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About the Author

Manoj Palwe knows that the most dangerous deceptions always
happen inside a closed system.

For over two decades, he has operated at the highest levels of global
immigration law. As a Regulated Canadian Immigration Consultant
(RCIC R422575), a CAPIC Fellow (R11592), and President of Taurus
Infotek (Dreamvisas) in Canada and India, his career has been defined
by reading the fine print, analyzing complex international frameworks,
and understanding how rules are enforced—and how they are broken.

Behind this sharp analytical mind is a man raised on the masterpieces
of suspense. As an avid, lifelong reader who spent decades devouring
the works of Sidney Sheldon, Dick Francis, and Frederick Forsyth,

Manoj became obsessed with the mechanics of the perfect plot twist.

He paired this literary obsession with a boundless, high-energy love for
the arena. A truly energetic sports enthusiast, Manoj has spent over
fifty years keenly following, analyzing, and actively playing almost every
single sport featured in his universe—from tennis and cricket to
hockey and football (gladly leaving the high-speed cockpits of
motorsport to the professionals). He knows the physical toll, the

locker-room dynamics, and the psychological grit of these games
firsthand.

In his groundbreaking 12-book series, Clean Sport, Dirty Games, he
fuses his professional mastery of institutional systems, his athletic
background, and classic page-turning thriller structures. The result is a
premium collection of technical, high-stakes suspense thrillers that
expose the gritty reality behind the glamorous facade of elite sports.
When Manoj writes a cliffhanger, he isn't just inventing fiction—he's
writing from a lifetime of knowing exactly how the world, the game,
and a great book work.
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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. All characters, names, places, agencies, employers,
migration consultancies, immigration officers, judicial officers, applicants, and
incidents are entirely the product of the author's imagination, or are used
fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual
events, agencies, or businesses, is entirely coincidental. The technical
descriptions of Australian immigration law, regulation, and administrative
procedure have been simplified or altered for narrative purposes and should

not be relied upon as legal or migration advice.

This book is educational only. It does not constitute immigration advice, does
not create a consultant-client relationship, and does not guarantee any
immigration outcome. Immigration laws change frequently; verify with official
sources. Purchasing this book does not establish a professional relationship
between author and reader. For advice on your situation, consult a Registered
Migration Agent (MARA) in Australia, a Registered Canadian Immigration
Consultant (RCIC) licensed by the CICC, or a qualified immigration lawyer.
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For Meghana,

and for the danghters who carry the long inberitance —

Mruga in Halifax, Maitrayiee in Montréal.
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PREFACE

Australia is a country of long brown distances and the careful
arithmetic of small towns. Its immigration system, which has, in the past
forty years, brought into the country some seven million permanent
settlers from every continent, is administered by a small and
conscientious public service from offices in Canberra, Melbourne,
Sydney, Adelaide, Perth, Hobart, and Brisbane, and by registered
migration agents from Pitt Street offices and from second-floor rooms

above suburban shops in Footscray, Springvale, Ashfield, and Coburg.

It is, on its proper operation, one of the more carefully constructed

administrative systems in the developed wotld.
It is, in its imperfections, also one of the more frequently exploited.

The eleven stories in this volume describe, in fictional form, the
principal patterns of Australian immigration fraud as I have encountered
them in twenty-five years of practice across the Indian, Filipino, Sri
Lankan, and Nepali corridors. The fraud architectures — the cane-
corridor 482 sponsorship racket, the Tasmanian regional-nomination
forgery, the Sydney Global Talent skimming, the ghost-college student-
visa pipeline, the panel-physician health-waiver bypass, the PTE
substitute-speaker arrangement, the regional-meatworks recruitment-fee

laundering, the onshore-graduate cooperative-employer pipeline, the
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partner-visa marriage of convenience, the GTE statement fictitious-
offer-letter network, and the section 351 ministerial-intervention

corruption — are all real patterns. The frauds described are real frauds.

The people in these stories are not real people. The agents, officers,
applicants, employers, consultants, and police are, in every case,
invented. Where a story is set in a real town — Mareeba, Devonport,
Sydney, Footscray, Adelaide, Ahmedabad, Shepparton, Coburg, Perth,
Lukla — the real town is a backdrop only. The events did not occur

there. The names did not exist.

What is real, in these stories, is the moral architecture of how
immigration fraud is committed and how it is detected. Fraud is not, on
the standard reading, a single act of dishonesty. It is a chain of small
decisions, each made by a person who has — in the moment — a partial
view of the larger system, a particular private incentive, and an
inadequate field of vision into the long consequences. Detection, when
it comes, is rarely the work of a single brilliant investigator. It is the work
of a single careful officer who pulls a single thread that no one had

previously thought to pull, on a Tuesday afternoon, between meetings.

The detective work in these stories is, in this respect, accurately
drawn. The Australian immigration system is detected, in real life, exactly
as it is detected in these pages: through anomalous statistical patterns
surfaced in routine quarterly sweeps, through the coincidence of a panel

physician's clean-result rate ticking outside the standard distribution,
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through a pathology report retained at a Manila clinic that does not
match the report uploaded to eMedical, through a folded photograph in
a man's wallet that is not, on any reading, the photograph his cohabiting

partner would expect him to carry.

What follows is the work of fiction. The fictional architecture is,
however, drawn closely from the real one. Readers who wish to
understand how Australian immigration fraud is committed, and how
the Department of Home Affairs, the Australian Border Force, the
Office of the Migration Agents Registration Authority, the Tertiary
Education Quality and Standards Agency, the Australian Federal Police,
and the National Anti-Corruption Commission detect and respond to it,

will find in these stories a reasonably accurate guide.

Readers who wish to understand the moral weight of choosing, on
a particular Tuesday afternoon, the path of compromise rather than the
path of refusal — or of choosing, on a different Tuesday afternoon, the
path of refusal rather than the path of compromise — will find, I hope,

something that goes a little further than that.

Manoj Palwe

Pune and Ajax, 2026
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The Cane Fields

A Short Story

Sergeant Bronwyn Mackay of the Australian Border Force, Far North
Queensland regional command, had policed the cane corridor between
Cairns and Innisfail for nine years, and she had developed, over those

nine years, a small private theory.

Her theory was that the men who ran the labour-supply rackets did
not, for the most part, live in cities. They lived in the cane towns
themselves — Mareeba, Innisfail, Tully, Ingham. They drove utes. They
drank at the same pubs as the harvest crews. They were, in many cases,
indistinguishable on a Saturday afternoon from the farmers who actually

owned the land.

They were indistinguishable, Sergeant Mackay had concluded,
because the most successful of them were ex-farmers. Men who had
grown up on the land, who had inherited cane blocks in the 1990s, who
had watched the price of sugar collapse in 2003 and again in 2015, who
had sold the family farm to a corporate aggregator, and who had — with
the residual local knowledge of which paddocks needed how many
hands and when — reinvented themselves in the only adjacent business

that paid better than cane farming.

They had become, in effect, brokers.
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On a Tuesday morning in October, Sergeant Mackay drove her
unmarked four-wheel-drive up the Kennedy Highway from Mareeba to
a dirt track that led, after eleven kilometres of unsealed road, to a
property called Donnybrook. The property was registered in the name
of one Wayne Henderson. Mr Henderson held, on the books of the
Department of Home Affairs, twelve Subclass 482 sponsorship

approvals for skilled mechanical technicians.

The property was a hundred and sixty acres. It had three sheds, two
of them empty. It had no machinery a mechanical technician would have

been required to maintain.

It did, however, have, when Sergeant Mackay drove up the track,
eleven young Punjabi men standing in a line beside one of the sheds, in

jeans and gumboots, holding cane knives.

Wayne Henderson came out of the homestead onto the verandah. He
was sixty-one. He was wearing a pale blue work shirt, faded by twenty

Queensland summers.
“G’day, Sergeant.”
“Mr Henderson.”

“Come up to the verandah. The wife will make you a cuppa.”
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Sergeant Mackay went up to the verandah. The wife — a small
woman with grey hair tied back — brought tea on a tin tray. Sergeant

Mackay accepted a cup. She did not drink from it.
“Mr Henderson. The eleven blokes by the shed.”
“Yep.”
“Mechanical technicians?”
Wayne Henderson took a long, careful sip of his tea.

“Sergeant. I am going to make this easy for both of us. I have been
expecting you for, oh, about three years now. I have a folder in the
office. I will get it. I will give it to you. I will answer every question you
ask. The only thing I will ask in exchange — and I will not insist, I am
only asking — is that you let the boys finish out the cutting season. The
mill takes the last load on the seventh of December. After that they are

yours.”
Sergeant Mackay looked at him.

“Mr Henderson. The eleven men out there are working in Australia
on visas that misrepresent their occupation. They are mechanical
technicians on paper. They are cane cutters in fact. The visa fraud is
yours. The labour exploitation — if there is any — is also yours. I do

not have the discretion to leave them in the field for another six weeks.”

“I thought you might say that.”
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Wayne Henderson set down his cup. He stood up.

“Come inside. The folder is in the office.”

The folder was thick. It was indexed alphabetically. It contained, for each

of the eleven men, a complete dossier.

Passport copy. Visa grant notice. Indian PCC. The MARA-
registered agent’s file copy. The fees paid. The amount of the fee
retained by the agent in Jalandhar. The amount kicked back to Wayne
Henderson per applicant. The amount paid by the worker to a sub-agent
in his village. The labour-hire contract Wayne had had the worker sign
on arrival, which committed him to twelve-hour days at piece rates that
worked out, in the cutting season, to about fourteen dollars an hour

cash.
Sergeant Mackay turned the pages.
“Mr Henderson. This is, on its face, a confession.”
“Yep.”
“May I ask why you have prepared it?”

Wayne Henderson looked at his wife, who was standing in the
kitchen doorway wiping her hands on a tea towel. She nodded, very

slightly.
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“My son,” Wayne Henderson said. “My son and his wife. They have
a small place at Walkamin. They have been trying for a baby for seven
years. They had a stillbirth in March. The wife — my daughter-in-law —
she has not, since March, been particularly well. She is, in fact, in a unit

at the Cairns Hospital. She has been there since June.”
“I am sorry, Mr Henderson.”

“Thank you. The point I am trying to come to is this. I have eleven
boys here on visas they should not be on. I have been running this
operation for fourteen years, since the cane price went the second time.
I have made, in those fourteen years, somewhere on the order of two
million dollars net. The money is in three accounts. One of them is, as
it happens, in my daughter-in-law’s name, established without her
knowledge, eight years ago, when I was thinking about how to keep
certain funds away from a divorce I was then contemplating but did not,

in the end, go through with.”
“Mr Henderson, you are confessing to additional fraud.”

“I am. I would like you to know about all of it. I would like, in
particular, for you to understand that the account in my daughter-in-
law’s name contains, at present, four hundred and twelve thousand
dollars. I would like that money to be confiscated. I would like the
confiscation to be on the public record. I would like my daughter-in-law
to know, when she is well enough to understand it, that she is not now

and was never the holder of any account she did not know she held.”
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Sergeant Mackay set the folder down.
“Mr Henderson. Why?”

Wayne Henderson sat down in the leather armchair behind his desk.

He rotated, slowly, the wedding ring on his left hand.

“Because my son and his wife are good people, Sergeant, and the
only money in this family that they will ever inherit is money that is not,
by any honest reading, mine to give them. I would prefer, all things

considered, that they inherit nothing.”

The investigation took eleven months.

Wayne Henderson cooperated fully. He named the MARA-
registered agent in Sydney who had certified the eleven Subclass 482
nominations — a man called Karan Mehta of Mehta Migration, on Pitt
Street, who had taken six thousand dollars per nomination and had, on
Wayne’s sworn evidence, certified each as genuine without ever having
visited Donnybrook. He named the sub-agent in Jalandhar who had
recruited the workers — a man called Pritam Singh, who operated out
of a dhaba on the Phagwara road and who, on Wayne’s account, had

been doing the recruiting for him since 2011.

He named, in the end, every link in the chain.
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Karan Mehta of Mehta Migration was deregistered by the Office of
the Migration Agents Registration Authority within five months. He was
charged, in due course, with twelve counts of providing false or
misleading information to the Department of Home Affairs and was,
after a two-year prosecution, sentenced to four years’ imprisonment.
The MARA register stripped him of his registration permanently. He
had been registered since 2002.

Pritam Singh of Phagwara was charged in India under the
Emigration Act, but the prosecution had stalled at the time of writing
on the standard difficulty that he had, three months after Wayne’s

confession, decamped to Dubai.

Wayne Henderson himself was charged under section 245AC of the
Migration Act with twelve counts of presenting false information in
connection with sponsored visa nominations, and under section
245AAB with twelve counts of allowing a non-citizen to work in breach
of a visa condition. He pleaded guilty. He was sentenced to seven years’
imprisonment with a non-parole period of four. The Donnybrook
property, the Mareeba house, the wife’s small unit at Yorkeys Knob, and
the four hundred and twelve thousand dollars in the account in the
daughter-in-law’s name were all confiscated under proceeds-of-crime

legislation.

The eleven Punjabi men were granted Subclass 408 temporary

activity visas under the workplace exploitation pathway, which
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permitted them to remain in Australia for up to twelve months while the
Fair Work Ombudsman investigated their underpayment. Eight of
them, with the assistance of community legal centres, filed claims for
back wages totalling approximately a hundred and ninety thousand
dollars, of which they recovered, after the proceeds-of-crime

confiscation, about a hundred and forty thousand.

Three of the eleven, on the evidence of their cooperation with the
Fair Work Ombudsman, were subsequently granted permanent

residence under public-interest provisions.

Wayne Henderson’s wife, who had been with him forty-one years
and who had not, on the evidence ever placed before any court, known
about any of it, was permitted to retain the small Toyota Corolla she had
bought in her own name in 2018 from her own savings. She moved,
after the property was repossessed, to her sister’s farm at Yungaburra,

where she remained at the time of writing.

Sergeant Bronwyn Mackay had, in the eleven months of the
investigation, asked Wayne Henderson many questions. She had not
asked, because she had not thought to, the question that would have
unlocked the only part of the case that did not, on the public record,

ever come out.
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She had not asked Wayne Henderson when he had decided to

confess.

She had assumed, on the natural reading of his statements, that the
decision had been driven by his daughter-in-law’s breakdown. The
breakdown had been in March. Wayne had been waiting for her, by his
own account, for three years. The arithmetic suggested he had decided,

in the months following March, that the time had come.
This was wrong,.

Wayne Henderson had decided to confess in October of the
previous year — four months before his daughter-in-law’s stillbirth. He
had decided in the late afternoon of the seventeenth of October, on a
long drive back from a sugar-farming conference in Mackay, while
listening to a radio programme on ABC RN about the early stages of

dementia.

The programme had described, in some detail, the way in which a
particular variant of frontotemporal dementia had been observed, in
clinical literature, to produce in its early stages a marked reduction in the
patient’s capacity for moral inhibition. Patients in the early stages, the
programme had explained, often committed small offences they had not
previously been inclined to commit — small thefts, small lies, small acts

of deception that ran against the grain of their previous lives.

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 18 | Page



THE FOLDED PHOTOGRAPH

They sometimes also, conversely, performed small acts of
unprovoked moral correction — confessing to crimes they had
committed years earlier, returning money they had once stolen, telling

truths they had spent decades concealing.

Wayne Henderson had been diagnosed, in the spring of that year,
with the early stages of exactly that variant. The diagnosis had been
confirmed, on a referral from his GP in Mareeba, by a neurologist at the
Royal Brisbane Hospital. He had been told, in plain language, that he
had perhaps four years of clearly functional cognition remaining. He had

been told that he should put his affairs in order.

He had told his wife. He had not told his son. He had not told his

daughter-in-law.

He had, however, decided, on the long drive back from Mackay, that
putting his affairs in order would mean, for him, dismantling the small
empire of fraud he had built over fourteen years and ensuring that no
portion of its proceeds would survive him to be inherited by people he

loved.

He had, in short, used the opportunity of his diagnosis to do, while
he could still recognise the rightness of doing it, what he had not had
the courage to do in the eleven years of moral health that had preceded

the diagnosis.
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He had not mentioned the diagnosis to Sergeant Mackay. He had
not mentioned it to the prosecutors. He had not mentioned it to his
defence counsel, who would have made of it a powerful submission in
mitigation. He had, on the contrary, instructed his counsel that no

medical evidence whatever was to be tendered.

He had served his sentence in a minimum-security facility at Lotus
Glen, on the Atherton Tableland. He had been a model prisoner. His
cognition had declined, in the third year, to the point where he no longer
reliably recognised the prison psychologist who had been seeing him
weekly for two years. He had been released, in the fourth year, on
compassionate parole, into the care of his wife at her sister’s farm at

Yungaburra.

He had died there, in the late summer of his sixty-eighth year, of
complications from the dementia, in the small bedroom that had been,

for two months in 1962, the bedroom in which his wife had grown up.

His son, who had not been told the diagnosis at the time of the

original confession, had been told only at the funeral.

The son had stood for a long time at the graveside that afternoon,
in the late January heat, looking at the small wooden marker that had
been temporarily set in place of the headstone the family had not yet

ordered.
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Then he had walked away from the grave, across the small Anglican
cemetery at Yungaburra, to the figure of Sergeant Bronwyn Mackay,
who had attended the funeral in plain clothes and who had been

standing, at a respectful distance, by the cemetery gate.
“Sergeant.”
“Mr Henderson.”
“My father. He told you everything. Did he tell you why?”
Sergeant Mackay had thought about the question for a long moment.

“He told me he wanted his children to inherit nothing he had not

honestly earned.”
“Did he tell you when he decided?”

Sergeant Mackay had looked at the son. The son was thirty-six. He
had his father’s long face and his mother’s grey eyes. He looked, in his

suit, like a man who had not slept properly for some weeks.

“He told me, the morning he gave me the folder, that he had been

waiting for me for three years.”
The son had nodded slowly.
“Did he tell you about the diagnosis?”

Sergeant Mackay had looked at him.
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She had not, in eleven years of investigative work, in some hundreds
of interviews, in eleven months of intensive cooperation with Wayne

Henderson, ever heard the word
diagnosis in connection with him.
“What diagnosis, Mr Henderson?”

The son had looked at her for a long moment. Then he had looked
away, across the cemetery, towards the small church and the gum trees

beyond it.

“Sergeant. He used the only good year he had left to give us nothing.
He could have served two years. He could have served eighteen months
on a medical submission. He could have died at home, with us, with the

money we never knew was ours, in a house we would have inherited.”
“He chose seven years.”
“He chose seven years.”
Sergeant Mackay was silent.
“I thought,” the son said, “you should know.”

He shook her hand. He walked back across the grass to where his
mother was standing with her sister at the lych-gate. They got into a

small Holden ute. They drove away.
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Sergeant Bronwyn Mackay stood by the cemetery gate for some time
after the ute had gone. The afternoon sun was the long flat gold of Far
North Queensland in January, and the cicadas in the gum trees were the
loud cicadas of a country that had absorbed, in its long indifferent way,
the small private fall of one cane farmer who had decided, in his last

good year, to do the only honest thing he could think of to do.

She walked back to her four-wheel-drive. She did not, on the drive

back to Cairns, turn on the radio.

— END —
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The Hobart Letter

A Short Story

In the small office of the Tasmanian State Nomination Programme, on
the third floor of a department building on Murray Street in Hobart, Ms
Catherine Burrowes had been processing nomination applications for

Subclass 491 skilled regional visas for eleven years.

She was forty-eight. She had been born in Devonport, on the north
coast of Tasmania, the daughter of a fisherman who had drowned off
Burnie when she was nine. She had been raised by her mother and her
mother’s brother, who had been a high-school history teacher in
Launceston, and she had inherited from him a very particular Tasmanian
cast of mind — sceptical, courteous, and slow to be persuaded by

anything that came from across Bass Strait.

She had also inherited, from the same uncle, the conviction that
paperwork from Hyderabad deserved exactly the same scrutiny as
paperwork from Hobart, and that the integrity of a state nomination
programme rested on the application of identical standards to every

application that arrived on the desk.

On a Thursday afternoon in March, she was reviewing the eighty-
fourth application of the week when she paused at the supporting

employment letter.
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The letter was on the headed paper of a small civil-engineering
consultancy in Devonport. It was signed by the company’s managing
director, a Mr Geoffrey Ferguson. It attested that the applicant — a Mr
Naveen Reddy, of Hyderabad — had received a written offer of
employment as a Civil Engineering Technician at a salary of seventy-
eight thousand dollars per annum, conditional on the grant of a Subclass

491 visa with Tasmanian state nomination.

The letter was, on its surface, in order. The letterhead was correct.
The salary was within the standard range. The job description was

credible.
Only one detail troubled Ms Burrowes.

Geoffrey Ferguson had died seven months earlier. She knew this
because she had attended his funeral. He had been her uncle’s closest

friend.

She did not, that afternoon, telephone the consultancy.

She closed the file. She walked down to the small departmental tea
room. She made herself a cup of tea. She stood at the window and

looked out at the Derwent.

She had been an officer for eleven years. She knew the standard

procedures. The standard procedure was to refer the file to the
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Department of Home Affairs Migration Integrity Branch in Canberra.
The Branch would, in due course, refer it to the Australian Federal
Police. The AFP would, in due course, conduct an investigation. The
investigation would, in due course, identify the agent in Hyderabad who
had produced the letter, the corrupt employee at the Devonport
consultancy who had supplied the letterhead, and the small network of
further fraudulent nominations that the same combination had

produced.

This was the procedure. It was a good procedure. It produced, on

average, a prosecution every two years.
Ms Burrowes returned to her desk. She did not refer the file.

She did, however, make a small note on a yellow Post-It note, in
pencil, in her own neat handwriting, which she stuck to the inside cover

of the file before placing it in her desk drawer. The note read:
Check the others. Q.

She then opened the database, ran a search on Geoffrey Ferguson’s
consultancy as a sponsoring employer, and found that Mr Ferguson had
— or appeared to have — supported nineteen further Subclass 491

nominations in the seven months since his death.
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Ms Burrowes did not refer those nineteen files to Canberra either.

She did, however, do something that no other officer in the
Tasmanian State Nomination Programme had ever done, in the eleven
years of the programme’s operation, and that no procedure manual

would have authorised her to do.

She telephoned each of the nineteen applicants, in turn, at the
mobile numbers listed on their applications, and asked them to come to
Hobart for an unscheduled in-person interview as part of a routine

nomination integrity review.
Sixteen of the nineteen attended.

They came over the course of three weeks, at her cost, on aeroplanes
from Sydney and Melbourne and Brisbane and Adelaide. They came in
their best suits. They came with documents. They came, in many cases,

with their wives, who had not previously been to Tasmania.

Ms Burrowes interviewed each one for approximately forty minutes.
She did not, in any of the interviews, mention Geoffrey Ferguson by
name. She asked, instead, about the applicant’s connection to

Devonport.

Twelve of the sixteen had never heard of Devonport. They had been

told, by their migration agent in India, that the consultancy was in
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Hobart. They had assumed, on the strength of the offer letter, that they
would be working in Hobart. They had not, until Ms Burrowes informed
them gently, understood that Devonport was a separate city, four hours’
drive away, and that the consultancy in question — if they had ever, in
their imaginations, properly located it — had been located in a place they

had not yet learned existed.

Three of the sixteen had been to Devonport. They had been driven
there by their agent, who had a Tasmanian arm of his Hyderabad
business. They had stood in front of the consultancy’s office building.
They had been photographed. The photographs had been used in their
applications as evidence of their genuine intention to settle in regional

Tasmania.
None of the three had ever been inside the building.
None of the three could name a single colleague.

None of the three knew that the man whose signature appeared on
their offer letter had been buried, in a small cemetery on the Don Heads

road, the previous September.

The sixteenth applicant, a young man called Vamsi from Vijayawada,

was different.

Ms Burrowes knew he was different in the first ninety seconds of
his interview, because he answered her opening question in a tone of

voice she had not expected.
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“Ms Burrowes,” Vamsi said. “I know who Geoffrey Ferguson was. 1
know he is dead. I know my offer letter is a forgery. I have known since

I recetved it.”
Ms Burrowes set down her pen.
“Mr Vamsi. May I ask why you have come to this interview?”

“Because I assumed, when I received your telephone call, that the
integrity review you mentioned was, in fact, the unmasking of the fraud.
I assumed I was about to be charged with misrepresentation. I have

come, in part, to plead guilty.”
“In part?”

“In part. I have come, in the other part, because the agent who
produced my forged offer letter has produced, on my information,
twenty-three further forged offer letters using the same dead engineer’s
name. Mine was the twentieth. I know there are three more, and I have

brought you the names.”
Vamsi placed on the desk, between them, a single sheet of paper.

Ms Burrowes looked at the sheet. There were three names on it,
neatly written in blue ink. There were three application reference

numberts.

“Mr Vamsi. How do you have these.”
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“I was, for some months last year, employed by the agent in
Hyderabad as a junior file clerk. I worked in his office while my own
application was being prepared. He paid me ten thousand rupees a
month and the cost of my own application, which he said he would
discount from his standard fee. I saw the files of every applicant the

office processed.”
“You were complicit.”
“Yes.”
“You are confessing to having been complicit.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”

Vamsi looked at her for a long moment. He was twenty-eight. He

had a serious face.

“Ms Burrowes. The agent’s daughter, who is fifteen, has applied this
year for a Subclass 500 student visa to attend a private school in
Geelong. The application is in process. It will, on the strength of the

family’s declared finances, almost certainly be granted in May.”
Ms Burrowes was silent.

“If the agent’s arrest in Hyderabad becomes a public matter —
which it will, when you and Canberra and the AFP move on the four

hundred and twenty-three further fraudulent files I have not, today,

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 30| Page



THE FOLDED PHOTOGRAPH

given you the names of — the daughter’s application will, in due course,
be flagged. Her visa will not be granted. She will not come to Geelong.
She is, however, scheduled to depart Hyderabad on the seventh of

June.”

“Mr Vamsi. You are asking me to delay the broader investigation by

approximately eleven weeks.”

“I am asking you to grant her visa first. Then I am asking you to do

whatever you intend to do about her father.”
(CWhy?”

“Because she is fifteen, Ms Burrowes, and she does not, on any
reasonable view, deserve to inherit her fathet’s fraud. She does not, in
fact, know what her father does. She believes he runs a legitimate
consultancy. She believes the school in Geelong is a reward for her
academic results, which are, on the documents I have seen, genuinely
outstanding. She is, on the photograph in her application file, the kind
of fifteen-year-old who reads, who plays the violin, who has not yet

learned to suspect her father.”

“Mr Vamsi. You are confessing to fraud and asking me, in the same

breath, to do you a favour.”

“I am not asking the favour for myself, Ms Burrowes. I have given
you the three names. I will give you, when you are ready to receive them,

the four hundred and twenty further names. I will testify in any
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Australian or Indian proceeding you wish me to testify in. I will accept

any consequence the law sees fit to apply to me.”

“I am asking only that the daughter, who is innocent, be permitted

to come to Geelong before her father is arrested.”

Ms Burrowes looked at Vamsi for a long time.

She did not, in the end, agree.

She told Vamsi that she could not. She explained that the proper
administration of the integrity programme did not permit her to time
investigative actions to suit the personal circumstances of the family
members of the targets. She thanked him for the three names. She

accepted his offer of subsequent cooperation.
She referred the file to Canberra that afternoon.

The Department of Home Affairs Migration Integrity Branch took
the matter to the Australian Federal Police within ten days. The AFP
coordinated, through the Australian High Commission in New Delhi, a
request to the Central Bureau of Investigation’s Cyber Cell. The cell

raided the agent’s office in Hyderabad on the eighteenth of April.

The agent was arrested.
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His daughter’s Subclass 500 student visa application was placed
under review on the nineteenth of April. It was refused on the third of

May, three weeks before her scheduled departure.

The school in Geelong, which had received her acceptance, sent a

polite letter expressing its regret.

She remained in Hyderabad. She completed her schooling at her
existing school. She did not, in the years that followed, ever come to

Australia.

Vamsi was charged in Australia under section 234 of the Migration
Act. He pleaded guilty. On the strength of his cooperation, which
produced — over the following two years — the prosecution of forty-
seven additional Australian fraudulent nomination cases and the
dismantling of the Hyderabad agent’s entire network, he was sentenced
to a wholly suspended term of imprisonment. His own Subclass 491 visa
application was refused. He was given a three-year exclusion period. He

returned, in due course, to India.

The agent in Hyderabad was sentenced, two years later, to nine years

in Cherlapally Central Prison.

The investigation closed in the autumn of the year following Ms

Burrowes’s original detection.
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On a Saturday morning in October of that year, Catherine Burrowes
drove, as she did once a year, the four hours from Hobart up the

Midlands Highway to Devonport, to her uncle’s grave.

Her uncle had been buried at the small cemetery off the Bass
Highway. Her father, who had drowned off Burnie when she was nine,

had been buried in the same cemetery, in a plot her uncle had selected.

Geoffrey Ferguson had been buried, on his own instructions, in the
small Anglican cemetery on the Don Heads road, four kilometres

further west.

Ms Burrowes visited her father’s grave first, then her uncle’s. She
left flowers at both. She did not, that morning, plan to visit Geoffrey
Ferguson’s grave. She had not, when alive, been close to him. She had

attended his funeral out of respect for her uncle’s memory.

She drove back towards Hobart on the Bass Highway. After three
kilometres, she stopped the car at the junction with the Don Heads road.

She sat for some minutes with the engine running,.
Then she turned right.

The small cemetery was empty. Geoffrey Ferguson’s headstone was
a plain rectangle of pale grey granite, set against the boundary fence, with
the gum trees of his neighbour’s paddock beyond. The inscription read

his name, his dates, and the words
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He measured carefully.
Ms Burrowes stood at the headstone for some time.

She had not, in the previous fourteen months, told anyone the small
fact she had not put in any report or any internal memorandum or any

submission to Canberra.
Geoffrey Ferguson had not, in fact, signed the offer letters.
They had been forged in Hyderabad.
This much was on the record.

What was not on the record was that the consultancy’s letterhead

had not, in fact, been stolen by a corrupt employee.
It had been given.

It had been given, on the seventh of August of the year before —
four weeks before his death — by Geoffrey Ferguson himself, to a man
who had visited his office in Devonport and had introduced himself as
a Hyderabad-based migration agent looking to establish a partnership
with a Tasmanian sponsoring employer for legitimate skilled-migration

purposes.

Geoffrey Ferguson had, on that afternoon, been seventy-three years
old. He had been recently widowed. He had been increasingly forgetful.
He had, on his GP’s records subsequently obtained as part of the AFP
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investigation, been in the eatly stages of a vascular dementia that would,

six weeks later, contribute materially to the cardiac event that killed him.

He had given the man twelve sheets of his consultancy’s headed
paper, several blank. He had, on the visitor’s suggestion, signed three of
them in blank, on the understanding that they would be used to issue
offer letters to candidates whom Mr Ferguson would, in due course,

interview and approve.

He had not, after the visitor left, mentioned the meeting to his

secretary, his bookkeeper, or his daughter.
He had not been interviewed about the meeting before his death.

Ms Burrowes had identified the meeting in the third month of the
AFP’s investigation, by cross-referencing the agent’s travel records
against the visitors’ log of the small Devonport business park where the

consultancy was located.

She had not, at any subsequent point, included the discovery in any

official document.

She had decided, after some thought, that the evidence the
Department had — the forged signatures, the stolen letterhead, the
agent’s confession, the testimony of the file clerk — was sufficient for
the prosecutions to proceed without it. She had also decided that the
small additional fact that Geoffrey Ferguson had been, in his last weeks,

the unwitting first link in a chain of fraud that would in due course
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encompass four hundred and twenty-three Indian families, was not a
fact his daughter — who had cared for him through his decline and who

had, at the funeral, given the eulogy — needed to know.

Ms Burrowes stood at the grave for some further minutes. Then she
said, very quietly: ““You measured carefully, Geoffrey. You did. The last

meeting was a slip. It was not the man you had been.”

She walked back to her car. She drove to Hobart. She arrived in time
for dinner with her mother, who had moved to a small unit in Sandy Bay
the previous spring, and with whom she now took, every Saturday
evening, the small lemon-pepper fish her mother had taught her to cook
in her father’s kitchen, fifty years before, in the small house in

Devonport that the family had long since sold.

— END —
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The Migration Agent

A Short Story

Mr Sandeep Kothari, MARN 0427361, had been a registered migration
agent for nineteen years and a defendant in seven separate complaints
to the Office of the Migration Agents Registration Authority over the

same period.

None of the complaints had stuck. He was, by reputation in the
small world of Sydney migration practitioners, either an unusually lucky

man, an unusually careful one, or both.

He had a third-floor office on George Street with views of the Town
Hall, an annual revenue of approximately two and a half million dollars,
fourteen staff, and a particular line in difficult Subclass 858 “Global
Talent” applications for high-net-worth Indian and Sri Lankan
applicants. His fee for a Global Talent package, including pre-
engagement consultations with nominators, was two hundred and ten

thousand dollars.

He charged in two instalments — ninety on engagement, the balance
on visa grant. He guaranteed nothing, but his website noted that he had,
in the past five years, secured Global Talent visas for thirty-one of the

thirty-three clients he had taken on.
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It was a remarkable rate. The national average for Global Talent

applications, in the same period, had been forty-one per cent.

On a Tuesday morning in March, Ms Joanne Tang of the OMARA
Compliance Branch in Canberra opened a manila folder on her desk and
began to read, for the eighth time in nineteen years, a complaint about

Mr Sandeep Kothari.

The complaint had been filed by an applicant called Dr Aravind Iyer, a
cardiac surgeon from Chennai who had, on Mr Kothari’s engagement,

applied unsuccessfully for a Global Talent visa eighteen months earlier.

Dr Iyer had paid the ninety-thousand-dollar engagement fee. He had
been refused. He had, on his own subsequent investigation, identified
that his refusal had been issued not on the merits of his clinical record
— which was, by any external measure, exceptional — but on grounds

of insufficient evidence of his being “current” in his nominated sector.

This was, on its face, peculiar. Dr Iyer had submitted, with his
application, twenty-three peer-reviewed publications from the past five
years, sixteen invited conference presentations, four hospital
appointment letters, and a long-form curriculum vitae running to sixty-

eight pages.

On Dr Iyer’s subsequent inspection of his own application file,

obtained under freedom-of-information provisions, he had discovered
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that the file as actually lodged with the Department of Home Affairs had
not contained the twenty-three publications, the sixteen presentations,

or sixty of the sixty-eight pages of his CV.

It had contained only the engagement letter, a single-page summary

of his qualifications, and his identity documents.

Mr Kothari, in correspondence subsequent to the refusal, had
explained that the omissions had been the result of a “clerical error” and
had offered to resubmit the application, on payment of the outstanding
hundred and twenty thousand dollars and a further administrative fee of

fifteen thousand.
Dr Iyer had declined.

He had instead retained a different agent, who had resubmitted his
application on a complete file, and had received his Global Talent visa

within seven months.
He had then filed the complaint with OMARA.

OMARA had received, in the months that followed, three further

complaints from former Kothari clients in identical circumstances.

Ms Tang read the four complaints in succession.
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She had been at OMARA for fourteen years. She knew, in the way
that experienced regulators know, that four complaints in the same
shape almost always indicated a fifth, a sixth, and a tenth. She also knew,
from the seven previous Kothari files in the OMARA archive, that Mr
Kothari had a particular skill for ensuring that complaints in any single
shape did not, individually, rise to the standard required for cancellation

of registration.

Each of the four complaints, taken alone, would settle as it had
previously settled — with an apology, a partial refund, and a notation on

Mr Kothari’s file that would, in due course, be aged out of relevance.
Ms Tang did not wish, this time, to settle them alone.
She wished, this time, to understand the system.

She closed the four files and walked down the corridor to the office
of her supervisor, Mr Robert Chen, the Director of Compliance, and

asked for an hour of his time.

“Robert. There are four complaints. They are all in the same shape.”
“Goon.”

“Kothari engages the client. Takes the ninety-thousand-dollar
deposit. Then files an application that has been deliberately stripped of

supporting documentation. The application is, on its face, weak. The
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Department refuses it. Kothari then offers to resubmit, on payment of

the second instalment plus a further administrative fee.”
“In how many of the four cases did the client pay the further fee?”

“None. Each of the four found a different agent and resubmitted
independently. Three of the three resubmissions — we don’t have the

outcome on the fourth yet — succeeded.”
“So the system is engineered to refuse.”

“The system is engineered to refuse, then to charge again to succeed.
Robert, his website claims a thirty-one out of thirty-three success rate.
If the same pattern is operating across his actual client base, the rate that
website is reporting is the rate of clients who pay both instalments and
a top-up fee. Anyone who refuses the top-up is being silently dropped

from the success metric.”
Robert Chen looked out of his window for some time.

“How many Global Talent applications has he filed in the past five

years?”
“Two hundred and forty-seven.”
“How many succeeded?”

“On the Departmental record, eighty-one. Thirty-three per cent.

Below the national average.”
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“So the website is lying.”

“The website is reporting, with technical accuracy, the success rate
of the clients who paid the top-up fee. The clients who refused are

statistically invisible.”
“How much, on the four files, has the top-up fee been?”
“Fifteen thousand dollars.”

“How many of the two hundred and forty-seven would have, on this

pattern, paid the top-up?”’

“We don’t know yet. But if even half of the refused cases paid —
the simple arithmetic, Robert, is a hundred and sixty-six refusals at
fifteen thousand each. About two and a half million dollars in additional
fees over five years. Plus the original engagement fees on every refused

case where the second instalment never came due.”
“It’s an industrial fraud.”

“It’s an industrial fraud, Robert. And it has been operating, on these

numbers, for at least five years and possibly longer.”
Mr Chen sat for some time, turning his pen over in his fingers.

“Joanne. We do not have the resources, on a four-complaint matter,
for a forensic audit of his entire client base. The complaints will have to
settle individually. The four clients will have to be referred to the

Australian Federal Police, who will probably not pursue, because the
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AFP has its own priorities and a hundred and sixty-six fraud-of-fifteen-

thousand cases is not one of them.”
“I know.”
“So what are you proposing?”

Ms Tang placed on the desk between them a single sheet of paper,

on which she had set out, in her neat handwriting, a plan.

The plan was unusual. It was also, on Mr Chen’s slow reading, possibly

the only plan in the circumstances that would work.

Ms Tang proposed that OMARA, in cooperation with the
Department of Home Affairs, would not act on the four existing
complaints in the ordinary way. The complaints would be settled,
individually, with apologies and partial refunds. Mr Kothari would be
permitted to retain his registration. The matter would, on the public

record, end.

In parallel, Ms Tang would arrange, through a controlled-source
operation, for an undercover applicant to engage Mr Kothari for a fresh
Global Talent application. The applicant would be a real high-net-worth
individual whose qualifications would, on any honest assessment, qualify

her for the visa. The applicant would pay the ninety-thousand-dollar
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engagement fee. She would supply, in good faith, every document Mr

Kothari requested.

Mr Kothari would then — if Ms Tang’s theory was correct — file
an application missing the very documents the applicant had supplied.
The Department’s decision-maker would refuse it. Mr Kothari would

offer the resubmission package.

At that point, the entire pattern would be on the operational record,
with full audit trail, with the applicant’s contemporaneous
documentation, with Mr Kothari’s own correspondence as evidence of

intent.
It would be enough.
“Who is the controlled source going to be?” Mr Chen asked.
“That,” Ms Tang said, “is the difficulty.”
“Why?”

“Because Kothari’s referral network is small and tight. He takes new
clients almost exclusively on personal referral from existing or former
clients. We cannot, on the available budget, plant an applicant in a
Sydney professional network and have her surface plausibly as a referral
within an operational timeframe. We need a real applicant who is,

herself, willing to be the controlled source.”

“Who would do that?”
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Ms Tang did not, immediately, reply.
“Robert. I have a candidate.”
“Who?”

“My own younger sister, Mei. She is a research scientist at CSIRO.
She is forty. She has, for the past two years, been considering an
application for Global Talent on her own merits — her work in materials
engineering is, in fact, well within the criteria. She has not yet engaged
an agent. She has, on her own initiative, asked me whether I would

recommend one.”
Mr Chen looked at Ms Tang.

“Joanne, I cannot authorise an OMARA officer to use her own

sister.”

“You are not authorising me to use my sister, Robert. You are
authorising me to refer her to an agent on her own request, and to ensure
that the agent she engages is one whose conduct will, in due course, be

of departmental interest.”
“That is the same thing dressed in different language.”

“Robert. The alternative is the four complaints settle individually

and the system continues to operate.”

Mr Chen sat in silence for a long time.
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He authorised the operation in the second week of April. It was
conducted with the cooperation of the Department of Home Affairs,
the Australian Federal Police, and — on the strict and confidential
briefing of Ms Tang’s sister — with the knowledge that her engagement

of Mr Kothari was, from the outset, a controlled-source matter.

Dr Mei Tang attended Mr Kothari’s office on the fourteenth of
April. She paid the ninety-thousand-dollar engagement fee on the
seventeenth. She supplied, in good faith, her complete CV — a hundred
and twelve pages — along with forty-three peer-reviewed publications,
eleven invited keynotes, two patent records, and the references of seven

internationally recognised collaborators.
Mr Kothari accepted the documents with effusive courtesy.

He filed the application, on the eleventh of May, accompanied by
Dr Tang’s engagement letter, a single-page summary of her
qualifications, her identity documents, and seven of the hundred and

twelve pages of her CV.
The Department refused the application on the twenty-third of June.

Mr Kothari telephoned Dr Tang on the twenty-fourth of June,
expressed his deep regret, attributed the refusal to a clerical error, and

proposed an immediate resubmission package on payment of the
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outstanding hundred and twenty thousand dollars and a further

administrative fee of fifteen thousand.

Dr Tang, who was at that moment sitting in a conference room at
the OMARA Sydney office with her sister, Mr Chen, two AFP officers,
and a forensic auditor, declined to commit to the resubmission
immediately and asked whether she might come into Mr Kothari’s office

to discuss it the following morning.

Mr Kothati said that of course she could.

Mr Sandeep Kothari’s office was searched, on the morning of the
twenty-fifth of June, under warrant, simultaneously with the arrival of
Dr Mei Tang and her newly retained legal counsel for the agreed

meeting.

Mr Kothari was arrested in his own conference room at twenty-two

minutes past ten.

The forensic audit of his client files, conducted over the subsequent
fourteen months, identified that of the two hundred and forty-seven
Global Talent applications he had filed in the previous five years, one
hundred and seventy-three had been deliberately filed with materially
incomplete documentation. Of those one hundred and seventy-three,
ninety-one had paid the resubmission fee. The total fraudulent uplift was

approximately one and a half million dollars over five years.
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Mr Kothari was charged under section 245AC of the Migration Act,
sections 134.1 and 134.2 of the Criminal Code (obtaining property by
deception), and the Migration Agents Registration Authority
cancellation provisions. He pleaded not guilty. He was convicted, after
a six-week trial, on all counts. He was sentenced to nine years’
imprisonment with a non-parole period of five and a half. His MARN

was permanently cancelled.

Of the ninety-one clients who had paid the resubmission fee, eighty-
three subsequently received compensation through proceeds-of-crime
confiscation. Of the eighty-two clients who had been refused and had
not paid the resubmission fee — most of whom had quietly engaged
other agents and either succeeded or given up — forty-one came

forward and were, in due course, also compensated.

On a Friday afternoon in November, fourteen months after Mr
Kothari’s sentencing, Joanne Tang sat in her sister’s small flat in Glebe,

drinking tea.

Dr Mei Tang had received her own Global Talent visa in the
meantime, granted in the ordinary course on the strength of her
resubmitted application, prepared by an honest agent. She would, in the
new year, be moving to a CSIRO laboratory in Brisbane to take up a

senior position.
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“Mei. There is something I should tell you.”
C(Yes>,’
Joanne looked at her sister for a moment.

“Kothari was not, on the operational record we ran in April, the first

agent we approached.”
CCOh?’?

“We approached two others first. We had — OMARA had — two
further complaint patterns under preliminary review at the same time.

We considered an operation against each of them. We chose Kothari.”
“Why Kothari?”

“Because his fraud was the largest. Because his client base was the
most prosperous. Because the prosecution, if it succeeded, would set the

strongest precedent.”
“That is what you would do.”
“Yes. But Mei. There was a fourth reason.”
Mei looked at her sister.
“Joanne. What.”

Joanne set down her tea.
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“Kothari’s sister-in-law, the wife of his elder brother, was Maya

Iyer.”
Mei was silent for a long moment.
“Maya from CSIRO Melbourne.”
“Yes.”
“Maya who supervised your master’s thesis.”
“Yes.”
“Maya who died of an overdose in 2009.”
“Yes.”
Mei sat very still.

“Mei,” Joanne said quietly, “Maya did not die of an overdose. She
died of a husband who had been sleeping with his wife’s younger sister,
who was Sandeep Kothari’s wife, for fourteen years. She found out in
November 2009. She was forty-one. She had a doctorate, she had two
daughters, and she had a husband whom she suddenly understood she
had never known. She killed herself on the twenty-third of November
in a hotel room in St Kilda, leaving a note that named the affair and that

the family successfully suppressed at the inquest.”

Mei was silent.
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“Sandeep Kothari’s wife, the younger sister, married him in 2010.
He has been her husband for fifteen years. They have two children. He
has built, on the proceeds of three separate frauds run from his Sydney
migration practice, a comfortable life with the woman whose affair

drove your supervisor to her death.”
“Joanne. Did you know this when you chose him?”
(CYCS 2
“Did the Department know?”

“No. The Department knew that Kothari had, in the OMARA
archive, seven previous unproven complaints. The Department did not
know about Maya. I knew about Maya because I had been at the funeral
with you, in 2009, and you had, in the years afterwards, told me what

you had not been able to tell anyone else.”
“Did Robert know?”
“NO 2
“Did you tell anyone in the operational team?”

“NO 2

“Did you choose Kothari, of the three candidates, because of

Maya?”

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 52| Page



THE FOLDED PHOTOGRAPH

Joanne looked at her sister for a long time. She was, she felt, on the
edge of the only honest answer she had ever owed her sister, and she

gave it.

“I chose him because his fraud was the largest. Because his client
base was the most prosperous. Because the prosecution, if it succeeded,

would set the strongest precedent.”
“And because of Maya.”
“And because of Maya. Yes.”
Mei sat for a long time, looking at her tea.

“Mei. The other two patterns are still operating. I was, this week,
given the resourcing to run an operation against the next of them in the

new year. The next agent is in Melbourne. I will not be involved.”
“Why not?”

“Because I have asked Robert to take me off compliance. He has

agreed. I will be moving to policy at the end of the year.”
Mei looked at her sister.
“Joanne. You did the right thing.”
“Did I?”

Mei reached across the small table and put her hand on her sistet’s.
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“You did the right thing for the wrong reason. Maya, who was the
kindest person I ever knew, would have understood. The right thing for
the wrong reason is still, on the whole, the right thing. I think she would

have wanted you to keep going.”
Joanne did not reply for some time.

Then she said: “I cannot keep going, Mei. The next agent has not,
on any record I am aware of, ever had any connection to anyone I love.
If I am the kind of officer who can only act on patterns that touch me

personally, I am not the right kind of officer.”
“You are the right kind of officer for Kothari.”
“I was the right kind of officer for Kothari. Yes.”

They sat for a long time in the small flat in Glebe, in the slow late-

afternoon light, and did not say anything further.

— END —
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The Confirmation of Enrolment
A Short Story

Mr Chetan Goswami had built the Melbourne Institute of Hospitality
and Business in the second-floor offices of a building in Footscray, in
the spring of 2018, with a starting capital of forty thousand dollars and

a vision he had explained to his accountant in two sentences.

He would offer, on the books of the Australian Skills Quality
Authority, a Diploma of Hospitality Management and a Diploma of
Leadership and Management, both at the standard CRICOS-registered
rate of approximately fifteen thousand dollars per academic year per

international student.
He would not, in any meaningful sense, deliver the courses.

He would, instead, issue Confirmations of Enrolment to
international students whose principal interest in his Institute was the
Subclass 500 student visa it would unlock, and who would, on artival in
Australia, attend his classes for the minimum number of hours required
to maintain enrolment under their visa conditions, while spending the
remainder of their time working at jobs that paid considerably better

than any course he could have offered.

It was an old trade. It had been operating, in various corners of

Melbourne and Sydney, since the mid-2000s. It had survived three
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regulatory crackdowns, two patliamentary inquiries, and one major Four

Corners investigation.

By the autumn of the year in question, the Melbourne Institute of
Hospitality and Business had nine hundred and forty enrolled
international students, paying an average of fourteen thousand dollars
each per year, and a total annual revenue of approximately thirteen
million dollars. Mr Goswami had a four-bedroom house in Glen
Waverley, a Mercedes E-Class, and a daughter at Strathcona Gitls

Grammatr.

He had also, on the second of August of that year, an unexpected

visitot.

Ms Patricia Maharaj of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards
Agency, the federal regulator of Australian higher education, was fifty-
four. She had been an auditor of CRICOS-registered providers for

eleven years.

She had developed, over those eleven years, a particular method. She
would visit a provider unannounced. She would ask to see, first, the
student attendance records. She would then ask to see, second, the
classroom schedule. She would then walk into the classrooms in

question, at the times in question, and count the heads.
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She did not announce herself in advance. She did not, on the first
visit, request an interview with the proprietor. She would, by the time

she requested an interview, already know what the truth was.

She arrived at the Melbourne Institute of Hospitality and Business

at eleven minutes past nine on the second of August, a Wednesday.

The receptionist, a young woman of about twenty-three who had
been employed by Mr Goswami for fourteen months, took one look at
Ms Maharaj’s identification, made a small involuntary noise, and reached

for the telephone.

“Do not telephone Mr Goswami,” Ms Maharaj said pleasantly. “I
would prefer, in the first instance, to take a tour of the premises with

you. Mr Goswami may join us when he arrives.”

The Institute occupied the entire second floor. It had, on its CRICOS
registration, eleven classrooms, two computer laboratories, a hospitality

demonstration kitchen, and a student common room.

Ms Maharaj walked through the premises with the receptionist. The
eleven classrooms existed. They had desks. They had whiteboards. They
had projectors. They were, however, empty. The two computer
laboratories existed. They contained computers. The computers were,
on Ms Maharaj’s inspection of three of them, switched off and

apparently dust-covered. The demonstration kitchen had no perishables
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in the refrigerator. The student common room had four students in it,

three of whom were on their phones and one of whom was asleep.
Ms Maharaj asked the receptionist for the day’s schedule.

The schedule listed, for that morning, six concurrent classes: a
Diploma of Hospitality Management food-safety lecture, a Leadership
and Management  strategic-planning class, two  Workplace
Communication tutorials, a Hospitality Operations workshop, and a
Customer Service block. The total enrolment across the six classes, on

the schedule, was a hundred and forty-seven students.
Ms Maharaj had, in her tour, seen four students.
“This is, I take it, the schedule for today.”
“Yes, ma’am.”

“Itis now nine forty-three. The Hospitality Management food-safety

lecture, on this schedule, began at nine thirty.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Where is it being held?”

The receptionist looked at her, looked at the schedule, looked at the

empty corridor.
“The lecturer’s tram has been delayed,” she said.

Ms Maharaj nodded. She made a note in her small leather notebook.
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“May I see the attendance roll for the past four weeksr?”

The roll, when the receptionist produced it, was a beautiful document.

It recorded that, over the previous four weeks, the average
attendance across all classes had been ninety-two per cent. It recorded
that the lowest attendance had been on the morning after the Melbourne
Cup, when seventy-four per cent of students had nonetheless made it to
class. It recorded that one student, a Mr Jaspreet Singh, had been absent
for the entire four weeks owing to a death in the family in India, and had
supplied a death certificate from a hospital in Amritsar, which was

attached.

Ms Maharaj telephoned the hospital in Amritsar from her mobile, in
the corridor, while the receptionist watched her with the expression of

a woman watching a slow car accident from the kerb.
The hospital in Amritsar had no record of the deceased.
Ms Maharaj closed her notebook.

“Would you now telephone Mr Goswami,” she said. “Tell him I will

be in his office at eleven.”
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Mr Chetan Goswami arrived at his office at twenty-two minutes past
ten. He was forty-six. He wore a charcoal suit and a thin gold chain. He

was sweating despite the air-conditioning.

Ms Mabharaj had, by then, examined the student fee receipts for the
previous twelve months, the staff payroll, the academic timetable

archive, and a sample of forty student files chosen at random.
She had established the following:

First, that the Institute had one hundred and forty-seven students
enrolled in the current trimester, but that the staff payroll listed only
three full-time and two part-time academic staff — a faculty-to-student
ratio of roughly thirty-to-one against ASQA’s minimum standard of

fifteen-to-one for the diploma level.

Second, that the academic timetable archive recorded, for the
previous trimester, two hundred and seventy-eight scheduled class
hours, but that the corresponding staff payroll records reflected payment
for only ninety-one teaching hours — a discrepancy that no honest

reading could reconcile.

Third, that twenty-eight of the forty randomly sampled student files
contained, as proof of academic engagement, identical text in their
reflective journals — in some cases identical down to the typographical

€rrofzs.
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Fourth, that nine of the same forty files contained, in their
assighment-submission records, work that had been generated by an

artificial-intelligence text generator within the past calendar year.
Fifth, that the death certificate from Amritsar was a forgery.

Mr Goswami sat down opposite Ms Maharaj. He did not speak for

some time.
“Ms Maharaj. May I make a proposal.”
“Mr Goswami. I would prefer that you answer questions.”

“With respect, the question I anticipate you will ask is whether I will
admit to the various matters you have, in the past two hours, established.
The answer is yes. I will admit to all of it. I will, in fact, give you

considerably more than you have so far asked for.”
“In exchange for what?”

“In exchange for an undertaking that the criminal prosecution that
will follow will not, on any submission you control, oppose my
application for bail. I have a daughter who is sixteen. She is in Year
Eleven. Her VCE examinations are in eighteen months. My wife is a
general practitioner at a busy Footscray practice and cannot, in the
present circumstances, take eighteen months from her work to supervise
our daughter’s study. I require to be at home with our daughter during

that period. I have no intention of leaving Australia. I will surrender my
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passport. I will plead guilty. I will cooperate fully with the receivers who

will, in due course, wind up the Institute.”
Ms Maharaj looked at him for some time.

“Mr Goswami. Bail submissions are not within the gift of TEQSA.
They are within the gift of the Office of the Director of Public

Prosecutions and ultimately the Court.”

“I am aware. I am asking only that, in any communication TEQSA

has with the prosecutors, you will record that I cooperated.”
“On what basis am I to record that?”

Mr Goswami opened the drawer of his desk. He took out a small

black USB drive. He placed it on the desk between them.

“On the basis, Ms Maharaj, that this drive contains the names of
four other CRICOS-registered providers in Melbourne and one in
Sydney that operate on substantially identical principles to mine, with
whom I have, over the past four years, exchanged students and shared
compliance arrangements. The drive contains the names of seven
migration agents in Punjab, three in Sri Lanka, and one in Beijing who
have referred students to my Institute and to those four others, and
whose own arrangements are documented. The drive contains, finally,
the names of two officers of the Department of Home Affairs whose
adjudications of student visa applications referred to my Institute have

been, on any honest reading of the data, statistically anomalous.”
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Ms Maharaj did not, immediately, take the drive.
“Mr Goswami. Why are you giving me this?”

“Because I have, since the autumn of last year, been waiting for

someone like you to walk through my door, and I have been preparing.”
CCWhy?’?

Mr Goswami sat back in his chair. He looked at the photograph of
his daughter on his desk. She was sixteen. She was, in the photograph,

wearing the rowing uniform of Strathcona Girls Grammar.

“Ms Maharaj. My daughter is to apply, in eighteen months, to the
University of Melbourne to read medicine. Her academic record is, on
her own merit, sufficient for the application. The University does not, at
the application stage, conduct any inquiry into the source of the
applicant’s family’s funds. By the interview stage, however, the
University does. I have been informed, in confidential discussions with
a member of the University’s admissions committee whom I will not
name, that any candidate whose family is, at the time of interview, the
subject of an active TEQSA or ASQA enforcement action is unlikely to

be admitted regardless of academic merit.”

“So you wish the action to be concluded by the time of her

interview.”
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“I wish the action to be concluded, Ms Maharaj. I wish to plead
guilty. I wish to serve whatever sentence the Court imposes — 1
anticipate, on the precedent cases, three to five years. I wish, when she
sits her interview, to be able to be visited by my daughter in prison rather
than to be the live subject of ongoing investigative coverage in the

Melbourne press.”

“Mr Goswami. You are betraying four other operators and a
network of agents to secure your daughter’s admission to medical

school.”

“Yes.”

Ms Maharaj accepted the USB drive.

She did not give Mr Goswami any undertaking. She told him that
the matter would proceed as the law required and that any cooperation
he chose to provide would, as a matter of standard practice, be recorded.
She then closed her notebook, thanked the receptionist, and left the

Footscray premises.

She drove back to the TEQSA office in the city, stopping only at a
small cafe on Lygon Street, where she sat for half an hour with a flat
white and the small black USB drive on the table in front of her, and

thought.
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Then she returned to her office and began.

The investigation that followed took thirty-one months. It
encompassed, in the end, eleven CRICOS-registered providers across
Melbourne, Sydney, Brisbane, and Adelaide. It identified seven hundred
and forty-three Subclass 500 student visa applications that had been
granted on the strength of fraudulent enrolment arrangements. It led to
the prosecution of fourteen migration agents across Australia and India.
It produced, in cooperation with the Department of Home Affairs
Migration Integrity Branch, the cancellation of four hundred and ninety-
seven student visas. It led, in the end, to the resignation of one Director
of TEQSA who had, on the evidence eventually disclosed, been aware
of irregularities at three of the Melbourne providers for at least four

years and had not acted.

Mr Chetan Goswami pleaded guilty. He was sentenced to four years
and three months’ imprisonment with a non-parole petiod of two years
and three months. He was granted bail pending sentencing on
conditions including the surrender of his passport. He was at home with
his daughter for the entire eighteen months of her Year Twelve and the

writing of her Australian Tertiary Admission Rank.
She received an ATAR of 99.45.

She was admitted to the University of Melbourne to read medicine.
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She began her degree in the autumn following her father’s

commencement of his sentence.

On the afternoon of his sentencing, Mr Goswami’s wife, Sushma, took
her daughter to a small cafe in Camberwell that the family had favoured
since the daughter was a small girl. They ordered, by long habit, a hot

chocolate and a scone.
They did not speak for some minutes.

Then the daughter, who was eighteen, who had begun her degree at
the University of Melbourne three weeks earlier, who had not yet — in
any conversation with her mother — acknowledged that she understood

the precise shape of what her father had done, said:
“Ma. He had four months to prepare.”
Sushma did not reply at once.
“Ma.”
“Yes.”

“He had four months to prepare the USB drive. He had four months
to choose which other operators he would give up. He had four months
to make the calculation that the auditor, when she came, would be a

woman with whom a particular kind of deal could be done.”
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‘(Yes"’

“Ms Maharaj came on the second of August. He had begun
preparing the drive in March. I know because I saw, in his study one
evening when he was out, the notepad on which he had written the first

list of the four other operators — it was dated the eleventh of March.”
“Yes.”
“Something happened in early March, Ma, that told him to prepare.”
Sushma did not speak.
“Ma. What happened in early March.”

Sushma looked at her daughter for a long moment. Her daughter
was the most precise child she had ever known. The question was not,
on its face, a complicated one. Underneath it, it was the question of
whether the person her mother had paid to be, on a single Tuesday
afternoon in the tea-room of the Footscray Family Medical Practice, was
a person whose admission price she could now, having begun her

degree, agree to pay.
“Darling.”
CCMa.’?

“You know that I work at the Footscray practice with Dr Carmel

Whelan.”
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“Yes. She is the senior partner.”
“You know that her husband works in education regulation.”
The daughter sat very still.

“Yes, Ma. I have met him at the practice Christmas party. He is at

TEQSA. He is the Director of Provider Compliance.”
“Yes.”
“Oh.”
Sushma stirred her tea, slowly, although she had not added sugar.

“On the seventh of March, Darling, I was making myself a cup of
tea in the practice tea-room before my eleven o’clock patient. Carmel
was at the table with Dr Lin, the new registrar. They were talking. Carmel
was telling Lin about an argument she had had with her husband at
breakfast that morning. The husband had come home the previous
evening in a particular state, and Carmel had asked what was wrong, and
the husband had said that there was a hospitality college in Footscray
that everyone at TEQSA had known about for four years and that he
had been instructed, again that week, by a Director above him, that the
matter was politically sensitive and that no compliance action was to be
commenced. Carmel had said to Lin that her husband had said — and
these were her exact words, Darling, I have remembered them every day

since — ‘the political weather is about to change, and when it does, that
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college will be the first thing we move on, and the man who runs it will

not see us coming.”
The daughter did not move.

“Carmel had no idea, Darling. She was complaining about a tedious
dinner conversation. She knew nothing of our circumstances. She did
not know your father’s business. She did not know there was a Footscray
college. She knew only that I was a colleague, that Dr Lin was a

colleague, and that her husband had had a long evening.”
(CMa"’

“That evening I told your father. I told him — not in those words,
not naming Carmel, not naming her husband — that I had heard, in the
practice, that the political weather was about to change, and that I

thought he had three or four months. He understood at once.”
“You warned him.”
“I warned him.”
“Ma. The four other operators. They had children too.”
“I know, Darling. I know.”

“Did Carmel ever, in any subsequent conversation, mention the

matter again.”
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“She mentioned it once more, in May. She said her husband had said
the political weather had now changed and that the auditor, a Ms
Maharaj, would be assigned to the file. She did not say when. She still
did not know. She still does not know. She has been, in the two years
since your father’s arrest, the most generous colleague I have ever had.
She covered my Tuesdays for the entire month of his trial. She did not,

in any conversation in those weeks, ask me a single question.”
The daughter looked at her mother for a long time.
“Ma. Why are you telling me this now.”

“Because Darling, today is the first day of his sentence, and you are
a medical student, and in three or four years you will be working in a
practice somewhere in Melbourne with colleagues whose husbands and
wives work in places adjacent to the lives of your patients, and you will
hear, sometimes, things you should not have heard. And I want you to
know, before you ever hear such a thing, what I did with the one I heard.
So that, when your time comes, you will choose differently. Or, if you
choose as I did, you will choose with your eyes open and you will not

pretend, afterwards, that the choice was made by someone else.”

The daughter sat in silence for a long time, looking at her hot

chocolate.

“Ma. Were the four other operators worse than him?”

© 2026 Manoj Palwe 70 | Page



THE FOLDED PHOTOGRAPH

“Datling. Three of the four were smaller. One — the Sydney one —

was about the same size. None was significantly worse.”

“So he gave them up to be punished alongside him, in roughly equal
measure, in exchange for the earlier sentencing date that I am the

beneficiary of.”
(CYCS'77

“And the warning that gave him the four months to prepare — the

warning that made the entire arithmetic work — was yours.”
CCYCS 2
Sushma reached across the small table and took her daughter’s hand.

“Datling. I have been, since the seventh of March of that year, a
woman who heard a thing in a tea-room and used it to save her husband
at the price of four other men’s freedom. I will be that woman until I
die. I am telling you now because I will not pretend, to you, to be
anything else. And because the life you are about to live — the medical
degree, the career, the practice you will one day own — was bought with

my eyes open and now, as of this afternoon in this cafe, with yours.”
CCMa 2
“Yes, Darling.”

“Ma. Does Carmel suspect.”
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“Carmel is the kind of senior partner, Darling, who suspects
everything that passes through her practice and announces nothing. I do
not know what she suspects. I know only that she has continued, in the

two years since, to roster me on Tuesdays.”

They sat at the small cafe in Camberwell, in the late afternoon light,

until the scone had gone cold.

— END —
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The Pathology Report

A Short Story

Maria Elena Reyes was thirty-seven years old, a registered nurse with
eleven years of experience in the renal unit of a private hospital in
Quezon City, and the mother of a son called Joaquin who had been

diagnosed, three months after his fourth birthday, with cystic fibrosis.

It was Joaquin’s diagnosis that had brought her, in the late summer
of the year in question, to the small office of an immigration consultancy
on Roxas Boulevard in Manila called Bayanihan Migration Solutions,
and to the proprietor of that consultancy, a man called Bayani Cruz, a
former Bureau of Immigration officer who had, on his retirement seven
years earlier, found a second career in the small but lucrative business of
preparing, for a fee, Australian skilled-migration 