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Life can only be understood backwards,
but it must be lived forwards.

– Sören Kierkegaard
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prologue

Wild-eyed, the little man pants by the well, writhing on his 
back like a stranded beetle.

The first blow was clumsy, a rehearsal with no weight 
behind it. The man with the axe has better in him. Raising it 
above his shoulders, he brings it down hard.

Thunk.
The skull fractures with a force that sends the brain 

ricocheting between the frontal and occipital bones. The little 
man is gone, his eyes vacant but for the reflection of the Great 
September Comet, a celestial aberration that has branded the 
night sky these two weeks past.

The man with the axe is not yet done. He slashes at the plaid 
shirt, laying open the chest. Mutters as blood soaks through his 
trouser knees. And again he strikes, frenzied still, stripping 
warm flesh from bone.

Finally, he thumps a fist against his own florid skull. Think, 
man, think.

Up on the wagon, among a clutter of cooking pans and 
tools and bundles of clothes, he rummages for a flour sack and 
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spade, and then snatches a bucket from the fire on his way 
back to the corpse. It takes him more than an hour to hack 
through the third and fourth vertebrae, to smash and splinter 
the sockets of the thighs, but by the time he is done he is as 
calm as a priest.

The earth around the well is damp and smells like a butcher’s 
scrapery. He pours fresh sand over it. Washes his hands. Yawns. 
Throws at his tent a longing glance. Just one more thing to do, 
and the rest can wait till daylight.

By the dying coals of the fire, he sits, humming, sewing up 
the neck of the bloody sack with coarse blue thread.
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The look of a shadow

She had the look of a shadow about her. A greyscale version of 
the colour photograph on the driver’s licence that she passed 
across the desk. Willa hoped they wouldn’t look too closely, that 
it hadn’t expired. On the application for researcher’s ticket, 
she used, as a reference, a colleague she hadn’t spoken to for a 
year, but when it came to the space for ‘Subject of your research’, 
she paused. A little coil of anxiety. A loop became a knot. This 
name had lain dormant in her memory for the longest time. 
‘John (Jock) King,’ she wrote. A name nobody would know. And 
what would they make of that? Did the custodians of archives 
scan these requests, favouring worthy subjects, filtering out the 
rest? She watched as the woman glanced over the form, but 
there were no questions asked. 

It was twelve years since she had come across the story of 
the murder. The manuscript – A quick copyedit, please, nothing 
fancy – was a collection of articles written by members of a 
local historical society for the group’s yearly journal, Past Lives. 
She had wanted to contact the author of the article called ‘A 
strange case of murder and mutilation’ right away but her client, 
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the compiling editor, had warned her off. George Sullivan is an 
elderly gent, in poor health now. I’ll be handling the author queries 
for him. But Willa didn’t want to check on inconsistent dates 
or the spelling of names or incomplete citations – the usual 
things a copyeditor needed to follow up. It was the human 
inconsistencies that had caught her eye. She wanted to know 
more, all that George Sullivan could tell her. And she wanted to 
sound him out on a theory about this ‘strange case’ that might 
not have occurred to an elderly gent.

Back then, every minute, every space in her life, had been 
taken up with Imogen and the work she’d managed to fit in while 
her daughter was at school or asleep. She’d had to lay aside her 
gratis copy of Past Lives, journal of the South West Historical 
Society, no. XIV, 1992. To forget about Jock King. But now 
things were different. Now she was free of commitments, her 
days awash with time, and time had brought her here. George 
Sullivan had died years ago, but she hoped his sources would 
lead her to the heart of this story that had haunted her, that she 
couldn’t forget. For she had read about a horrific nineteenth-
century murder and she had seen the connection clearly. She 
had seen Imogen.


As Willa gave her request slip to the archivist at the State 
Records Office, she was acutely aware of other people: waiting 
at the desk for help, talking on phones in unseen cubicles. 

A man tapped her on the arm. Do you have a spare pencil 
I could borrow?

She didn’t, but had to remind herself that the words must 
be spoken out loud.

They came from her throat so softly that the man asked her 
to repeat them, cupping his hand over one ear.
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No, she said, I’m sorry, and shook her head this time.
Sorry.
Shrinking.
If only she could access what she needed on-line. Over 

the last six months, her world had contracted to the frame of 
her computer screen, the daily transactions of life conducted 
at a distance, via the net. Occasionally a courier would deliver 
a package and require a signature, but he was an incurious 
sort. If he thought anything at all of Willa, it was probably 
a passing expression of mild contempt for women who let 
themselves go. Even when she had still been working, the need 
to meet with other people face to face was rare. And now if 
anyone ventured near there was the standard excuse for her 
self-exile, the everything and nothing of it: I have lost my 
daughter…

The next retrieval is not until 1.00 pm, the woman at the desk 
told her.

Oh. She was surprised at her disappointment, at how soon 
the desire to begin had taken hold.


People with books, laptops, folders full of papers, filed past 
the expanse of glass that separated the library foyer from the 
coffee shop. From her table in the corner, she saw a closely 
cropped skull that curved in familiar contours. The cup jolted 
in her hands, splashing hot tea onto the veins of her wrist. But 
no, it was not Imogen, of course it was not Imogen, not that 
beautiful face she missed and longed to see. The young man 
passed, and Willa slumped back again to watch the flow of 
bodies. What needs and obsessions brought people to places 
like these? Could she really explain her own motives if someone 
were to ask her? 
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Taking the well-worn copy of Past Lives from her satchel, 
she began to read again, as though the words might offer up 
something new simply because she had broken her exile to 
pursue them.

John King, known as ‘Little Jock’, was last seen alive 
just before midnight on Sunday 1 October 1882. He and 
his team of five horses, with a wagonload of sandalwood 
bound for the export yard of merchant John Hassell in 
Albany, were camped at a clearing called the Sinkings, 
so named because a shaft had once been sunk nearby in 
a vain search for coal. Five miles north of Albany on the 
King River Road (now Chester Pass Road), the Sinkings 
was a popular place for teamsters to rest overnight and 
water their animals at the well. Three people stopped 
there on the night in question, and the last of these, 
mill owner Horace Egerton-Warburton, saw only one 
other teamster sharing Little Jock’s campfire. That 
person was John Collins.

A month later (31 October), while at the Sinkings to 
water his team of bullocks, John Garretty came across 
two bones protruding from the earth, disturbed, it 
seemed, by the scratching of a native dog or a kangaroo 
rat. His brother James, who had ridden out to meet 
him, found him squatting on the ground, wondering 
what to do. John Garretty was apprehensive and fearful, 
as there were vestiges of cloth adhering to the bones. 
James had no such qualms: he grasped one greasy bone 
and pulled. It gave, with a stomach-churning squelch, 
and the brothers could see what looked like trouser 
fabric where the bone had been…
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It was a gruesome story. What the Garretty brothers found 
in the vicinity of the protruding bones was a sack, crudely stitched, 
containing the remains of a human torso. The head, legs and 
part of the left hand and arm were missing. At the subsequent 
inquest, Albany’s colonial surgeon testified unequivocally that 
the body was that of a woman, but changed his mind later when 
the head was found nearby and identified as that of   Jock King, a 
sandalwood-carter and former convict.

Willa fingered the crisscross of thin white lines on her 
shoulder. She could still remember it: that shock of recognition 
she felt twelve years ago when she had first read the article. She 
had dropped the manuscript, spun around suddenly in her chair, 
startling the kitten that had a fondness for nestling between her 
ear and shoulder. That day was marked by the certainty that 
there were things she could see in Sullivan’s article that others 
could not, and by the slash of Lucifer’s sharp little claws deep 
into her skin.

Who were you? she had wondered then, and wondered now 
as she sat restlessly stacking sachets of sugar. What was your 
story, Little Jock?
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