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With the unfamiliar clarity of sober thought, Bobby Sexton’s recollection of the last thirty years was gradually returning like gentle waves on an incoming tide. Wandering slowly through his Gold Coast mansion—as if for the first time—the gold and platinum discs, the Grammy awards and the priceless memorabilia acted as triggers, instigating memories of a rock star’s life.

To the newly cleansed addict, fresh from rehab, the materialistic trappings surrounding him no longer had meaning. A promotional poster of the Sexton brothers fronting arguably the biggest band in the world, momentarily caught his eye, but not his attention.

As if oblivious to his surroundings, Bobby drifted towards the pool at the back of the house.

Like a slice of Manhattan, Surfers Paradise dominated the view, demoting the stars to an understudy status.

With the unfamiliar luxury of a rational mind, hidden memories materialised into visions of a murky past.

There was little force needed to hold down the comatose drummer. Lying face down in the pool, Jimmy Reggae was barely conscious after partying on a cocktail of drugs and alcohol.

Did that really happen? Racked with guilt, Bobby recited a mantra from his 12-step program: ‘God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.’

Guiding Bobby’s thoughts, while calmly prioritising the tasks that lay ahead, the chant diminished to a whisper. The texts he’d composed in rehab were still in his phone. He would send them now. Only then could the healing begin.

After the familiar schwoop heralding the delivery of the last text, sounded, Bobby poured himself an iced tea and returned to the pool. Next, he would call the Queensland Police. Should he dial 000? Bobby had little knowledge of such day-to-day matters.

He lifted his drink, but before the liquid could reach his lips, the glass fell from his hand and shattered on the ground. A searing pain between his shoulder blades caused his back to arch, and his head to snap backwards. An involuntary gasp imploded as one of his lungs collapsed, increasing the pain tenfold. When he staggered forward, the pain allocation distributed from the knife in his back rendered a shard of crystal in his foot as undetectable.

Barely able to turn, Bobby showed no surprise when coming face to face with his attacker. Once described as one of the most original lyricists of the 20th century, Bobby Sexton’s final words were of little significance. ‘Of course … it’s you. I should have—’

Surfers Paradise suddenly turned on its side. The palm trees, the house and the world all followed suit. Then there was silence and an intense cold. The beautiful hair that was once sold in inch-long portions to his adoring fans, slowly swirled in a cloud of claret. As the pressure in Bobby’s head intensified, he realised he wasn’t alone. Jimmy Reggae was lying on the bottom of the pool, looking up at him. Jimmy smiled and reached out. Taking his hand, Bobby’s pain immediately subsided. The cold became warm, and the perfect blue aura expanded into an infinite white light.
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One hour earlier.

‘I just wanted to say thank you, Mr Sexton—’

‘Phil. Call me Phil.’

‘Phil … for giving me this opportunity.’ In contrast to the wild persona she portrayed from behind her drum kit, Zoey May relayed a polite shyness that was quite unexpected by her fellow bandmates.

‘You’re welcome. But you’re not in yet. It’s all down to Bobby.’ Phil, avoiding the stare of Tommy Platt, his road manager and friend for over forty years, knocked on the door of his brother’s Gold Coast home for the second time.

Tommy, angry that his suggestion was ignored, looked away.

‘Bobby, are you here?’ Phil knocked harder, using the side of his fist. He was pretty sure his younger brother was home. Since being discharged from rehab a week earlier, he’d been holed up, refusing to talk to anyone.

‘This is a bad idea, Phil. You need to speak to him first … alone,’ Tommy said.

‘No. I think this will be a good tonic for him. He always loved a surprise.’ Phil glanced around the small group of musicians as if rallying support.

Keeping their thoughts to themselves, Mick Mantle—the guitarist—and Jessie Flint—the bass player—nodded in that sycophantic way they’d honed over the years.

‘Screw this,’ Phil growled. Hoping the lock hadn’t been reprogrammed, he punched in a four-digit code on the keypad in the centre of the double doors. The mechanism clicked. Phil tried the handle of the door on the right, and it opened. The same manoeuvre had already worked on the front gate.

‘We can’t just walk into his house,’ Tommy said.

‘Of course we can. He’s my brother,’ Phil said, stepping through the doorway.

Tommy reluctantly followed. Zoey entered next. Mick and Jessie’s reluctance was on a par with Tommy’s.

‘Bobby … you here?’ Phil called out as he strutted through a marble-clad foyer.

All the lights were on, but the house was eerily quiet.

‘Bobby?’ With the entourage in his wake, Phil entered an expansive kitchen diner.

One side of the room was open to the pool area. Bobby was sitting cross-legged on the ground outside with his back to them. The only sounds were crickets in the night and the hum of Surfers Paradise in the distance.

‘Bobby.’ Phil marched over to his brother and rounded on him. ‘Hey Bro, it’s me.’

‘Phil?’ Bobby said, opening his eyes. His puzzled expression morphed into an angry scowl. ‘What are you doing in my house?’

‘Well, it’s good to see you too, mate.’ A patient tolerance laced Phil’s grin.

When Bobby jumped to his feet, he turned and realised they weren’t alone. ‘What the hell is all this?’

‘Uhm … surprise!’

‘You really are a dick, Phil!’ Bobby growled.

Looking away once more, Tommy’s expression mirrored Bobby’s sentiment.

‘Ah, come on,’ Phil said, lurching forward, grabbing his younger brother by the shoulders and pulling him in for a hug. ‘It’s great to have you back.’

Bobby pulled back and almost pushed Phil into the pool. ‘Don’t touch me. How did you get in here?’

‘You didn’t change the code. 1994.’

‘So, you thought you could just barge in? This is my home.’

‘Bobby, I’m sorry. I just wanted to see you. Come on bro, what’s going on?’

‘What’s going on?’ Bobby’s fists were clenched and ready.

‘Okay, okay …’ Phil raised his hands in surrender. ‘I realise you’re going to need some time—’

‘Oh, I’ve had plenty of time. Plenty of time to think.’ Bobby jabbed his right temple with his forefinger. ‘Six months, in fact.’

‘It’s great to have you back. Isn’t that right, Tommy? Mick, Jessie?’

The nods were non-committal.

‘Well, you need to leave now!’ Bobby yelled. ‘All of you.’

‘Okay,’ Phil said. ‘But I want to leave you this at least.’ He retrieved a memory stick from his pocket and forced it into Bobby’s hand.

‘What’s this?’

‘The new album.’

‘What?’

‘All recorded except for the lead vocals.’

‘Are you fucking kidding me?’

‘It’s called “Resurrection”. How do you feel about a world tour? Mick and Jessie are in. Oh, and this is Zoey, our new drummer.’ Phil briefly gestured in Zoey’s direction, but his eyes were fixed firmly on his brother. ‘We’re going to be back on top, Bobby!’

Bobby threw the memory stick into the pool. ‘You’re delusional, Phil … I was going to tell you later, but I may as well do it now, seeing as you’re here …’ He turned and eyed the rest of the group. ‘Seeing as you’re all here. I’m leaving the band … it’s over. INSEXT is finished without me!’

‘What do you mean?’ Phil demanded.

‘I can’t make it any clearer than that, Phil. The band’s finished. You’re finished. It’s time to move on, bro!’

Phil lurched forward and grabbed Bobby by the scruff of the neck. ‘You listen to me, you little shit—’

From years of crowd control and holding back screaming fans, Tommy moved with an adept speed and skilfully pulled the siblings apart. ‘Now then guys, come on.’

‘Get out of my house, Phil,’ Bobby yelled. ‘And take your session musicians with you.’

‘You ungrateful little bastard! You’d be nothing if it weren’t for me,’ Phil screamed.

‘Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we?’

‘Oh what, so you think you’re gonna go solo, is that it?’ Phil’s patronising chuckle reeked of contempt.

‘No mate, that part of my life’s over. I’m going for what’s rightfully mine.’

‘Phfff … and what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Like I said, I’ve had a lot of time to think.’

‘Well, that’s good. Means you’ve probably realised how lucky you are.’

‘Not lucky. Ripped off!’

Phil’s nonchalant manner suddenly hardened. ‘Ripped off?’

Bobby stepped forward.

Tommy placed a muscular arm between him and his brother.

‘Do you really think I didn’t know what was going on?’

‘Mate, you’ve been so out of it for the last thirty years, you couldn’t even tie your own shoelaces without me.’

‘You took advantage of me.’

‘I protected you, looked after you. And that’s what I’m still doing to this day.’

‘I know what you did, Phil.’
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Two years later.

I’ll never get used to reading about myself. I’d been in the news quite a lot over the last couple of years. A rollercoaster of paradigm shifting stories beginning with the young detective who was plucked from obscurity and placed in charge of Australia’s biggest murder case before becoming a hero after apprehending the Gold Coast serial killer known as X. To my embarrassment, the term “Saviour of the Gold Coast” still endured to this day.

The next big story was when I quit the police force and became a private detective, which was followed by a couple of high-profile cases—a five-year murder mystery in Tallebudgera Valley, and then the case of missing child star, Cory Evans, aka Freckles.

The stories were mostly positive, but for some reason, the Gold Coast Bulletin had adopted a negative stance against me. Unlike the love and gratitude showered on me by the people of the Gold Coast, the local journos were constantly writing articles tinged with sarcastic, patronising views questioning my character. Today’s story on the front page, no less, had nothing to do with my achievements. It was about the loss of my home—the burning down of my recently purchased house in Kirra. I’d bought the old property from my childhood friend, Elvis. The same day, it burned to the ground. Instead of sticking to the facts and possibly offering a little sympathy, the local newspaper had taken a different viewpoint. Somehow, they’d gotten wind of the curse that was put on me by Moe Brennan, the mother of the notorious bikie gang leader, Mick Brennan. “Ya won’t know where, ya won’t know when, and ya won’t know how … but ya can be sure it’s coming,” were the words of the fiery little Irish matriarch. A couple of days later, I lost my home and everything I owned to an electrical fire. Curse or accident? Of course, I’m going with the latter, but I have to admit, the way that woman leaned in and delivered the curse in the foyer of the Surfers Paradise Police Headquarters, did put the willies up me a bit. So, the Gold Coast Bulletin came at the story from two angles. One was the curse, the other was the possibility of insurance fraud, claiming that I had arranged for the house to be destroyed because the price I’d paid for it was a lot less than its actual value. Both claims were ridiculous.

Sitting at the desk in my office in Coolangatta, above what used to be the accountancy firm owned by my best mate, Elvis, I was between jobs and at a bit of a loose end. Elvis had returned to Melbourne to be with his parents after going through some kind of nervous breakdown. And with the loss of the house on Ruby Street, life really had changed. For the last twenty years, I’d been living the bachelor’s dream. Sharing a house with my buddies, surfing every morning, following the footy, and partying like teenagers. The only problem was, we weren’t kids anymore. Approaching my mid-forties, I had grown tired of the life and yearned for something different. “Be careful what you wish for, Scotty,” was something my mother used to say. Had I wished for this? Becoming successful, having money in the bank, had this only been possible by discarding or losing everything I knew? Even my beloved VW Beetle was destroyed in the fire. Was the old Scotty Stephens also gone? And as if none of this were enough, my dog, Romeo, was killed at the hands of the Tallebudgera killer. At this moment in my life, I’d never felt so alone.

With the newspaper spread out across my desk, my phone rang. I didn’t know the number but answered, hoping it wasn’t one of those annoying telemarketing calls.

‘Hello, is that Scotty Stephens?’ It was a male’s voice.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Great. Hi … uhm … this is Ray Morris.’

‘Ray Morris?’ The only Ray Morris I knew was a well-known musician. Infamous rather than famous, his stake in rock ‘n’ roll history was for being the drummer who was dropped by Australia’s most successful rock band, INSEXT, just before they hit the big time. But the infamy part was due to him being convicted of killing the lead singer, Bobby Sexton, thirty years later. That was two years ago. He was currently serving a life sentence in the Townsville Correctional Centre. ‘Thee Ray Morris?’

‘The one and only. You’re probably wondering how and why I’m calling you.’

‘Uh, yeah.’

‘I’ve been following your career over the last couple of years, Scott.’

‘Rightio.’

‘And I need your help.’ There was a pause, which I purposely left open. ‘I’m innocent, Scott. I never killed Bobby.’

‘A jury tried and convicted you.’

‘I know, but I can assure you I’m innocent. I would never have harmed Bobby. I loved him.’

‘But he kicked you out of the band.’

‘No, that was his brother, Phil; and Alex, their manager. I never saw eye to eye with them.’

‘Have you got any proof?’

There was another pause. ‘No … that’s the problem. I was stitched up. Whoever did this planned it in advance. The knife, me arriving at the property when I did.’

‘Do you have anything in your defence at all?’

‘Just the facts and a few suspicions.’

‘We’re going to need a lot more than that, mate.’ I could get the facts by reading the police reports and court transcripts. I only had a vague recollection of the case because it was going on at the same time as the X murders, but thanks to DI Jenny Radford, I still had limited access to certain police files if needed. The suspicions Ray mentioned obviously hadn’t held up in court, so unless any new information came to light, there’d be very little to run with.

‘I have money. I can pay your going rate.’ His tone became rushed and almost desperate. ‘Stella sold our story.’

‘Stella?’

‘My wife. She’ll help you in any way she can.’

‘I’ll need to think about it, Ray.’

‘Of course. All I can say, Scott, is that I’m innocent. I had absolutely no reason to kill Bobby. It was almost thirty years since I’d even seen him, but I suspect there are those that had reason to do him harm. There was a lot of money to be made from the band after Bobby’s death.’
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Seated at my desk, contemplating the call I’d just taken, for some reason, a reggae tune was playing in my mind. Was it Bob Marley? A gentle knock on the office door startled me. Normally, I’d hear the door at the bottom of the stairs open to the street, then listen for the clunk clunk sound on the linoleum floor growing louder as the visitor climbed the stairs. But there had been no such prelude. Was I so deep in concentration that I had heard nothing, or had I been asleep at my desk?

Through the opaque glass, I could see a short figure with dark hair on the other side of the door. ‘Yes, come in.’

The door opened slowly, and a woman poked her head inside. ‘Hello, Mr Stephens?’

Even without the over-the-top make-up and the sequined outfit, I recognised her straight away. ‘Kea Chapman.’

She smiled and entered the room. ‘Ahh, you remember me.’

‘How could I forget you?’ At times, having the ability of never forgetting a face could act as a curse rather than a blessing. Sometimes, ignorance was bliss. On this occasion, I had no such safe harbour in which to hide. The last time I’d seen the little middle-aged woman was in Tallebudgera Valley. Kea was a psychic medium. The agent of best-selling author, Ben Fisher, had hired her to assist with the Kathy Brown case by conducting a televised seance. I was having no part of it then, and wouldn’t be now. But I was curious why she was here. ‘What can I do for you, love?’ I said, looking up from my desk.

She closed the door behind her and took the seat opposite my desk. ‘It’s more a case of what I can do for you.’ She spoke with a cautious tone.

Uh-oh. I smiled patiently. ‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’

‘That would be lovely.’ Above a warm smile, searching eyes were locked onto their target.

Moving to the small kitchenette in the corner came as a grateful distraction and an excuse to break eye contact.

‘Your mum said to say hi.’ The words rolled out as if she’d just bumped into my dead mother at the shops.

Water from the tap did little to drown out her words, but I continued my task with industrious preoccupation, as if I hadn’t heard her. That was a mistake. I should have nipped it in the bud right away.

‘Your father’s very happy.’

‘Milk and sugar?’ I asked without turning.

‘Milk. No sugar, please. I’m sweet enough.’

The time it took to make that cup of tea would have been worthy of an entry in the latest book of Guinness World Records. Those tea bags wouldn’t jiggle themselves. That milk had to be poured just right—slowly and precisely. Reluctantly, when I could stretch the chore no longer, I handed her a not-too-hot mug of milky tea and returned to my seat.

‘I see you’re keeping the little fellow close.’ She cocked her head toward Romeo’s basket. ‘He’s always with you.’

‘Look, Kea …’ I moved uncomfortably to the front of my chair and leaned on the desk. ‘You know I don’t believe any of this, eh?’

She nodded enthusiastically, then took a precautionary sip of her tea. ‘I do. That’s why I’m here.’

‘Are you here about a case or …? I have to say, my books are pretty full at the moment.’

Now it was her turn to deliver a patient smile. ‘I am actually.’

‘Oh, right? Has something happened?’

‘Not yet …’ Was she deliberately being coy? All part of the act? Or was she choosing her next words carefully? ‘I don’t expect you to become a believer, Scott. That’s not why I’m here. I’m here about the drummer.’

Fuck me. It’s a good job I didn’t make myself a cup of tea because I would have dropped it right there and then. I’d only just received the phone call from Ray Morris. How could Kea know that? Thankfully, my little voice of common sense kicked in. She was a professional. It was her business to know what was going on. She was a master of research and an expert in reading people—or perhaps in this instance Ray or his wife had contacted her beforehand.

‘Drummer?’

‘Yes, the poor unfortunate soul who has yet to see justice.’

‘I don’t quite follow.’ I wasn’t about to encourage her, but I was curious to see what she knew.

‘Take the case, Scott. Not for you, but for the drummer.’

‘Ray Morris? Has he been in touch with you?’

She wasn’t listening. And although her eyes were fixed on mine, she wasn’t looking at me, more like through me. ‘The killer is still out there.’

‘So, you think Ray is innocent?’

‘I know he is.’

‘Do you know who the real killer is?’ I wasn’t encouraging her by any means. The question kind of slipped out.

She squinted as if trying to focus on small print. ‘The killer is a shadow.’

‘Male? Female?’

‘I can’t tell, but I know they’re close.’

‘Close to …?’

‘To you. The killer will be watching and won’t hesitate to strike again.’

‘Well, this is all very—’

‘I’m here to warn you, Scott. This case could be the biggest thing that’s happened in your life or … it could be the last!’

‘So why would I take it on if it’s so dangerous?’

The smile that spread across her wrinkly face was the vehicle that guided her back into the room. ‘Because you’re Detective Scotty Stephens.’

‘Who told you about the case? Ray? Or his wife?’

‘It was the drummer.’

‘Right. I thought as much. He’s been in touch with me too.’

‘He told me he’d been trying.’

‘Well, he got me.’ The 4/4 reggae strum of an electric guitar resounded in the back of my mind like a faint echo. Why was I hearing this?

Kea smiled. ‘I thought as much.’ She nodded and jabbed with her eyes as if I were missing something.

‘I’m not following.’

‘You see, we can tell …’

‘Tell what?’

‘For the poor soul to contact you means you have the ability to hear.’

‘He rang me on the phone.’ Bugger me, the bass and the drums kicked in, startling me into a slight jolt.

Kea narrowed her eyes and smiled knowingly. ‘Will you be taking on the case?’

‘I’m not sure if there is a case.’

‘Oh, there is. And you must. That is, if you can find the time, what with all those other cases you have.’ This time, the knowing smile was more of a mischievous smirk.

Still not intending to be rude, I said, ‘You’ve done a bit of research, no doubt, but unless you can tell me who the real killer is, it’s pointless you being here.’

‘I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that.’

“No shit!” I wanted to say, but didn’t.

‘I can only relay the information that comes through, but one thing is for sure. Once the investigation begins, there could be more deaths if you don’t bring your A game.’ She stood and placed the half-empty mug of tea on the desk. ‘I’m not here for any other reason but to pass on what I’ve just shared with you.’

I couldn’t help thinking there was an angle. There had to be something in this for her but remaining polite, I also stood and showed her to the door.

‘There’s just a couple more things, Scott. Nothing to do with the case, of course, but important to you nonetheless.’

‘Okay.’ I opened the door.

‘Don’t take her for granted. Realise what you’ve got and cherish it.’ Her eyes burned into mine with a scrutinising intensity.

‘Her?’ I was confused, but although her next words were thinly cryptic, I knew exactly what she meant.

‘And don’t worry. The king will return to the throne!’
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Completely cleared of debris, the block of land seemed small when trying to picture the house that once stood there. After walking across the dusty lot, I stood for a moment where my bedroom used to be, and trying to imagine where the kitchen and living room once was brought a lump to my throat. The charred remains of the dartboard that had dominated our Wednesday nights for so many years still hung on the scorched fence that was once one wall of the man shed. A blackened dart still protruded from the bull’s eye, placed there by Tetley no doubt, our little Pommy mate, before he returned to the UK. Darts night had been right up there with footy nights, Poker Tuesdays and Domino Mondays (the game, not the pizza), although there were plenty of them too. The fact that the man shed that once stood across the back garden was no more, actually brought tears to my eyes. It meant so much more than just losing the structure—twenty years of my life, my memories, a life I was already beginning to miss, literally went up in flames.

A late model, red MINI Cooper pulled up at the kerb, and Jenny Radford climbed out. ‘Hey sad sack,’ she called over when she saw me blubbering.

‘Ma’am.’

‘You crying again?’ she said, strolling onto the lot.

The jibes didn’t hurt. In fact, I was more than grateful for them. Friendly banter had been a huge part of the relationship between the ‘Four Amigos’—me, Elvis, Tetley, and Johno. We were best mates, which meant we could say just about anything, within reason, without one of us getting upset. Jenny had also become a practitioner of the art.

‘I’ve got something that’ll cheer you up.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yep … the bank has approved my loan.’

‘They have?’

Jenny nodded vigorously. Her cheeks flushed with excitement. ‘We’re gonna be neighbours, mate.’ She jumped into my arms.

‘Awesome. At last, some good news,’ I said, burying my face in her neck and squeezing her tightly.

‘Means we can finalise the plans with the architect and get them into Council.’

‘Are we really doing this?’

‘My bloody oath we are.’ She pulled her phone from her pocket and tapped the screen. After more tapping and scrolling, she held it up so we could both see it. On the screen was a rendering of an ultra-modern, white, three-storey duplex. Each side was identical. Double garages occupied the ground floors, with balconies spanning the remaining two.

‘Are you sure they’re not too big?’ I asked, struggling to comprehend how I could fill a four-bedroom house on my own.

‘Future proof, Scotty. Remember? Who knows what you’ll be doing in five years’ time. Might be married with kids.’

For an experienced detective like me, Jenny was hard to read. Our relationship was a complicated one. We were lovers, had been since the X case, but we couldn’t live together—we were too much alike. After the fire had left me homeless, I’d moved into her apartment in Burleigh, but it only lasted a couple of weeks. Not that we argued or anything like that. I guess we’d been single for so long, we’d become a bit set in our ways. I think we were both relieved when I found a rental in Kirra and moved out. But the suggestion of being married with kids threw me a little. Was she suggesting we might be married? Or that I would find another partner? It wasn’t something we had discussed.

‘Come on, let’s go for a drink,’ Jenny said.

It was early evening at the back end of summer. We’d both just finished work. Well, Jenny had. Her career had changed after her involvement in the X case. Being promoted to detective inspector meant her life was hectic. Me, on the other hand, I’d been sitting at my desk all day in my shabby little office, reading the newspaper, then finding out as much as I could about the Bobby Sexton killing. Compared to Jenny’s day, mine was pretty cruisy.

The pub was walking distance, so we left our cars parked on Ruby Street.

‘How’s the new Dub?’ Jenny asked as we strolled past the brand-new Volkswagen Golf GTI.

‘Good. Well, more than good. It’s bloody amazing.’

‘Still can’t believe they donated it to you.’

My shrug was the mischievous, nonchalant kind. ‘Pretty usual for your average saint, apparently.’

Jenny laughed and playfully punched me on the arm which, as usual, bloody hurt.

When the people at Volkswagen heard about the loss of my beloved Beetle in the fire, they rallied local businesses and organised a fundraiser. I’d tried to protest, but they and the people of the Gold Coast were having none of it. Through a campaign called ‘Give Back to Scotty’, they actually raised ten times what the car was worth and donated the rest to charity. I was pretty chuffed, to say the least.

‘What?’

‘What?’

‘What’s that face?’

‘What face?’

‘You bloody know.’ Yes, she was a damn good detective. ‘You’re missing the old girl?’

It was true. As much as the Golf was everything a bloke could want, I was still missing my dilapidated old 1967 Beetle. The shudder and the whine when you turned the key, the worn vinyl interior with the slight odour of petrol. She was gone forever. Another part of my wish I’d have to live with.

The new Kirra Hotel was only a few months old. I was already a regular and had agreed to help promote the place when it first opened. A couple of TV commercials featuring the pub and Kirra seemed to lift my profile even more.

As usual, my drinks were free. Jenny had a lemon, lime and bitters. I had a schooner of XXXX Gold.

‘So, you’ll never guess who rang me today,’ I said after we parked ourselves on two stools.

‘Who?’ Jenny was far too impatient to play guessing games.

‘Ray Morris.’

‘Ray Morris. The drummer who—’

I nodded before taking a sip of beer.

‘But he’s behind bars.’

‘Yep. Called me from the Townsville nick.’

‘What for?’

‘Reckons he’s innocent.’

‘Really? Why’d he call you?’ She was hard to read. Was she being sarcastic or sincere?

‘Cause he knows I’m the greatest Australian detective that ever lived. He wants me to help him prove his innocence.’

‘Right, so he’s what? Got new evidence or …? Why didn’t he go to the police?’

‘No. No. He’s sticking by his original statement. Claims he never entered the property.’

‘But he was tried and convicted. I’m not familiar with the case, but his version of the story would have been pulled apart. If he’s got nothing new to add, it’s a waste of time, surely?’

‘Hmm, it would seem so, wouldn’t it?’

‘I know that look. You’re going to take it on.’

As soon as I’d realised who I was talking to on the phone that afternoon, the case was mine.
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The next morning, I hit the surf early. There wasn’t too much happening in the way of waves, so I had time to think while bobbing around between sets. Until I got the police files from Jenny, I only had the archive media reports, so a little reading between the lines was required, and although I wasn’t expecting to receive any sensitive details, at least I’d know it was factual.

How was I going to handle this case? From what I’d already read, Ray Morris was not only tried and convicted of the fatal stabbing of Bobby Sexton, but he’d also lost an appeal. The only thing I had to go on so far was Ray’s insistence that he was innocent.

Regardless, my first job of the day, once I got in the office, was to initiate the request Ray had made just before he hung up the phone. ‘Call Stella.’

Stella Morris was Ray’s wife. They were married thirty-two years ago while Ray was still the drummer with INSEXT, and just before the band scored their first record deal.

‘Scotty.’

‘Chilly.’ My barber, and good mate, paddled alongside me. ‘You going somewhere else?’

‘What?’

The first wave of a set rolled beneath us.

‘Haven’t seen you for a while. Got one of them posh hairdressers now, have ya?’

‘No mate, just been busy.’

‘Sporting the mullet, I see.’

‘It’s not a mullet.’

‘See you this Friday arvo for a beer?’

We both caught the next wave.

Friday afternoon, once a month, saw me at the barbershop enjoying a coldie while getting a cut and catching up on all the local gossip. I’d missed last month. Chilly was probably worried he’d lost his famous customer.

My temporary home was a rental apartment in a building across the road from Kirra Beach, ironically called X. A two bedder with a pleasant view, expensive as all hell, but very handy.

Sitting out on the balcony eating a bowl of muesli with skim milk, long gone were the days of Rice Bubbles and Guinness, but I have to admit, physically, I felt better. A healthier lifestyle was working for me.

My phone rang. The photograph that filled the screen made me smile. ‘Bradley.’

‘Hi Scott.’

‘How are you, mate?’

‘I’m good.’ Bradley was my assistant during my short time as a detective inspector in the Queensland Police Service. He’s now a detective constable and keen to be working up the ranks. ‘Jenny tells me you’re going to be looking into the Bobby Sexton case.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Interesting. I’ve got the report here, just had a quick squiz through it.’

‘And?’

‘At first it looks like an open and shut case. There was a witness that saw Morris leaving the scene around the same time as the killing. The murder weapon belonged to him. And then there was the text.’

‘Text?’

‘The records show Bobby sent Ray a text not long before he was killed.’

‘What kind of text?’

‘It was an apology for kicking him out of the band all those years ago.’

‘Really? So, that would work in Ray’s favour, surely. Why would he kill Bobby after he had apologised?’

‘There’s more. Bobby also claimed to be the father of Ray’s son after having an affair with his wife.’

‘Oh.’

‘Oh indeed, and this all happened around the same time as the X killings. At that time, most of the police resources were being utilised for that case. I can’t imagine what kind of resources, or lack of, the Sexton case received. And remember, Singleton was still the police commissioner then, and we both remember his partiality for closing cases quickly. It’s a wild accusation and a long shot, but perhaps the case may have been rushed. It was a huge event, one of Australia’s most famous entertainers slain in his home, sending shock waves around the world. A quick arrest would have assured that precious resources wouldn’t be redistributed from the X case and attention would quickly fade.’

‘You’re going to make a fine detective, Bradders!’ He hated being called anything other than Bradley, but seeing as I was the one that introduced him to the art of friendly banter, I sometimes got away with it.

‘You better believe it. I’ll email you the files now.’

After a takeaway coffee and a chat with The Good Old Boys, who congregated outside the Kirra Surf Club kiosk each morning after their early morning surf and swim, I always enjoyed the morning stroll around Kirra Point to my office in Coolangatta. I’d often stop halfway and watch the surfers that were still out there.

When passing the empty office that used to belong to Elvis’ accountancy firm, I wondered if I’d ever get used to Elvis no longer being there. The entrance was at the bottom of the stairs below my office, which meant I had to pass it every time I entered or exited the building. Through the glass door, I could see the reception desk, the comfy couch and the water dispenser. The place hadn’t been cleared out and a big part of me hoped that this was because Elvis might be back one day. He’d beat the depression that had suddenly taken over his life, pay off all his debts and be back in business. But then there was that little part of me, that voice that said, “Well isn’t this what you wished for Scotty?”

Sitting down at my desk, I fired up my laptop and, good to his word, the Ray Morris case files were in my inbox. Good old Bradley.
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At my fingertips, was the official report of how the sequence of events took place on that fatal night, and who was involved. The logical place to begin was with the witness testimony that put Ray Morris at the murder scene, around the time of Bobby Sexton’s death. Mrs Yvonne Kennedy, whose house was directly adjacent to Bobby’s property, was, in all accounts, it seemed, the unofficial neighbourhood watch. Over the years, there had been a history of complaints to the police regarding noise and disturbances coming from the enormous mansion across the street. However, during the week of Bobby’s return prior to that fatal night, there had been no disturbances to report, which Mrs Kennedy found very odd. Reading between the lines, I suspected she was a little disappointed, being battle ready with no fight to contend.

Her report stated that although Bobby had returned from LA one week prior to his death, she had not seen him leave the house once. The only comings and goings were by the house staff—a Mrs Olivier Harris and her husband, George, who maintained the outside of the property; and an Indian gentleman who was later identified as Mr Amir Patel, the family butler who worked between the brothers’ houses. It was the Harrises who called the alarm when they found Bobby’s body in the pool, after arriving for work early on the Monday morning of February 25th.

At just after 7.00 pm on Sunday February 24th, Phil Sexton arrived at the property with the tall man Mrs Kennedy had seen often at the property in the past, and a group of three—two older men who Mrs Willis described as ageing hipsters, and a young woman who dressed like a punk rocker.

A triple garage took most of the property’s street frontage, along with a double gateway. Built into the stucco wall to one side of the gate were an intercom and a security keypad. Mrs Kennedy observed Phil Sexton press the intercom and wait. After a minute or so, he tried again. After a third attempt, he punched in a security code and the gate opened. In order to maintain vigilance, when the group entered the front garden, Mrs Kennedy had to move to her second-storey, front bedroom window. From there, she had a good view of the group standing at the front door of the house. This time, instead of buzzing the intercom, Mr Sexton knocked on the door and waited three times before punching in the security code and entering the property. The group of four followed him into the house.

Alas, to Mrs Kennedy’s bitter detriment, she did not have a view of the back of the house, but she maintained her vigilance nonetheless.

Fifteen minutes later, the group came out of the front door with Bobby Sexton behind them. It appeared as if he were throwing them out, but it wasn’t until Mrs Kennedy opened her window that she heard the tirade of verbal abuse coming from the so-called rock star across the street. Her report stated that she clearly heard Bobby Sexton shout after his brother and the group, ‘I’m gonna fucking sue you for every penny you ever stole from me.’ Then he went back into the house and slammed the door behind him.

Hmm, interesting. The most important information from this report was that Bobby was still alive when the group—who were officially identified later as Phil Sexton; Tommy Platt, the group’s long-time road manager; and musicians, Mick Mantle, Jessie Flint and Zoey May—had left.

Mrs Kennedy hadn’t returned downstairs, instead she remained in the bedroom overlooking the street. From there, she could see the length of the exclusive close that ended in a cul-de-sac. To the left of Bobby’s property were two vacant blocks—also owned by Bobby. And there was a further vacant block on the right side of the house, ensuring privacy from both sides. George Harris, the groundkeeper, fenced and maintained these blocks.

With one eye on the Courier Mail crossword and one ever vigilant on the street below, the spritely, middle-aged widow remained in the front bedroom, listening to the radio. Her attention was peaked when she noticed another figure approach the house around thirty minutes later. She didn’t know who the person was, but the man she picked out later in a police line-up was Ray Morris, the former drummer with the band INSEXT.

Mrs Kennedy’s report also stated that after numerous attempts to work the intercom, Mr Morris went to the side of the property and scaled the fence. She was about to call the police when the scheduled phone call from her daughter in Toronto Canada—which she’d completely forgotten about during all the excitement—came through.

After speaking to her daughter for around ninety minutes, engrossed in the news that she was to become a grandmother for the third time, the events across the street had slipped her mind, replaced instead with images of knitting patterns and plans of a trip to Canada. It came as a great shock when opening her curtains the next morning, to find an ambulance and four police cars blocking the street outside her house.

Mrs Kennedy was very precise, and I doubted I’d get any further information, but I’d talk to her anyway, just in case there was a chance of prizing out any tiny details that may have been missed.

In Ray Morris’ testimony, he admitted to scaling the fence to the vacant block at the side of the property, but after discovering an eight-foot wall along the boundary, he’d headed back home. Could anyone else have returned to the property that night without being seen? The investigators estimated that the time of death was somewhere between 8.00 pm and 10.00 pm. According to Mrs Kennedy, Ray Morris arrived at 7.48 pm, which meant he either killed Bobby, or someone else returned shortly after.

A glance through the rest of the report confirmed that there was no evidence of anyone else arriving at the property until the Harrises turned up for work the next morning. Ray Morris was the last person to be seen on the street, but the most damning evidence was that the murder weapon was a Bowie knife that belonged to him. What made the situation more intriguing was that Bobby had given Ray the jewel-handled knife as a gift just before the band sacked him as their drummer.

Then there was the text that Bradley mentioned. Ray received the text at 7:36 pm on the evening of Bobby’s death, which wouldn’t have given him much time to write it, after Phil Sexton and his entourage had left. Was it written earlier? If so, why did he wait to send it? And why then? The report included a full transcription of the text:

Mate. I’m so sorry for waiting all these years to contact you. My biggest regret is standing back and doing nothing while Phil and Alex kicked you out of the band. I was wasted, man. You didn’t deserve that, and I hope you can forgive me. I also need to take this opportunity to apologise for Jack. The thing with Stella was a very casual affair during a crazy period in my life. I’m sure you worked it out a long time ago, but Jack is my son, and I intend to fully amend for not being a part of his life.

While reading an apology, I also couldn’t help detecting the vindictive connotes in the short text. It was as if Bobby were unburdening himself of guilt. And what if Ray hadn’t known about the affair? Or that he wasn’t the real father of his son? For the prosecution, this just added credence towards Ray’s motive for killing Bobby. Hmm. The final damning evidence was that Ray worked for the company who supplied and installed the security system on Bobby’s house. Although he was only a forklift driver at the warehouse, the theory derived by the prosecution was that, even with limited knowledge, he could have deleted the recent footage from the security cameras.

No wonder the case moved through the system so quickly and the jury’s decision was unanimous. If you’ll pardon the cliché, this certainly looked like an open and shut case. What evidence could Ray Morris have to prove his innocence? I couldn’t wait to find out.
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From the official police report, I had a list of names. In my mind, I was strategising how to approach the case and concluded that the best course of action was to assume Ray Morris was innocent. Although the facts suggested the contrary, if I couldn’t come around to a commitment to this belief, it would be a waste of time taking on the case. So, instead of bolstering what was already proven, I’d need to find new evidence to support Morris’ innocence. A daunting task. Was I up to it? I would like to have said, “My bloody oath, I am!” but as in everything I did, the ongoing imposter syndrome wouldn’t allow it. Part of me, the voice of little Scotty, was saying, “Don’t even think about taking this on. You’ll ruin your reputation, become a laughingstock!” While the other voice—big Scotty—the one I’d been working on recently, was relishing the challenge. There was something in Ray Morris’ voice—a stolid confidence—that had resonated. So, with the absence of commitment, I decided to delve a little deeper.

One thing that Ray had insisted on was that I began the investigation by speaking to his wife, Stella. He’d given me her mobile phone number, a landline and an email address. Seated at my desk with a zillion files and numerous websites opened on the laptop, I rang the mobile number.

A woman answered after just a couple of rings. ‘Hello.’

‘Hi, is that Stella Morris?’

‘Who wants to know?’

‘It’s Scotty Stephens …’

There was silence on the other end.

‘I’m a private detective. Your husband contacted me. He said I should call you.’ I’d grown accustomed to people on the Gold Coast recognising me, so it felt strange to have to introduce myself.

‘Are you serious?’ Her condescending tone came as a bit of a shock.

‘He insisted that if I was to take on his case, I call you first.’

‘His case …? There is no case!’

This certainly wasn’t the reaction I’d expected. When Ray had mentioned his wife, I’d got the impression she would welcome a fresh investigation. He even hinted that she may have instigated it. But this wasn’t the vibe I was getting.

‘You know a jury convicted him and then he lost his appeal?’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘Then why are you wasting everyone’s time? Looking for another show pony case, are you?’

Ha, so she did know me. ‘Ray tells me that some compelling evidence has come to light.’

‘What evidence?’

‘Uhm, I don’t know. He told me to ask you.’

‘Phhh,’ her laugh was the non-humorous, impatient kind. ‘You don’t want to get involved with this, Scott. Perhaps do another interview for Woman’s Own instead. That would be more lucrative, I’m sure.’

“Ditto,” I wanted to say, but didn’t. During my brief initial research online into everything regarding the case, I’d come across an interview with Stella Morris in no other than Woman’s Own. Wasn’t this, as my mother used to say, the pot calling the kettle black? ‘Have you given up on him?’

‘How dare you?’

‘I’m sorry, but I’m just finding your animosity a little confusing, that’s all.’

‘Have you any idea what I’ve been through over the last couple of years?’

‘I can only imagine how hard it’s been.’

‘If there’s nothing else?’

‘Mrs Morris. I’m here to help.’ I sensed a more formal address was required.

‘Good, then help by leaving us alone.’

She was about to hang up, so I threw one last question at her. ‘Do you believe your husband is guilty or innocent?’

There was a pause and a definite sigh. Then she hung up.

Hmm, interesting. I understood that being the wife of a convicted killer in such a high-profile case would attract a lot of negative attention, especially when the murder victim was a revered rockstar—the media, the fans, the crazies, even death threats perhaps. And I could understand her reluctance to bring all that up again. But if there was a chance that her husband was wrongly convicted, wouldn’t she want to at least listen? Ray had, in fact, stated that she would be more than willing to help. That obviously wasn’t the case. If I was going to take this case on, I’d need a face to face with Stella Morris. Speaking on the phone was one thing. My skill as a detective relied more on reading the facial expressions and body language of an interviewee.

With no cases on the books, the whiteboard was bare. Residues of faded lettering remained as imprints from previous scribblings. Using a felt cleaner, I scrubbed it clean and made my first list.

Ray Morris took centre stage. Not as the prime suspect, though, but as the wrongly convicted innocent man. Later, I would print off photographs and add them to the board, but for now, I just felt the need to make a start. Next came the victim, Bobby Sexton. I wasn’t a hundred per cent sure why I had him on the list at this time, but it somehow felt right for his name to be up there. Next was his brother, Phil Sexton, and next to him was the band’s manager, Alex Mercedes. At the time of his death, Bobby was married to his third wife, ex-international model, Sasha Coburn. The ex-wives were Jo Sexton, his first wife; and Angel Sexton, his second. Both had retained the singer’s name after the divorces. The brothers’ parents were divorced. Maeve Sexton, a well know Gold Coast socialite, who still lived on the Coast. The father, Dave Sexton, lived in Byron Bay. As well as the long-time road manager, Tommy Platt, the two members of the original band: guitarist, Mick Mantle; bass player, Jessie Flint; and the new drummer, Zoey May; along with Phil, were the last people to see Bobby alive. The investigation and the court case later seemed to have rushed over their extremely important testaments. Their names were next. Although there were numerous band members over the years, session musicians mainly, I didn’t add them to the board at this time, but I’d be giving them some thought. Sadly, the person who discovered Bobby’s body, Mrs Harris, had since passed away. Then her husband, George, also passed away six months later after returning to his homeland, Scotland.

The list was crude, but it would give me a place to start. For the next hour, I memorised the names and verified with the police report why they were on the list. By the time I finished, I’d determined a starting point. To speak with Bobby’s brother, Phil Sexton.
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It was my homage to the famous James Bond scene when Sean Connery skimmed his hat across Miss Moneypenny’s office, landing it on the hat rack. Except mine was a police constable’s cap flying across the hallway of the house on Ruby Street. The outcome was usually the same—a perfect shot, but without the adoring accolade of M’s secretary.

As I walked through the house, kicking off my shoes and relieving myself of certain articles of uniform, I could hear music and chatter coming from outside. The back garden and the man shed were as illuminated as The Gabba on game night. It was Friday evening, and not just any old match day. Tonight’s game was Essendon versus Hawthorne.

‘Hey, here he is, Officer Dibble,’ said Tetley, swinging around on his barstool.

The man shed was permanently open on the front side and took up the full width and about a third of the garden. There was a bar in one corner with a fully stacked, glass-fronted bar fridge. A pool table took centre stage, and there was a large TV hanging on one wall, as well as a dartboard and footy memorabilia on the opposite wall. In front of the TV was a huge, well-worn leather couch. Tetley, my little Pommy mate, sat at the bar holding a bottle of beer in a Nottingham Forest stubby cooler. Behind the bar and vigorously shaking his latest cocktail recipe, was my best mate, Elvis.

‘Hey bud, about time you showed up,’ Elvis said, putting down the shaker. Throwing open the tall fridge door, he pulled out a bottle of Castlemaine XXXX Gold. On the bar top was a waiting Essendon stubby holder. Elvis twisted off the top and slammed the bottle down inside the holder, causing the cold beer inside to froth up and spill over. ‘Get that down you, lad,’ he yelled while Peter Garrett warned that the blue sky mining company won’t save us. The TV was on with the sound down, but the game was yet to start. The usual panel of has-beens discussing the up-and-coming clash between our favourite and our least favourite teams.

‘How was your day, mate?’ Tetley asked with the sarcastic expression he’d honed over the years.

‘Good.’ Picking up the beer, I just about skulled half the bottle.

‘How many old biddies did you help today, then? Rescued cats? Did you get little Timmy out of that hole?’ It was the beginning of the evening’s banter, to which Tetley was the king. Each of us had an area of weakness, and it was the others’ duties to manipulate it by sticking in the knife and turning the blade almost to the point where any normal fellow would be on the brink of tears. Not so with us three. Under Tetley’s skilful tutorage since our schooldays at Palm Beach Currumbin High, we’d grown thick skins and become pretty darn good at extracting the piss. My uneventful career in the police force was an ongoing joke, which Tetley and Elvis believed amounted to little more than me assisting old ladies across the street and handing out tickets to jay walkers.

‘You must be knackered, lad.’ It was a subtle start that would build through the evening with the increase of beer.

‘Not as knackered as you. What is it you do again?’ I offered in response to Tetley’s recognisance. ‘Oompa Loompa doompety-do.’

Since moving to Australia from the UK with his parents when he was around fourteen years old, Tetley, aka Sean Webster, hadn’t lost his Pommy accent in the thirty years he’d lived here. Apparently, he had quite a good job with an engineering firm. Of short stature, and working in a factory, we often teased him for being one of Willy Wonka’s Oompa Loompas. ‘Did you bring any chocolate home?’

‘Fuck off, Robo Cop.’

Elvis grinned as he poured an icy red liquid into a cocktail glass. A true connoisseur of the finer things in life, Elvis, aka Nicholadas Papageorgiou, was an accountant and had been my best friend since kindergarten in our hometown of Essendon, in Victoria. The black quiff may have long gone, but the swagger and presence of the coolest accountant in Coolangatta were still very much present.

‘How’s that team of yours doing? Booted out of the premier league yet?’ I wasn’t about to let Tetley off the hook. He’d made the first strike.

‘Middle of the table, pal!’ Straightening up, he raised his chin. ‘We’re talking about real football, though. The beautiful game.’

‘Yeah, we’ve seen the ballerinas.’ I was warming up nicely.

‘Not like this stupid game,’ Tetley offered, ignoring my jibe at the prima donna soccer players of the English Premier League. ‘Poncin’ around in them little shorts.’

‘Shut the fuck up then, lad. Game’s about to start,’ Elvis said, making his way to the couch, arms laden with an enormous bowl of popcorn, a family-sized bag of chips under one arm, and his cocktail in the other hand.

Like the patriarch he was, Elvis sat in the middle of the couch and took control of the remote after dispensing the snacks to the coffee table that would also double as our footstool. Tetley and I sat one on either side.

The players were on the pitch and ready for the centre bounce. As it always did, my mind wandered to the days when I was one of Victoria’s highest ranked schoolboy forwards, which inevitably brought back memories of the night I gave up the game for good. It was the night I was responsible for my mother’s death.

Knowing the signs, Elvis squeezed my knee and offered a sympathetic smile. Then said, ‘Cheer up you miserable bastard.’

God, I loved him.

‘How long does this shite go on for again?’ Tetley said with an exaggerated glance at his cheap watch. He wasn’t
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