to remove witnesses to the carnage, but she was removed nonetheless, against her will.

In Colombo, she once again worked at our orphanage, which was now inundated with children brought back from the conflict zone. Her own experiences of the war gave her terrible insight into the depths of human depravity. Against our advice, she became vocal in her criticism of the Sri Lankan government’s conduct in the final stages of the war. As a result of her pursuit of justice, Sister Serafina was threatened, followed, and harassed by members of the CID, the government’s secret police.

Sister Serafina organised the peaceful protests of thousands of widows. They walked together through the streets of Colombo, holding photographs of their husbands, children, and parents. Sister Serafina had never known her own family, but she treated all of God’s children as her family. She felt their anguish and their desperation to know what had become of their loved ones, to hold and bury the bodies, to say goodbye. Despite the continued threats to her life, Sister Serafina was not afraid, and she refused to be silenced.

We did not know that she would get on a boat bound for Australia. After her departure, we found a note in her room thanking us for raising her. She explained that there were many on that boat whom she had cared for, and she wanted to stay with her flock.

While we were terrified for her safety, we understood her calling to serve. It drives us all but some more than others. At times, it takes us to dangerous places. Sister Serafina is one of the bravest in our order. She stood up to the Sri Lankan government and now, if you send her back, she will be punished by them for her courage. She will become one of the many ‘disappeared’ that the Australian government does not acknowledge. Ignoring these atrocities does not mean they do not happen.

We will be punished for speaking up for her. We have no choice but to defend our own and to look to Our Heavenly Mother for protection in life and salvation in death.

We beg for your Christian understanding and mercy for our Sister Serafina.




Mother Natalia Oliveri



Fina wiped the tears from her eyes. This was not the first letter the Catholic Church had written on her behalf. Without them, and their legalistic approach to the lost art of letter writing, her application for a Safe Haven Enterprise Visa would have failed. She would have been forced to stay in detention with the other survivors of their ill-fated voyage. She would never have met Louisa or her friends in Hastings.

 Four years ago, Fina and Magnus had placed a video call to Mother Natalia Oliveri, who had known Sister Fina since she was a baby, and Magnus had explained how many souls had been lost at sea and how many of the bodies had been recovered, including that of a young woman who was about the same age as Fina.

Fina waited for the Mother Superior to speak the truth.

Mother Natalia had wept for all who had died, shedding the most tears for the one of their own who had perished. And then she crossed herself and said, ‘Sister Fina, I’m so happy you’re alive. I pray for your safety. Tell me what I need to do.’




CHAPTER 19

Lucky watched Henry swipe his card then punch in a code on the security panel to swing open the door into the courtyard.

‘Your code is different from Darcy’s, Dr Manners,’ Lucky observed. Most people looked away discreetly when confidential codes were keyed in, but she wasn’t one of them.

‘Henry, please, Lucky,’ the doctor corrected her. ‘Some zones have common codes, others have unique ones so the system can track who’s coming in and out, and at what time,’ he explained.

The cement playground radiated midday heat. The children were allowed out to play from 11.30 am to 12.30 pm, in accordance with a school timetable that was better suited to a proper school, with shaded play areas, soft flooring, safe equipment, and bubblers. The things she’d taken for granted, even decades ago, in Sydney.

Lucky stood next to Henry on the edge of the playground. He placed his trilby and his medical kit on the weather-beaten picnic table and scanned the children.

 ‘Who are you looking for?’ she asked, guessing the answer before he said it.

‘Krishanthi,’ he told her. ‘She’s Kannan Puveendran’s sister.’

‘Selvi’s daughter,’ Lucky said, thinking about the woman lying in the ICU ward of the Port Camden med unit, and the boy who took his own life there.

‘The boy we couldn’t save,’ he said, as if reading her mind.

‘You saved his mother. That counts for a lot,’ Lucky said, softening a little towards Henry despite her concerns about him.

A little girl on a swing shrieked with laughter as another girl pushed her higher and higher.

‘I hope so,’ the doctor replied, waving Krishanthi over.

The girl approached them warily. ‘Amma?’ she asked, her voice filled with concern.

‘Amma is good,’ Henry lied. He gave her a thumbs-up to reinforce his statement.

‘Amma nalle irekeran,’ Lucky said, in Australian-accented Tamil. She could frame a positive status update and she could lie like the best of them. ‘Ammakku nalle sooham.’

The girl’s face relaxed into a smile. ‘Nandri, Aunty,’ the girl replied. ‘Nandri.’

‘Ondum ille, kutty,’ Lucky said. It’s nothing, little one. Words buried deep in her mind were returning. Words from another time and place.

The girl was about to say more when a group of children called her over. She looked at them reluctantly.

‘Pohngo. Penthe cathepan,’ Lucky said, making Krishanthi laugh at her grammatically ridiculous Tamil as she returned to the group.

She reached out for the second clipboard Henry was carrying. ‘You want me to take notes again?’ she said, flipping through the patient lists. ‘Where do we start?’

 Henry nodded and walked towards a cluster of children who were taking turns to play handball. The children stopped the game and gathered around him.

‘Jeff, Jeff,’ they called out, pulling on Henry’s white coat. He grabbed his stethoscope before it fell to the ground. Then he pulled out his phone and raised it to the guard in the corner, the same one as yesterday.

The guard nodded and Henry opened Jeff’s Instagram account. The children lined up and the boy who was first in the queue held the phone as Henry listened to the back and front of his chest.

‘Cough,’ Henry instructed, making a fake coughing sound.

The child did as he asked.

Lucky peered over the boy’s shoulder as he swiped through photos and short clips of the three-legged cat: Jeff riding the school bus, hidden under a jumper; Jeff pushing the toaster lever down; Jeff licking cake batter from a bowl.

‘He’s a pretty funny cat,’ Lucky said to the boy. ‘Funny,’ she repeated. She couldn’t remember the word for funny in Tamil.

‘Funny. Very funny,’ the boy replied, the light in his eyes sparking at the mention of the cat. ‘Parango,’ he said. Look. He tapped on a clip of Jeff jumping into what looked like a public pool, to the applause and delighted screams of children watching from the pool’s edge.

Jeff dog-paddled over to a woman in the pool. Lucky expanded the picture to see Fina in the water, laughing and shaking her head as she picked up the cat and deposited him safely on the side. The clip ended abruptly. Lucky played it again, sharing the screen with the boy.

‘Pune kutty,’ she said, finding the words for little cat. The boy nodded, finally laughing with her as he cued up the clip again. ‘Jeff and Fina Acca,’ he said. Acca—sister; Lucky knew the word because her brother still called her that.

 Henry opened his medical kit and lined up several boxes of pills on the picnic table. He opened one, took a tablet from a blister pack and broke it in quarters.

The boy held out his hand obediently and Henry watched him as he put the tablet in his mouth and swallowed it. The boy opened his mouth to show Henry it was empty, then handed the phone to the girl behind him and ran back to the handball game.

Following Henry’s instructions, Lucky took temperatures, checked teeth for signs of serious decay, and dispensed vitamins. Henry listened to their hearts and lungs and administered the stronger medication, which Lucky had recognised immediately as the antidepressants she took herself. She watched the cat clips the children wanted to share with her. Clearly Jeff was a welcome distraction and even Lucky could see his star appeal.

Henry also quietly asked the children to roll up their sleeves, many of them revealing constellations of scars across their arms. Where the damage was recent, Henry made a note on his pad.

‘What happens next for those children?’ Lucky asked, motioning to a little girl whose arm was covered in deep gouges.

‘I’ll ask a female nurse to bring her back to the med unit with her mother, so we can look at the rest of her body, with Fina translating exactly what’s going on. Arms are often just the beginning. They cut their thighs and stomachs because they can hide the damage more easily. Having Fina and a parent there creates an environment that feels safer for the child.’

‘You often call them patients, not detainees,’ Lucky noted. She had heard other staff at the med unit refer to them as detainees.

‘They are my patients. Do all special investigators carry themselves with the alertness of a soldier?’ Henry asked, looking at Lucky carefully.

 Lucky shrugged, looking out into the playground. ‘I was with the Australian Federal Police for eleven years. The OSI is a desk job by comparison.’

While watching the children, she noted the cameras and their line of sight, the guards, and the grid they walked, the time it took for a security door, once opened, to swing back and lock automatically. She didn’t like feeling trapped and couldn’t help but plan her exit strategies.

‘It’s not an accusation, Lucky,’ Henry said. ‘Just an observation. We’re all soldiers here, even me, although it’s been a long time since I’ve seen combat.’

Soldier. The word pricked something on the edge of her memory. Something the commanding officer had said about Milton the night she’d been attacked. She closed her eyes, trying to focus, but she couldn’t locate the rest of the words in her mind.

‘Lucky?’ Henry prompted her. ‘You okay?’

Lucky blinked. ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ she said, her hand instinctively moving to the bruise on her head.

‘You mentioned you’re Sri Lankan Tamil, like Sister Fina.’

‘I’m Sri Lankan Tamil, but not like her,’ Lucky said. Her life had been different from the nun’s—better—because her family had left before the war.

‘It was good of you to lend her your laptop,’ the doctor said, lowering his voice and bowing his head. Lucky presumed this was because, between the guards onsite, either his words could be heard or his lips could be read. Henry Manners was more of a soldier than she had realised.

‘You are very good to her,’ Lucky said, her body language and tone mirroring his.

‘I’m a doctor. I swore an oath to protect all my patients. I haven’t always been able to do that, but this is my last tour of duty before I retire. I’d like to make a difference.’

 ‘This isn’t a tour of duty,’ Lucky said.

‘Everything is a tour of duty. We’re always at war, and Port Camden is its own kind of prisoner-of-war camp.’

‘Minus the protections of international humanitarian law and the scrutiny of the ICRC.’

‘Yes,’ Henry replied. ‘It’s amazing what you can get away with in those circumstances. This place is not so different from Sri Lanka at the end of the war, or any of the other places these poor bastards have fled.’

‘I think you’re kinder to Fina than you are to the others. I can see she’s different from the others too.’

Henry shook his head. ‘She’s the same—they all have the same story here, it’s just a matter of the degrees of cruelty they’ve been subjected to, degrees of resilience they’ve developed to survive it. Fina has been subjected to and seen great cruelty, yet somehow she has survived and is determined to help others do the same—here and in Hastings.’

‘Hastings loves her a lot,’ Lucky replied. ‘I’ve been reading about their campaign to bring her home. The GetUp petition has over fifty thousand signatures now and it’s only been a week. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it before. There are many people here awaiting deportation; they might have lawyers, if they’re lucky, but not a whole community fighting for them.’

‘What’s your point?’ Henry asked, flicking through his patient notes. Lucky could tell he wasn’t reading any of them.

‘Same point as before, I guess: what’s different about her? Why does Hastings care so much? I can see why she’s a highly marketable emblem for a campaign—a nun with a history of community service, well-loved and respected. She’s remarkably photogenic for the clergy and looks great on social media posts.’

 Henry scoffed and put his clipboard down on the picnic table. ‘You make her sound like a pop star rather than a detainee who’s about to be returned to certain death.’

‘If you’re so certain that’s what awaits her, Henry, why aren’t they—the authorities, the Department of Immigration?’

He turned to look at her and paused before answering, his voice flinty. ‘Lucky, the deliberate naivety of that question offends me and isn’t worthy of either of us. Ask me your real question.’

‘I thought I had. I have two questions: why does Hastings care so much about her, and why do you care?’

‘The first question is easy. They’re good people in Hastings—like most Australians and like most people. Somehow, these good people do not rise to power as individuals, but I do wonder if collectively they are about to prove something we’ve always been told: that together, good people can make a difference. I hope so, for Fina’s sake.’

‘And the second question?’

‘I’m an old man, Lucky. I’ve served this country at war and on purported peacekeeping missions all over the world. At the risk of oversimplifying, this camp and these people are the inevitable consequences of those unfinished and poorly executed interventions. I’m tired of war. I’m tired of the loss and the lies. I’m sick of watching helplessly as our humanity is eroded by our fear, our malice, and our indifference. I’d like to see at least one of these people get the life they deserve.’

‘But why Fina? You’re keeping her in the med unit on the pretence that she burned her hands saving Selvi. She’s fine—the only burns on her body are old ones, white phosphorous burns.’ The scarring was distinctive, and Lucky had recognised it as soon as she saw it.

He looked at her sharply. ‘She showed them to you?’

 Lucky shook her head. ‘She’s good at keeping them hidden, but I caught sight of them when she helped Selvi. The use of phosphorous in Sri Lanka is well documented by human rights organisations, Henry.’

‘I don’t know what you’re driving at, Lucky.’

‘What I’m driving at is the fact that white phosphorous was dropped from the sky in Sri Lanka in the final months of the war—January 2009 to May 2009, to be precise.’

‘How do you know so much about banned weapons and burn injuries?’

‘My brother is a plastic surgeon. He’s done a few stints in the north with the Medical Institute of Tamils.’ Lucky had helped him prepare his reports to send to the World Health Organization and the not-for-profits that had funded the burns reconstruction project.

‘It wouldn’t be hard to work out that Sister Fina was not based at the Carmelite refugee camp in Colombo during the final twelve months of the war. That instead, she was in the north of Sri Lanka, when phosphorous was used to burn through the bodies of thousands of Tamils, like her. If she lied about where she was from, she might be lying about more.’

Like lying about who she is, Lucky wanted to say. Instead she asked, ‘Why are you protecting her, Henry?’

‘I’m not protecting her,’ he retorted.

‘There’s no need for her to be in the med unit,’ Lucky reminded him. ‘Aside from the fact that she has an exceptional amount of surgical training for a nun who’s never practised any medicine, let alone field medicine.’

But Henry wasn’t keeping Fina close in order to utilise her secret medical skills, Lucky knew. It was more than that. She took a different tack.

 ‘You’re also keeping me close for a reason. Napier could have marched me off this island hellhole as soon as I was busted for breaking into Milton’s quarters. My concussion is long gone. I can’t help but wonder why you want me here.’

‘You wonder about a lot of things, Lucky,’ Henry commented.

‘It’s an essential skill in my profession.’

‘I recognise the skills of your profession. With Selvi, you were fast and effective on your feet. You fended off an attack in Milton’s home. And you didn’t flinch at the sight of his dead body.’ He paused before continuing. ‘But I don’t know any government investigator willing to break into government property to do their job, especially not when this place is patrolled by ex-Special Forces. I also don’t know any government investigator willing to follow an old doctor around these facilities as I do my rounds. I see the way you look at them, Lucky.’

‘How do I look at them, Henry?’

‘Like they’re real people. Like the prison we keep them in horrifies you too. Shall we?’ he said, leading her back towards the main office.

Lucky nodded and followed him. She had thought Henry was keeping her here at the detention centre because he was interested in her investigation into Kannan or Milton’s deaths. She had suspected him and doubted his motivations. Now she wondered if he was keeping her here for something else—something good but complicated. Something connected to Sister Fina’s life.




CHAPTER 20

Fina wiped the tears from her face. She re-read the emails from Cash and checked the time on Lucky’s laptop. It was 6.13 pm in Hastings; he would be home from squads by now. She called Cash’s iPad through FaceTime. The screen flashed black for an instant and then the boy’s face appeared, his smile radiant even through two screens and across thousands of kilometres. His dark hair was still dripping wet from the pool, the long curls plastered to his head and face.

‘Sister Fina!’ he cried. ‘Are you okay? When are you coming back?’ he asked the same question every time. ‘I miss you.’

‘Me too, darling,’ she replied. ‘But now that I’ve seen your face, I feel so happy.’ Fina swallowed her tears. ‘Tell me about your day,’ she said, ignoring his barrage of questions. She had no answers that would satisfy an eleven-year-old child.

‘I got an “Outstanding” from Miss Allen on my Port Camden project,’ he said, riffling through his school bag to retrieve a bundle of papers. ‘She said it was very well researched and presented. I did a talk on it today. Look.’ He held a page up to the screen so she could see the maps he’d presented of Port Camden.

The children had had to choose an Australian historical site and describe how it had been discovered and settled by Europeans. They were also asked to include a section on the First Nations People who had previously lived there and the impact of colonisation on them. Miss Alexandra Allen was new to Hastings, and her additional course content had raised a few eyebrows. A few parents had challenged her approach to Australian history, suggesting that it wasn’t fair to shame sixth graders. Fina and Louisa had looked on in amazement as Miss Allen tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, straightened her twinset and coolly replied that primary school was the safest place to acknowledge colonial shame, so they could all grow up and move towards reconciliation together.

The silenced parents had sunk more deeply into their child-sized plastic seats and Louisa had applauded, giving a few other parents licence to do the same.

‘I love it,’ Fina replied to Cash as he adjusted the poster so she could see it better. ‘I’m so proud of you. The poster is gorgeous and that report, well, I’ve never seen anything so detailed. I had no idea about the Traditional Owners of Port Camden.’

She sat back in her chair, finally feeling the sense of calm that Cash brought to her. Fina had never had children of her own. She’d seen so many of her friends lose theirs: to the Tamil Tigers and their recruitment of the young; to the Sri Lanka Army and their killing of the young. At those times, she had thanked God she had so little to lose, despite losing so much.

‘So did Mrs Thompson help you with the map?’ Fina hadn’t believed it when Peggy Thompson first told her, but sure enough, Peggy had access to a special NASA learning portal. It was this site’s satellite imagery that Cash was showing her now. He had used the NASA satellites to provide a detailed aerial view of Port Camden.

‘See that green dot there?’ Cash said, holding the picture higher. ‘That’s Captain Haversson’s ship.’

‘How do you know?’ Fina said, leaning in closer. The black ocean was peppered with green dots of different sizes, but only one had a number next to it. She recognised the Galakse’s identifier.

‘Each ship has a geo-locator, so it can be tracked by the company that owns it and the governments that own the oceans. Did you know governments own oceans, or parts of the ocean?’ the boy asked. ‘Captain Haversson thinks this is wrong—he says people only think they own the oceans but, really, it’s the oceans that rule the world.’

‘Yes, seafarers have a completely different relationship with the sea,’ she said, thinking about her many conversations with Magnus after the Galakse had rescued them.

‘The geo-locator lets governments know that Captain Haversson’s ship is a friendly one, and he’s allowed to be in those waters. So here he is, outside of Port Camden, four months ago. I sent this to him too, and he said he was there for refuelling.’

Magnus refuelled at Port Camden but also brought Henry medical supplies from his head office in Norway.

‘What did Magnus—Captain Haversson—say about your project? You said you were going to email it to him.’

‘He said I had the makings of an ocean explorer.’

‘Like him.’ Fina smiled. Magnus sent her and Cash a postcard from every port he docked at, using an internationally accepted stamp given to seafarers. All post offices in all countries accepted letters which carried the stamp, an age-old courtesy to those who roamed the oceans and had only sporadic contact with loved ones back home.

 He knew Cash loved the postcards. She loved them too—a small piece of card that both of them had touched. From his hand to hers.

‘He really liked the section about the stars. According to the Traditional Owners, they’re living spirits and each one tells stories about creation, the land, waters and seasons. Each star holds wisdom if you look and listen. Captain Haversson wanted me to show you the chapter on the stars, he said you’d understand it,’ Cash said, holding another map to the camera for her to see. ‘He told me about how ancient mariners used the stars to navigate before technology.’

‘It’s all technology, Cash,’ Fina said. ‘Just different kinds, some more powerful or accurate than others. Although what could be more accurate than the stars?’

Or more beautiful, Magnus said, often. After the rescue, the survivors had spent many weeks together in the ship’s infirmary, terrified to move from there. The growl of the ocean around them was a reminder of the horror they had barely survived. She had finally given in to Magnus’ gentle coaxing and agreed to come out to the upper deck of the Galakse.

The vast blackness of the ocean and the sound of it hitting the sides of the ship scared her. She knew the Galakse was fortified steel, but it was hard not to relive the feeling of wood and rusted iron splitting, salt water rushing in, the hand of a current dragging her down.

‘Don’t look out,’ Magnus said. ‘Look up.’

She had looked up then, and she was so overwhelmed by what she saw that she had stumbled and reached out a hand. Magnus took it, steadied her, his eyes also turned upwards, a salt-laden breeze tousling his blond hair.

An orchestra of stars arced over her; a million lights sparkling against an inky black canvas.

‘It’s a map, to guide us home,’ Magnus said.

 ‘I have no home,’ she replied. Hers had been pulverised into the scorched earth. ‘I don’t know where I’m going,’ she said, the fear making the words catch in her throat.

‘You’re going to your new home,’ he said simply. ‘Let the stars lead you there.’

The stars had led her to Cash and the Nightingale Inn.

‘Are you listening?’ Cash said, responding to the distracted expression on her face.

‘Of course I am. You were talking about how the stars are spirits and each one holds its own stories. It’s like that for us in Hinduism,’ she said, then caught herself, wondering if Cash had heard it too or if he understood.

When Fina had first moved to Hastings, she would go to bed each night exhausted from the effort of maintaining her story. Of remembering the story she was telling them all, over and over again, until it became her story.

Except that it never fully became her story. Small things tripped her up.

Like looking at the stars and thinking about the Asvins, the twin gods who had the power of healing and medicine. They rode through the sky on a chariot drawn by horses that never tired. The Asvin twins were guardians whom her parents had honoured at the temple, asking them to keep their children safe. The children of the sun god, Surya, they were seen in the last hours of the night when dawn approached.

Some instincts had never left her and could not be hidden, no matter how hard she tried. She had learned to pray in English, the internet providing her with all the information she needed about Catholic Scriptures, verse, and rituals. She was a fast learner—if she could learn to amputate limbs and suture shredded arteries instead of delivering babies, then the Our Father and the Apostles’ Creed were hardly challenging.

But it was the instinctive responses that were harder to hide.

Like when she stepped on a book accidentally and briefly prayed for forgiveness. When she refused beef for no reason, or secretly burned red chillies, revealing the habits of a lifetime, the habits of generations of Hindus not Catholics.

We have the same thing in Hinduism. Not they. We.

She was lucky she was talking with Cash and not Henry or Louisa. Louisa had once caught her throwing red chillies and salt into their fireplace; the popping sound had brought her into the room.

‘What are you doing?’ Louisa asked, inhaling the sharp odour of charred spice.

‘Nothing . . . it’s just a superstition. An old Sri Lankan one. To ward off bad luck.’

After that, Louisa had asked her to burn as many red chillies and salt as she wanted, as they needed all the help they could get.

Fina watched the boy through the screen, eleven years old now, taller and a little broader than he used to be, the freckles fading. His hair cleaner because Louisa had agreed, at Fina’s insistence, that unless there were drought restrictions everyone had to bathe every day, the other residents included.

‘Tell me more about the Traditional Owners,’ she suggested. ‘You were going to research their medicines. The forests around the detention centre are full of flowers, fruits and berries. I’d like to know what’s healing and what’s poisonous.’

Fina looked again at the clock in the corner of the laptop. The minutes kept rolling forward as she listened to his voice. It was lower than it used to be, deepening into manhood. He chatted on, proudly leafing through his report, showing her pictures of the local flora.

 Much of Port Camden’s flora had developed in isolation from the rest of Australia. It was an ecological anomaly, rising from the sea and protected by the reef. Ancient travellers had been few and far between, so outside flora had not been traded in. Migratory birds would have brought new species, but much of Port Camden’s flora belonged to the island, indigenous and uniquely its own.

The rest of it had been brought later by colonisers, keen to farm and transform every place they conquered into versions of their homeland. Some trees and crops had survived, and a few had even proliferated, like the potato vine, becoming a pest that was slowly suffocating the original inhabitants. Other introduced species had died, unable to adapt to the new seasons and soil.

Port Camden was its own lesson in evolution. And survival of the fittest.




CHAPTER 21

The young officer led Lucky and Henry to the interview room and swiped her pass on the panel outside the door. Napier was already waiting for them, seated at a small metal table, reading a report. As they entered, he looked up and sighed. A harsh fluorescent light glared down on them in the windowless room. It would be easy to lose track of time here.

‘Have a seat.’ The CO pointed to the two steel chairs on the other side of the table.

There was a recording device between them, and Lucky noted the camera in the corner of the ceiling, trained on her seat and Henry’s. The table also had a cuff hook in the middle for securing dangerous subjects. The refugees she’d seen didn’t have the strength or inclination to reach across the table and hurt someone.

‘Dr Dharman, I’d prefer to ship your arse off to the mainland and ask for forgiveness when your boss calls,’ Napier said, leaning back in his chair. ‘But I’ve got real work to do, and Dr Manners has advised me that if I just give you what you want, you’ll leave. He says you want to look at Officer Milton’s papers again, so, we’ve collected his belongings for you. Go through them, and if there’s anything material, I want you to let me know. Milton was one of my guys—if he killed himself, that’s a damn shame. If it wasn’t suicide—which I doubt—well then, this is a closed camp. The murderer is still on the island, and I want to find him—or her—as much as you do.’

Napier’s words from the night she’d been attacked at Milton’s home came back to her. He’s not the first soldier to kill himself and he won’t be the last . . . We all bring our wars home with us, one way or another.

Had Napier, too, known Milton from one of those wars?

‘Do you understand, Dr Dharman?’ the CO asked.

‘I do,’ Lucky nodded.

‘Such a bloody waste of my time,’ he cursed to himself as he left the small room. A few moments later, the door opened again and Officer Turnbull walked in, carrying a box. She placed it on the table.

‘Chief says you’ve got an hour. Dr Manners, I’ll need your phone, sorry. Chief trusts you but not her.’ The officer motioned to Lucky. ‘It’s for your own good, sir.’

‘Understood, I don’t trust her either, Officer Turnbull. I hope you’re taking better care of yourself. You missed your check-up last week. You’ll get a warning from the CO if you don’t pop in this week. It’s—’

‘For my own good, I know,’ she said sheepishly. ‘Sorry, I’ve been distracted. We’re all still pretty shaken up about Tom, then the kid died and now his mother trying to burn herself . . . Ange is organising a wake for Tom at the hotel on the weekend, if you’re free?’

‘She mentioned it,’ Henry said. ‘I’ll be there. Come see me next week, though, okay? Don’t make me report you,’ he said to her kindly.

 The woman smiled and nodded. She turned to Lucky, her eyes warmer but still wary. ‘You’ve got an hour,’ she repeated. She looked up and nodded at the camera in the corner of the room, its red light blinking as if in response.

The door closed behind her, and Lucky heard the click of the security lock.

‘What do you suppose they use this room for?’ she said, opening the box. ‘Table legs are bolted to the ground. The cuff lock looks well-worn.’

‘How do you know that?’ Henry asked, not answering her question. He took his hat off and rested it on the table.

‘The scratch marks—metal on metal: repeated yanking does that. Your refugees out there wouldn’t be resisting interviews with their own lawyers.’

Again, Henry didn’t answer. Instead, he looked up at the camera.

‘You’ve got an hour, and they’re not my refugees. You were allowed access because I asked nicely, and I agreed to stay and supervise. Let’s get this done. Napier’s not the only one with real work to do.’

‘Sure. Thank you for helping me, Henry—I appreciate it.’

Lucky began sorting through the contents of the box, putting items of interest on the table, unimportant items like toiletries and books on the floor.

She riffled through Milton’s papers, hoping the pieces of the puzzle would make sense to her if she could just keep rearranging them. The receipts were run-of-the mill. Milton did most of his shopping from the Port Camden corner store, having enough disposable income to pay the inflated prices. Food, magazines, toiletries. Simple needs on the island. Anything more bespoke than that, and he’d need to go to the mainland or order online to be delivered. Candace had told her that the officers used the Port Raynes post office as a delivery point for all online purchases and she brought the goods over when she did her ferry run.

Lucky looked through the papers again. More receipts, a school newsletter from St Aquinas in Mt Lavinia, just outside of Colombo. She flicked through it but found nothing other than reunion notices and interschool cricket competition results.

Old payslips from Port Camden, and a few worn photos. More receipts from the local store—she noted that Milton bought a lot of food per week, more than one man would need.

She looked at the toiletries on the floor. A toothbrush, shampoo, and conditioner.

‘What’s wrong with this?’ she asked, picking up the bottles of shampoo and conditioner.

Henry shrugged.

‘Milton had a crew cut, shorter than most men here. The kind of cut you get when you want to get ahead of the balding.’

Henry nodded. His eyes darted towards the camera and back to her. He ran his hand unconsciously through his grey hair.

Milton had a lover, who could have pushed him off the cliff at Diemaar Lookout. A lover who didn’t need military training, just Milton’s complete trust.

Lucky added another name to the list of suspects.

She sat on the floor and spread the books and magazines out. A few crime thrillers stamped Port Camden Library—a strangely specific attention to administrative detail for a library in a detention centre. She showed Henry and he shrugged.

‘Dr Tabrizi—the librarian—loves his job. He took a room full of mouldy books and organised it into a functioning community library with a proper borrowing system. There’s quite a mix of titles—a lot in English, and teaching aids for the children and even the adults.’

‘Could you take me there, please?’ Lucky asked. ‘I’d like to see it.’

 ‘We can stop by on our way back to the med unit.’

‘You said Dr Tabrizi has a mix of books?’ She picked up a book on Australian wildlife and a cookbook.

‘Yes—he asks for donations that help teach the detainees about Australian life, and others that remind them of home.’ Henry explained.

‘There’s not a lot of comfort for them here,’ Lucky remarked. With limited internet and television, access to the outside world or entertainment was tightly controlled.

‘Isolation and boredom together allow the mind to slide into dark places,’ Henry said, more to himself than her. ‘I was once held in a Somali prison for eighteen days, waiting and hoping our people would negotiate my release. Alone in a cell, with nothing to do and no one to talk to, my mind invented terrible scenarios of possible futures. And that was only eighteen days.’

Lucky nodded. When the days stretched into weeks and months and years, as it had for so many detainees at Port Camden, the problem was not that they imagined terrible futures; it was that they could no longer imagine any future at all.

No future, no hope, no need to keep living and no will to keep living. It was a different mindset altogether.

Most people who wanted to take their own lives had some control. They could end their lives if they so desired. Here in Port Camden, the detainees didn’t even have that. No control over their lives and no control over their deaths. Except Officer Thomas Milton—had he taken control and ended his life in the way he wanted? Had he walked up to the top of Diemaar Lookout, felt the tang of salt in the air, looked at the light of the moon on the darkness of the ocean’s skin, and willingly leaped off the cliff towards it?

She flipped through the books quickly, shaking them to see if anything fell out. She had found intel hidden in similar and stranger places before. Nothing emerged. She stacked the books to the side and sifted through the remaining papers.

Something caught her eye, an envelope torn open. She turned it over and read the name of the company on the top left side. The envelope was postmarked Port Raynes, the date blurred from the humidity in the air.

‘Callaghan’s Crazy Calendars,’ she said out loud. Inside the envelope was a receipt for a custom-made cat calendar, ordered a few weeks ago. The one that was in her backpack at the med unit.

What was it with these damn cats everywhere?

‘Officer Milton didn’t seem like the type to create his own novelty calendar,’ Henry remarked, looking at the receipt over her shoulder.

‘People will surprise you,’ Lucky said, memorising the name of the company. It was worth checking if Milton had used the company to send anything else to anyone else.

‘The staff here are fairly predictable,’ Henry said, opening a book and then closing it. He picked up another one and flicked through it. ‘Does his selection of books and stationery tell you anything about his cause of death? Death by airport novel?’

Lucky smiled tightly. ‘Nothing at all. I know you think I’m wasting my time—and worse, that I’m wasting your time. But if he killed himself, then you need to know why, in case other guards are struggling too. And if it wasn’t suicide, then the detention centre has a much bigger problem.’

Henry nodded. ‘I can understand that. Your employer is fortunate to have you, Lucky. You’ve got a good work ethic, which I respect. You get the job done. I could tell that as soon as I met you.’

‘Thank you, Henry. That’s very kind of you. I’m not sure everyone would say that about me.’ She began packing items back into the box.

The old doctor had been assessing her from the start, she knew: testing her intentions and observing her interactions with everyone she met. Army doctors were trained to look for observable signs of injury and illness, but they had a much bigger role within any platoon.

‘I meet a lot of interesting people in my line of work, and I get to know some of them well,’ she said. ‘People like you—army doctors who serve the soldiers. You’re different from other soldiers.’

‘How so?’ Henry asked.

‘For all the soldiers I’ve met, killing the enemy was necessary, killing civilians sometimes inevitable. But trying to save friends and watching them die, over and over again—army medics rarely recover from that.’

He nodded. Dr Henry Manners had been an army medic on the battlefield and on peacekeeping missions, and in the years between had served at veterans’ hospitals. Now he was here, watching her every move, for a reason she had not yet worked out.

‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said. ‘If your patients can do without you for just a little longer, I would like to swing by the library on the way back to the med unit.’ That would give Sister Fina a bit more time with her laptop to speak to her friends in Hastings, Lucky was thinking.

‘Yes, I’m sure they’ll be fine,’ the doctor replied, his eyes telling her he understood exactly what she was doing.




CHAPTER 22

Fina started an email to Louisa and then deleted it. She started again, deleted again, the right words eluding her. She thought about Magnus, feeling in Norwegian and writing to her in English. She had mastery of two languages and could not frame the sentence she wanted in either. She hadn’t thought of either language as her ‘first’ one until the war came. Then she realised that when she cried out in fear and grief she only ever used Tamil.

‘Enne mannichikol. Ennekku payamahe irrikkuthu,’ she wrote to Louisa.

Please forgive me. I’m afraid.

She pressed send without translating. Louisa replied almost immediately.


From: louisa@nightingale.com.au

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Sorry




Dearest Fina,





I’m sorry we fought and I’m sorry about the things I said. There’s so much of your life that I don’t know about. You know everything about me, including all the ways I’ve failed Cash. I think that’s why I get so angry at you. You know my flaws, whereas to me you are a tower of strengths and secrets. I feel you judging me and, as much as I hate it, I also know you’re right.




Love,

Louisa




PS I tried to make Cash your channa curry. It wasn’t as good, but he ate it. He’s such a good boy. Seema said I could borrow her pressure cooker for the chickpeas—what do you think?



Fina could call Louisa from the laptop or she could keep writing. If she called, she’d have to look her friend in the eye and still only tell her half the truth. The other half could get all of them in trouble—not just Fina but all the people she loved. She kept writing, faster now, each word an attempt to hold on to the family she’d created and the life she was about to lose.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: louisa@nightingale.com.au

Subject: Sorry too




Dearest Louisa,




Don’t touch the pressure cooker, it’s a bomb waiting to explode in a billion South Asian kitchens. Just use the canned chickpeas and ignore Seema when she rolls her eyes. She’s a lapsed Brahmin from Chennai and they’re all super judgey—even the ones who married white boys.

I don’t judge you.

Okay, I do. Am I allowed to blame it on the Catholic in me? It’s all about judgement and shame. Tamil culture is the same, so put the two together and it’s judgement and shame with the volume turned up.

You’re right about other things too. I don’t know what it’s like to love someone the way you did Griff, or to lose him as you did.

That’s a different kind of grief. I’m sorry I didn’t ask you to talk about it or try to make you. I just let it sit in the silence of my own secrets. If you had to talk about yours, then I might have to talk about mine, and I don’t know how to do that.

I really want to try your channa curry. I’m worried that I’ll never get the chance to. I’m worried that your campaign will make it harder for me to come home. But I also know that without it, nothing will convince the government to let me stay.

I think it’s time you stopped calling me Sister. Unless you want to call me Acca, because for four years now, you have been my thangachi.




Love,

Fina




PS When you make the chickpea curry, crush half of one can of chickpeas (it thickens the gravy) and add two generous tablespoons of mango chutney (it sweetens the taste). Trust me.




From: louisa@nightingale.com.au

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Sorry too




Dearest Fina Acca,




Your email made me cry and cry.

Let us help you. All of us—the Carmelites, Dr Manners, Hastings, and Australia. We’re on your side. We don’t care how you got here. We just want you to stay here. Sister Fina Daniels of Hastings is one of us so she should be with us. YOU should be with us.




Anbudan,

Louisa



 Fina closed the last email from Louisa. She was always a beautiful writer. Fina could see Louisa’s words in the articles on the internet. Hank had set up a campaign website, but the words were all Louisa’s. She could write more directly, more honestly than she spoke. Fina couldn’t judge her for that. It was always much harder to tell people how you felt about them; tell them the truth about what had happened; the truth about who you were. And who you were not. She sent one final email to her lawyer.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: jill.greenwell@det.nsw.edu.au

Subject: Instructions




Dearest Jill,




You asked me to confirm instructions. Please continue your efforts to have my deportation orders stopped. I do not want to go back to Sri Lanka.



Fina paused. As Magnus had said, Jill was bound by legal privilege to keep her confidence, but she didn’t know how far that privilege extended. She continued.


Given the spotlight on me due to the campaign, I will be a person of interest in Sri Lanka, if I was not one before.



She stopped again.


Please don’t misunderstand me. I am so grateful to Louisa and all of my friends at Hastings. I love you all and have never felt so loved by anyone since my parents died. I’m worried that the campaign will make things worse for me in Sri Lanka. I know you think that without the campaign, I am more likely to be sent back.

Honestly, I’m torn and very frightened. I feel I’m going to lose either way, and I will lose more than my life. I will lose your respect.



 She stopped before she said more. She signed off, hit send, and searched the internet for more news about her deportation and the court case that could stop it. She found an article in The Guardian, written by the same journalist she had spoken to about Kannan’s death—which had led to the dire situation she was in now. She’d be tempted to laugh at the irony, but there was no funny side that she could see.


THOUSANDS KEEP VIGIL FOR ONE SISTER WHO HAS BECOME EVERYBODY’S SISTER



by Audrey Kennedy


Content warning. This article contains references to child suicide.

Today, the Federal Court of Australia heard an application by the Public Advocacy Centre and Jill Greenwell, on behalf of Sister Serafina Daniels, for an injunction against the deportation orders issued after she made shocking revelations to The Guardian two weeks ago about the tragic suicide of a young inmate at Port Camden Detention Centre. Sister Fina found Kannan Puveendran when he took his own life and she had tried desperately to revive him with Port Camden medical staff. The child had been on suicide watch as this was his fourth attempt since he had been imprisoned. Sister Fina, who had visiting rights as a member of the clergy, violated the confidentiality agreement she signed with the Department of Immigration to give this information to The Guardian, which she did in the public interest. She said at the time that she couldn’t hide the horror of what was happening at the detention centre anymore.

Her revelations, covered by The Guardian and later other Australian and international media outlets, have also resulted in calls from human rights lawyers, activists and organisations for an inquiry into the inhumanity of indefinite detention, both onshore and in offshore centres such as Port Camden.

Louisa Nightingale, deputy chair of the Hastings chapter of Rural Australians for Refugees Association, says, ‘Asylum seekers are 200 times more likely to self-harm than Australians. I’m worried about all the deaths, self-harm, abuse and mental anguish that is not reported. What does the Australian government think will happen to children when they’re locked up, with no end in sight? What kind of childhood is this? What kind of life? And what kind of a country are we, that we would do this to people who are fleeing war and trauma, only to be retraumatised here, by this lucky country? This lucky country that has, by the way, signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Refugees.’

Nightingale, who started a campaign to bring Sister Fina home, says that the nun’s plight has inspired citizens all over the country to write to their MPs, sign petitions, and stage vigils for Sister Fina and others like her.

If today’s application for an injunction is unsuccessful, Sister Fina will be deported to Sri Lanka within the week. Should that happen, lawyer Jill Greenwell says she will apply immediately for a judicial review of the initial decision to revoke Sister Fina’s Safe Haven Enterprise Visa. She is also appealing for ministerial discretion. She notes that the human rights situation in Sri Lanka has not improved for Tamils, despite the war ending years ago. People are still being disappeared by the Sri Lankan government’s notorious ‘white vans’ that roam the streets, day and night, with complete impunity. Sister Fina’s case has cast a renewed spotlight on Sri Lanka’s human rights record, and the events that took place at the end of the war that led to many Tamil people, like Sister Fina, risking their lives to leave.

The Minister was asked to comment for this article but declined. Submissions from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade maintain that Sri Lanka is an ally and a friend, and that the country abides by the rule of law and all human rights conventions. This is despite widespread international consensus that Tamil people in Sri Lanka have legitimate fears for their lives.
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The stars in Cash’s project began to fall from the sky, droplets of white fire piercing the roof of the church. She ran with the others, their screams swirling around her, suffocating her as much as the smoke from the burning pews and burning bodies. She heard the roof of the church groan under the assault of mortar shells that pummelled its rafters. The doctors, nurses, and nuns helped people to flee, carrying the children and leaving their meagre supplies behind. There wasn’t time to go back for them. Her screams mingled with the others as the phosphorous seared her skin.

Fina’s hand went to the scars that were now more than five years old, the skin of her arms taut and rippled, the sensations—the pain—all memories in her mind. She took a deep breath and tried to find another memory—the replacement memory, as Henry called it. She settled on Magnus stirring lingonberries over the stovetop.

‘I add the sugar one tablespoon at a time,’ he said. ‘Chef thinks I’m too slow. I’m not slow, I’m patient.’ He lifted the spoon from the pot and blew on it gently until he was certain it was cool enough for her to try. ‘It must be both sharp and sweet. When Chef isn’t looking, I add cream. Taste it,’ he urged. ‘You’ll love it. It’s pink.’

‘It’s pink,’ she repeated.

[image: Image]



From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

Subject: Hello




Dearest Magnus,




Cash said something today that reminded me of the first night you showed me the stars from the deck of the Galakse. A map of the world written on the night’s sky. A map to find my way home. The sky is different in Sri Lanka. During the last months of the war, it burned red both day and night. We couldn’t see the stars for the smoke that choked our lungs and stung our eyes. Your words explain why we often felt so lost, incapable of orientating ourselves. Incapable of anchoring ourselves even. The earth beneath our feet was hot with shrapnel and slipped away from us, in a perpetual state of tremor. The sky could not be seen. What is the space between the earth and the sky, Magnus?




Anbudan,

Fina




From: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Hello




My dearest Fina,




The space between the earth and the sky is the ocean. Vast. A place of endless journeying. A place that is always my home, with a tide that always carries me home.

I have re-read those lines and deleted them and then repeated them several times.

You give me courage to speak freely. So let me continue.

The space between the earth and the sky is the ocean. To me it seems limitless, but I know it is not, because I’ve seen the images from satellites that tell me my ocean is still held by the earth. Can you imagine a gravitational force strong enough to keep so much water and so much kinetic energy anchored to the ground?

Maybe this is why the tide always returns us to the earth in the end. I believe you call her Goddess Bhoomi, and her daughter was the princess Sita. I’ve been reading her stories—the one you recommended, the Ramayana, and many others written about her by more enlightened sources. If I may continue to speak with candour, though less lyrically, her husband Rama was a weak man. I don’t care if he was a king or an avatar. I’m glad she left him.




With affection and respect,

Magnus



Fina’s heart pounded in her chest. She had been named after the goddess Sita, the ideal wife and mother in the Ramayana, who relinquished her life to follow her beloved husband, Rama, into exile. According to the myth, one day while Rama was out hunting, Ravana, the demon king of Lanka, saw Sita. He tricked her into stepping outside the magical golden circle that protected her home and stole her away to his kingdom. Rama, distraught, vowed to save her. The monkey warriors, led by the mighty Hanuman, helped him to wage war on the small island kingdom at the tip of India, razing it to the ground. It was a cautionary tale for all Sri Lankans, but they didn’t listen, and they never learned. If Magnus knew the Hindu myth, then perhaps he knew her own.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

Subject: Hello




My dearest Magnus,




You are a poet as well as a navigator of stars and oceans.

When did you find out about me?




Anbudan,

Sita





From: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Hello




My dearest Fina,




You make me a poet. I’ve always known, from the moment the ocean returned you to the earth.

We are bound for home, carrying wool. Not a lot of Norwegians know this, but the wool in the Southern Hemisphere is better than that of the Northern Hemisphere. I could be fired for saying that out loud. The drier temperature and soil quality results in a higher secretion of lanolin by the glands of the female animal. This creates a softer but smellier wool. In Norway, we treat the Australian and South African wool to strip some of the lanolin, and then weave the fibre into our own, creating a strong yet soft hybrid. We use the extra lanolin to manufacture vitamin D, even though our own cod stock produces a natural version.

The economics of the world is so complicated—unlike the ocean.

I’ve spoken about wool for too long. Talk to Dr Manners: he’ll help us. Trust the ocean, Fina, and follow the stars.

Goodnight for now.




With affection,

Magnus



She closed the laptop and closed her eyes, remembering the rest of the story of the goddess Sita, her namesake.

Rama slayed the demon king to avenge Sita and fulfill the destiny of his birth. He was an avatar of Lord Vishnu, the protector, sent down to earth to restore dharma and kill Ravana. Sita was, from the very start, a karmic pawn, the trigger that set the god incarnate on his journey of revenge and restoration.

When they returned to their kingdom of Ayodhya, Sita’s virtue was challenged because she had lived in another man’s home, albeit against her will. Rama, to appease his citizens, asked Sita to prove her virtue and fidelity by walking through fire.

The god of fire, Agni, appeared and Sita walked through the fire into his arms, unharmed. Years later, after Sita gave birth to twin sons, Rama’s subjects again questioned her purity. Instead of defending his wife, Rama asked her to prove her virtue.

Sita called on her mother Bhoomi, the earth goddess, saying, ‘If I am pure, the earth will accept me.’

The planet shuddered under the weight of grief and cleaved itself open. The goddess Bhoomi rose from the dark centre, swathed in an iridescent sari greener than the forest around them.

Bhoomi said, ‘Of course you are pure. You were forced into another man’s house. It was not your choice or your fault. Your purity is the purity of your heart, and your heart is the purest one here.’

Rama smiled, relieved.

And then the goddess whispered to her daughter, ‘These men speak of the purity of a woman’s body when only men violate women in this way. The man who hurts a woman is impure, not the woman.’

Sita nodded, her eyes filling with tears. Not for herself, because on the island of Lanka, the demon king had not dared to touch her. Sita wept for all the women in all the worlds who had been taken and hurt and judged. Sita, long defined by her husband, was a woman of the earth before she was his wife.

Like her mother, she could feel the bodies of the women buried deep within her in the dark places where men had tried to hide them. She felt their pain and she felt her mother give them comfort.

She longed to be comforted too.

Bhoomi whispered to her again. ‘I would accept you no matter what had happened to you. I am your mother. And you are your own person.’

 Sita looked at her two sons, boys who were almost men. Men who would never judge a woman as she had been judged. Who would never hurt a woman as she had been hurt. Good men.

Sita said to them: ‘It’s time for me to go. I don’t want this life anymore and I don’t want this world anymore.’

Her sons embraced her. They understood her suffering and her yearning for release. She held them close, feeling the completion of their bodies against her own. The wholeness. She breathed in deeply, hoping to take the feel of them, the smell of them, the air of them in her lungs and hold it there.

She turned her back on her husband and the citizens of Ayodhya. She turned her face towards her mother. Bhoomi, the most powerful goddess of them all. The one who lived first and who would never die, who would thrive long after the human race had come, lived, failed, and gone.

Sita stepped towards her mother and gave herself to the open earth.

‘I am ready.’




CHAPTER 23

The Port Camden Library was in one of the many outbuildings in the detention centre complex. Its tin roof provided no shelter against the afternoon heat. Instead, it became a greenhouse, drawing the humidity into the small room and trapping it there. As Lucky walked along the rows of books, she realised she was sweating more inside the library than she had been outside of it. She wiped her face with her hands and then wiped her hands on her trousers. The humidity was making her straight hair curl and frizz.

Many of the books had been pulled out and were left opened on every available space. Some were covered in kitchen towel.

‘Yes, that happens a lot inside these outbuildings,’ Dr Tabrizi said, leaning heavily on his walking stick as he hobbled over to her. He handed her a roll of kitchen towel. ‘You’re going to need it. I have plenty to spare. When the Anglican churches of Sydney heard what happened to their first shipment of Bibles, they started sending dehumidifying kits and kitchen towels. The guards confiscated the kits in case we tried to kill ourselves by eating the crystals, but they let me keep the kitchen towels.’

‘What happened to the Bibles?’ Lucky asked, wiping her face with the soft paper. She really wanted to shove a pile down her shirt and mop up the sweat pouring from her neck, between her breasts and soaking the waistband of her trousers.

‘Look closely. During the wet season, all our books are covered in mould. Peak borrowing season is during the dry months, when the heat has baked the books to a crisp, but at least the pages turn without falling apart. Sometimes they’re so crisp in the dry heat they will snap, but you can tape them back together.’

‘I’d never thought about seasonal borrowing for library books,’ Lucky said.

‘You’ve probably never heard of seasonal suicide, linked to seasonal borrowing, either,’ Dr Tabrizi said. ‘Dr Manners will tell you.’ He nodded towards the doctor. ‘This kind of heat can make people crazy, especially people who are already unwell or desperate. During the wet season, for the one month when the books are so mouldy that they’re dangerous to touch, we used to close the library. But then Dr Manners noticed there was a spike in suicides—’

‘Attempted suicides,’ Henry corrected the elderly librarian. ‘We don’t acknowledge the rate of suicide in detention centres, so it’s hard to track a problem you don’t accept.’

‘A spike because people couldn’t read?’ Lucky asked.

‘A spike because people had no way to occupy their minds; they couldn’t take themselves somewhere far away from here, riding on the dreams and stories of other people,’ Dr Tabrizi said. ‘They were stranded here, body and mind. Without distraction, their minds were drawn back into the nightmares and stories of their own people, the memories of everyone they had lost, the fears for those they left behind, or they dwelled on the desperate uncertainty of what would happen to them next, and the relentless, endless boredom.’

‘It’s more than enough to make you want to kill yourself,’ Henry said. ‘In some ways, Officer Milton was lucky—at least he had the means.’

Henry’s words unwittingly echoed Lucky’s thoughts.

‘He had more than the means to kill himself,’ she commented. ‘He had what everyone else here does not. He had the freedom to come and go, to leave and change his life for the better. He had the comfort of knowing his family are safe. I suspect he even had a partner, someone who cared for him, whom he could spend time with in the privacy of his own quarters, not caged like an animal.’ Lucky took a deep breath and exhaled. ‘That’s not luck, that’s privilege—and abuse of privilege.’

She’d revealed more of her thoughts about Milton than she’d intended, but there was something about Henry’s comments that had set her off. Milton had had the choice to walk away from this shithole—unlike the hundreds of other people here whose faces were starting to enter her dreams. If he had instead chosen to kill himself, then her brain simply did not know how to process that.

‘I was right about you, Lucky,’ Henry said, looking at her carefully. He opened his mouth as if to say more, and then remembered Dr Tabrizi.

‘We’re here because Lucky found several library books in Officer Milton’s personal belongings. We can’t return them to you yet, but once this matter is settled, I’m sure the CO will release them. They’re hardly evidence of his cause of death,’ Henry said.

‘Just evidence of his taste in literature,’ Lucky said. ‘There were a lot of books in his quarters, more than what made it into that somewhat curated box of personal belongings we sorted through today.’ What had not been in the box was as significant as what was in it, she thought.

‘Those belong to the library too,’ Dr Tabrizi said, opening a rusted filing cabinet, the grating of metal on metal making her wince. ‘I use the borrowing system that was common to libraries before the invention of digital databases, as you will see if you turn to the back of a book.’

Pulling a book from the nearest shelf, Lucky flipped open the back cover. Sure enough, there was a card in a sleeve listing the book’s most recent borrowers.

Dr Tabrizi’s crooked fingers flicked through his files until they stopped on one, which he pulled out and handed to her.

‘I also track who borrows what. It helps me to work out what books I should recommend for them and it also tells me about their state of mind, so I can alert Dr Manners if necessary.’ He smiled wryly as he added, ‘And it gives me something to do.’

He handed the file to her.

Under the heading Thomas Milton was a long list of titles.

‘He must have come here a lot,’ Lucky said, trying to reconcile the conflicting information she had gathered about the man. A bodyguard, a mercenary, a border patrol guard, a collector of damning intel and an avid reader.

‘He did. He’s my second-highest borrower and a very reliable returner. His books were never overdue, although he did often request extensions. Some of his books were difficult reads.’

Lucky scanned the list, a confusing mix of genres and subjects. More airport thrillers—obviously his favourite way to relax after a long day policing prisoners. Several classics, too; Milton seemed to be reading his way through the English canon. Also, a surprising number of self-help books. Perhaps he was trying to become a better person—nothing like pop psychology to reveal that being a mercenary is bad. There were also several Lonely Planet travel guides: information he could have found on the internet, Lucky noted—unless he was worried about his laptop security. That would also explain why he was placing orders via the post instead of email.

‘Was he taking a trip?’ Henry asked, reading the list with her. ‘Travel guides on China, South America, Europe, Turkey—he obviously had plans.’

‘Yes,’ Lucky said. And he knew how to hide his plans. There were at least thirty travel books on the list, covering a number of different countries. If he was planning on escaping to one of them, it would be impossible to tell which from his reading list.

The door to the library opened, allowing a shaft of sunlight and a gust of heat into the oven-like room. Five women stood at the door, suddenly hesitant when they saw her, but their faces relaxed when they saw Dr Manners.

‘Do you have further questions, Dr Dharman?’ Dr Tabrizi asked. ‘These ladies are here to help me restore the books. The CO allows them to work in teams together. Gives them something to do too.’

‘Something lovely to do. No one likes mould but tending to books—keeping them alive for others to share—is restorative, not just for the books,’ Lucky said.

‘Exactly.’ Dr Tabrizi smiled. ‘We’ll reopen for borrowing soon. We run book clubs in this space, and homework support and English lessons too. It’s not a big library, but like all of them it’s a place of learning and community. I think people come here to meet each other as much as they come to read. You should visit us again.’

‘I’d like that, Dr Tabrizi,’ she said, shaking his hand. His skin was paper-thin.

She went to join Henry by the door. He was talking to the women, who were obviously asking him about her. She recognised some from the playground and smiled at them. She was about to leave when she thought of something.

‘Dr Tabrizi,’ she said, ‘you mentioned that Officer Milton is—was—your second-highest borrower of books. Who is your highest?’

‘Why, Sister Fina, of course,’ the librarian replied.

‘Let’s go, Lucky,’ Dr Manners said, stepping through the door. ‘We should get back to the med unit before the CO thinks you’ve taken advantage of his hospitality.’

‘In a moment, Henry. I’ve got one more question for Dr Tabrizi,’ she said, returning to the library.

If Henry wouldn’t tell her why he was so intent on protecting Fina, perhaps the elderly librarian could.




CHAPTER 24

Fina read Magnus’ last email again. He said he had always known. Over the years that they had been corresponding, she had told him about her life in Jaffna with her parents and her brother. She had told him about the war and how they had all died—first her brother, who had joined the Tamil Tigers, and then, years later, her parents in a trench in the jungle.

She had never lied to him. She respected him too much to lie. She cared for him too much and she owed him better than that. But entire pages of her life—a decade and a marriage—were missing.

He had known she was medically trained from their encounters on the Galakse, when she had helped the infirmary staff tend to the survivors. She knew far more than a nun should, more than she could have learned by assisting medical staff at refugee camps. With the Galakse’s doctor, she had triaged efficiently and helped those who had been pulled unconscious from the water. She understood the rhythms of resuscitation and kept airbags compressed and tubes in tracheas. When she had been rescued from the ocean, she was in shock and terrified, tangled in a nun’s habit and choking on salt water. But once on board the ship, she did what she had been trained to do, what she had been doing for months in refugee camps. She helped the people around her. It had never occurred to her to do otherwise.

When the bodies were finally lined up and identified, Magnus handed her the nun’s habit that had nearly dragged her to the ocean floor. She had thought it was an honest mistake. He placed a tag on the body of Sister Serafina Daniels that read Dr Sita Ratnam. She could have told him then, who she was. But it was liberating for her, on the ship with Magnus, to be a different person and imagine a different future, unencumbered by the tragedies of her past. She liked playing ‘pretend’.

Four weeks later, the ABF finally allowed the Galakse to enter Australian waters and set down anchor just outside the coral reef that protected the island from unwelcome visitors. The survivors were loaded onto a small navy speedboat and Candace’s ferry, and they were taken to the island where Dr Henry Manners and his staff greeted them. Armed guards supervised while the medical staff completed health assessments, and then the survivors were escorted by the guards to the residential blocks where most of them still lived—if you could call it living.

Fina was issued a Safe Haven Enterprise Visa and granted permission to be released into the community almost immediately. The letters from Dr Manners, the Carmelites and Captain Magnus Haversson supporting her application had been instrumental in this. Magnus wrote that she had performed vital life-saving services on the Galakse, helping care for the survivors. It was later confirmed in a transcript of the rescue calls from the Australian Maritime Safety Authority that it was Sister Serafina Daniels’ quick actions that had enabled the AMSA to find the sinking ship. Also in her favour was the fact that Sister Serafina Daniels was a nun who had chosen to flee with the asylum seekers in order to care for her flock. She had risked her life for them, not to subvert Australia’s fine and fair immigration system. She was a nun, not a queue jumper.

As the email she had been dreading arrived in her inbox, she tried to remember the smell of lingonberries—sharp and sweet. Pink.


From: louisa@nightingale.com.au

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Don’t give up




My dearest Fina Acca,




Jill is trying to call you on the laptop you borrowed, but she said she can’t get through. If you’re watching the news, then you know that our injunction application was refused. Border Force has issued a statement saying they are arranging your immediate return to Sri Lanka.

Jill is working hard with the other lawyers and campaigners. Please don’t give up hope. Cash can’t stop crying. I can’t either. We’ll pull ourselves together in a moment and get back to work. This isn’t over.




All my love,

Louisa



Panic rose in her chest like a wave, cresting against her lungs, making it hard for her to breathe. She re-read the words ‘immediate return’. She could see Katunayake Airport in her mind again.

The soldiers, guns slung over their arms.

Their sweat.

She forced the smell away and pulled hard on the fragrance of lingonberries from her memory. Sweet. Pink.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: louisa@nightingale.com.au

Subject: Don’t give up





My dearest Louisa,




It might be over, so I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me and everything you’ve given me. I’m sorry we fought before. I’m sorry we fight often. I know I’m hard on you and I have no right to be. We each have our own losses to bear; one isn’t heavier or lighter than the other. Plus, I’ve never been a mother.




Anbudan,

Acca



She thought about Cash, crying in the Nightingale Inn. He had already lost a parent, and although she wasn’t his mother, she loved him like her own child. It was the closest she’d ever been to knowing what that might feel like. The look in her mother’s eyes when the soldiers came, when the bombs dropped. Her mother hadn’t feared for her own life; she’d feared for the person she loved more than her own life. A love that made Amma move food from her plate onto Sita’s despite her hunger; a love that made her place her emaciated body over her daughter’s at the first sounds of shelling. It was a terrible burden, an enduring terror, and an enduring bond.


From: louisa@nightingale.com.au

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Don’t give up




My dearest Fina Acca,




Over the last four years, you’ve been a better mother to Cash than me. I carry loss, but also shame. I feel ashamed that Griff chose to die the way he did. I can’t even say what he did. But I can say I feel ashamed. I wasn’t enough to make him stay. I wasn’t enough to make him want to keep living. I wasn’t smart enough or strong enough to stop him. I failed him and myself and, worst of all, I failed Cash. That’s why I don’t speak about him. That’s why there are no conversations, no memories, and no photos. It isn’t the grief that makes me keep his workshop closed up, and all my words with it. It’s the shame. I see the way people here look at me. I know they love me and Cash. I know they loved Griff. I know they’re asking themselves the same thing I do every day. Why wasn’t I enough? Why didn’t I stop him? What kind of a person lets that happen?

You’re right about me and why I keep busy. Stupid activities and a house full of chaos, as you say. If there’s enough noise around me, enough people, it will drown out the questions. If I keep moving, Cash won’t have a chance to ask me more.

When you came to us four years ago, I was so afraid of you. You’ve been creating order and structure and quiet. If there’s quiet, then I can hear myself think—and who wants that? You’ve been forcing me to stop and think for years, and that’s another reason I get so angry at you. You’ve been trying to make me do something I don’t want to do, something I’m too afraid to do. I’m sorry for that anger and I’m sorry I couldn’t say all this before now.




Love,

Louisa




From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: louisa@nightingale.com.au

Subject: Don’t give up




My dearest Louisa,




We don’t have much time for me to explain this gently, so let’s do this logically. If Griff left you, he also left Cash. We both love Cash—we know there’s no way he isn’t good enough to live for. Logically, this tells me that Griff’s choice had nothing to do with Cash and therefore nothing to do with you. It was barely even a choice. It was something he did to himself. You must forgive him and recognise you had no part in what he did or why he did it. I understand your shame, I do. May I suggest you look your shame in the eye, acknowledge it, and then refuse it. Tell the shame there is no place for it at the Nightingale Inn, only love. Also, maybe read a book by Brené Brown; I hear she knows about shame. She’d say you’ve had a breakthrough. I’m not being flippant, I’m just worried that I’m running out of time. There is so much I want to say—but mostly, I want to say thank you. Thank you for telling me all of this. Thank you for taking me into your family and for fighting for me.

I think it’s time you fought for yourself and Cash.




Anbudan,

Fina




From: louisa@nightingale.com.au

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Don’t give up




My dearest Fina,




Are you saying goodbye?

Please don’t do that.

We’re not ready.




Louisa



Fina looked at the email but didn’t reply. There was so much to say, and no time left. The last four years had been some of the best years of her life. They had not made up for the last years of the war or the months that followed, but they had helped her to live with what happened; helped her want to live. She didn’t want to lose that, but she was ready.




CHAPTER 25

The librarian had told Lucky that whenever Sister Fina visited Port Camden, she came often to the library to teach English and borrow books. She and Milton had rarely crossed paths, because she usually came in the morning while he came in the afternoon, when his shift was over.

And then one day, a few weeks before he died, they had been there at the same time. They had spoken briefly, and then over the next few weeks Milton had changed his routine, visiting the library while the nun was teaching English in the room next door. Dr Tabrizi had seen them speak occasionally, but he was often preoccupied with his work and couldn’t tell Lucky what the conversations were about or describe their emotional state during these conversations.

Leaving the library, Lucky saw that Henry had walked a few paces away and was on the phone. He was frowning, and at the end of the call he took his hat off and ran his hand through his thick grey hair, a gesture she had come to recognise as a stress response.

 As she approached, he turned towards her, putting the phone in his pocket.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked, her voice casual.

‘Trouble with supplies for the unit,’ he said. The ease of his response told her it was a lie he had used before.

‘Nice hat,’ Lucky noted as Henry adjusted the trilby back on his head, ‘it suits you.’

‘Thank you, the sun is harsh during the day, as you know, and the evening winds can be surprisingly cool. Shall we head back now?’ he said, glancing at his watch and then around the yard. ‘The CO wants you safe.’

In the distance, Lucky could see Officer Horne and Officer Darcy walking towards them.

‘Am I in danger, Henry?’ she asked.

‘Danger? No, not at all. Why would you say that?’ His eyes, too, were fixed on the approaching officers.

‘It’s an odd choice of words,’ she observed. ‘The CO wants me safe.’

‘It’s just an expression—but honestly, I think we’d all be safer if you were in the med unit. You seem to have a knack for turning over life-threatening stones. Let me guess, it’s part of your job description.’

‘Exactly,’ she said. He hadn’t asked her about her final exchange with Dr Tabrizi, she noted, though she was sure he was interested.

‘I’ve just realised I need to go back to the Port Camden Arms, Henry. I’ve left a few clothes in Ange’s laundry. Do you mind if we swing past? I’m sure Ange will have something good for dinner, and I’m not sure I could handle more canteen food after today’s efforts,’ she said.

‘Fair enough,’ he said. ‘We can pick up some dinner for Sister Fina too.’ He raised a hand in greeting to the officers. ‘Fellas, how are you on this blistering afternoon?’ he asked, his tone a little too jovial.

 Officer Horne was red-faced from the heat. ‘We’re busy,’ he replied curtly. ‘Too busy to be babysitting a nosy investigator who’s got no place being here.’

‘No place being here?’ Lucky countered. ‘Don’t you want to know what happened to your friend? Is there no loyalty between brothers in arms anymore?’

‘There’s plenty of loyalty—not that I’d expect you to know anything about that,’ Horne spat. ‘You investigate and criticise from the sidelines, but you don’t fight or bleed. Out here, we look after our own.’

‘Out here, you only look after your own,’ she said, trying to provoke him under the protection of the security camera’s gaze. ‘From what I can tell, you’re an ex-soldier for hire, so please don’t lecture me about selling out for personal gain. You’re a mercenary, and if you try to tell me there’s honour in your profession, I’m going to throw up in my mouth a little.’

Lucky saw Officer Horne’s face darken, his hands clench into fists by his sides.

‘Do it,’ she taunted him. ‘I know how you move now, and you don’t have the element of surprise or darkness on your side this time.’

Horne and Milton may have been brothers in arms, but they were also contract killers, and a job was a job. Same payroll, same missions. Same payroll, same employer.

Horne had the ability to kill Milton, and if he was hired to do it, then he didn’t need a motive, just a way of covering the tracks that Lucky was trying to follow. If she riled him up enough, he might get careless. If she riled him up too much, he might try to finish the job he’d started that night at Milton’s house. Not for the first time, she wished she was armed.

 Officer Darcy stepped forward before Horne could react. ‘Chief says we’ve got to get you back to the med unit now,’ he said. ‘Before it gets dark.’

It was only mid-afternoon.

‘Sure,’ Henry replied. ‘I was just about to take her to Ange’s to pick up her laundry. Then she’s fully packed and ready to get out of here.’

‘So, you found what you were looking for?’ Darcy asked.

Lucky thought she detected a slight edge beneath his usual cheerful tone. She remembered their encounter with Horne on the clifftop: You, me, Milton, we’re all the same, Horne had said.

‘Yes, I think so,’ she lied. ‘I’ve got to write up my report tonight and see if there are any gaps in my findings, but I think I’ve got a clear idea about what happened to Officer Milton and why.’ She watched his face carefully, waiting for his reaction.

Horne snorted. ‘She’s messing with you, Darcy—don’t listen to her. Nothing happened to Milton.’

Darcy’s shoulders relaxed. Lucky continued to watch him, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze.

‘He stood at the top of that cliff,’ Horne said, ‘and let the past into the present. He dealt with his memories the same way many good soldiers have done—isn’t that right, Doc?’

Next to her, Dr Manners shifted uncomfortably.

‘There’s no shame in what we’ve done,’ Horne continued, ‘and there’s no shame in how some of us cope with it. The only ones who should be ashamed are people like you, Dr Dharman, for coming here and judging us. Doc, we’ll take her from here, help her pack her laundry’—the emphasis Horne put on the word made it clear he wasn’t buying Lucky’s excuse—‘and get her back to you before dark. Before the monsters come out.’ He laughed darkly.

 Lucky’s heart started to beat faster. Horne could take her anywhere on this island and dispose of her. She wasn’t one hundred per cent sure Darcy would stop him, or could stop him, given what she’d seen at Diemaar Lookout.

Horne reached for her arm. Instinctively, she blocked him with her right arm and followed through with her left, about to strike him. Horne had her on edge, anticipating an attack.

Before she could connect with the soldier’s body, Henry caught her and held her arm. She tried to pull away but was thrown off balance by the unexpected force of the older man’s grip. She steadied herself and tried to wrench her arm back again, but Henry tightened his hold on her.

‘Thank you for the offer, Ian, but that won’t be necessary,’ the doctor said smoothly. ‘As you can imagine, I’m tired of babysitting her too. But I was just speaking to CO Napier, and he’s instructed me to help her finish the job, as it were. I’ll take her to Ange’s and then back to the med unit to tuck her in for the night. She’ll be off the island by midday, leaving us all in peace, finally.’

[image: Image]

‘Your reflexes are fast and strong for an old man,’ Lucky said to Henry as they strode away from the guards. Her arm felt bruised by Henry’s grasp. She massaged the muscle and noticed for the first time the way he too held his body in anticipation of contact. She remembered how quickly he had worked with Fina to extinguish the fire that threatened to spread over Selvi’s body, how fearlessly he had stepped into the flames to save her.

He laughed. ‘Thanks, I suppose.’ Then, echoing her thoughts from earlier in the day, he added, ‘Military doctors are still military. I may be old, but the years bring experience, and experience can strengthen skills, even if age diminishes them. Horne is a predictable soldier. Highly trained and highly effective, but still predictable.’

‘As am I, it would seem,’ she said. ‘You blocked me not him.’

‘For your own good. If you strike him, even in self-defence, he has a case to lock you up. You’re no good to your cause if you spend your last hours here in a cell.’

‘Or your cause, Henry,’ Lucky commented.

He had been driving an agenda she hadn’t yet worked out, keeping her on the island when the CO had reason and power to send her straight back to the mainland. He had lobbied for her to have access to the detention centre and continue her investigation, reassuring the CO that he would supervise her. He had kept her there, under his watchful eye, but for what reason? Initially she’d thought he was testing her to see if Port Camden Detention Centre could trust her to comply with their security guidelines. But now she wondered if he was testing her abilities and her loyalty to see if he could trust her; trust her to do something for him, perhaps. But what?

The doctor shook his head dismissively. ‘Your job has made you paranoid, Lucky. I have no cause other than to protect our national security and help these poor bastards while they’re here with us. I cash my defence force paycheque. Eventually, I’ll retire and live on my defence force pension, such as it is. Until then, I do my best during the day, and I sleep easy at night.’

‘Do you, Henry?’ Lucky challenged. ‘Horne said about Milton that he dealt with his memories the same way many good soldiers have done. He was addressing you when he said that, not me. What was he talking about? Who was he talking about, Henry?’

‘He was talking about my son,’ Henry replied quietly, his footsteps slowing as he approached the first of the three gates that would let them out of the detention centre and into the town. He looked up and acknowledged the camera sitting at the top of the fence, trimmed with electric wire.

Neither of them spoke as Henry swiped his security pass to allow them through the first two doors and then entered a code for the final one.

Walking away from the detention centre down Port Camden’s main street, it felt to Lucky as if the air were fresher outside.

She gently picked up the thread of their conversation. ‘Henry, may I ask, what does your son have to do with this?’ She had read Henry’s file before she arrived. His son, who had been an army doctor like him, had died on his second tour of duty in Afghanistan, under heavy artillery fire in a town south of Kabul.

‘My son . . . My beautiful boy,’ Henry said, his voice catching in his throat.

‘Wait, Henry,’ Lucky said, catching the old man’s arm and forcing him to stop outside Ange’s hotel. ‘Please. I’d like to understand what Horne was talking about.’

‘It has no bearing on your investigation,’ the doctor said, struggling to bring the tremor in his voice under control.

‘I would say that’s for the investigator to decide, Henry, but I’m not talking to you as an investigator right now. I think we both know that nothing is as it seems here.’

‘Even you.’

‘Even me,’ she admitted. ‘I’m both grateful for and a little suspicious of your help these past few days. So tell me: what was Horne talking about?’

‘You have no reason to be suspicious of me, Lucky,’ he said. As he glanced around, she recognised what he was doing; she did the same thing herself. He was making sure the angles of their faces could not be seen by the cameras on the street. They had both instinctively dropped their voices to a hushed tone and leaned into each other when talking.

‘I’m only trying to help,’ he said.

‘Perhaps. I’ll ask you about that again later: why you’re helping me, why you’re helping Sister Fina, why you’re even here in this hellhole at all. For now, I’d like you to tell me what happened to your son—including what has been removed from the official COD report.’

Henry laughed, a short bitter burst of sound. ‘The official COD report, which you’ve obviously read, says he died after his unit took fire. He saved seven lives that day but couldn’t save another five. No one can save them all, but by then he’d lost so many.’

‘What happened?’ she asked, although the answer had become obvious to her now.

‘They were rescued after four days of bunkering down, and four days of listening to the men crying, his friends begging him to kill them, to stop the pain, to tell their wives and children and parents that they loved them. All the things people say in such circumstances: the regrets, the longing, the terror. Men who were just children, at the end. My son hid with them, he tried to patch them up, tried to stop their blood and guts from spilling out of their bodies. He held them as they died and he promised he would tell their families everything they whispered with their last, wretched breaths in their last, pain-filled moments of life. Sometimes I think the only lucky ones are the dead. They’re the only ones who sleep peacefully—them and the decision makers who never have to experience the horror of the wars they sign us up for.’

Henry paused and lifted his face to the breeze of the early twilight, breathing in the cleansing fragrance of eucalypt.

‘They were rescued?’ she prompted.

 ‘They were rescued, but not saved. My boy, my Pip . . . he made it back to the base with the survivors and then, that night, as everyone slept, he walked off the base and into the desert. He packed his belongings into his duffel so his friends wouldn’t have to do it. He took his sidearm. He left his boots and tags by the side of his bed with a note addressed to me.’ Henry cleared his throat. ‘It simply said: Dad, I’m sorry. It was clear what his intentions were. Sometimes, Lucky, they don’t come back at all, like my son. Sometimes they come back but they’re not who they used to be.’

‘Like Milton,’ Lucky said softly. ‘You think he came back from the wars he fought a different man? A man who would throw himself off a cliff to stop the screams inside his head?’

‘I think it’s possible. I see you looking at these men here, judging them. You know something about them, but not everything. I don’t condone mercenaries, but when you think about it, we’re all mercenaries. What we do here is wrong, and it’s a wrong you can see. But there are so many other wrongs. We send our children into war, where they hurt other people’s children, in far-off places, hidden from the scrutiny of the more righteous.’

‘And the more self-righteous,’ she said, thinking about all the things she’d done that she should be judged for.

He smiled sadly and nodded. ‘Why don’t you see what Ange has made for dinner?’ he said, opening the door to the Port Camden Arms. ‘I’ll wait for you out here, give you some privacy.’

Lucky knew that he was really craving it for himself.
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Behind the bar of the empty hotel, Ange was on her phone, her face creased with worry as she listened to the person on the other end of the line. She raised her fingers to her eyes and pressed down on the bone above them. Seeing Lucky, she hastily assembled her features into a welcoming smile, and ended the call, slipping her phone into her apron pocket.

‘Lucky, it’s good to see you. You’re just in time to try this evening’s special.’ She turned and disappeared into the kitchen before Lucky could say anything.

She returned holding a tray of freshly baked eggplants with a topping of nuts, herbs, and cheese.

‘One of the women in the mess told me about it. It’s a favourite in Afghanistan apparently.’

‘I think my life could be in danger,’ Lucky said to the younger woman.

Ange looked at her sharply.

‘I’ll have a heart attack if I stay here too long, eating your daily offerings. It must be a lot of work for you, baking for the med unit, running the pub, looking after your dad.’

‘It’s no trouble. Cooking relaxes me. I get to express myself and keep practising my skills.’

‘In Sri Lanka, cooking for people is our way of showing love,’ Lucky said, thinking about Milton’s fully stocked fridge.

Ange didn’t respond, instead busying herself transferring a few of the eggplants into a container. ‘Take this up to Sister Fina, please. She’ll like it. She tried to teach me how to make a Sri Lankan eggplant curry once. I didn’t have the right kind of tamarind, but it was still delicious.’ Her words picked up speed as they lost substance.

Lucky didn’t have time for small talk or distraction. ‘Did you know Thomas was planning a trip to Sri Lanka and China?’ she asked bluntly. ‘A one-way ticket, without you?’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Ange replied, turning away quickly before Lucky could read the expression in her green eyes.

 ‘That must have hurt,’ Lucky went on. ‘To think you had a future with someone and then realise he was planning one without you. I know the two of you were in a relationship.’

Ange turned back, her face and voice under control now. ‘People talk here. They get bored, start making up stories to pass the time.’

Lucky shook her head. ‘I worked it out the moment I saw your food in his fridge. Jack Darcy confirmed it later—accidentally rather than deliberately.’

‘Jack doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Jack has . . .’ Ange stopped, clearly not sure how much she could deflect from the truth without revealing it.

‘Yes, Darcy has feelings for you. He’s a good guy, but good guys rarely get the best girls,’ Lucky said. ‘Men like Thomas Milton—they get the best girls, even though they don’t deserve them.’

Her conversation with Henry had made her consider the possibility that Milton was like Henry’s son and so many others: a soldier on the edge of sanity who committed suicide because of all the kills. But something still didn’t add up with Ange. Unrequited love and deception were powerful motives, and the younger woman was hiding something—perhaps murder, perhaps something else.

Lucky couldn’t let it go. ‘He didn’t deserve your loyalty, Ange,’ she said. ‘Or your love.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Then explain it to me. Explain to me how a nice girl like you ends up with a cruel man like him.’

‘He wasn’t like that, he’s not what you think. He was different with me. He was going to start over. He had a plan—we were going to get out of here, he was going to help me with my father. We had even checked out a facility for him in Sydney, but those places are expensive. We needed money and . . . he had a plan.’ Ange’s voice was lost in a trail of tears.

 Lucky knew that selling intel was a profitable business, and China paid well, but it was still hard to believe a career mercenary had had a ‘come to Jesus’ moment.

‘He was different with you?’ Lucky said, not bothering to hide her cynicism. ‘I’m not sure people like that get to start over, Ange. People like that cause death and destruction wherever they go.’

Ange stumbled back, her hands raised as if to fend off the words she didn’t want to hear.

Lucky kept pushing. If Ange knew something, now was her only window to find out. ‘Thomas Milton was a trained killer,’ she said. ‘He worked in Sri Lanka, Iraq, and probably many other places, selling his skills to whatever government or warlord would pay him the most.’

Ange nodded, exhaling deeply. She slumped into a chair by the bar, the tears falling freely down her face. Her expression was not one of shock, like Lucky had been expecting; it was recognition and resignation.

Lucky stared at her. ‘You already knew about that? He told you?’

Ange shook her head. ‘Sister Fina did. A few weeks ago, I finally admitted to her that Tommy and I were seeing each other and that it was serious. Sister Fina was so upset. She said some of the women here had known him back in Sri Lanka and they had told her what he was like. She warned me to stay away from him, but I loved him. I thought we could have a life together away from here.’

‘Did you tell Thomas what she said?’ Lucky asked. She had a sense of Fina by now, her courage and her stubbornness. But this attempt to protect her friend, even if it meant jeopardising her own safety, still surprised her.

‘Yes. I confronted him and he didn’t deny it or try to talk his way out of it.’

 ‘He admitted that he was a mercenary in Sri Lanka at the end of the war?’

‘No, he said he was hired by the Chinese government who subcontracted him to the Sri Lanka Army. I didn’t understand the arrangement and I don’t think he did either until he was given his orders. He was paid to do terrible things to innocent people. To finish the job, as he said it. And to hide the job.’

‘He said that? Those were his words: to finish the job and then hide the job?’

‘Yes,’ Ange said, her eyes distant now, her body somehow lighter for having shared the secret about Milton she’d been carrying. ‘He swore to me that he hadn’t wanted to do it, but by the time he was in the thick of it, he was trapped. If he tried to leave, he would have been killed too.’

‘And you believed him?’

‘Not at first, but then yes—I believed he was sorry.’

‘Were you afraid of him?’

‘A little.’

‘Betrayed and angry?’

‘Yes,’ Ange whispered.

Angry enough to kill him? Lucky wondered. Angry enough to stand beside her lover and push him off a clifftop? She looked at the younger woman. Ange’s trust had been broken but Milton’s was still intact.

Lucky had to ask. ‘I know you loved him. Did you kill him?’

Ange laughed without humour. ‘Kill him? I wanted to. God knows I wanted to. But no—we fought, I ended it, and we were both devastated. He begged me to take him back. He promised me he had told me everything, that there were no more lies. He said he was a new man building a new life with me. He gave me two tickets for safekeeping.’ She walked over to a shelf at the end of the bar that was lined with cookbooks. She selected a thick one and opened it to reveal an envelope, which she handed to Lucky.

Inside were two tickets to Buenos Aires via LAX and Miami, and two passports in the names of Kevin and Nerissa Lobo. Kevin was born in Goa and his wife was born in Sydney. Both were Australian citizens.

‘How could I kill him when all I wanted to do was run away with him? We were going to leave this place together. He wasn’t going to kill himself, Lucky. He was going to start over. He promised me he was different now and he would make things right.’

‘What did he mean by that? Do you know?’

Ange shook her head. ‘He said he’d left a map in his home for someone he knew in Sri Lanka. Someone he trusted to do things, to find things in Sri Lanka that he couldn’t.’

Someone he trusted.

A map.

The itinerary.

Who did Thomas Milton trust? Who had killed him before he’d had a chance to deliver the map to them?

‘I miss him, and I love him,’ Ange said. ‘I’m glad he’s dead and I wish he was alive. Does that make sense?’

Lucky nodded. ‘It does.’

Ange could have pushed him off the cliff. As a federal police officer, Lucky had met many kinds of killers—accidental ones, deliberate ones, those motivated by grief and vengeance, those motivated by fear and the instinct to survive, and plenty who were motivated by money.

Ange was none of those.
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 Henry was seated on a bench across the road from the Port Camden Arms, his eyes closed as the sun set behind him in a halo of fiery reds and oranges. He stirred as she approached him, his phone sliding off his lap. Lucky caught it before it hit the ground and handed it back to him.

‘Did you get your laundry?’ he asked.

‘I did, thank you,’ she said, though her hands conspicuously carried only a box of the eggplant curry. She took a seat next to him and stretched. The moment of quiet reminded her how tired she was, her body still bruised from the recent attack at Milton’s house, and her mind weighed down by knots of data she couldn’t detangle into insights.

‘Have you ever been so sure of something—of someone, of their character—and then found out that you could be completely wrong about them?’ she asked. Through the window of the hotel, she could see Ange putting away the plane tickets—and her dreams of an escape with Milton.

‘Yes, once,’ Henry replied, following her gaze. ‘You don’t think Ange killed him, do you? I know she loved him, but she couldn’t hurt anyone, Lucky. Not like that. If you keep pushing, you might find answers you don’t like. You might hurt people you’ve come to care about.’

Lucky nodded, realising the truth of his words—knowing that she might have to persevere regardless.




CHAPTER 26

Back at the med unit, they found Sister Fina still in Lucky’s room, staring at the laptop; her red-rimmed eyes told Lucky the nun had been crying. The application for an injunction had failed, she told them.

Lucky saw Henry’s face drop; he cleared his throat then turned away—to hide his devastation from Fina, Lucky suspected.

He headed for the door, murmuring about a patient he needed to attend to. Fina stood. ‘Of course—I’ve been meaning to check on Selvi. I didn’t realise how much time had passed . . .’

‘No, no,’ the doctor said, gesturing for her to stay. ‘I’ll see to her. But she has been quite agitated at night. Perhaps you could tend to her then? Maybe you and Lucky could swap rooms, so you can be closer to her.’

‘That’s fine with me,’ said Lucky.

The doctor left and Lucky went to sit next to Fina at the desk. ‘I’m so sorry, Sister Fina,’ she said. She put her hand on the other woman’s back, a gesture so instinctive and familiar it surprised them both, but neither moved away.

Sister Fina tilted the laptop towards her. ‘Thank you for letting me use it. I was able to say goodbye to my friends in Hastings.’

‘Do you know when you’re scheduled for removal?’ Lucky asked, and immediately regretted her choice of words when she saw Fina flinch. ‘I’m sorry, just force of habit—a bad habit.’

‘It’s all right,’ Fina said. ‘I’ve appreciated your directness. My lawyer said three days. I’ll be taken by ferry to Port Raynes and then to the airport in Darwin. Three days,’ she repeated.

‘Henry will miss you, Fina,’ Lucky said softly. Three days. It wasn’t long enough.

‘I’ll miss him too,’ Fina said. ‘He’s been like a father to me. He helped me leave this terrible place and create a home in Hastings. I didn’t even know I could apply for a Safe Haven Enterprise Visa until he suggested it.’

‘He suggested it—not the caseworkers here?’

Fina’s mouth twisted in anger. ‘You don’t get great advice when you’re illegally jumping a queue that doesn’t even exist. Henry asked Jill Greenwell to represent me, and he found me a home at the Nightingale Inn with Louisa and Cash. He gave me purposeful work there and helped me get my job as pastoral care officer here. The chance to heal people again has helped me more than them.’

Lucky caught the slip. Heal people again.

‘He cares about you more than the other refugees,’ Lucky stated. It was a fact. In the short time she’d been here, Lucky had grown to care for the woman too.

‘He does.’ Fina nodded, conceding the point. ‘I care about him too. We found each other at a time when we had both lost people. Our grief was consuming us, fuelled by anger at the hopelessness of their deaths. The loss and the waste. When you live for something and your family dies for nothing, it’s hard to understand and harder to accept. We filled a void for each other, with friendship and family.’

‘I can understand that,’ Lucky said. ‘What was your old job, Sister Fina?’

The woman bent her head, aware her words were bringing to light things she had tried hard to hide.

‘You said Henry gave you the chance to heal people again. What did you used to do? And please don’t say you were a nun,’ she added, before Fina could answer. Grasping Fina’s arm gently but firmly, she pulled the woman’s shirtsleeve up, revealing the scars of badly healed phosphorous burns.

‘This is a date stamp: it says you were in the Vanni region between January and May 2009—in direct contradiction of the Catholic Church’s character statement and your own statements about where you spent the last year of the war, who you worked for, and perhaps who you are. I watched you help Selvi like a medic, not a Carmelite nun.’

Fina exhaled. ‘I can’t . . .’ she said, her eyes wide with fear. ‘It doesn’t matter to me anymore, I’m going to be sent back. But there are others here who have protected me, who’ve risked their careers for me. I can’t tell you, Lucky.’

Lucky drew the laptop closer to her. Instagram was open on Jeff the celebrity cat’s grid.

‘Jeff is surprisingly famous,’ Lucky said, looking at the posts again. ‘Who’s his agent?’

‘Cash and me,’ Fina replied, seeming confused but also relieved at the change of subject. ‘Cash takes the footage and uploads it. I try to make sure he’s not accidentally endangering himself on Instagram.’

‘I think he accidentally endangered you.’

Lucky scrolled faster until she got to the short reel of the cat jumping into the water and swimming to Sister Fina in the pool. She stopped at the comment that had caught her eye before. She hadn’t understood it at the time, but it had kept tugging on her mind. Now, she knew what she was looking at.

The comment read: Please meet me at the PCL. I just want to talk.

The Port Camden Library.

The comment was from @tommilt and it wasn’t intended for Jeff, the Three-Legged Wonder Cat. It was for Sister Fina.

Scrolling down, Lucky saw that @tommilt had posted another comment: I know what we did was wrong. I need to say sorry.

Lucky turned the laptop back towards the nun and showed her the screen. Fina’s eyes filled with tears, and she put her head in her hands.
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Fina took a deep breath. Her instincts told her to trust Lucky, but her rational mind reminded her that the woman was a government investigator.

‘The med unit isn’t under surveillance,’ Lucky reassured her. ‘I’ve checked. It’s safe for you to talk to me.’

Fina nodded and took the laptop from Lucky.

Opening Google, she entered ‘Sita Ratnam’ in the search box, and then showed Lucky the lists of articles she had written about the final months of the war. Sworn testimony that over seventy thousand people had died, from a doctor who had been with the refugees in the No Fire Zones.

‘I gave them dates, death tolls, and locations of attacks on civilian targets. I gave them as many names as I could remember, so that at least some people would know what had happened to their families. Knowing is not healing, but it helps a little.’

Lucky nodded. She was looking for that too.

Waiting and not knowing, as she had seen in Port Camden, was far worse. She had not thought it possible. She’d always felt that the hope of life was preferable to the certainty of death, but the people of Port Camden had taught her otherwise.

‘I also told them what happened after the war. The refugee and re-education camps where the soldiers would come at night and choose women and girls to take back to their barracks.’

Fina remembered the commander at the camp. He gave her more supplies than she expected, and at times he even gave her extra rations for the women. With the supplies, he issued instructions. ‘Fix them up. Keep them alive and clean. My men don’t like it when they’re bleeding.’ That was her job and it kept her out of the hands of the soldiers for the eight months that followed the end of the war, until she was released back into her husband’s arms.

The commander didn’t seem to want women himself. He was too disciplined to take part in the unbridled violence of the soldiers, and too ashamed to make eye contact with her when they met. He had weekly meetings with medical staff to check on the health of everyone in the camp. The Red Cross had done a headcount. Twenty thousand internally displaced people went in, so twenty thousand IDPs had to come out. The condition of their minds and bodies was less important. It was human accounting. A ledger system that had been imposed on the commander by international invigilators, nothing more.

Most of the women who were forced to become sex slaves never recovered. After they were freed from the camp, their families often rejected them, and they were made to live alone. Some would throw themselves into their village wells. Fina—Sita—wrote articles about that too.

‘Your testimony is enough to get you killed in Sri Lanka—and it’s enough to make a case for asylum here in Australia,’ Lucky said.

Fina shrugged. ‘Not if your local police superintendent puts a gun to your head and instructs you to recant. Anyway, according to DFAT, the threat of persecution no longer exists. We’re all partners in peace.’

She searched deeper on the internet and showed Lucky the pictures of Dr Sita Ratnam winning the university medal for obstetrics in her final year at Jaffna University. And photos of her marrying Vignesh, or Vicky, her best friend and then boyfriend from medical school. Her parents hadn’t been happy she’d chosen a love marriage, but they knew Vicky and trusted him. The photos were on a friend’s Facebook page but she couldn’t ask her friend to remove them without revealing that she was still alive.

‘Aside from this, and Jeff’s Instagram account, do you have more of a digital footprint?’ Lucky asked.

‘If you keep looking, there are photos on other people’s sites too.’

‘I can get rid of all that for you,’ Lucky said. ‘Well, I have a friend who can do that for us, Sister Fina.’

Fina smiled at the word us.

‘I think you can call me Fina, now, Lucky. Or even Sita—I haven’t heard my name for such a long time.’

‘You mentioned you have a husband,’ Lucky said. ‘Could he help you? If he’s living outside Sri Lanka, he can apply for a family reunion visa.’

Fina shook her head. ‘When I came out of the camp, my husband picked me up and took me to the apartment he was renting. We barely spoke for days; it was as if we were strangers. Then one day I challenged him to tell me what was troubling him. It was rotting the core of our marriage. He still wouldn’t speak, so I gave him the answer to the question he was too cowardly to ask. The answer he was desperate to hear. I spent eight months in that refugee camp, tending to the broken bodies and broken spirits of survivors who, despite everything they had endured, were made to endure more. I did what I could for them, and for my services the soldiers left me alone. I told him this, but he did not believe me. He asked me to prove it, to let our friend at Jaffna Hospital examine me to prove my honour, my truthfulness.’

‘What did you do?’ Lucky asked.

‘I said no. I thought about Sita in the myth of the Ramayana, and I finally understood her choice. There was no goddess to release me, and our earth was already full of the bodies of our people. But I said no.’

‘You left him?’ Lucky’s voice registered her surprise and something else—admiration.

‘Yes. I packed a bag and left my husband. I went to Colombo but didn’t know what to do. The doctors were being watched or worse—picked up by white vans and never seen again. I knew I was in terrible danger because of the articles I’d published. My uncle had a contact in the police department who told us I was on no-fly lists at the airport and embassies. I couldn’t just walk up to the Australian High Commission in Colombo and apply for asylum. I had to get out of Sri Lanka first and apply for asylum when I got here.’

‘You found a boat,’ Lucky prompted.

‘Yes. I had no papers, but I had a little money. So I found a boat. My cousins in Colombo helped me buy passage to Aceh in Indonesia, where I waited for another boat to Australia. What happened next is in the transcript of the distress call to the Australian Maritime Safety Authority. Sister Serafina Daniels, a Carmelite nun, made that call and saved all our lives. I knew her from the refugee camp on the outskirts of Colombo, where we worked together. I got on the boat because I wanted to escape Sri Lanka. She got on the boat because she wanted to help the refugees. We clung together when the boat was sinking, and when I was pulled from the ocean by the Galakse, I was tangled in her robes. They called me Sister as a result, and I didn’t dispute it. When I arrived at Port Camden and Henry told me I had a good chance of being released into the community because I was a nun, I accepted the mercy and the lie. For four years, I’ve been living and benefiting from that lie.’

‘Until a few weeks ago,’ Lucky said. ‘When Officer Milton worked out who you were. He could have ended your comfortable life in Hastings.’

‘He could have,’ Fina said. ‘And I could have ended his comfortable life in Port Camden. He only recognised me recently, but I recognised him immediately, when I first arrived here. I recognised them all.’




CHAPTER 27

Lucky knew she should give the woman a break, that she had pushed her deep into memories she wanted to forget, but Lucky had a job to do.

‘Did you threaten him in any way?’ she asked Fina.

Milton would not have responded well to threats, she knew. He was trained to remove them.

‘Of course not,’ Fina replied. ‘I kept my head down and stayed away from him. We crossed paths by chance, and even then it took him a while to put it together. You know when you can’t shake that feeling you’ve seen someone before?’

Lucky nodded and let the comment pass for now. When Fina had warned Ange about Milton, and Ange confronted him, he could have worked out Ange’s source. Maybe he hadn’t crossed paths with Fina by chance. Maybe he had been watching her, waiting for the right time to approach.

A predator assessing his prey.

 Or a man trying to redeem himself.

She couldn’t tell. Had Fina worked out Milton’s motivations?

The woman continued her story. ‘When he finally realised who I was, he kept trying to find me.’

‘The library,’ Lucky said.

‘Yes.’ Fina shuddered. ‘He said he wanted to talk.’

‘About what?’

‘About what happened back in Sri Lanka. He wanted to say it out loud to me because he couldn’t say it out loud to anyone else. He said that for years he had wanted to leave his . . . his profession, if one could call it that. He had told Ange about some parts of his past but not all of it. Not the parts that were unforgivable. It was as if he wanted to confess. I kept reminding him I wasn’t a real nun and that I could not—would not—offer him forgiveness, not after what I’d seen him and the others do.’

Milton had been many things in his time. When Fina met him, he was a paramilitary soldier, paid to deliver a quick and easy genocide. A paramilitary soldier who, with his friends, had enjoyed the spoils of war.

And now he regretted it; he wanted to confess his sins and start over.

A new man building a new life.

‘You said you recognised them all—who are you talking about, Fina? Who else do you recognise here? Horne?’

‘No one here,’ Fina said, shaking her head. ‘I just meant that I would recognise any of them if I crossed paths with them again. I can see their faces. I can remember the smell of their sweat and their semen on the women.’

‘Fina, I want to help you, so please consider your response to my next question, before you lie,’ Lucky said, looking at this woman who had lied very effectively for the last four years.

 ‘You want to know if I killed Thomas Milton,’ Fina said. ‘Would you believe me if I said no?’

Lucky didn’t know the answer to that. Fina could have lured him up to Diemaar Lookout. Or he could have asked her to meet him there. She had easy access and, before her visa was revoked, she had a staff pass that gave her the freedom to come and go from the detention centre. She had been there long enough and often enough to know how to evade the cameras.

Milton had motive to kill Fina, if he was looking to make a clean break and bury evidence of his past.

Fina had motive to kill Milton—he knew her past, even if he was unlikely to reveal it. And she might have wanted vengeance. Lucky could understand that.

Things could have become messy at the top of that lookout. Regardless of who had wanted to kill who, only one person walked away. The other fell to his death.

‘Did you kill him, Fina?’ she asked. ‘I wouldn’t blame you if you did. He was part of something depraved in Sri Lanka and none of them were ever called to account for it. There was no justice for our people.’

The words ‘our people’ had come to mean so much more to her in the short time she’d spent at the detention centre with Fina. Her parents’ grief for their homeland, the guilt they felt for leaving and surviving. It could have been them. Even her brother’s need to go back and run medical camps. It was clear to her now. She’d thought she hadn’t felt that strong tie to the Tamil people, but it was there, just kept at bay.

Their people—her people—were suffering in Sri Lanka and in this island prison, and the pain inside was pushing its way forward.

‘If it was you, Fina, your secret is safe with me—all your secrets,’ Lucky told her. The half-truth rolled off her tongue too easily. Lucky wouldn’t be able to protect her.

 Fina shook her head. ‘No, it wasn’t me.’

Says every killer, Lucky thought.

‘I wanted to when we were in Sri Lanka. I wanted to kill them all. Now, here in this terrible place and faced with the prospect of returning to somewhere worse, I don’t care about Milton or the others. I don’t care about who they hurt or what they did. Most of the time, I think about the people I’m leaving behind. Occasionally, I think about the soldiers that are waiting for me in Colombo.’

Lucky looked at the woman—the nun who was not a nun—and wanted to believe her. She opened her backpack and pulled the cat calendar she’d taken from Milton’s quarters. He had created an easy-to-hide, easy-to-find record he could pass on to her. A cat calendar, pinned to the wall, would blend into the house.

She flipped it open to the months and dates Milton had marked.

‘Milton had a trip planned—to Kilinochchi, Mullaitivu, and Nanthikadal. Do those places and these dates mean something to you?’ she asked Fina, remembering the testimony Fina—Sita—had given the authorities but was forced to recant.

She nodded, her face pale. ‘It’s a timeline of the last battles of the last months of the war.’

Of the slaughter.

‘I think he wanted to give you this,’ Lucky said. ‘I might have something else for you too,’ she said, thinking about the detailed itinerary Milton had booked in the north-east of Sri Lanka. She was sure now that the map would lead to the bodies in the jungle. There was also the USB stick Milton had hidden in his kitchen with details of past missions.

If he sold that information to the Chinese, he and Ange could have more than enough money to disappear and start their new life.

If he also gave that information to Fina, she could try to make things right for him.

 ‘He was trying to atone,’ Lucky said.

Fina shrugged. ‘There are some things you can’t atone for.’

And some crimes for which no punishment was enough.

Lucky pushed the laptop back towards her.

‘Thank you,’ Fina said. ‘There is one last message I need to send.’




CHAPTER 28

Fina re-read Magnus’ last email to her. It always surprised her, the way he made her laugh. Sometimes deliberately, other times accidentally.

She remembered the first time he’d tried to flirt with her on the Galakse. He took her on a tour of the ship’s engine room and explained the difference between the slow-speed, two-stroke, crosshead engine of his first commission, versus the greater power and space optimisation of the medium-speed, four-stroke, trunk engine of the Galakse.

He was partway through a discourse on the virtues of multiple engine installations (adaptability over a wider range of high-risk operating conditions, of course) when she placed a hand on his arm. He stopped speaking, his blue eyes looking down at her hand and then slowly up to meet her gaze. He blushed.

‘Thank you for listening,’ he said, meaning, Thank you for being here.

‘Thank you for telling me,’ she said, meaning, Thank you for being here too.

 She realised then that they had found and rescued each other.


From: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

To: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

Subject: Hello




Dearest Magnus,




Thank you very much for that interesting information about wool. Norway’s secret is safe with me. Although, as I think about it more, I wonder if there’s a lesson there for all of us about the strength of coming together.

I want to tell you.

I was forced to leave my home, to get on a boat that nearly killed me. I decided I’d rather die in the ocean than in a prison. The ocean still terrifies me, but as I understand it, the pain is short-lived and then, after the initial panic, the end is calming. In prison, the pain is endless.

I was forced to leave. But I also chose.




Fina




From: magnus.haversson936@norskstyrke.no

To: serafina.daniels@gmail.com

Subject: Hello




Dearest Fina,




You can still choose.

I’ve always respected the ocean and feared it. But I also trust it.

Tell me everything you know about Lucky, the woman with the laptop. She is intriguingly well equipped for a government investigator. I think she may have friends.




Magnus



Fina agreed with Magnus, and she wrote back, describing her interactions with the other woman. Lucky was well equipped. Empathetic, too—and not just because she was Tamil like her. Lucky had listened to Fina’s story and nodded as though she understood; as though she was used to holding the stories of others. Maybe that’s what special investigators do, or perhaps Lucky was just special.

Fina was fascinated by the woman: her openness to connection, her dedication, and her courage. Lucky was determined to complete her investigation, despite what had happened at Milton’s house. She talked about motivation. She said she wanted to know what motivated Milton to be here, what motivated him to throw himself off the top of Diemaar Lookout—or what had motivated another person to kill him.

Fina could respect that about Lucky. Dedication and attention to detail were admirable skills, her mother used to say. Dedication had compelled Fina to stay in the war zone when so many other doctors had fled.

Attention to detail had helped her to cover her tracks when she moved to Hastings, creating an identity as Sister Fina Daniels, well-versed in Catholic ritual and the texture of a nun’s life.

The only person who was more attentive to the detail of Sister Fina’s life was Officer Thomas Milton.

Fina remembered the commander who had instructed her: Keep them alive and clean. My men don’t like it when they’re bleeding.

Lucky wanted to know how he fell from the cliff.

Fina wanted to know who he thought about on the way down.

And she hoped it hurt.




CHAPTER 29

Lucky searched the internet for references to Sita Ratnam. She read her eyewitness accounts and her statements to human rights organisations about the last months of the war; each word was an avowal of her love for her people and a signature on her own death warrant. A woman anchored to her community but also forced to leave it. A woman able to let go of the past and build a new community in Hastings.

Lucky wondered who or what she was anchored to. Her family? Her all-consuming job?

She put her laptop away in the locked drawer Henry had offered her, turned off the light and, despite the discomfort of the hard hospital bed, went straight to sleep.

Her dreams were filled with images of Thomas Milton and women screaming in the jungle. She felt herself suffocating, the air being slowly squeezed from her lungs, her heart racing as it tried to help her breathe. In her sleep, she put her hands to her neck to ease the feeling in her dream and was shocked to find gloved hands at her throat, crushing her windpipe.

Lucky instinctively tore at the vice-like grip, but she couldn’t get leverage, her breaths becoming shorter and more ragged with every attempt. It only took a moment for her training to kick in. She dropped her hands from her neck and brought the fingers of her left hand tightly together into a makeshift knife with which she stabbed her assailant in one eye. When people were attacked—or attacking—they almost always forgot the eyes. The tips of her fingernails scratched an eyeball. She heard a grunt; the voice was deep, male. She didn’t stop, visualising her fingers reaching for the soft and vital brain tissue behind the eye socket.

As her assailant reeled back in pain, she slid off the bed, dragging him with her. While he was unbalanced, his feet scrabbling for purchase, she thrust her knee into his groin, and then once more, harder, holding on to his clothing to give her leverage.

He pulled free of her grasp and staggered back, crashing into the equipment cabinets by the side of the bed. One toppled over, the equipment inside tumbling out, glass bottles shattering and spilling liquid across the floor.

Righting himself, the man launched himself into her, using his greater body weight as a weapon. Lucky crashed to the floor, his body on top of hers, smothering her. She saw him lift an arm and caught the glint of metal in the moonlight as the knife came down towards her. She brought her arm up and caught his hand with both of hers, pushing it back towards his face. She twisted her head from side to side, urgently seeking a weapon of her own among the equipment scattered around them.

Suddenly the door behind her was flung open with such force it slammed into the wall. The lights came on and she heard footsteps. The man above her looked up at the sound. His concentration slipped for a second, his head lifting towards the person standing in the doorway.

Lucky smashed his hand onto the ground and pulled at one of his fingers, bending it back to release the knife. She grabbed it, but her range of movement was limited by the heavy body on top of hers. She was aiming for the muscle above his clavicle, where she could strike him hard enough to make him release her. But just as she thrust the weapon the man slipped, and the knife sliced too close to his neck. She felt his warm, sticky blood spill onto her face.

The woman in the doorway began to scream and scream.

The man put his hands to his throat to hold it together. He slumped to the side, a low gurgling sound emerging. Lucky pushed him off her and struggled to sit up.

Fina rushed over to help her and Henry followed. He rolled the assailant over, clamping his hands over his neck to stop the blood. The man struggled in his grip.

‘Darcy, it’s me,’ the old doctor said in a soothing voice. ‘Steady there, son. Let me help you.’

Lucky saw Officer Darcy’s body relax at the sound of Henry’s voice.

‘That’s the way,’ Henry said. He looked up from his patient. ‘Fina, dressing kits, lots of them, now.’

Fina sprang to her feet, hit an alarm, and retrieved the dressings. They worked together quickly, Fina pressing hard on Darcy’s wound with layers of gauze that turned from white to deep red faster than she could replace them. Henry grabbed an intubation kit and tried to open it with blood-soaked hands.

Fina called to her. ‘Help me, Lucky, please.’

Lucky crawled over, placing her hands where Fina indicated, pressing the gauze to the man’s open neck.

 Darcy’s functional eye widened when he saw her. His lips moved but no sound came out; he was drowning in his own blood.

‘Sorry,’ he mouthed.

‘Who sent you?’ she asked urgently.

His drooping eyelids jerked open at the sound of her voice and his hand reached for her. His sleeve fell back revealing deep scratches in his forearm—scratches she herself had inflicted when he attacked her at Thomas Milton’s house a few nights earlier.

‘Who’s trying to kill me?’ she said, removing her hands from his neck, more blood spilling out but slower now.

She turned his arm over and examined the wound. On a hunch, she ripped off his gloves. On his left palm, he had written four numbers.

‘Lucky,’ Fina rebuked her. Before Lucky could return her hands to Darcy’s throat to staunch the blood, she saw a shadow loom over her. It was Officer Horne in the doorway.

‘Fuck!’ he said, rushing over and pushing her out of the way. He put his hands where Lucky’s had been.

‘It’s all right, mate,’ Horne said, his voice calmer than Lucky would have expected. ‘It’s all right, we’ve got you. Look at me, Darcy, look at me.’ Horne shook Darcy gently, stirring him awake again. ‘You’re gonna be fine, just keep your eyes on me, okay, brother?’

Henry knelt beside them and gave the intubation kit to Fina, who nodded and moved around to the top of Darcy’s head. She leaned over him and expertly inserted the narrow line. She pumped the bag, her lips moving as she silently counted the breaths. The young man’s chest lifted a little with each squeeze of the bag. Nudging Horne aside, Henry squirted a bottle of saline over the wound, cleaning the gash.

 Darcy’s eyes had closed again and this time he didn’t stir, not even as Henry put gloved fingers to his neck, reaching inside the breach to find the split sides of his trachea, so he could assess his limited options.

Horne’s hands moved between Darcy’s radial pulse and his carotid, searching for a rhythm, however faint, shaking his head. His blue eyes were clouded with pain.

Lucky stood up, slipping in the blood as she did. She steadied herself then hurried to the portable crash cart. She switched it on, giving it a few moments to fire up.

As she wheeled it over, the others moved apart wordlessly to allow it into their circle. Horne ripped Darcy’s shirt open and Henry positioned the paddles.

‘Clear,’ he said loudly, his voice constricted. ‘Clear,’ he repeated.

Darcy’s body shuddered.

They all looked at the small monitor, which registered no signs of life.

‘Clear,’ Henry said again.

He shocked Darcy three more times while Fina drew an injection and inserted it into his veins. Guards filled the corridor and crowded the door, watching in horror.

Henry was about to try again when Horne stopped him.

‘Let him go, mate,’ he said to the doctor.

There was so much blood around them. The former soldier was composed, no less accustomed to this kind of death than Henry.

‘It’s over,’ he said to no one. He looked around at the room and then turned to look at Lucky, whose torn, bloodstained clothing told its own story.

‘I ought to throw you in a cell,’ he said.

‘Do you think?’ Lucky said.

 ‘He attacked her,’ Henry said, still on his knees beside Jack Darcy’s body.

‘I don’t care what happened,’ Horne said, his eyes cold once again.

‘Well, I do, Horne,’ a voice said from the doorway.

It was Napier. He was dressed in a tracksuit, and judging by his dishevelled hair, he had been sleeping.

‘Nobody touches anything. Lock down Sister Fina and Dr Dharman in the rooms at the end of the corridor—keep them apart. Officer Turnbull will secure this room with Dr Manners. I’ve called in the forensic unit from the mainland—they’ll be here in an hour. Horne, get out of here and clean up. We’ll take statements as soon as possible.’

He looked at the body on the floor. ‘Stupid kid,’ he muttered, his voice angry but his eyes resigned to another death he would need to handle.

Finally, he looked at Lucky. ‘And you. You have been a fuckload of trouble,’ he said. Shaking his head, he walked away.
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Lucky gave her statement to a young female officer while another stripped her clothing and bagged it. Then another officer came in and took her statement again. She sat in a Port Camden staff tracksuit; she was still sticky from Darcy’s blood.

When the forensic unit arrived, she was asked to strip to her underwear so the injuries on her body could be documented. Only then was she allowed to shower and wash the dried blood from her body. Standing under the scalding-hot water, the soap in her hands, she had a sudden flash of Jack Darcy’s hands: his hands around her neck; his hand thrusting the knife towards her; his hands resting in his own blood. An inscription, smudged by sweat and blood. Four numbers written on his palm: 1208. She’d seen those numbers before: on Thomas Milton’s palm.

Stepping from the shower, she dried herself and put the tracksuit back on. Her left hand strayed to her right, rubbing the palm, as if that would help her understand why both men bore these numbers on their bodies.

Guards escorted her from the bathroom to another room in the med unit while hers was being examined for evidence. They left her alone, making it clear she was not allowed to leave unaccompanied. Her luggage was still there but not her laptop.

She sat on the bed, mulling over the fragments of evidence that were slowly coming together, until there was a light knock and then Henry opened the door. He was holding her laptop bag.

‘How’s Fina?’ she asked. She took the laptop from him and, sitting on the edge of the bed, turned it on; she needed to check it hadn’t been tampered with.

‘She’s in shock,’ Henry said, sinking into a chair beside her. ‘Unlike you.’ He gave her an appraising look.

‘I just killed someone, Henry,’ she said. ‘I don’t know how I am right now.’ She ran a series of diagnostics—the laptop seemed fine—then sent a brief message to September over their secure network. When contact had been established, she subtly tilted the screen towards Henry so that the wide-angle camera lens captured the older man’s face and body language. Lucky wanted September’s read on the conversation she was about to have with the doctor.

‘You’ve taken me on quite a ride, Henry,’ Lucky said, deliberately keeping her tone free of accusation.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Henry said. He shifted as if to stand.

‘Stay seated,’ she warned him. ‘You know I’m capable of defending myself.’

 ‘I’m no threat to you, Lucky,’ Henry said, easing back into the chair. ‘I’m an old man.’

‘Old and devious, Henry. Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? You almost got me killed tonight, so I think I deserve an explanation.’

Henry looked at her closely, as if deciding whether to maintain the fiction or opt for the truth. ‘I’m sorry you were hurt today, Lucky, and I’m particularly sorry about Darcy. He’s a good man—was a good man.’

‘A good man who tried to kill me, Henry. Or tried to kill Fina but found me in her room instead. Which was it?’

‘The latter. I knew one of them would come for her, Fina was a loose end that needed to be tied up. I just didn’t know who else wanted her dead. You were never in any danger, Lucky. I knew you could handle yourself until help arrived. Whereas Fina—she’s strong but she’s not a soldier.’

‘I’m an ex-police officer and you made a big assumption about me, Henry. An assumption that could have cost me my life. You offered them my life for hers. It makes me wonder who else you’ve sacrificed to keep her safe.’

‘I don’t sacrifice people, Lucky. I knew you’d be okay.’

He was right, but it had been a close call. Still, Lucky was relieved it had been her, not Fina, who’d encountered Darcy that night.

‘You knew I’d be okay,’ she repeated. ‘You’ve been assessing me since I arrived here. Testing me to see if I’m strong enough and capable enough. Have I passed your tests, Henry?’

‘You forgot one test, Lucky. The most important one. I’ve been watching to see if you’re trustworthy.’

‘And?’ she asked.

‘Yes. You are. There are a lot of people on this island who are strong and capable, skilled in all the ways we’re taught to hurt people. I’ve no doubt you’ve got some of those skills too, judging by the damage you did to Darcy. You’ve got a lot of fight—but more than that, Lucky, you’ve got a lot of integrity.’

‘What do you want me to do for you, Henry?’ she asked, though she already knew the answer. She had been contemplating doing the same thing herself.




CHAPTER 30

Fina heard the last of the forensic team leave the med unit, the heavy security door locking into place behind them. She pushed back the stiff sheets of the hospital bed and slipped out. Selvi and the other patients were sleeping, with extra help from Henry, who wasn’t taking any chances. He had left a uniform, clipboard, and his security tag for her on the chair. Fina read the words in the moonlight that streamed through the bars on the window—Dr Henry Manners, Port Camden Detention Centre Medical Unit. The metal strips embedded in the card would open the three doors that stood between her and the gate to Port Camden’s town centre. Then she had to walk five blocks to the dense forest she could use as cover while she circumnavigated the island to the beach where Milton had died.

Fina put the uniform on and reached inside the shirt pocket. There was a piece of paper, just as Henry had promised. Four digits written in Henry’s elegant script. Four digits that were assigned to him. His swipe card could have been stolen; that was plausible. But the numbers—the numbers were different. Once Fina used this code at the outermost door of the facility, her accomplice would be revealed. The code that secured her freedom would cost Henry his.

‘I was going to retire anyway,’ Henry had replied when Fina baulked at this part of the doctor’s plan. ‘I’ve served this med unit and this country well, given it my career and my son. I like the thought of ending it on my terms. Take the security tag and the code, Fina, and don’t look back. If I still believed in God, I’d say God be with you. Although if there was a God, and he was ever going to be with any person, it would be you.’

He had hugged her then, the first time they had hugged in four years. He held her tight and let his tears fall. She had forgotten how good it felt to be held by a parent, and when she cried in his arms it was because she was never going to see him or any of them again, because they had made the last four years bearable—wonderful, even—and because losing her second family reminded her how much she still longed for her first family, who were buried on a beach in Sri Lanka.

Together, they stepped out into the corridor where Lucky was waiting for them. She was also dressed in the med unit’s simple uniform, and appeared calm and focused compared to Henry who looked tired and worried. Henry’s plan had been carefully thought out. He had been studying the island, reading everything from tidal charts and the flow of currents beneath the water’s black surface to the migration paths and breeding patterns of the region’s subtropical fish, because during the lonely evenings he preferred to lose himself in this detail. He was studying, and for the last four years, he had been making a plan. It gave him purpose and helped block out the cries of the detainees who wept for their loved ones at night.

He laid out the school projects that Cash had done over the years. Each time the boy spoke to Henry and asked him for school project ideas, Henry would suggest an aspect of Port Camden’s geography that he thought Cash might like to study. Each time the boy emailed Magnus and asked him the same question, Magnus would suggest an aspect of Port Camden’s oceanography, which he had also been studying for four years.

Some of the projects had been brought from Hastings by Fina. Others, Peggy had posted directly to Henry because, as her notes to him always said, she ‘thought they might be useful’.

Candace, the ferry captain, had been helping too, quietly offering coded suggestions about the tools of her trade. Between them, they had mapped Port Camden’s land and sea route to safety, neatly set out in four years’ worth of school projects.

Henry flattened the papers and arranged them in order on the examination table. This was the fifth and final time he would talk them both through the route, although his comments were directed more to Lucky than Fina. He trusted her skill set more than his own.

‘Once you exit this building you will be seen by—’

‘By six cameras, I know,’ Lucky interjected. ‘I also know where they are and how they’re angled. September can access and reposition four just enough to help me walk Fina past them without being detected. The other two are on a closed system, like the security gates. I can take her around those, exit at Gate 12, and use the guardhouse for cover if I’m in trouble. From there, I take her into the town.’

‘And then?’

‘And then, let us do our job. September and I have got this, Henry,’ she reassured him, adjusting the small earpiece through which her colleague—who seemed much more like a friend, Fina thought—communicated with her. ‘We’ll get her to where she needs to be.’

Henry nodded, setting his shoulders back and touching the papers in front of him.

 ‘It’s going to be fine, Henry,’ Fina added, her voice full of false confidence. Henry had got her this far. He had anchored her to a new family, he had helped to prevent her immediate deportation after her visa was revoked, he had protected her here at Port Camden, and now he had found her a way out.

She wanted him to know that she could do this last part without him.

‘Peggy has been training me for years. And this is probably the easiest exfiltration Lucky has ever conducted.’

Lucky laughed. ‘I’ve never done an exfiltration before, to be honest, not much need for it in the OSI, but what do you know about exfils?’

‘There are a lot of John le Carrés at the Port Camden Library,’ she replied.

‘He is the master,’ Lucky said.

‘We’re going to be okay,’ Fina told Henry again. ‘You could not have done more for me. You’ve been my friend and my family—I owe you so much.’

He shook his head, unable to speak for a moment, then handed her a ziplock bag containing an envelope. ‘There’s money here, and a notarised copy of Sister Fina’s identification documents, prepared by the Carmelites in Colombo.’

The ABF had taken her passport. The money and documents would help her to start again.

She put her arms around him and held him close, inhaling the reassuring smell of hospital disinfectant that she would always associate with Dr Henry Manners.

When they pulled apart, he wiped his face and nodded. ‘Let’s go over the plan one more time.’




CHAPTER 31

Lucky put Henry’s trilby on her head, her black hair tucked into a tight bun under it. She pulled the brim lower.

‘All good,’ she said to September at the final sound check, tucking her clipboard under one arm and adjusting the stethoscope.

‘All good,’ September replied.

Lucky stepped out of the safety of the med unit and nodded at Fina to follow her. September’s instructions were clear and precise, and Lucky trusted her implicitly. In this situation, she had to function as an extension of September’s mind, not her own, because the other woman could see everything, and Lucky could see very little.

The security guards walked solo routes throughout the family section of the detention centre. In the men’s section, the guards walked in pairs, but the family section was considered low risk.

So low risk that they did not walk their whole beat. Creatures of lazy habits, they took consistent short cuts.

‘Private sector,’ September had scoffed when they worked out the gaps in the guards’ grid. Between tilting four of the six cameras, and assuming the guards did not deviate from their usual abridged beat tonight, September could see all the surveillance blind spots and guide Lucky to them. During the brief moments when they would be captured on camera, they would need to walk quickly and confidently, heads down and clipboards up.

As usual, Henry took Dr Wren on his early evening rounds, two figures walking through the premises with clipboards. At Lucky’s suggestion, he had also requested approval for an additional late-night round to check on the children, in the light of recent traumatic events. Napier hadn’t liked it, but Henry argued that extra medical attention was a small price to pay to prevent further scandal.

So, by Friday night, when Henry had planned Fina’s escape, the security room had received notice that Dr Manners would be doing a late-night round and September had boosted transmission in the common areas, so that the night staff were distracted by the miracle of Fox Sports.

‘Twelve—seven; two—five; three—six,’ September said, conveying both the direction and the numbers of steps Lucky should take.

‘Easy,’ September was saying. ‘Easy. Wall in five, four, three . . .’

Lucky guided Fina to the wall of a residential building, more like a flimsy demountable.

‘Stop.’

Lucky froze.

‘Stop,’ September repeated.

Lucky’s sweaty skin tingled in the cool breeze. They were less than twenty steps from Gate 12, their exit point. They had chosen it because the disused guardhouse at the gate provided cover for them—but potentially for others, too.

‘Lucky, there’s an unusual heat signature near the gate. Male, about ninety kilos.’

 ‘Horne?’ Lucky murmured.

‘Highly likely from previous recon, but I can’t identify for certain. I can tell you, though, that I’ve seen no one standing in that spot for the last three nights.’

‘Please advise,’ Lucky said, her heart pounding in her chest.

Fina looked at her, worry written across her face.

‘You are eighteen steps from the gate. Hide the nun. Left wall. You’ll be behind him most of the way, but I doubt you’ll get close enough to surprise him.’

‘Roof?’ she asked.

‘Maybe. Daytime recon says right side is collapsed, left side looks good. Don’t fall in.’

‘Copy that,’ Lucky said, leading Fina to the wall on the left. ‘I’ll be right back,’ she whispered. ‘Stay here and don’t move no matter what you hear.’ She took the earpiece from her ear and inserted it in Fina’s. ‘If I’m not back in ten minutes, then listen to September and do as she tells you.’

‘Wait,’ Fina whispered. ‘You need her.’

‘I’ll be okay,’ she said, giving Fina’s hand a squeeze. Then she leaned to whisper into Fina’s ear: ‘Take good care of her, September.’

Lucky repeated September’s instructions to herself as she followed them. At the northern end of the guardhouse was the gate and a man. At the southern end, Fina could hide in the shadows. Lucky looked at the brickwork of the guardhouse as she took her shoes and socks off and massaged her feet. Decaying and crumbled, with plenty of footholds.

‘Ready?’ she said to Fina.

‘Ready,’ Fina repeated, holding her hands out, fingers laced together. Lucky put her foot in the cradle of Fina’s hands, let Fina help her up the first metre, and then began to climb. Fingers and toes wedged into small spaces, Lucky shifted her weight and stretched out her hands, feeling the brickwork, seeking more. The climb wasn’t high—the old buildings were only single storey—but she had to be quiet.

She made the mistake of looking down once and saw Fina looking up at her, her hand clamped over her mouth to keep herself silent. She didn’t look down again.

Once she reached the top of the wall, Lucky took a deep breath and pulled herself up onto the roof. There she paused for a moment to regulate her breathing after the exertion.

When she was ready, she began to crawl across the roof’s surface, testing it as she went. September was right; the guardhouse was old and decrepit, the wood soft. If she wasn’t careful, she could fall through and break her neck.

On the other side, she peered over and saw Ian Horne. He looked up at her just as she launched herself onto him. The force of her kinetic energy and weight threw him backwards, his head hitting the metal fence behind him. She could feel his body sag momentarily, then he steadied himself and planted his feet wide in a boxer’s stance, fists up.

‘Are you here for me or for her?’ Lucky asked.

‘Don’t know what you mean,’ Horne said, lowering his fists a little. In moonlight, his blue eyes looked grey, and lacked their usual hostility.

‘You sure about that? I didn’t mean to kill Darcy, you know,’ she said. ‘He attacked me. I didn’t even know who he was until it was too late. I thought I was fighting you.’

‘That’s okay then,’ Horne said. ‘As long as you were trying to kill me and not him, then I’ve got no beef with you.’ He dropped his arms to his sides.

Lucky wasn’t yet prepared to drop her guard.

‘What are you doing here, Horne?’ she asked.

 Before he could answer, Fina emerged from around the corner of the guardhouse and Horne gaped at her, surprised. His eyes narrowed, his mind recalculating the scenario he had interrupted. He nodded at Fina, and she nodded back.

‘Would you two like to tell me what’s going on?’ Lucky demanded, suddenly wary.

‘I see what you’re doing, and while I won’t help you, I won’t stop you,’ Horne said.

‘I’m not sure I can trust you, Horne.’

‘That was Darcy in Milton’s house, and you know it,’ Horne corrected her. ‘He figured you were on to Milton, which meant you’d be on to us sooner or later. I don’t care what people think of me, but Darcy was trying to woo Ange, same as Milton, so he didn’t want our previous work history coming out.’

‘You don’t sound all that distressed by his death,’ Lucky observed.

Horne shrugged. ‘We are who we are—and we benefit from who we are. Darcy was weak and a hypocrite, trying to hide it from everyone. Even Milton was prepared to talk about his past with Ange—some of it anyway.’

‘An honest mercenary, now I’ve seen everything,’ Lucky replied.

‘It’s not honesty, it’s acceptance. As for Darcy’s death, if you set out to attack a nun, even a fake nun, and end up attacking a special investigator instead, then you’re gonna get killed.’

‘How very philosophical of you.’

‘No one has ever called me that before,’ Horne laughed. ‘Darcy had what was coming to him, but I’ll always help a soldier die with peace, even one I don’t respect.’

She nodded. A code was a code.

But while she was pleased to have some loose ends tied up, they couldn’t afford to delay any further. Lucky pointed to Fina’s ear; Fina removed the earpiece and gave it back to her.

 ‘September?’

‘Thank God!’ said September. ‘Don’t do that again, Lucky.’ Then, back in professional mode, she said, ‘I can see all three of you. There’s no one else around, and no action at HQ either, so you’re clear for now. What’s going on?’

Good question, thought Lucky. ‘Horne, if you’re not here to stop us, what are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘Call it professional curiosity. You’ve been turning over rocks, and I want to know what you found underneath.’

‘About you or Milton?’ Lucky asked, thinking about Milton’s map, his USB stick and the accounts in Panama. September would decipher them soon enough.

‘About Milton’s death. We did serve together. They weren’t honourable wars and we’re not honourable men, but we were friends and comrades. I want to know who killed him—and I think you may have worked it out.’

Lucky’s mind whirred with the possibilities she had pondered since Darcy attacked her in the med unit, and she’d seen the same four numbers written on his hand as she’d seen on Milton’s. There was one more piece of the puzzle that still eluded her, teasing the edges of her mind, drifting away like smoke whenever she reached for it.

‘Who killed him?’ Horne repeated.

‘Darcy, of course,’ Lucky replied. ‘Like you said, he wanted Ange for himself. It’s a tale as old as time. If that’s all, we’d better be on our way—you did say you wouldn’t stop us,’ she reminded him.

Horne rubbed the back of his head, where it collided with the fence, and winced.

‘I don’t much care for you, Dharman, but Sister Fina here is a good sort. I’m going to leave now, but I’ll be coming to your quarters in an hour to arrest you.’ He turned and walked away.

 Before he could change his mind, Lucky ushered Fina to Gate 12 and held out her hand for the card and the code Henry had supplied. She swiped the card and punched in the code.

The gate clicked open.

‘All right,’ Lucky said, exhaling. ‘Let’s go.’




CHAPTER 32

An hour later, Fina stood at the water’s edge, her feet sinking into the red sand. She and Lucky had made their way to the back door of the Port Camden Arms, where Ange was waiting for them, holding a small bag from Candace. It contained a wetsuit, mask and flippers. Fina and Ange embraced each other tearfully and then parted. There wasn’t time for more.

Guided by September, Lucky had led Fina through the forest to a place on the island where they could not be seen by the detention centre’s surveillance cameras. A place where Fina could enter the water and swim towards the horizon.

The night sky was clear and star-filled, millions of lights seemingly thrown against the cosmos in chaos. Fina knew better. Magnus had taught her better. The ancient mariners used the stars to find their way home and so would she. She pulled the mask over her eyes and looked up, checking that she could locate her bearings through the visor.

 ‘All set?’ Lucky whispered. There was no need to whisper; this beach was on the southern side of the island, far from the only point of entry to Port Camden by boat. Only Candace knew these waters intimately, and could get close enough to leave a small jet board on the outside of the reef, paid for by Hank’s crowd funding campaign, anchored and waiting for Fina. And only Fina could get to the precise break in the reef that was far too small and dangerous for a boat, but big enough for a person to swim through—particularly if that person was a strong swimmer, trained by a primary school swim coach with Olympic aspirations. Fina had studied Cash’s maps with Henry, and most importantly, she had in her mind the map that Magnus had described to her, the one that was written in the stars.

‘You know what to do?’ Lucky asked. Fina could hear the tension in her voice.

‘I swim to the gap in the reef and through it, then swim west to Candace’s jet board. Then I use Allegra’s Crown to guide me,’ she said, referring to the constellation.

‘Towards?’

‘Towards the Galakse, ninety-four kilometres offshore. Magnus is watching the ocean and waiting for me.’

Lucky checked Fina’s wetsuit one more time, her fingers lifting and replacing the double velcro cover over the zip.

‘The jet board has an integrated personal locator beacon. Henry has sent Magnus the beacon’s frequency. By the time Napier works out that you’re gone and sends out a patrol boat, the Galakse’s rescue skiff would have found you. You’ll be safe.’

‘Henry won’t be,’ Fina said.

‘He’s willing to take that risk.’

Fina nodded and hugged her friend. ‘Thank you, Lucky,’ she said. ‘For everything.’

 Lucky held her hard and whispered, ‘Mikke nandri, santhosham ponhgo.’

Fina blinked her tears away. The Tamil expression of gratitude and love was beautiful and grammatically incorrect.

She pulled the mask over her head and tested the seal. Then she waded into the water, holding her flippers. When she was waist deep, she pulled them on. She sank into the water and submerged her head, getting used to the temperature, as Lucky had advised her.

She thought about Ian Thorpe and tried not to laugh into her mouthpiece. She could do this.

She relinquished her body to the ocean and let its powerful waters wash over her.




CHAPTER 33

Lucky retraced her steps along the same path she had walked earlier in the evening. The old guardhouse was empty, no sign of Horne or security—yet. She returned to the front door of the med unit and, at the security panel, she confidently keyed in the numbers she remembered from the fresh ink on Jack’s hand, wet with his blood, and the faded ink on Milton’s hand, almost erased by the salt water that had lapped over his dead body.

With a soft click, the door opened, and she entered. The other patients would still be asleep; she was confident Henry knew how to dose them.

In Fina’s room, all evidence of the attack had been cleaned away. Lucky opened the supply drawers quietly and slipped a pair of scissors into her pocket. It was the only weapon she could find.

‘You won’t need those, Lucky,’ Henry said from the door. ‘I’ve never tried to hurt you.’

 ‘Perhaps not directly, but as I said before, you were willing to sacrifice me to protect Fina. We haven’t got much time before Horne sounds the alarm, so let’s talk quickly and honestly, shall we?’

Henry entered the room. ‘He won’t do that. There’s nothing in it for him.’

‘Perhaps,’ Lucky said. ‘Hands out of your pockets, Henry.’

‘When did you know it was me?’ he asked, taking his hands out and raising them. They were empty.

She shook her head. ‘When did you know about Fina?’

Henry shrugged. ‘Does it matter when any of us knew? All that matters is that the ABF and Port Camden security didn’t know, and unlike these poor souls here, she escaped to Hastings.’ He walked over to a chair by the examination table and sank into it.

‘Still, humour me,’ Lucky said.

‘I knew as soon as she talked me through the health profiles of the boat survivors. It was obvious she had surgical training, even though she tried to hide it. She couldn’t stop herself from helping the people around her. Magnus told me later he found Sister Serafina Daniels’ passport sewn into the lining of her habit, warped by the water but the photo was still clear. He destroyed it on the Galakse.’

‘And the Catholic Church? How did she fool them?’ Lucky asked. Catholics were meticulous record keepers.

‘She didn’t need to. The Carmelites lied for her. They love all of God’s children, and Mother Oliveri knew Fina’s chances were better as a nun. They did what they’re supposed to do: they protected her.’

‘And you, Henry? If the Carmelites were following their code, what were you doing? You’re a doctor, a soldier, and a patriot.’

He was also a father. That was how Lucky knew it was Henry.

‘I’ve lost my faith in the codes of all my professions, Lucky,’ he replied. ‘I think about my son every day. Terrified by gunfire, covering the bodies of his friends with his own, listening to them die a slow and agonising death. I imagine his fear and his longing for life, for protection and safety. I think about him back at the barracks, the night he died. What makes a man—a boy—take his own life? How many horrors do you survive before death is a mercy?’

Lucky’s eyes filled with tears. She nodded and her grip on the scissors in her pocket relaxed a little.

‘That’s why you protected her,’ she said.

Henry nodded. The old man had feared the day would come when Fina’s secret was discovered and her visa revoked, so he had started preparing for her escape, letting a trusted circle in on his plans: Candace, Ange, Peggy and Magnus. Maybe others.

‘And that’s why you killed Milton.’

Another nod. ‘Fina told me who she really was as soon as Milton recognised her. She was worried he would tell Napier and jeopardise her protection status. We knew she’d be deported immediately if they found out about the deception.’

‘So you asked him to meet you at Diemaar Lookout?’

He shook his head. ‘You make me sound so sinister. You’ve been spending too much time chasing terrible people. Milton and I spoke about Fina. He assured me he was no threat to her, and I almost believed him.’

‘Almost?’

‘The last time I saw him, I was doing my rounds with Fina. He seemed tense—more tense than usual. I asked him to come to the med unit, so I could do a general check. At Port Camden, “general check” is code for calibration of meds. All the guards are on something for stress, anxiety, and depression. It’s hard work and I help them as much as I can.’

‘Did he come in to see you?’ Lucky asked.

 ‘He did—and he let himself in. He knew the entry code for the med unit. Only high-clearance medical staff have that code, and he wasn’t one of them.’

She nodded. She’d used those numbers herself to enter the building. ‘How did he get the code?’ she asked, thinking through Milton’s possible sources. ‘Napier?’

‘No, Napier has no interest in Fina. Milton is a resourceful fellow; there are a few ways he could have accessed it. At the time, he said the door was ajar and I let it pass. But I knew he was lying and there was only one reason why he’d want to enter the med unit.’

Lucky could have told him there were two reasons. Either Milton wanted to kill Fina and airbrush his past before he started his new life with Ange, or he wanted to give Fina a map to find the bodies of those he and his comrades had killed. The only person who knew for sure was Milton, and Henry had killed him.

‘He could tell I was suspicious, though,’ the doctor continued. ‘So he asked me to meet him at the lookout later that evening.’

‘Are you going to tell me you killed him to protect yourself?’ Lucky asked.

‘Not at all, Lucky. I killed him to protect Fina. At the lookout he told me he had nothing to gain by exposing Fina to the authorities because his identity was tied to hers.’

‘You didn’t believe him?’ Lucky asked. Knowing what Milton had done in Sri Lanka, she wouldn’t have believed him either. Fina was a loose end from an old life that stood in the way of his new one.

‘No.’

‘So, you fought with him up there?’ she asked.

Henry laughed. ‘Lucky, I’m a brave man but not a foolish one. At the med unit, I gave him a shot of Ramipril forte, which takes about four hours to lower the blood pressure of a man with Milton’s weight and heart rate.’

 ‘Both of which you knew.’

‘Naturally. And as you know, when Ramipril is combined with temazepam—which was already in his bloodstream—it will affect a man’s reflexes.’

‘Just slightly,’ Lucky said. She had used both drugs before but knew better than to use them together.

‘Enough that I didn’t need to fight Milton. I just needed to push him.’

[image: Image]

Lucky boarded the ferry at the Port Camden Wharf.

‘Don’t remove her cuffs until you get to the mainland,’ Horne warned as he handed her over to the police officer on board. ‘I don’t care if the boat is capsizing. Save Candace—Dr Dharman is optional,’ he said. Then, turning to Lucky, he added: ‘I trust we won’t be hearing from you again?’

‘I have everything I need,’ Lucky said, thinking about the testimony of the women and children she had met at the detention centre.

‘Not sure what happened to Sister Fina. Dr Manners is in a shitload of trouble for letting her out, but she’s vanished into thin air,’ Horne said, checking her cuffs. He surprised her by loosening the rings around her wrists to make them more comfortable. ‘That’s a clever party trick if ever I saw one.’

Candace studiously avoided eye contact with either of them, as she passed a crate of supplies from her hold to another guard.

Lucky shrugged. ‘Probably drowned. You’d have to be extraordinary to survive the ocean twice.’
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 If you or anyone you know is in need of support for mental health concerns, help is available, 24 hours a day, seven days a week, anywhere in Australia.

Lifeline

13 11 14

lifeline.org.au

Suicide Call Back Service

1300 659 467

suicidecallbackservice.org.au

Beyond Blue

1300 224 636

beyondblue.org.au

Headspace

1800 650 890

headspace.org.au

Head to Health

1800 595 212

headtohealth.gov.au

MensLine Australia

1300 789 978

mensline.org.au

In an emergency, call 000.
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