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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Kirra is a small beachside suburb at the southern end of the Gold Coast in Queensland, Australia. Until recent years Kirra was basically a place you drove through on the way to the more popular Coolangatta or the Queensland, NSW border. The area has seen some great times and some not so great times. In the 50s, 60s and early 70s, Kirra Point was arguably one of the best surf breaks in Australia, and a popular holiday destination. A surf culture grew in the town that many of the locals still look back at with great fondness.

Recently, Kirra has enjoyed a massive resurgence, which has pushed up the median house and apartment prices to an all time high, as well as cementing it as Australia’s premier holiday resort.

Since the writing of this book, the area has entered a new phase of development. In the chapters where I mention The Kirra Hotel, I am referring to the since demolished pub that stood on the corner of Marine Parade and Miles Street. Although the place will be sorely missed by the locals – and the new development holds great promise – I’ve attempted to keep the essence of the old establishment intact and how I remember it.

Scotty Stephens is a bloke I know. I’ve worked with him, we’ve shared many a yarn over a beer at the pub. He introduced me to the footy, the schooner, the Sunday arvo session, the barby, and the age-old saying, ‘She’ll be right, mate!’

Scotty is not one person, he’s a product of all the Aussie blokes I’ve met and worked with over the thirty plus years I’ve lived in Australia. He’s a good mate – reliable, funny and smart. The kind of person I am proud to call a friend.

Good onya, Scotty!
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3 September

Unable to look at the victim, the ruddy-faced security guard watched me with industrious eyes as if awaiting instructions.

‘Who found her?’ I asked.

He nodded towards a group of students huddled close by.

‘You know her?’

He shook his head. ‘Seen her around the campus, that’s about all …’ The mints he’d recently consumed did little to mask the smell of cigarettes on his breath.

‘Do any of you know her?’ I called back to the group.

‘Yes,’ a tall, skinny guy with a beard said. ‘Her name is Lisa … Lisa Wei.’

‘Okay, I’m gonna get you guys to move back,’ I directed, pointing towards the edge of the building. ‘Back over there, please.’

I surveyed the area where the killing had taken place. It was outside the entrance to Varsity Towers – privately owned student accommodation at the outer edge of the Bond University campus.

‘And I’ll get you to make sure no one comes out the exit,’ I instructed the security guard.

He nodded, willingly taking up post in front of the glass doors, his back to the scene.

This would be the seventh murder in only three weeks. I’d only seen pictures of the previous crime scenes. The killings had been identical – all young women, their throats slashed in an X, jugular veins skilfully severed on either side, causing the victims to bleed out in a matter of minutes. On each occasion, the victim had been laid out with a large pool of blood at their feet.

Although I was the first on the scene, the wailing sirens in the distance meant I wouldn’t be alone for long, so there wouldn’t be much time to look around.

The victim was about twenty years old. Asian, possibly Chinese. Her body and clothing were saturated in blood from the gaping wounds on her neck, but her face was as white as chalk. Looking straight ahead as if startled, eyes that only moments before would have sparkled with the inquisitive energy of a carefree student, now dull and void of life.

Kneeling beside the blood, I could clearly see where she’d fallen to her knees, supported herself with one hand while probably clutching at her throat with the other. But there was no sign of her collapsing forwards. The killer must have grabbed her hair from behind, yanking her head backwards, increasing the dwindling blood flow. Then, once she’d lost consciousness, he’d laid her out.

With so much blood, there had to be footprints – or at least some sign of a struggle. Squatting, I followed the edges of what was two pools of blood combined as one, but I found nothing. All the marks appeared to be from the victim.

Suddenly, the whole area lit up as the first of a zillion squad cars came to a squealing halt.

‘Step away please, sir,’ a uniformed constable yelled as two of them jumped from the first of the cars.

I held up my detective’s badge as more units arrived.

Detective Inspector Dion Gardner, the first detective to arrive, immediately took charge.

‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he asked, noticing me.

‘Doing what a detective does, mate.’ I had a problem with calling him ‘sir.’

‘Detective? Ha! I’ll get you to step away.’

Reluctantly, I rose to my feet and moved to one side. Ignoring Gardner, I continued to scan the scene as if he wasn’t there.

The ground floor of the building was a car park. Entry to the apartments was accessible via a double glass door leading to a small foyer and lifts. Looking up at the security camera, I realised that from the angle at which it was set the murder scene was out of shot – but only just. The killer had positioned the spot perfectly.

I imagined him waiting out of sight, and Lisa, possibly late from a class, marching back towards the dorm with her head down. The blood spray facing away from the door indicated he must have approached her from behind, making her turn. A tap on the shoulder perhaps?

‘You still here, Dickhead?’ Gardner said loudly enough for all the uniforms present to hear. ‘Why don’t you go get us all a cup of coffee, eh?’ he continued, clumsily stepping in the edge of the blood. ‘Shit.’

I was about to reply when the detective in charge arrived – Detective Inspector Des Williams. By this time, the uniforms had cordoned off the area. Forensics personnel continued to arrive, and a white tent was erected over the scene.

‘Who found her?’ Des threw the question into the air, aiming it at everyone present.

Gardner shrugged, wiping his shoe on the ground.

‘Over there,’ I pointed to the group of students. A crowd was now forming on the other side of the police barrier.

‘Scott? What are you doing here?’

‘I was on my way home, sir. Picked up the call.’

‘You the first here?’

‘Yes, sir. I was heading along Bermuda Street.’

‘Okay, come with me.’

Des was my boss. He was a good bloke. Already at the top of his game and having been so for some years, he had nothing to prove.

‘Which one of you guys found her?’ he asked the group.

A small Indian girl raised her hand. She was being comforted by a tall guy with a beard.

‘Did you see anybody else in the area? Anyone at all?’

‘No.’

‘Is there anything you can tell us?’

‘No, I was just coming back to the dorm and … and she was lying there.’ She turned into the tall guy’s chest, sobbing.

‘Do you all know the victim?’

The group nodded in unison.

‘Okay. Detective Constable Stephens here is going to ask you some questions, but we’ll need you to come down to Surfers Paradise Police Headquarters to make official statements.’ He marched back towards the crime scene.

I pulled out my notebook.

X

It was after midnight when I finally returned to Surfers Paradise. Des had called the team together for a briefing. When I say ‘team,’ I mean the group of detectives and selected uniforms who had been brought together to form the catalyst of the investigation. All were privy to the more delicate details of the case. But in reality, every police officer on the coast was part of a much bigger team, canvassing the surrounding neighbourhoods and taking statements. There was also a 24/7 presence on the streets and in the air, ensuring a visible vigilance was maintained. Two floors of Police Headquarters had also been allocated to over a hundred officers and staff manning the phones and sifting through possible leads.

As usual, I sat at the back of the room. Jenny Radford, our newest detective, joined me.

‘Hey.’ She was friendly, a bit younger than me perhaps, but a fellow surfer. ‘I hear you were first on the scene.’

‘Yep.’

I was surprised to see Superintendent Andrew Ripley enter the room. He took his place by Des’s side.

Des stepped towards a large whiteboard that displayed photographs of the previous victims. ‘Okay, you all know why we’re here.’ He added another photograph to the board. ‘Victim number seven. Twenty-year-old Lisa Wei, a Bond University student, was killed at approximately nine o’clock this evening.’

Without being prompted, Dion Gardner stood. ‘As usual, there was no evidence at the scene – no prints, nothing, but I …’

‘Take a seat, detective.’ Des cut him short, preventing him from showing off in front of Ripley.

Gardner slunk back into his chair like an ostracised schoolboy.

‘We know very little about the victim at this time,’ Des continued. ‘Scott, perhaps you’d like to fill us in?’

I was listening but not comprehending. Was he talking to me?

‘Scott?’

Shit, he was! I rose to my feet. ‘Uhm …’ I’d never spoken in front of the team before.

‘Tell us what you learned about the victim.’

I pulled out my notebook. The only information I had to add was that Lisa Wei was an overseas student from Hong Kong. She’d been studying social sciences at Bond University for two years. Her parents – the father, an eye specialist; and the mother, a clinical psychologist – had been notified. She had a small group of friends, whom she usually met on a Tuesday evening at Varsity Lakes Tavern for trivia night.

‘Is that all you got?’ Gardner sneered.

‘You were first at the scene,’ Des said, ignoring Gardner, ‘notice anything out of the ordinary?’

‘I did get the chance to have a bit of a look around before anyone else got there.’

Superintendent Ripley raised an eyebrow.

‘This was a very cleverly planned operation. The attack took place literally millimetres out of shot of the entrance’s security camera, and at the time of night when most students were either in their dorms studying or over at the tavern for the trivia.’

‘So, you think the killer is carefully picking the locations?’ Des questioned.

‘Yes.’

‘And the victims too?’ Ripley threw in.

‘It’s obvious the victims have been preselected and watched in the days leading up to the killings,’ Gardner said.

I was surprised when Des and Ripley looked to me for confirmation.

‘I don’t agree – I think the location is the important factor. A spider will build a web in a high-traffic location.’

‘Right, so the victims are like flies. That makes sense,’ Ripley said, glaring at Des as if to say, Why the hell hadn’t you thought of that?

‘Each crime scene has been in an area where young women come and go,’ I continued. ‘Look at tonight – student accommodation. Perfect!’

‘Did you notice anything else about the scene before it was … contaminated?’ Des asked, shooting an irritated glance at Gardner.

‘I would have expected to see some tracks, but once again, this killer knows exactly what he’s doing.’

I’d always liked Des. He was an honest cop who treated people with respect.

‘What are your thoughts, detective?’

It felt good to be spoken to as an equal. ‘With the amount of blood at the scene and the rate at which it would have sprayed from the victim, some had to have landed on the killer.’

‘You think he was covered up?’

‘Yes. Perhaps a coat of some kind, or an overall, but something he could arrive at the scene wearing without being too conspicuous, then remove and get away without being noticed.’

‘Have all the bins in the area been checked?’ Des asked Senior Detective Constable Dale Mason, who was seated at the front.

‘Being done as we speak, sir.’

‘Like on the previous occasions, I don’t think you’ll find anything,’ I added. ‘My guess is it would be something he could stuff into a backpack and take away with him.’

‘Good work, detective,’ Des said.

‘Yes, good work indeed!’ Ripley agreed, his eyes lingering in my direction.

‘Wow. Look at you,’ Jenny said in a hushed voice when I returned to my seat. ‘You actually sounded like a detective!’

‘Perhaps I am a detective.’
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4 September

Although I didn’t get home until 3.30 am, I still woke up early, thanks to the old surf clock in my head. Des had given me the morning off. Normally I’d relish the chance for some extra time in the surf, but thanks to an ongoing offshore, Kirra Point was as flat as Lake Eyre.

The crescendo of beer bottles cascading into a wheelie bin was a familiar morning sound on Ruby Street. Taking out the empties was one of those things you couldn’t do quietly, so you did it as quickly as possible. As the last bottle was bouncing around in its acoustically enhanced tomb, I’d already ducked back into the house with my shoulders up to my ears.

Even though I hadn’t had a drink the night before, I didn’t mind cleaning up after the boys. I had a lot to think about and this mindless chore offered a cogitative solitude. Not as good as a surf perhaps, but it was a reasonable substitute. Thankfully, it was a house rule that we kept the partying to the man shed, so the house was always – bachelor pad grade at least – tidy.

Elvis is the king, or so he tells us every single day. Tetley is just a tea bag who makes tea, or so we’ve been telling him for the last twenty odd years. The former is my long-time housemate. The latter lives around the corner but spends most of his time at our place.

According to Elvis, he doesn’t snore. I beg to differ – he’s a window rattler! I could hear him in his room as I padded through the house and out to the bindy-infested back yard. A second-generation Greek from my hometown of Essendon, Victoria, Elvis (real name Nicholadas Papageorgiou) has been my best mate since preschool. At ten years old – when everyone else sported mullets – Elvis paraded a black quiff as sharp as the Sydney Opera House. We played footy for the same team, and apart from a five-year gap when I moved to Queensland, we’d spent most of our days together.

When he left school, Elvis’s parents funded his move to the Gold Coast to attend the Southern Cross Uni in Tweed Heads. At that time, I was working as a security guard at Coolangatta Airport prior to enrolling at the Police Academy. We ended up sharing a house together in Kirra Beach. Twenty-four years later, and we’re still in the same house.

Thankfully I haven’t lost my hair or put on much weight, but the Elvis quiff has long gone, replaced with a close-cropped head. So too has the AFL physique in favour of a much-nurtured beer belly. Elvis is an accountant by day and, like me, a lifelong Essendon supporter.

The man shed, like the house, is made of fibro, and I suspect the only things holding it up are the fences on either side. Stretching across the full width of the garden, it’s big enough to house a small bar, the all-important beer fridge, a pool table, an old lounge, and a flat screen TV. This all sounds a bit flash but in reality, everything was either scavenged or purchased on special.

Tetley was still asleep on the lounge and didn’t stir when I snapped off a bin bag from the roll and began to fill it with Doritos bags and discarded dips. I knew what he was doing – he’d pretend to be asleep until he was sure all the tidying was finished, then he’d wake up and ask what was for breakfast.

We’d been fourteen when we both started at Palm Beach Currumbin High School on the same day. He’d recently immigrated to Australia from the UK with his parents and sister. I’d moved up from Victoria with my dad and my brother and we’ve been mates ever since. His real name is Sean Webster. The nickname, Tetley, came from an English tea bags ad in the 90s.

I know it sounds like we’re living the bachelor dream – steady jobs, surfing, drinking, following the footy – and we probably are. Truth is though, I’ve been growing tired of the lifestyle for quite some time. Now in my forties, my health, my future and my career have been on my mind a lot lately.
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The Gold Coast had never been hit so hard. The COVID-19 outbreak had been disastrous for the tourism industry. Businesses struggled and life changed, but like the rest of the world, we got through it. However, this serial killer wasn’t just murdering innocent victims, he was killing the city. After the third attack, and the worldwide media coverage, the tourists stopped coming. Schoolies Week was cancelled again, and local businesses were taking another hammering. Only this time, we weren’t part of a worldwide pandemic and there was no government assistance. This new virus was confined between Burleigh Heads in the south, and Sanctuary Cove to the north. The news had spread quicker than any germ could – the Gold Coast was a no-go area.

That afternoon, I’d been summoned to be present at a press conference outside the police headquarters in Surfers Paradise. I looked over at Des Williams. He was tough, but he was going to cop another hiding from the press. We all knew it. He knew it too. I could see him shaking. After thirty-five years on the force, he didn’t deserve this. Rumour was, he was going to be removed from the case.

Mayor Julian Monroe was coming up for re-election. ‘Smug bastard’ seemed to be the general opinion of him. Around the same age as me, he was tall, blond, insincere, and arrogant. He’d only won the vote of mayor because of a lack of credible opposition, but the media seemed to love him. An ex-AFL player, ecotourism magnate and high-profile property developer, he’d also dabbled in mining, but got out at the right time and made a fortune – in the billions they reckon.

I listened to him banging on about what he was doing to catch this menace to society, and that it would only be a matter of time before the killer was brought to justice. As usual, he went on and on. The questions rolled off him like waves over Snapper Rocks. I’ll give him one thing, he could handle the media. He answered only the questions he wanted to, while cleverly deflecting those he didn’t.

Finally, he handed over to Queensland Police Commissioner, Edward Singleton. Approaching retirement, Edward had been flying under the radar since COVID-19 had hit. A recent Gold Coast Bulletin article suggested he followed Monroe around like a little puppy.

I’m not sure if the look that invaded Des’s face was one of shock or relief. But it certainly was a surprise to everyone present when Singleton suddenly dismissed him from the press conference before he even had a chance to speak. I felt glad for Des, but sad at the same time. Glad because he’d been spared the humiliation of trying to explain himself in front of the press for the umpteenth time, but sad because I knew this could be the end of an illustrious career. He’d been dealt an impossible hand. I doubt anyone could have handled this case any differently.

Then my world suddenly changed forever!

I was hardly listening to Singleton. He was going on about Des and how he wasn’t being dismissed, merely redistributed, when he looked right at me and said, ‘I’d like to introduce you to the new detective in charge, Scott Stephens!’

‘What?’ There was a tiny splatter of applause from somewhere in the back of the room, then the press surged forward, redirecting microphones and mobile phones in my direction.

‘What can you do that hasn’t already been done?’

‘What makes you a better detective than DI Williams?’

‘Do you feel bad that Detective Williams has been discarded for you?’

‘Will you catch “X”?’

Singleton raised his arms and spoke into the microphone.

‘Detective Inspector Stephens hasn’t been briefed yet. In fact, he’s only just found out about his appointment.’

You’re not kidding! And detective inspector? Last I knew I was just a detective constable.

‘That will be all for now. We’ll schedule another conference as soon as possible once DI Stephens has been brought up to speed.’

What the hell? Why didn’t anyone tell me? I wanted to yell. These were the first questions I asked when the last of the journos had been shepherded from the room.

‘We couldn’t bloody find you, that’s why,’ Singleton growled. ‘Where the hell have you been all morning?’

‘It was my morning off, sir.’

‘No such thing from here on. You’ve only one thing to concentrate on now.’

‘You’re seriously putting me in charge of the “X” case?’

‘Yes. I suggest you liaise with DI Williams and exchange data, but first, you’ll need a full briefing. I hope you haven’t got anything planned for tonight.’

‘But why me?’

‘You’re next in line for promotion. We feel you’re the right man for the job.’

‘But Gardner, surely?’

Monroe stepped forward. I wondered if the politician smile was surgically enhanced. He wouldn’t remember me. Both from Victoria, we went to different schools and moved in vastly different circles – him the public schoolboy from Hawthorn, me the state school scrapper from Essendon. I knew him from the footy. We’d played against each other regularly in the same position – full forward – but he was in a different league. He went on to be a professional player, later a star, and winner of the prestigious Brownlow Medal. ‘Detective, after a recommendation by Superintendent Ripley, you’ve been hand-picked by Commissioner Singleton and me.’ He’d moved in close, had taken my hand and was shaking it slowly and forcefully. ‘We haven’t made this decision lightly. We need results, and we’re willing to bank everything on you.’

Apart from on the TV news – just about every bloody night – the last time I’d seen him there’d been an altercation between us. We were fourteen years of age and playing the quarter finals of the AFL Youth Championships. He’d probably remember if I prompted him. But perhaps now wasn’t the time.

‘But why me?’

‘Because you’re young.’

I’m the same age as you, and you’re not looking that great up close, mate, I almost said.

‘We feel you’re going to bring the energy to this investigation that it needs.’

‘But old Des is the best detective on the force!’

Monroe threw his head back, his smile turning to a sickly laugh. ‘He may have been once, but not anymore.’

‘There’s no negotiation, Scotty,’ Singleton pipped in.

Scotty? Like he knew me.

‘You start immediately.’
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It was a typical late spring Gold Coast evening – warm and sticky. I strolled into Surfers from Police Headquarters on Ferny Avenue. It was Sunday, so it was quiet. Just a few tourists and families heading back to their hotels after a day on the beach or at the theme parks.

I hadn’t smoked for almost six years, but I tell you, if someone had offered me a cigarette at that moment, I would have taken it.

I’d spent the rest of the afternoon being briefed on the investigation, which was a complete waste of time. Although I certainly hadn’t been one of the big players, I’d been working on it since the beginning, albeit in more of an admin role.

It was 6.15 pm. A meeting with the mayor, the commissioner and Superintendent Ripley was scheduled for 7.30 pm, so I’d decided to duck out and get something to eat. Turning into Cavill Avenue, I was approached by a young woman.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You’re out of your league and you know it.’ She was short with dark hair and fierce green eyes.

I suddenly felt hands on my shoulders from behind.

‘Don’t say a word, Scotty.’

I turned to see Des Williams. He took me by the arm and led me away.

‘You won’t be able to hide from me, Detective Constable Stephens. I’ll be watching you!’

‘Who was that?’ I asked Des as we headed along Cavill Avenue.

‘Gold Coast Bulletin. Trouble that one, mate. Come on.’

Des led me to Kitty O’Shea’s, the Irish bar.

I turned down the offer of a beer but put in an order for food.

Des shook his head apologetically. ‘You’re right, sorry. You need to keep a clear head.’

‘What’s happening, Des?’ I asked after we’d taken our seats outside.

Des sipped his pint of Guinness, leaving a white moustache that he quickly wiped away with the back of his hand.

‘They’ve thrown me under the bus.’

I wasn’t going to pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about. ‘Why have they picked me?’

‘Because you’re a nobody.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I don’t mean that as disrespectful. I mean you’ll be easy for them to manipulate. And if, when, there are no results, you’ll be thrown on the scrap heap, just like me. “Scotty who?” they’ll be saying a year from now.’

‘You don’t think I’m up to it?’ The “when there are no results” comment rubbed me up the wrong way.

‘You tell me.’

‘I am a detective, Des.’

He took another swig of his drink, longer this time, savouring the malty taste. I noticed the blooming around his nose and cheeks and guessed he also enjoyed something stronger than Guinness. ‘Like I said, mate, I’m not disrespecting you. But there are a few things you need to know. This case isn’t all it appears to be.’

‘Fuck me dead!’ I suddenly yelled, a lot louder than I would have liked. Above the bar was a TV. An evening news bulletin was showing the press conference from earlier. Julian Monroe appeared as his usual immaculate self, but it wasn’t him that had caught my eye. It was the scrawny looking bloke standing next to him, looking like a frightened parolee wearing a cheap suit … me! ‘I’m on the telly!’ I blurted out.

A young female reporter appeared on the screen standing outside the police headquarters. The voice of the anchor from the studio asked, ‘What do we know of Detective Inspector Stephens? Is he really the man for the job?’

‘We know very little at this time, Alex,’ the reporter replied. ‘We’ve only just learned of his appointment, but we know he’s not a detective inspector at all, only a detective constable. He’s never even been in charge of a case before. It’s almost as if he’s been plucked from the lowest ranks.’

‘Do we know anything else?’

The reporter shook her head. ‘No, but I’m sure the Queensland police commissioner and the Gold Coast mayor had good reasons for picking him. One thing for certain though, working on a high-profile case like this there won’t be any secrets. I’m sure we’re going to learn all about Detective Scott Stephens over the next few days.’

Des looked at me, his eyes full of sorrow. ‘You’re fucked, Scotty!’

‘What do you mean?’

The waitress interrupted with my order of burger and chips. I tucked in, while gesturing for Des to continue.

‘We haven’t got time to go into it now, and this isn’t the place.’ He took another drink, this time half finishing it. ‘You’re going to be flat out busy from tomorrow morning. Your life is about to change forever. Let’s agree to meet up as soon as possible.’

‘Sounds a bit dramatic, mate.’

‘You’ve got no idea. I’ve got to go.’ He finished his drink, then handed me his card.

‘Ring me when you get the chance, preferably tomorrow. I need to fill you in on the facts, not the bullshit they’re feeding you.’ He rose from the table and offered his hand, ‘Good luck, Scotty. You’re going to need it. And remember, if there’s anything you need at all, give me a call.’

‘Thanks, mate. Listen, before you go, I’m really sorry about all this.’

‘Don’t be. I’m fine. In fact, I’m better than fine. These last three weeks have been hell. I’m looking forward to a break. Relax a bit.’

‘Good on you.’

We shook hands and he rushed off into the twilight.
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It only took a few minutes to stroll back through Surfers, but in that time my mind was swirling. That morning I’d been cleaning up after Elvis and Tetley. Now I was in charge of one of Australia’s biggest murder investigations. It couldn’t be right.

From the moment I walked into the station, I could feel things had changed. The way the staff sergeant on duty looked at me before quickly averting his eyes. The way WPC Mandy Hobbs, who I’d been trying to tap for a couple of months, nodded to me respectfully like she would a superintendent or someone of high stature.

‘If you’d like to take a seat, sir. The commissioner will see you shortly,’ the staff sergeant said.

Sir? Since when did anyone call me sir? ‘No worries. I’ll go up to the office.’

‘He specifically said you were to wait here in the foyer, sir.’

I shrugged and took a seat in one of the plastic chairs.

Uniforms came and went–all looking my way. It was as if I was the new bloke on show for the first time. Another WPC entered with her partner–a strapping lad I didn’t know. I noticed slight smirks on their faces as they passed. Or was I just imagining it? I nodded at them, but like everyone else, they quickly looked away.

I waited for an hour before a young woman appeared and introduced herself as Lucy, Commissioner Singleton’s assistant. I followed her up to the main boardroom. The door was open. Inside was Singleton and Monroe sitting at the oval table, along with Superintendent Ripley. There were other people there too – suits. Only one vacant chair was left at the table.

‘Ah, here he is,’ Monroe said, rising to his feet as I was shown into the room, ‘the man of the moment.’

Everyone turned to look at me while Lucy showed me to my seat.

‘How are you holding up, Scotty?’ Ripley asked.

‘I’m not quite sure, sir.’

‘Everyone, I’d like you to meet the new detective in charge of the X investigation. Detective Inspector Scott Stephens.’

Had I really been promoted without knowing it? He introduced me to the people in the room. Most were Gold Coast personalities in some form or another, including a couple of local politicians, businesspeople, and two high-ranking uniforms. As introductions took place, Monroe didn’t take his eyes off me. With his unnerving grin, he seemed to be analysing my every move. Commissioner Singleton was doing the same.

Ripley remained on his feet. ‘So, Scott, firstly I’d like to apologise for the speed at which things have taken place. As you know, these are unprecedented times.’ He looked around the room, making eye contact with everyone present as if trying to justify his/their decision to appoint me. ‘We’ve called this meeting to firstly congratulate you, and to welcome you to your new role as the lead DI in the X investigation.’

There was a moment of awkward applause. I just sat there blushing.

Ripley continued, ‘I want you to know you’ll have the full support of the Queensland police, and indeed the community as a whole.’ Everyone nodded their heads enthusiastically. ‘Now, before we bring you up to speed, do you have any questions?’

My mind had wandered a bit. It does that. All eyes were on me.

‘Scotty? Any questions?’

‘Yes … why me?’

Among the laughter, I also noticed a few nervous sideways glances. Monroe and Singleton however, kept their eyes firmly on me.

‘You’re very modest, detective, and that’s one of the reasons we were drawn to you.’

‘I am?’

‘We’ve studied your career. You are an exceptional detective. I’m just amazed you’ve been overlooked for promotion so many times. There’ll be an inquiry into that. But before we go any further, I think it important that you get to know everyone present.’

One of the high-ranking uniforms stood. He was a middle-aged man, stocky, balding. I didn’t know him, so suspected he was a fed. He introduced himself as Detective Sergeant Keith Roper from Sydney and his partner as Detective Sergeant Todd Bannister. My suspicions were correct, they had been drafted from the federal police to assist us with the investigation.

Janet Carson, Member for Surfers Paradise, stood next. She covered the disastrous impact the killings would have on the Gold Coast economy if the perpetrator wasn’t brought to justice before he killed again.

Next up was Jack Mento, a well-known Gold Coast identity, successful businessman and philanthropist. I remembered him from his TV ads for mobile phones in the nineties. Now one of the biggest property developers in Queensland, he spoke about the impact the case was having on the community. Of course, it was really a thinly veiled concern about the real estate market.

I was fighting to stay awake when the final person at the table introduced themself then sat down.

‘We can do this,’ Monroe began, rising to his feet once more, ‘we can fight this disease in the same way we did COVID-19, and we will win. I want you all to understand we are doing everything in our power to stop these deaths and bring this killer to justice. And we have a new weapon in our armoury.’ He held out his hand in my direction, ‘I just want to personally welcome you to the team, DI Stephens … Scott … Scotty, if I may?’

I shrugged.

‘We have every faith in you, my friend. We know you will deliver. Ladies and gentlemen, Detective Inspector Scott Stephens.’

More applause followed and everyone at the table stood, except me. Instead, I sat there blushing and wishing I’d had that beer.

When the applause finally died down, everyone took their seats once more, but I noticed they were all gawking at me expectantly. Oh god, no! They expected me to speak! I hadn’t spoken in public like this since … since I was best man at Johnno’s wedding. I slowly rose from the table.

‘Uhm … firstly, I’d just like to thank everybody for coming …’ Shit! I was delivering the best man speech.

There was a sudden knock at the door. A uniformed constable, not waiting for a reply, stepped into the room and addressed Singleton.

‘My apologies for the interruption, sir, but there’s been another one!’
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Superintendent Andrew Ripley and I were ushered into a waiting car and whisked away, south, towards Carrara Stadium. The streets of the Gold Coast were eerily empty. Even though not quite in season yet, there would usually be more tourists than this, milling around, eating in the restaurants, patronising the bars. Those establishments that hadn’t already closed early were empty and still.

‘We need you to smarten yourself up, Stephens,’ Ripley said suddenly as we crossed the bridge onto Chevron Island.

‘I’m sorry, sir?’

‘There’ll be someone to help you tomorrow, and you’ll need to lose the mullet.’

Mullet? I consciously ran a hand over my head. Granted, my hair was due for a cut, and because it was thinning slightly at the front, it may have looked a bit bogan.

‘Your life is going to change, detective, and you need to be ready.’

In the gloom of the back seat, I was beginning to sound like a parrot.

‘But why me?’

‘And you need to stop that, too.’

‘What?’

‘This lack of self-belief. It’s tiring. If you don’t harden the fuck up, the press will crucify you!’

‘But I don’t get it. Yesterday, I was just a detective const—’

‘You’ve been flying under the radar for far too long. It’s time to step up.’

‘But Gardner or Mason … they’re more qualified, surely?’

The car turned left onto Bundall Road.

‘Put all that out of your mind. We’ve got great expectations of you, Master Pip.’

I didn’t have a clue what that meant, but he seemed hellbent on avoiding my questions. I leaned forward and tapped the driver on the shoulder. ‘Stop the car, mate.’

‘What are you doing?’ Ripley frowned.

‘I’m getting out. If you’re going to ignore my concerns, you can get fucked!’

Ripley obviously wasn’t used to being spoken to in that way. Until then, his expression had been authoritarian, smug even. Now he sat open-mouthed, eyes agape. ‘How dare you speak to me like this.’ he demanded as the driver pulled over at the entrance to the HOTA complex.

‘Because although I may just be a detective constable, I’m not a bloody idiot. I want to know what the hell’s going on.’

Ripley sat silently, staring at me through narrowed, calculating eyes for what seemed like ten minutes, but was probably thirty seconds. Then his face suddenly broke into that smile he usually reserved for his peers. ‘That’s the spirit!’ He slapped me on the back.

I desperately wanted to get out of the car. I wasn’t thinking of my career. The only thing going through my mind was that this wasn’t right.

‘This is exactly the kind of energy we need.’ He’d changed his tone, it was now soft and friendly, almost like he was talking to an injured child. ‘Look, you’re right, we could have chosen anyone. Yes, there are detectives who may seem more suitable, more capable perhaps, but we didn’t want them. We didn’t make our decision lightly. I honestly believe you’re the right man for the job, Scotty. Trust me. Great things are going to come your way. Drive on, Alan.’

As the car pulled away, I realised I was wasting my time. Ripley would have made a good politician with his smile and the make-you-feel-good answers that weren’t answers at all.

X

The Metricon Stadium complex, home of the Gold Coast Suns – south-east Queensland’s second premier AFL team – was situated in Carrara, a suburb west of Broadbeach.

I made my way to the forensic tent that had already been set up over the crime scene, close to the turnstiles at the northern side of the stadium. Forensics in medical garb and face masks were busily hovering. A series of bright flashes illuminated the interior as a police photographer took pictures of the body from all angles. I noticed a man wearing a surgical mask standing at the entrance, looking inside. Before he even turned, I realised it was Gardner.

‘You know DI Gardner, of course,’ Ripley said.

My nonchalant shrug was an attempt at hiding the disdain.

‘Dion was in the area and got the call.’

Gardner had one of those practised stares that made you feel as if you needed to justify yourself. It probably worked well when questioning suspects, but I was having none of it. I pushed past him and entered the tent.

I’d been a detective for six years, and in uniform for fifteen years prior to that, so as you can imagine, I’d seen some sights. It wasn’t the blood and the horrific scene that lay before me that captured my attention, like the last time, it was the expression on the poor girl’s face. It was a mixture of shock, horror and surprise, like all three emotions had been captured and solidified at the very first moment of the attack.

The signature X cuts on her throat were prominent and her clothes were saturated, making them appear dark red. And, just like before, the enormous pool of blood was below her feet.

I moved in for a closer look.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ said a young woman in full forensic gear. ‘If you don’t mind, you’re … in the way.’

I glanced at Ripley, who quickly averted his eyes. Gardner, however, continued to watch me, and even though his mouth was covered by a surgical mask, I could tell he was grinning.

‘There’s not a lot we can do here,’ Ripley said, trying to mentally shepherd me out of the tent. ‘We’ll meet up in the morning. I’ll introduce you to your new team, then we’ll be able to get to work.’

‘What do you mean?’ I was confused. ‘There’s work to be done here, right now.’

‘That’s okay, you don’t have to worry about that. Gardner will finish up.’ Placing a hand on my shoulder, he continued, ‘You’ve had a massive day. Be good to get some rest. Tomorrow will be even bigger.’

Was I leading this case or not? ‘I’m not going anywhere.’ I returned Gardner’s stare, ‘As for you mate, you can fuck off !’

‘Now then, Scott, there’s no need for that,’ Ripley interjected, ‘DI Gardner has been assigned as your number two.’

‘What?’

I imagined Gardner’s grin widening. I wanted to rip that mask off and stuff it down his throat. ‘And when were you going to tell me about this?’

‘Tomorrow, at the meeting.’

Whether it was pride, or just a product of my mother’s Irish roots, I dug my heels in. I was out of my depth; I’d known that from the moment Singleton dropped the bombshell at the press conference that morning. I knew just as well as anyone else that you didn’t pull out the roadie to sing at a U2 concert, but I wasn’t about to go along with their charade. If they were putting me in charge of this case, that’s exactly what I’d do – take charge.

‘Still here, Gardner?’ I continued, before Ripley could protest. ‘Listen up everybody.’ My voice was raised so everyone in and outside the tent could hear. Then I waited while the stunned personnel stopped what they were doing and turned to look at me. ‘I’m Detective cons … Detective Inspector Scott Stephens, and I’m in charge of this investigation.’ I paused, scanning their reactions. ‘This means you all answer to me. I’m happy to wait while you finish up whatever it is you’re doing, but then I’ll be expecting the reports of your initial findings, as well as full access to this site before anything else is touched or removed. Do you all understand?’

At first there was hesitance in the response, but everyone present finally nodded. I turned to Ripley and Gardner. Ripley looked away and headed back to the car. Gardner was no longer smirking. I could tell because his mask was kind of puckered, and his eyes had lost their fire.

‘And yet you’re still here,’ I said, squaring up to him.

‘You haven’t got a clue what’s going on, have you?’

‘That’s where you’re wrong, mate. I know exactly what’s going on.’

Pulling the mask down onto his chin. ‘Like I said, you haven’t got a clue.’ He strutted off into the night.
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5 September

Like the day before, I didn’t get home until the early hours. As tired as I was, I hadn’t been able to sleep. The victims’ expressions were haunting me. It was if they were asking the same question as everyone else, What the hell are you doing here?

According to the early morning radio report, the waves were back, so it was unusual for me not to go for an early morning surf. Instead, I was showered and eating a bowl of Weetbix while only half listening to the news. The main story, of course, was last night’s killing.

Answering a knock at the front door, and wearing only a pair of board shorts, I was shocked to be confronted by a small crowd of jostling faces – it was the media.

‘DI Stephens, what’s the latest news on the X killings?’

‘Are you any closer to finding the killer?’

I closed the door on them as my phone rang.

‘Scott, it’s Superintendent Ripley. I’m sending a car for you.’

‘What?’

‘Should be there in half an hour.’

I’ve got a car. Then I realised my old Volkswagen Beetle, aka “the Dub,” probably wouldn’t fit the image of a high-profile detective. Nothing I owned did. I went into the bedroom and picked up my suit jacket from where I’d thrown it the night before. It was grimy, old, cheap and worn. Another trip to the dry cleaners wouldn’t do a lot for it.

My second suit was hanging in the wardrobe, and although clean, was no better than the first. As I put it on, a strange feeling of self-consciousness suddenly overcame me. I guess it had something to do with being in the limelight, something I hadn’t experienced since my schoolboy footy days.

A text message dinged on my mobile. It was an unknown number, but the message was clear. ‘I’m at the front door.’

When I opened it, two uniformed cops were holding back the media pack.

A well-groomed young man stood on my doorstep with something slung over his shoulder. He was also carrying a large sports bag. ‘Hi, I’m Bradley.’ Marching in like he was leading the gay Mardi Gras, he turned, offered a wet-lettuce-handshake, and looked me up and down. ‘Oh, thank goodness. Looks like I got here just in time.’ He quickly scanned his surroundings. ‘Where’s the bedroom?’

‘What?’

‘The bedroom?’

He swung a vinyl bag from over his shoulder and I realised it was a suit bag. ‘Here you go. Put on one of these.’

It was heavy–there must have been two or three suits in there. Opening it, I found seven–one for every day of the week. ‘Bloody hell!’

‘I know …’ Bradley had followed me into my room. ‘Aren’t you the big superstar now?’

I laid the suits out side-by-side on my bed. Not that I’d really know, but I could tell they weren’t cheap. The styles were the same, but they differed in colour from brown to blue to black, except for one which was a leery tan.

‘These are all for me?’

Bradley skipped over to the bed and picked up the tan-coloured suit. ‘Yes they are. Here, put this one on.’

‘Not bloody likely.’

‘But it’s … sexy.’ He fluttered his eyelids.

I picked up the grey one. ‘This’ll do.’

Bradley gave a patient sigh.

‘Well, thanks for dropping these off,’ I attempted to shepherd him from the room.

‘No, no, no, no.’ He held up the palms of his hands in front of his chest and squeezed in his shoulders like a showgirl. ‘You don’t understand. I’m all yours!’

‘Excuse me?’

With great theatrics, he lifted his right hand to his brow and held it there like a damsel in distress. ‘To do with whatever you will.’

‘What the hell are you going on about?’

‘I’m your new assistant.’

‘You’re kidding.’

‘Or your new partner, perhaps?’

‘I’ve got an assistant?’

‘Or … partner.’

I tried again to usher him out of the room but noticed the sports bag was on the floor.

‘Wait. There’s more.’ He picked up the bag, plonked it on the bedside chair, unzipped it, and pulled out a stack of new shirts, ties, socks, underwear, handkerchiefs, and a couple of shoe boxes.

‘I’ll make coffee while you get changed.’ He swanned from the room. Everything he did had a
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