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So long, Freckles.

It’s true. Your life really does flash before your eyes just prior to death. Although, if twenty-two-year-old Cory Evans were of a conscious mind, he might have debated the term ‘flash’. More like a sequential replay of the key moments.

In a forest clearing close to the New South Wales and Queensland border, the BIC lighter hissed in the stillness of the night, but Cory hardly noticed. As if guided by the flame, his mind shifted through the scenes of an extraordinary life.

Wearing only a pair of boardshorts, he was two years old, sitting cross-legged on a rug, while a make-up artist smeared melted chocolate around his mouth. Next to him sat Sunny, the obedient golden Labrador Retriever. The only reason Cory knew he was two was because he remembered reading it on his Wikipedia page. The Tim Tam commercial was the first gig, the launch pad for the madness that would become the life of Cory Evans—aka Freckles.

Rather than make-up, the young cosmetologist used real chocolate. A brilliant move. What kid couldn’t be controlled by the lure of a Tim Tam? But little Cory had had enough. He’d been sitting on the floor for hours. While technicians adjusted the lighting, and the cameraman discussed angles with the director, a photographer snapped shots of the chocolate covered cherub. The name Freckles wasn’t coined yet. That came later, after the third commercial. By that time, the dimples, the big blue eyes, the golden hair, and of course, the freckles, would be a registered trademark.

‘Action,’ the director cried.

The dog moved in and licked chocolate from the kid’s face.

‘And cut. Let’s do it again.’

Little Cory didn’t really know what was happening. All he knew was he’d been sitting on that floor for hours while strange people hovered around him, a dog continually licked his cheek, and he was being force fed chocolate. Screwing up his face, he began to cry.

‘Somebody see to the kid,’ the director called out impatiently. ‘We need to get this wrapped up.’

When Mum appeared from nowhere, and leaned down and picked him up, the lack of motherly concern was of little comfort. ‘Now you behave yourself, Cory, and do as the man says.’

The flame flickered.

He was a year older. The Vegemite commercial was set in a family kitchen. Like the Tim Tam ad, it featured a cute kid smeared with product. There seemed to be a growing theme.

Among the hive of busy workers, Cory spotted his parents standing just offset. Dad was in an off-the-shelf suit and Mum was in a sparkly cocktail dress. Of course, three-year-old Freckles wouldn’t have been so analytic at that age. All he wanted was for them to pick him up, cuddle him and take him home. But the twenty-two-year-old whose life was about to end, was tuned in to every detail. His parents’ clothes were inexpensive at this time. The Rolex watches, Brioni and Louis Vitton would come later when the 99.9% share in their investment began to pay dividends.

But the kid knew none of this. A wave towards his parents was countered with a stern scowl from his father. Short, dark-haired and with the hint of a receding hairline, Barry Evans was all about business. The figure leaning in through the window of the late model MINI watched in silence as the young man, bound and gagged in the driver’s seat, began to shiver.

The flame, hovering in the petrol doused interior, escorted Cory to the next period of his life.

Freckles was four years old. He was sitting on a couch, looking extra cute in his little suit and tie. The studio audience applauded as chat show host Roy MacDonald took his seat.

‘So, Freckles …’ Roy said as the applause died down. ‘What’s it like to be so famous?’

The little boy twisted shyly in his seat and blushed. ‘Good.’

‘I bet it is. Here are some shots of how good it is.’

The screen was filled with images of Freckles appearing around the country. Posing in front of Uluru. Climbing the Sydney Harbour Bridge. Snorkelling the Great Barrier Reef. These were followed with a series of group photographs of the boy posing with local townsfolk around the country: Longreach, Broken Hill, Darwin, and Tasmania. The last shot was in Canberra. It was a photo of the lad and his beaming parents with the Prime Minister of Australia.

‘So, how old are you now? About twenty-six?’ Roy asked.

‘No …’ Cory said, delivering the mischievous giggle that would melt the nation.

‘How many commercials have you done so far?’

The boy shrugged, which once again brought waves of sympathetic God-I-love-that-kid laughter to the studio audience.

‘Well, you’ve done eight commercials in two years. How does that make you feel?’

The shrug again, this time with a blushing grin. This kid didn’t even have to speak. Everyone loved him.

‘I hear you’re going into acting.’

The boy nodded.

‘Would you like to tell us where we’re going to see you next.’

‘… Ramsey Street!’

The audience jumped to their feet, clapping and whistling.

When the applause finally subsided. Roy continued. ‘So, you’ll be appearing in Neighbours?’

The nodding again, this time with the over excited enthusiasm of a four year old.

As always, Barry Evans was standing just off camera, his scowling eyes fixed firmly on his son.

Freckles, ignoring his father, kept his attention on Roy. Roy was good fun.

‘So, you’re going to be an even bigger star than you are now?’

The boy shrugged and nodded in a cheeky, matter-of-fact way.

‘Ladies and Gentlemen, let’s hear it for Freckles.’

The applause echoed and swirled until a dark silence hung over the small clearing like an invisible fog. A henge of trees looked on like a congregation of elders waiting in witness. With the absence of the moon, the only light was from the flame.

It wasn’t the set of Neighbours where the five and three quarter year old found himself standing. He was on a beach. Unlike most of the commercials, he did have recollections of his one season on Home and Away, and of the season with Neighbours the year prior. He remembered this as a happy time, working with other young people who treated him like a normal kid.

‘Action!’

A middle-aged woman was running, somewhat awkwardly, on the loose sand. Just before she reached the child, she threw her arms out. ‘Oh goodness, there you are, Stevie.’ Dropping to her knees, she reached out, grabbed the boy, and pulled him close. ‘We thought we’d lost you.’ Then, pulling back, she repeated the words in sign.

Little Stevie McCauley was deaf and had wandered off on his own. With swelling tears in his big blue eyes, the boy apologised in sign and told his nanna how much he loved her. After this performance, whispers of a Gold Logie were rife in the industry.

The flame flickered.

Scenes from an extraordinary life continued. The image of little Freckles appearing as Aladdin in pantomime at the London Palladium seemed to hover and shudder like it was stuck. Was this the turning point of no return? The fans outside the stage door screaming and grabbing at him as he made his way to a waiting limousine. Thank goodness for security. Cory knew Barry had seen to this. Good old Bazza. He’d also made sure every news station in the UK was present to witness the scene.

‘Are you okay, sweetie?’ A-list actress, Natalie Hinderman, placed a hand on Freckles’ shoulder between shoots. They were on a sailing boat in the Whitsundays.

Freckles nodded. He was eight years old. Still as cute as a button but taller now.

Peering over the side of the boat, he saw his parents sitting on the deck of a luxury yacht. Dressed like typical wealthy tourists, they were drinking cocktails and having a nice time. At first, Cory thought it unusual that his mother was there. She’d grown tired after the first couple of years and usually stayed home. But of course, this was the Whitsundays and her son’s first major movie role. Cory realised this wasn’t a retrospect thought of the twenty-two-year-old him. It was from the mind of the eight year old who was beginning to resent his greedy parents.

Scenes from more movies followed. Pity-filled faces of more A-list stars came and went as if lining up to say goodbye. A minor scene with Robert De Niro in his first Hollywood movie flickered just as the Aladdin pantomime one had. Was this another turning point? Cory knew it was. It was the time when the Freckles brand hit the world.

Ten-year-old Cory wasn’t allowed to sit in the meetings with his father and the movie executives. Instead, he’d wait outside the office until prompted to enter, do the little spiel that Barry had written, then leave without saying another word. If asked questions, he was primed to smile that smile, blush that blush, and smack them silly with that giggle.

Normally the memories of Barry’s anger, the tantrums, the bullying, and the physical abuse would cause Cory’s chest to constrict tightly like a block of ice. But not anymore.

Like the Olympic torch, the lowering of the flame was about to grab the attention of a nation. With the reel of film nearing its end, and Freckles’ final performance pending, who said he could no longer bring his audience to tears?

Looking back on himself now in that stupid cowboy outfit and toy gun, Cory realised how pathetic the smile must have become to the Australian public. He was no longer cute, more awkward. The movie was a remake of the 1958 Australian classic, Smiley Gets a Gun. After the premier, the eleven year old had an inkling that things weren’t going well. There were no appearances on the Roy MacDonald Show or Entertainment Tonight. Barry only confirmed his fears by mentally beating him with a barrage of newspaper headlines:

‘Is the Golden Child Tarnished?’

‘Pre-teen and already burnt out?’

‘From cute to pathetic!’

The scenes of fourteen-year-old Cory on stage fronting a boy band didn’t linger for long. They passed as quickly as the music career that never was.

At nineteen, images of the court cases flittered by like landscape views from a speeding train. The threats mainly. His father’s anger. The glamorous mummy slowly morphing into the haggard trailer trash when everything she owned was stripped away. These were followed by images of the drinking days, the heroin, the sleaze surrounding a wealthy young man who was out of control.

But then his little brother, Wesley, interrupted his thoughts. The sibling he hardly knew because he’d spent most of his life working. Did he feel sorry for Wesley? Of course, he did. But it was way too late for regrets now.

The flame flickered for the last time. The trees rustled on a gentle breeze as if whispering their final pleas. ‘Don’t do it!’

The hand holding the lighter hesitated momentarily as if the killer was having second thoughts.

Cory closed his eyes.

When the flame finally touched the passenger seat, the petrol-sodden fabric ignited, and the killer barely had time to withdraw before the ferocious flames engulfed the car’s interior. The surrounding shadows elongated and danced with the rising intensity, and black toxic smoke bellowed upwards into the starless night.

Within minutes, the flames reached the petrol tank, and the tiny vehicle exploded. A fierce fireball rose into the air, carrying with it the last remnants of Freckles, the little boy who just wanted to be loved.
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There’d been no Schoolies excitement for Wesley Cummings when he’d finished Year 12 two years earlier. Maybe that’s why now, walking among the groups of laughing, mischievous graduates in Surfers Paradise, he realised he’d unconsciously developed a sense of resentment towards this time of the year. Of course, it didn’t help that he now lived on the golden strip. At least when he was in the Tweed, he didn’t have to come near the place.

After the pressures of sitting their HSC exams, the annual Schoolies festival held in Surfers Paradise was a time for the high school graduates to let their hair down, goof around for a week and party—kind of like Australia’s answer to the US spring break. No adults, no parents, no teachers. Wesley was aware that things could get wild.

Halfway up the mall, there was a large group of kids blocking the way. Jumping up and down, they were chanting a mantra that must have been their high school motto. Even though it was early in the morning, these guys were obviously starting the day how they meant to continue. Although large, the group seemed to be quite exclusive and made up of the clichéd jocks and bimbo types. The guys were tall and muscular. The girls, mostly blonde, wore pink hoodies and fake eyelashes. Wesley had to push through them to get by. As he did, he accidently knocked a Justin Bieber look-alike off balance.

‘Hey!’ The guy swung around and pushed Wesley backwards.

‘Sorry,’ Wesley said.

Two other guys joined Bieber. Were mullets back in?

‘What the hell ya doin, Toolie?’ one of the other guys growled down at Wesley.

‘Nothin, just heading home.’

‘We’ve been warned about you lot. Older kids here to cause trouble,’ Bieber said.

‘I’m not a Toolie, I—’

‘How old are you then?’ the third guy piped in, as if not wanting to be left out.

The rest of the group formed a circle around Wesley.

‘I’m just heading home from the beach. I live in Surfers.’

‘Fucking Toolie. That’s what you are,’ one girl spat.

Wesley tried to push past them, but the group blocked his way. ‘I don’t want any trouble, guys.’

‘I don’t want any trouble, guys,’ Bieber mimicked, moving in closer.

One of the girls began to chant, ‘Toolie, Toolie, Toolie.’

The group joined in. ‘Toolie, Toolie, Toolie.’

‘Let’s show this little fat fucker what we do with Toolies,’ Bieber cried above the chant. He leaped forward and grabbed Wesley in a headlock.

‘Okay, break it up!’

The chant turned into wolf whistles and hoots as two police officers waded into the crowd.

Bieber quickly let go but got in a jab to Wesley’s kidneys as he did so.

‘What’s going on here?’ The female, and shortest of the two cops, demanded. Her name tag said Constable Karen Smith.

One of the girls stepped forward. ‘It’s this Toolie. Causing trouble already.’

‘Is that true?’ demanded Smith.

‘No,’ Wesley said, massaging his side. ‘I was just heading home from the beach.’

‘Are you a Schoolie or a Toolie?’

‘Neither. I live in Surfers.’

‘Are you okay? Seem to have a problem there with your side.’

When Wesley glanced at Bieber, the lad looked away. ‘I’m fine. Just want to get home.’

‘Okay, get yourself away,’ the police officer said. ‘I’d recommend you stay out of sight for the next couple of weeks.’

‘What?’ Bieber stepped forward. ‘You can’t let him go. My uncle’s a copper and he said you guys are clamping down on the Toolies this year.’

‘Do you even know what a Toolie is, son?’ asked Smith.

‘Yeah, they’re older kids who probably never graduated or are just here to cause trouble.’

Wesley had to get away. Not because he was angry, embarrassed or frightened or anything like that. He needed to get away because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep the smirk off his face. Pushing through the group there were jeers and boos as he continued on his way.

With his head down, the smirk finally broke and morphed into a grin. Venturing out on his own was a big achievement but doing it just as the Schoolies event was about to kick off made it all the more important, exciting, dangerous! Would he dare go out again? Of course, he would.

When he reached the Milton Plaza, the lift took him swiftly up to the penthouse suite on the 57th floor. As always, the apartment was quiet at this time of the day. With the windows open, the sea breeze seeped into the room. His brother, Cory, never rose until lunch time, but he didn’t go to bed until around two in the morning. In the three weeks since Wesley had moved in, he’d found this routine quite strange but soon adapted to it. It sure beat living in a caravan on the Tweed with his alcoholic mother and her abusive boyfriend.

The Bieber look-alike’s description of a Toolie resonated in his mind. The fact that Wesley didn’t get the chance to experience Schoolies was definitely an issue he’d ignored until now. Was he going to be labelled a Toolie over the next couple of weeks just for stepping outside his door? Should he lock himself away until the festival was over?

No, he’d done enough of that. He’d already decided that, if possible, he’d try to blend in the best he could.
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CASSIE EVANS climbed from a taxi outside the Surfers Paradise Island Resort and really did try to be as enthusiastic as her two friends, Jenna and Ellie.

‘I can’t believe we’re actually here,’ Jenna yelled, throwing her arms around her friends as the driver retrieved their bags.

Ellie did a little shimmy, shake and squeal routine.

‘God have mercy on my soul,’ Cassie said under her breath as Jenna joined in on the dance. And when the girls reached out to her to join them in a group hug, she pulled away.

After standing in a long line of Jenna and Ellie clones for what seemed like hours, they eventually checked in and went up to their room.

‘I can’t believe we’re sharing a room in Surfers Paradise.’ Since getting into the taxi at Hope Island, just about every sentence Jenna Reynolds had uttered began with, ‘I can’t believe … ’ And it was already annoying the shit out of Cassie.

Two of the three girls skipped around the apartment, opening cupboards, checking empty drawers, exclaiming out loud with absolute delight how the kitchen had an electric jug and a drawer with three knives and three forks, a bathroom with a shower and body gel, and a toilet with a sanitised seal. It seemed every little detail of the basic studio apartment that was, in reality, far too small for the three teenage girls, elicited the kind of excited reaction you’d associate with an Ellen DeGeneres audience after finding out they’d each receive a George Foreman grill for free.

‘Oh my god, oh my god. This is soooo comfortable!’ Ellie exclaimed as she stretched out on one of the beds. ‘Shotgun this one.’

There was one single bed and one double. Neither Cassie nor Jenna put forward an argument when Ellie claimed the single. Although Cassie didn’t relish the thought of having to sleep with Jenna, it was a much better proposal than sleeping with ‘Smellie Ellie’, the queen farter.

‘Let’s just dump our bags and go out,’ Jenna said.

‘Good idea,’ Cassie agreed. Although each of the girls was familiar with Surfers Paradise, they couldn’t wait to explore the transformed, party central streets.

Of course, just dumping the bags and heading out was never going to happen. For Cassie it was as simple as doing exactly that, but not for Jenna and Ellie. A change of clothing was required because at least thirty other girls had seen them in the queue.

Cassie sighed and sat on the end of the double bed, watching her friends as they decided which outfits to wear, and which shade of lipstick. She knew from experience that this was going to take time. Should she nick out without them …? No, not yet. Luckily for Cassie, she didn’t need to apply fresh make-up. In fact, she hardly wore any. Unlike her two blonde friends, she preferred to live a more natural life.

As the two girls leaned into the wall mirror, Cassie got glimpses of herself. Because of her Asian complexion, the family eyes seemed even bluer than those of her half-brother. She hated those eyes and quickly looked away ‘Come on, you guys,’ she complained. ‘We’re just going to check the place out.’

‘Almost ready,’ Jenna said, puckering her lips and applying more lippy.

Following another costume change by Ellie, after deciding the pink mini skirt was too much, the girls finally headed out.

Surfers Paradise was awash with teenagers. Cassie quickly sorted them into four groups. There were the posers, like Jenna and Ellie, but of both sexes. Eighteen year olds, who walked around nonchalantly as if they were thirty. Then there were the jocks— the sports orientated individuals, lean and spotty. These guys were loud and seemed to jump up and down a lot. Then there were the kids. This group, although eighteen, acted as if they were fourteen. Partying for them comprised of endless practical jokes, hooting and climbing street poles. The fourth group was the geeks. They were awkward, quiet, had unruly hair, and wore faded T-shirts that you never saw in the shops. This group kept themselves to themselves, only venturing out between online gaming or to replenish their stock of Twisties and Pepsi. Fortunately, the Gold Coast City Council catered for all groups and the annual event was a huge success for generations of Schoolies.

Cassie wondered which group she fell under. She certainly wasn’t a poser, or a jock, or a geek. Was she just a kid? No, she was Cassie—could-have-been-a-superstar-if-her-father-had-had-his-way—Evans. And she was happy. Maybe.

Jenna and Ellie walked together with their arms entwined. Cassie was having none of that. She walked slowly by their side. The pair giggled and staggered as if intoxicated. Although the Schoolies festival was strictly alcohol free, that didn’t stop the kids from sneaking in as much contraband as possible. Both Jenna and Ellie carried throw away water bottles, offering themselves as role models while exhibiting the importance of keeping hydrated in the Queensland humidity. But of the course the water was poured out earlier and replaced with gin and lemonade. Cassie’s bottle, however, contained water.

Cavill Avenue was packed. There were stages set up for live performances, market stalls selling hippy clothing, beach gear and iced drinks. There were buskers and street performers struggling to perform among the heaving masses. It was hot and sticky, loud, and the air was a little tense as if something was about to happen.

And then it did.

A large hand, that seemed to come from nowhere, suddenly came down hard and clamped onto Cassie’s shoulder. ‘Excuse me, miss. I need to know what’s in the bottle.’

She turned to see the face of a square-chinned police officer peering down at her.

With anxious glances and lowered chins, Ellie and Jenna continued through the crowd, leaving Cassie alone with the cop.

‘Did you hear me?’ The cop snatched the bottle from Cassie’s hand. He unscrewed the top and took a sniff. ‘Is there any alcohol in here?’

Cassie shook her head. A panicked side glance confirmed her friends had abandoned her.

The cop screwed on the top and handed the bottle back to Cassie. ‘Ok, miss. Thank you for your cooperation.’ Then he was gone.

And so had Cassie’s so-called friends.

Continuing to wade through the crowd, she soon forgot about Jenna and Ellie. Her thoughts were on the real reason she had come to Surfers in the guise of a Schoolie. The more time she could spend away from those two, the more chance she had of instigating her plan. She was nervous but excited—two emotions that, until now, had eluded Cassie Evans.
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The situation with Jenna and Ellie could have been uncomfortable or even nasty if Cassie was as insecure and as shallow as they were. The truth was, she didn’t care about what they did now that she was there. After losing them in the crowd the evening before, she went back to her room, watched some TV and turned in early. The giggling twosome returned around 2.00 am, stinking of booze and pot.

Cassie rose with the sunrise. Leaving the girls snoring, she was on a mission, following a hunch. If her suspicions paid off on the very first morning, she’d have the rest of the week to put her plan into action.

The streets of Surfers Paradise looked vastly different without the hordes of moronic schoolkids. Council workers went about their business cleaning up. The odd surfer was making his or her way to the beach. The throbbing sound of a road sweeper vibrated through the ground. The high-pitched beep of a delivery truck echoed through the tall buildings, and the whiz and trundle of the not-so-silent electric tram whirred by. The day was already heating up, but remnants of the cooler nighttime temperature were being carried in from the ocean as if chased towards the west by the rising sun.

Cassie didn’t have an actual address. All she knew was that her half-brothers, whom she’d never met, lived in Surfers Paradise. Of course, she didn’t expect to see Cory. According to the Sixty Minutes expose that aired a month earlier, he’d been holed up in his penthouse for the last couple of years, never venturing out, living off pizza and playing video games all day and night. Cassie wondered if she’d even recognise him. No, it was Wesley she was hoping to see. The hunch she’d developed after learning he’d moved into his brother’s apartment was that to avoid the Schoolie masses, he’d be out early in the mornings.

Although Sixty Minutes didn’t identify the building specifically, possibly in fear of being sued by the hotel group, Cassie recognised it as the Milton Plaza on Orchid Avenue. The tallest of the two towers was the hotel. The second was the exclusive residencies. One of two top floor penthouses were where she expected Cory to reside.

An industrious entrepreneur was serving coffee from a converted VW Kombi across the street from the Milton entrance. Cassie ordered a flat white, sat down on the kerb and waited. To her surprise, she didn’t have to wait long. A plump chap wearing a dark singlet, boardshorts and thongs stepped out of the Milton foyer with his head down. After a glance in each direction, he marched towards Cavill Avenue. Cassie recognised him at once from the photographs her father had hidden in his phone. It was Wesley Cummings, her half-brother. Jumping to her feet, she followed. From behind, she couldn’t see too much of him, only that his hair was dark and unruly. Slung over his back was a small Billabong backpack. The dark clothing made his skin look awfully pale. He was chubbier than she’d expected. A distinctive roll of fat around his kidneys wobbled as he walked, and Cassie guessed exercise wasn’t high on his list of priorities. For a moment, she felt a sudden wave of panic. What should she do next? Although she’d planned this meeting for some months, she’d visualised it as being on the beach or around a pool in some exotic resort.

Wesley turned left into Cavill Avenue, cut across the mall and entered the Paradise Centre.

A skip in Cassie’s step was required for her to keep up.

Apart from the newsagents and Coles, the rest of the stores in the shopping centre were closed. Wesley stopped briefly at the entrance to the supermarket and used the hand sanitiser. Then he picked up one of the plastic baskets and entered the store.

Cassie planted herself on a wooden bench and waited. From this vantage point, she could see inside the store and watch Wesley as he wandered around the aisles. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry. Instead of going to specific shelves where the goods he required were, he wandered aimlessly along them all. When he was halfway around the shop, his basket was still empty.

Cassie’s tummy suddenly rumbled. She realised she hadn’t eaten since leaving home the day before. Should she approach Wesley when he came out of Coles? Looking around, she wondered if this was the right place to do it. And if so, what would she say to him?

She watched him go through the self-serve checkout. He only appeared to purchase one item—a bottle of milk. When he finally emerged from the store, Cassie suddenly felt riveted to her seat. The moment she’d be planning all this time was finally here, but she couldn’t move. It was as if an inner thermostat had overheated, clicked off and shut down her system. All she could do was watch as the lad, two years older than her but very much a lad, marched back the way he had come. But to do this he would need to pass right by Cassie.

When he was just a couple of metres away, he looked up from the floor and their eyes met.

Cassie tried to look away but couldn’t. It was the eyes. The eyes of her father. Her eyes.

Wesley slowed his pace then stopped walking and just stared. It was the first time Cassie had seen his features close-up. The photographs she’d seen weren’t that clear.

Wesley frowned.

Cassie offered a slight smile.

As if regaining his senses, Wesley suddenly broke eye contact, checked his surroundings then marched past her.

Without thinking, Cassie jumped to her feet, ran after him and grabbed him by the arm. ‘Wait.’

Wesley turned slowly.

Cassie could feel him trembling in her grip. ‘You’re Wesley, right? Wesley Cummings?’

Nervously glancing from side to side as if plotting his escape, he didn’t answer.

Cassie moved in closer. ‘I’m Cassie. Cassie Evans.’

‘I know who you are.’

‘You do?’

‘Yes, and the answer is still no.’

‘What do you mean?’

Still with the rapid side glances, Wesley pulled his arm free, leaned in and lowered his voice. ‘She’s not getting any more money!’

‘Who?’

‘You know who.’ Still unable to re-establish eye contact, he was frowning now.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Your mother. She’s had enough.’ He pushed past her and marched towards the exit.

This wasn’t quite the reaction Cassie was hoping for, she thought as she ran after him.
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The last thing Wesley Cummings was expecting to do was bump into his half-sister. He’d known of her from the court case. Even though he hadn’t attended the daily hearings, the sordid details of the family had become common knowledge to the Australian public because of the nightly news bulletins during that time. But even though he’d never seen a photo of her, he knew right away that the girl sitting outside Coles staring back at him with his eyes, although slightly oriental, was his sister. He didn’t know her name. Apart from the Evans eyes, the only other give away was that she looked like her mother, Josie, whom he’d first seen regularly on TV, arm in arm with his father, entering and leaving Southport Courthouse. It was the recent exchanges with her mother that evoked the anger. Josie Evans was a gold digger. When his brother had sued his father, won the case and taken him for everything he had, Barry Evans was left with nothing—or so it was reported. But Barry, ever the wily businessman, perhaps expecting the inevitable, had registered his prestige car dealership in his wife’s name. But this hadn’t stopped the fiery little Filipino from approaching his brother and demanding he repay her husband for the years of hard work that that went into making him a star.

The girl was strong and wasn’t about to let go. Had she come to take over where Josie left off? He broke away from her grip, but she ran around him and blocked his exit from the Paradise Centre.

‘I’m not interested in any of that,’ the girl said. ‘I just wanted to meet you.’

‘So, you’ve met me.’ Wesley tried to move around her, but she stood firm.

‘Look, I can’t change what happened between you and my parents.’ Her eyes were fixed and penetrating. ‘I came here to meet you in the hope that I could get to know you.’

When Wesley had found out only a year ago that he had a half-sister, he understood why his parents had broken up and gone their separate ways. At first the divorce hadn’t affected him in the least because his father, along with his older brother, was away from home most of the time anyway, so it was always just him and his mum, Patty. Life was good, living in a nice house on Currumbin Beach, and the lifestyle continued even after the divorce. It wasn’t until Patty was sued by her eldest son that everything changed drastically for the awkward, unassuming boy.

‘Why would you want to do that?’ Wesley asked.

‘Because you’re my brother.’

Although he was trying hard to remain nonchalant, Wesley was intrigued.

‘I just wanted to meet you, that’s all. I’m Cassie.’ She released her grip on his arm and held out her hand for him to shake.

Wesley reluctantly shook it. ‘Wesley.’

‘It’s great to finally meet you,’ Cassie said.

‘So, you’re here for Schoolies, no doubt,’ Wesley said.

The girl blushed and nodded.

‘Wanna get a coffee?’

The silent nod sustained.

Wesley turned, headed out of the Paradise Centre and onto the Cavill Avenue Mall.

Skipping to keep up, Cassie followed him. ‘So, what’s it like living in Surfers?’

‘Good, apart from this time of the year.’

‘Schoolies.’

‘Yep. It’s hard to remain conspicuous when you’ve got thousands of stupid kids pointing you out and calling you a Toolie.’

‘Conspicuous?’

‘Out of sight,’ Wesley quickly added as he turned into a coffee shop at the beach end of the mall.

There was a group of kids, Schoolies, occupying two of the outside tables. It was impossible to distinguish between them being early risers or remnants from the party the night before. Wesley suspected the latter. The boys were high school-little lunch-loud, and the girls were giggly and whiney. Wesley couldn’t stand it so immediately turned and exited the establishment.

‘What’s wrong?’ Cassie asked.

‘You! That’s what’s wrong,’ Wesley said, marching back up the mall. ‘Fucking Schoolies.’

With the girl still skipping every other step to keep up, Wesley turned into Orchid Avenue and headed for the Milton.

When they entered the foyer, the girl asked, ‘Are we going up to your apartment?’

Wesley nodded. You okay with that?’

‘Sure.’ She seemed suddenly excited.

‘You’ll need to be quiet though,’ Wesley said as he held the key card over the lift consul and pressed button 57. ‘My brother … our brother will be sleeping.’

‘Cory?’

Wesley didn’t answer.

There was little movement in the lift as it whizzed them up to the 57th floor then opened into the penthouse suite.

‘Wow!’ Cassie said as she looked out over the 180-degree view of the sunshine strip and the ocean.

‘Pretty impressive, huh?’ Wesley said removing his backpack on the kitchen counter, retrieving the bottle of milk from his bag and placing it in the fridge.

‘You’re not wrong.’

‘What would you like to drink?’

‘Got juice?’

‘Sure. Orange?’

The view and the breeze from the decent sized balcony were intoxicating. This was where Wesley liked to sit and think. In the two weeks since he’d moved into the apartment, Cassie was his first guest.

‘So why did you really come here?’ Wesley asked, taking a seat in the shade.

‘Like I said, I wanted to meet you guys.’

‘Cory?’

She shrugged and blushed a little.

‘He won’t like that. I’ll need to speak to him first.’

The familiar, factory default tone of an Apple iPhone rang out and Wesley’s pocket lit up. Ignoring it, he sipped his drink. There was a silent moment between when the ringing stopped and the missed call tone dinged.

‘It’ll just be my mum. She rings a lot. She’ll text me now.’

Sure enough, a few minutes later, the phone dinged again. This time Wesley checked the screen. ‘Shit!’

‘Is everything okay?’

‘No, it’s not Mum. It’s the police.’ He called back the number, turned his back on Cassie and strolled back into the apartment. He appeared again a few minutes later. ‘I’ll need to go downstairs. One of the cars has been broken into.’

Cassie followed Wesley back into the kitchen.

‘You stay here. It shouldn’t take too long.’ An anxious gait escorted him into the lift.


6

BARRY EVANS outlined the image of his daughter’s face with his finger. Cassie was around nine years old, posing on the beach in Kuta, Bali. The silver-framed picture stood proud of place on his office desk. There was one other picture, freshly framed, of Cassie in her high school graduation gown, beaming between two proud parents, Barry and Josie. But it was the younger Cassie that Barry missed—the child he was forced to keep secret during those years when he’d lived a double life. A lingering sigh carried with it the familiar feeling of regret. There was a question he’d been asking himself a lot lately—would he have done things differently if he had the chance again? As always, he shook his head with enough velocity to shake him out of his pointless stupor. Taking a deep breath, he quickly wiped the moisture from his eyes with the back of his hand.

And now she was eighteen and, if that wasn’t enough of a reason to cause ongoing stress for a doting father, his baby girl was at the Schoolies festival. The fact that he vividly remembered his own antics at his Schoolies week back in the early nineties, didn’t help. In fact, it was the memory of the good times that worried him. Would his daughter be subject to the wild times he had experienced?

He scanned his surroundings. Although the glass walls of his office meant his every move was on display, it also meant he saw everything that happened in the showroom. Monday mornings were usually quiet. Jeff Baker, his senior salesman, was sitting at his desk, drinking a coffee and reading the Gold Coast Bulletin. Toby Johnson, the younger and newer employee, was at his desk scrolling through his iPhone. Trudy, the receptionist, was removing the weekend flowers from the vases around the room in readiness for the fresh delivery. Old Jim, the semi-retired mechanic who came in two days a week, was running a shammy over the 1972 red, Ferrari Dino.

Barry was grateful for their distractions, not noticing his moment of weakness. However, he couldn’t help feeling a little irritated by the younger salesman who was either checking his Facebook or his bets from the weekend. Rising from his desk, he straightened his jacket and marched out of his office.

Jeff looked up, folded the newspaper shut, threw it to one side and tapped his computer keyboard.

Toby continued to scroll on his phone.

‘Have you finished the paperwork for the SL?’ Barry asked Toby, approaching his desk.

‘All done, boss,’ Toby said without looking up.

‘So why is Jim cleaning the Dino and not the Merc?’

‘He’s already done it. First thing this morning.’

Barry felt like snatching the phone from his hands and smashing it on the polished concrete floor. ‘When are the buyers coming?’

Toby dragged his eyes from the iPhone screen and looked at his watch. ‘Should be here anytime now.’ His eyes returned to his phone.

‘Put the fucking phone down, lad. I’m talking to you!’ Barry yelled, causing the other three people in the room to halt what they were doing and look his way.

Startled, Toby almost dropped the phone as he placed it on his desk.

‘Did you sell them the gold warranty like I asked?’

‘Up sold them to platinum, boss.’

Cocky little shit. Got all the answers. Although Barry saw the handsome, confident young man as a junior yet to prove himself, the truth was he was outselling Jeff by about four cars to one. The disdain was a personal thing on Barry’s behalf. He glanced out of the front window to see the sixty-year-old, silver Mercedes glistening on the forecourt. ‘Have you checked it over?’

‘Huh?’

‘Have you double checked everything before the buyer arrives?’

‘Jim has, boss.’

Every time the young man addressed him as ‘boss’, a mental wince jolted Barry’s cerebral cortex and he realised what the problem was. He desperately wanted the lad to fuck up so he could get rid of him, but Toby Johnson was excelling. ‘Okay, well, I want you to check it again.’

‘Yes, boss.’ He jumped industriously to his feet and marched out of the showroom.

Barry strolled over to Jeff.

‘Giving the young bloke a bit of a hard time, mate,’ Jeff said.

‘There’s just something about him I don’t like.’ Barry was more comfortable with Jeff. They were around the same age and shared the odd beer now and again after work.

‘He’s doing a bloody good job. Sold the Jag over the weekend.’

‘The XJS?’

‘Yep. That piece of shit you took as part exchange for the Healy.’

‘Was it roadworthy?’

‘Barely. But Jim got it running.’

‘What’d he get for it?’

‘Forty k.’

‘You’re kidding me.’

‘Nope. Probably ease up on him a bit, eh … boss,’ Jeff grinned.

But Barry’s attention was elsewhere. A familiar sound had distracted him. The roar of a Harley Davidson. When he glanced over the forecourt, he realised there were three of them. ‘Damn,’ he cussed under his breath.

‘Shall I call the police?’ Jeff said rising to his feet.

‘No … it’ll be okay. The bastard’s getting nothing else from me.’

Mick Brennan was the biggest of the three bikies that just about blocked the entrance to the showroom with their machines. As if heralding their arrival, all three revved their engines, sending a thunderous vibration through the building. The silence when the V8 motors finally fell silent was welcome, but the presence of the three Neanderthals that climbed from their bikes in perfect sync, wasn’t. As they strutted through the large glass entrance doors, they removed their helmets and held them in their right hands as if they were about to use them as weapons.

With menacing eyes, Brennan glared at Barry as he approached.

Barry turned and ambled casually towards his office.

The thugs followed.

Brennan entered the office and what had only moments prior been a haven of quiet, floral scented peacefulness, was now tainted with the aromas of petrol, cigarette smoke and male sweat.

Remaining calm as only Barry Evans could, he sat down at his desk.

Brennan closed the door behind him while his two henchmen took up guard outside the office.

‘What is it you want now, Mick? More money?’

‘What you owe me.’ The tattoos on his face and neck complemented the appearance of perpetual dirt and Barry wondered if this guy ever showered.

‘And what do you think it is that I owe you?’

‘You owe me for taking that bitch off your hands.’

Barry threw his head back and laughed. ‘You seriously think I should pay you for shacking up with my ex-wife?’

‘Why else do you think I’d be tolerating her?’ Although his voice was exactly how you’d expect—more of a growl—Barry suspected there was intelligence in that meaty head, one that controlled every move of the Chinderah Wasps bikie club.

Regardless, Barry kept his shields up high and continued with a patronising chuckle. ‘We’ve been through this before, bud. You’re wasting your time. There ain’t no money left. Cory made sure of that when he sued me and Patty.’

‘Everyone knows you stashed it away before the courts could take it.’

‘It’s a myth, mate. An urban legend derived by the media.’

‘You’re a lying bastard!‘

‘Look … ’ Barry rose to his feet and circled his desk until he was standing face to face with the bigger man. ‘I get it … you saw a chance with Patty, the estranged mother of Freckles and ex-wife of the notorious Barry Evans who, as the media would have you believe, swindled his mega rich son out of millions of dollars. Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you my old mate, but none of it’s true. Cory left me broke.’

Now it was Mick’s turn to laugh, but there was no humour in the sickly gargle. ‘So, how do you explain all this, dickhead?’ He waved an arm around.

‘Hard work. Had to start again from the ground up.’

‘Yeah right. I want two mill.’

‘Hah … ’ Barry returned to his desk and dropped back into his chair. ‘You’re just not listening. Cory has all the money now. Perhaps you should go pay him a visit.’

‘Perhaps I will.’

‘Good. Give him a slap for me, eh?’

‘Two million by the weekend. I’ll be back Friday arvo.’

‘I’m sure you can see yourself out, Mick. Give my love to Patty.’

‘You’ll be wise not to cross me, Barry Evans.’

Barry jumped to his feet and exhibited anger for the first time. ‘You’ll be wise not to cross me, Mick Brennan. You don’t know what you’re dealing with, son!’

‘You’ve got until Friday.’ Brennan marched out of the office.

Barry watched the three men as they made their way through the showroom and out to their motorcycles.

After putting on their helmets, Brennan nodded to one of his sidekicks, who then strolled over to the immaculate 1964 Mercedes SL 500 and ran his key along one side of the vehicle.

‘You’ll pay for that …’ Barry whispered to himself.
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