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The Murphys

1886 – Tallebudgera Valley

‘You said you’d do it and you did,’ Mary Murphy said as she gazed over rolling hills and rich pasture. ‘Rejoice in your achievements, husband. You’re a great man!’

‘Not so great, Oy think,’ Callum said.

‘You’ve put food on the tables of many a family, including your own. This valley would be a den of inequity if it wasn’t for you.’

‘Aye, but at what cost?’

Standing side by side on Callum’s lookout, Mary rested her head on her husband’s shoulder. ‘You’re a righteous soul in a world of heathens.’

‘Oy fear the land is cursed.’

‘Aye … cursed by the name of Fenton.’ Mary turned and took Callum’s hand. ‘But we can put it right.’

Callum sighed. A righteous man, he knew he wasn’t. He’d been guilty of many a bad deed over the years. Although he’d worked hard to put all that behind him, a pending day of retribution hung over his success. And today was that day.

‘Oy’ll fix it. Oy owe the community that.’

‘We’ll fix it.’

‘No.’ Callum squeezed Mary’s hand. ‘Oy’ll love you till the day Oy die, Mary Murphy, but this is something Oy need to do alone.’ He pulled his hand away, then marched down the hill.

A gust of wind tore through the trees, causing the leaves to swirl and hiss.

Mary crossed herself. ‘Watch over him this day, dear Lord. Bring him home safely.’


Kathy Brown

2018

The ancient door of the logger’s cottage creaked, but Kathy Brown didn’t stir.

Like a silent shadow, the figure crept through the tiny house, heading straight for the bedroom.

Death would be swift.

The secret would be safe.

She had to die.


B.A. Fisher

2022

The penthouse in Santa Monica, the apartment on Sydney Harbour and the house in the wealthy Brisbane suburb of Teneriffe, were all long gone. His beloved classic Porsche was the only luxury Ben Fisher had retained after the divorce. A modest advance from his publisher had taken care of the rehab bill. His new literary agent had paid the bond on a small, rented cottage in Tallebudgera Valley. It was time to earn some money, time to get back on his feet.

According to his agent, Mary’s Mansion, although tiny, would suit Ben’s needs while writing his next book. The first thing he noticed when he pulled up at the front of the cottage, turned off the engine and climbed from his car, was the absence of man-made noise. The warble of a magpie, the whoosh of a gentle breeze teasing the trees at the back of the property, immediately made him feel uncomfortable.

While in rehab, he’d learned the importance of putting aside time for himself, time to clear his thoughts, time to just think. Apparently, this simple luxury was lost to him when the lock to his soul finally broke and the demons ran havoc through the corridors of his mind. So far, he wasn’t buying any of that crap. He’d never been the sound-of-silence kind of guy. In fact, he liked the demons—needed them. They were the guardians of his creativity.

The reason his active mind kept turning.

Of course, there was still much doubt, though. He hadn’t felt this insecure since he’d written his first novel twenty years ago. Although he’d signed a three-book deal with Random House, the imposter syndrome that dogged him meant he wasn’t even sure if he had another book in him. Fortunately for him, he did, but even after twenty-two more books, the uncertainty lingered. It wasn’t until the first movie deal that he felt comfortable with his abilities. The fortune and fame were an added reminder of the words of encouragement from his wife when they were young and still in love. ‘You can do this, Fisher!’

Ironically, it was that same feeling of doubt that humbled him somewhat as he glanced over his temporary lodgings. Nicky Lee, his new agent, had prepaid the rent for two months. ‘See it as an investment in our future,’ she’d said on the phone after giving Ben the address. ‘You better not let me down, big shot!’ How dare she speak to him like that? Four years ago, he’d started a bidding war among the top publishers who were fighting over his contract. He was also signed to one of the top literary agents in the world. How quickly all that had changed. Now Nicky was the only agent willing to take him on. Luckily, he’d signed a fresh five-year contract with Random just prior to him going off the rails. But now he was in breach. So far, he’d returned a big fat zero for the one book a year deal. Random was threatening to sue him, so too was his ex-agent. But none of that really mattered because his ex-fucking-wife had taken everything, anyway. Apart from the Porsche, all he had left was his talent. His debts were growing, so he needed to buckle down and write another bestseller.

‘Of course, I can do it!’ he’d told his publisher after being summoned to their headquarters in Sydney and grilled by a group of directors. The outcome of the meeting had been clear. He either produced a new book in the next three months, or they would not only terminate his contract but make sure he never worked in the industry again.

Ben reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small tin. His beloved baccy. Inside was a dozen or so cigarettes that he’d pre-rolled before leaving Brisbane. Tobacco was a luxury he couldn’t really afford, but it was a hell of a lot cheaper than the booze and drugs he’d come accustomed to over the last few years.

As he lit a cigarette and watched a wisp of smoke swirl into the breeze, a feeling of déjà vu suddenly engulfed him. Had he been here before? Of course not. Retrieving his bag from the boot of the car, he fumbled in his other jacket pocket, produced a wad of keys and made his way toward the cottage.

A sign over the door, crudely chiselled into a piece of ancient timber, read, ‘Mary’s Mansion’.

‘A mansion, eh?’ Ben mumbled to himself. ‘I’m back in the big time already.’ He unlocked the door and pushed it open. Before stepping inside, he peered into the dark interior. ‘Mary? Are you here?’ He wasn’t sure why he’d said that. It was almost as if there were a need to ask permission to enter the property. And who the hell was Mary?

The tiny living room and kitchen were modern and comfortable. There was a small dining table by a side window which would have to double as a desk. If Ben were the kind of man who cared about such things, he would have sat for a moment at his new workstation drinking up the amazing view it offered of the horse stud next door. But he wasn’t much of a stop-and-smell-the-roses kind of guy either. A tree is a tree, a mountain is a mountain. So what? And the silence? It was deafening him.

Wasting no time, he set up the tools of his trade. First, he retrieved his beloved Breville barista coffee maker from the car and fired it up. It wasn’t as good as the Lelit Giulietta he used to own, but it was all he could afford now, and it did a decent job. Then he produced a small cylindrical music player from his case, scrolled through the playlist on his phone, chose The Prodigy and hit play. The manic intro to ‘Firestarter’ exploded from the speaker, and the psychotic confession of Keith Flint banished the uncomfortable silence from the room.

The third, and most important, tool was his laptop. He set it up on the table by the window and while it booted up, he poured his first cup of fresh coffee. Then, placing his baccy tin and lighter by his new workstation, he was ready to start work.

Ben Fisher wasn’t interested in the natural wonders of the countryside. Nicky was excited when she’d told him all about the small valley community, the two-acre property nestled between the Fenton horse stud and the Patterson’s dairy farm. ‘You don’t look too impressed,’ she’d commented at his lack of interest.

‘You’re sending me to a shed in a field. Is this what my life has come to?’

‘You need to get your arse in gear, buddy. No distractions. You’ll thank me for this later.’

‘Pfff …’

Sitting at the table, Ben took a sip of coffee. He’d been off his meds for two days now. To hell with doctors, what do they know? Movement from outside the window caught his eye.

There was a young woman riding a horse on the property next door. She was blonde, late teens, early twenties perhaps. She reminded him of someone, but he couldn’t place who.

Smoking and sipping coffee, Ben stared out the window, watching the mighty horse gallop. Heaving muscles expanding and contracting, nostrils flaring. The girl’s thighs throbbed and gripped the animal’s torso. Resembling light sensitive panels turning and searching for the incoming signal, the creative receptors at the back of Fisher’s head began to open.

Like visitors from the other side lining up behind a medium to send messages to their loved ones here on Earth, characters appeared. First, a young woman stepped forward. Her name was Kate. She looked not unlike the young girl on the horse next door. Perhaps that’s where the muse harvested his inspiration for the protagonist. Kate seemed at home in the cottage, like she owned it. Although pretty, Ben sensed a dark side to her. With copious amounts of coffee, smokes, pork scratchings, and an endless wave of electric punk and heavy metal music, Kate’s story revealed itself to him over the next two months.

Although he’d never admit it for fear of ending up back in rehab—or worse, the looney bin—it was Mary who had relayed Kate’s story to him. He still didn’t know who Mary was, he wasn’t aware that she lay just a few metres away under the ancient cedar tree. All he knew was that she was a strong woman, Irish, no nonsense, but cheeky at the same time. Her husband, Callum, was different. He was a hard man.

As his fingers scurried across the keyboard like a concert pianist, Ben didn’t stop for a single minute to wonder who these people were. They were just there, like the characters in his book. It wasn’t until later, when the first draft was in the bag, that he vaguely remembered them as uninvited guests visiting him every day. Then a realisation hit him. Perhaps they were characters. Perhaps they were also a part of this story. But how could they be?

They’d lived over a hundred years ago.

After a second and third draft, the manuscript was finally ready to go to Annie Shaver, Ben Fisher’s long-time editor. Annie had worked on all his previous books. She was familiar with his style of writing and was well practiced in the art of turning his shabby prose into a commercially acceptable product.

‘Are you sure you wrote this, Ben?’ Annie asked during a Zoom call with the author. ‘It’s different from your usual style.’

‘What can I say? I guess I’ve evolved.’

Annie shrugged, nodded and puckered her lips at the same time. ‘I suppose you could say that.’

‘But did you like it?’

The head shake changed to a wobble and a slight frown. ‘It’s adequate.’ Annie was a true pro when it came to assessing her clients’ work. ‘You’ve written better, but this will get you back on the horse.’

‘Thanks.’ Ben was used to his editor’s doubled-edged compliments.

Nicky Lee’s reaction though was completely different. ‘Whoa hoo! Well done, mate. I knew you could do it.’ It was their first meeting in Nicky’s office since Ben had finished the book. ‘This is going to put you right back on the top where you belong,’ she declared, popping the cork on a bottle of non-alcoholic champagne.

And it did. A year after leaving Mary’s Mansion, The Valley of Kate raced to the top of the bestseller lists worldwide. B.A. Fisher was the champion of the murder mystery genre once more. And life was looking good.

That was until Lindy Williams, a member of the Brisbane chapter of the Sisters in Crime writers group, asked a question while attending the Byron Writers Festival. A Q&A session was opened at the end of a discussion with best-selling author B.A. Fisher and Candy Lawson of the ABC. Ben spoke of his time in Tallebudgera Valley and his process for writing the new book.

‘How can you sit there accepting all the adulation, the fame and the fortune, when you know you stole the story?’

The record crowd, packed into the festival’s largest marquee, fell deathly silent.

‘Excuse me?’ Fisher said, seated comfortably on the stage.

‘The story you wrote,’ Lindy continued. ‘It’s not actually your story, is it?’

Fisher remained silent, staring at the middle-aged woman.

‘All you’ve done is plagiarise the murder of Kathy Brown!’

The crowd bubbled with a wave of gasps and whispers.

‘I can assure you, I never—’ Fisher was in the middle of a denial when a man seated next to Libby Williams stood and interrupted him.

‘I’ll sue you for this, Fisher!’ Wearing a tweed cap and a waxed jacket, he was tall, squared jawed, and possessed the air of a wealthy farmer. ‘You won’t get away with it.’

The news spread quickly after the media jumped on the story.

Bestselling author B.A. Fisher a fraud?

Fisher used actual murder for own story!

Author sued by thoroughbred breeder!

Each of the tabloids followed up releasing archived articles on an unsolved murder that had taken place in Mary’s Mansion five years earlier.

‘Is it true? Did you steal it?’ Nicky Lee asked after requesting a meeting in her office.

‘Of course, I didn’t steal it.’

There were newspapers strewn across the agent’s desk. She held one up. The headline said, “James Fenton vows to have his day in court.” ‘Do you even know this guy?’

With an air of nonchalance, Fisher shook his head.

‘But he owns the property next to Mary’s Mansion. The Fenton horse stud. You were there for two months. Surely you knew who he was?’

The slow head shake continued. ‘Nope.’

‘For God’s sake, Ben. The wealthy landowner, Jack Finlay. The man you reveal in the book as the killer. It’s obviously Fenton.’

‘It isn’t, I can assure you.’

‘Did you ever meet him?’

‘Nope.’

‘And Kate Bowen? Sounds an awful lot like Kathy Brown. The list goes on. You could end up with half of Tallebudgera suing you for defamation of character!’

Fisher shrugged.

‘You don’t seem to realise how serious this is.’ Nicky slumped back in her office chair.

‘I’m innocent. How bad can it be?’

Nicky leaned forward on her desk. ‘The thing is, Ben. If this Fenton guy takes you to court and wins, Random House will come for you too. It won’t just be the advance they’ll want back.’

‘Fickle bastards.’

‘Fickle indeed. You know the publishing industry as well as I do.’

‘What do I need to do?’ For the first time, there was concern in Fisher’s voice.

‘You … we need to get some help.’

‘What do you have in mind?’
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‘His genius manifests for around two hours a day. During that time, characters are born and scenarios crafted. Subplots, distractions and twists are embroidered with precision, then woven together to form the patchwork quilt of another bestselling novel.’

‘He’s a self-centred, arrogant prick!’

These two comments were by the same person but two years apart. On both occasions, literary agent, Debbie Noonan, was referring to her former client and best-selling author, B.A. Fisher. The former was when he’d received the Ned Kelly Award for best novel. The latter was just after the agent had dumped him for breach of contract.

I’d been researching the writer since receiving a phone call from him earlier in the day. He seemed surprised that I didn’t know who he was when he announced his name—like he was expecting a verbal fanfare or something. He’d heard of me of course. Few people in Australia didn’t know who Scotty Stephens was—the novice police detective who brought an end to the reign of terror by the infamous serial killer known as X. At the same time, he ripped apart an intricate web of corruption and deceit by the Gold Coast mayor and Queensland commissioner of police. It was certainly widespread and the fame didn’t seem to be dissipating—even three months later. And quitting the police force seemed to endear me to the public even more.

I must admit, a part of me was hoping my notoriety would help me in my new business venture. But another part of me still cringed when people stopped me in the street to shake my hand and take selfies or insist on footing the bill in restaurants. But who am I to complain? I can’t say I haven’t milked the situation for all it’s worth. After starting my own private detective agency, I knew I’d need the necessary funds. My personality was the type that would usually shun the spotlight, so at first, I was knocking back the offers from all the media outlets, including 60 Minutes and The Sydney Morning Herald. But they kept coming and the bids continued to rise. It was my best mate, Elvis, who finally made me realise I was in the best position of my life. I could either start a business with nothing or set myself up financially so that I didn’t have to worry about money for a while. And all I had to do was tell my story exactly how it happened.

My new office was a shabby dormer loft above the Nicholadas Papageorgiou Accountancy firm on Griffith Street, Coolangatta. It was nothing flash, just one room. The view from the window was of the street below and the back of The Strand shopping centre across the road. The Amart furnishing was sparse—a desk, a couple of chairs and a bed for my four-month-old Staffordshire terrier pup, Romeo.

Elvis had presented me with a framed front page of the Gold Coast Bulletin that read, ‘The Man who Restored the Shine to the Gold Coast’. There was a picture of me receiving the keys to the city from the new mayor, Tim Taffer. Against my better judgement, Elvis had insisted on hanging it on the wall at the top of the stairs so it would be the first thing potential clients saw before entering the office.

There was a window seat under the dormer window. I liked to sit there looking down at the busy street below, contemplating. Unfortunately, since starting my business only two days earlier, I’d done little else. In fact, the call from Ben Fisher was my first potential lead.

We’d arranged for him to come to the office that afternoon. He’d be travelling down from Brisbane, which meant I had a couple of hours to learn as much about the bloke as I could.

I was sitting in the nook with my laptop on my knees. Romeo stirred and padded over.

There was room for us both so I budged up, allowing him to join me.

Ben Fisher’s Wikipedia page told me all I needed to know about his career. He was the author of twenty-four bestselling crime novels, two were made into movies. By typing his name into Google, hundreds of articles and interviews filled many pages. And although I read as much about the guy as possible, it was the recent allegations against him of plagiarism and fraud that were most current—and the reason for his visit.

I soon found myself quite intrigued, but I was growing tired of reading, so I switched to YouTube. There, I could sift through numerous news reports. An extended commentary from the ABC summed it up.

‘I’m standing outside the 19th century logger’s cottage where the murder of Kathy Brown took place five years ago. This is also where best-selling author, Ben Fisher, stayed for two months last year while writing his latest novel, The Valley of Kate.’ Over the right shoulder of the young female reporter was the cottage, which was little more than a shack. But over her left shoulder, and on the other side of a low fence, were sprawling horse paddocks.

The image switched to the cottage. ‘It was here in Mary’s Mansion …’ the reporter continued, ‘… that Fisher, who, returning to writing after a four-year hiatus and a much- publicised divorce, allegedly learned of the unsolved Kathy Brown case from the locals and used it for his book.’ The view panned across the adjacent paddock to reveal an arena and stables housing thoroughbred horses.

‘But it’s the climax of the book that is causing the author most harm where he reveals the killer as Jack Finlay, who has almost certainly been based on James Fenton, the owner of the Fenton horse stud next door.’ The camera panned back to the reporter. ‘It was Mister Fenton’s complaint to the police that brought the focus on this case.’

Romeo’s ears shot up. Rising to his feet, he barked with his focus on the door. Someone was climbing the stairs. The dog jumped down from the nook and rushed towards the door just as it opened.

Nicholadas Papageorgiou (aka Elvis, my best mate) entered and immediately dropped to his knees. ‘Hey mate,’ he said, fussing the dog. When the mandatory minute—the minimum Romeo allowed those fortunate enough to fuss him—was up, Elvis climbed back to his feet. ‘Hey, bud. What’s happening?’

I’d never get used to seeing him in a business suit.

‘Not a lot.’

‘Got much on?’

‘Maybe.’ I closed the laptop, stood and stretched.

‘What does that mean?’ His eager expression was genuine. ‘You’ve got a case?’

‘Maybe.’

‘You have!’ His eagerness grew to excitement. ‘You’ve got a case. Tell me all about it.’ I checked my watch. I still had about half an hour before Fisher was due to arrive.

Elvis had been my best mate since kindergarten in Victoria. We’d grown up together, played Aussie rules together, and apart from a five-year gap when my dad brought me and my brother to Queensland when I was fourteen, we’d been inseparable. We’d shared the same house at Kirra Beach for the last twenty-odd years.

‘You’re kidding. B.A. Fisher is coming here? The B.A. Fisher?’

‘Yep, should be here pretty soon.’

‘I’ve read all his books.’

‘The new one?’

‘My oath!’

‘Any good?’

He wobbled his head as if appraising the question. ‘Not as good as The Lang Park Slasher or Moreton Bay Bite, but not bad.’

‘What’s it about?’

He stroked his chin with the forefinger and thumb of his right hand and squinted.

‘Just the TV Week rundown.’

‘It’s about this chick who comes down to the Gold Coast hinterland from Bris-Vegas. She’s a nasty piece of work. And uhm … that’s right, she’s got this vendetta against the wealthy landowners in the area. She’s actually blackmailing them. Then her body is found one morning by a young stable hand. She’s been strangled. Turns out the owner of the horse stud next door killed her because she was threatening to expose him as a child molester.’

‘Is that it?’ It was a mediocre story or Elvis’ powers of review left a lot to be desired. I suspected the latter.

‘Well, there’s a lot more to it than that, of course, but you wanted the abridged version.’

‘I did, thanks.’

‘Can you introduce me to him?’

‘Later, perhaps.’

‘Yeah, yeah right. You need to get to know him first.’ He ran a hand over his close-cropped head that once sported the famous Elvis quiff. ‘All right, I’ll bugger off but tell me everything tonight, yeah?’

‘We’ll see.’

‘Don’t be a dick. I’ll see you later.’ He gave Romeo one last pat then bounded back down the stairs.

Returning to my laptop, I wanted to read more about the case. Unfortunately, no longer being in the police force meant I couldn’t just pull the official police report. So, for now at least, I’d need to rely on the Internet.

Kathy Brown was thirty-five years old when her strangled body was found in a small historical house in Tallebudgera Valley. She’d purchased the property a few months earlier and moved down to Tallebudgera from Brisbane only two weeks prior to her killing.

Sixteen-year-old Matilda Derby, who lived with her parents in the gatehouse of the Fenton horse stud next door, found the body. Kathy had befriended the girl not long after her arrival in the Valley. The coroner’s report declared an open case. The cause of death was by asphyxiation at the hands of an unknown assailant. There had been no clues at the scene, and no sign of a scuffle. Kathy’s attacker struck at night while she was sleeping.

There was obviously a lot more research for me to undertake. I needed to know everything about the woman and the complete ins and outs of the case. Getting my hands on the police report would be a big help. And I had an idea how this could be achieved.

Romeo stirred once more. The door to the street at the bottom of the stairs opened and closed. I was trying to train the dog not to go apeshit every time someone arrived. It could be bad for business. Placing a hand on the back of his neck and squeezing gently, I said, ‘Shhh, that’s all right mate …’

He continued to stare at the door, a low growl reverberating. Someone was climbing the stairs.
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I’d never met a writer before. My first impression of the tall, slim man that walked into my office may have been a product of the body language that echoed the words of literary agent, Debbie Noonan, when she’d said, ‘He’s a self-centred, arrogant prick.’

Romeo dashed towards him, barking.

As if momentarily stunned, he scanned the walls as if he were looking for an escape route. ‘Get away, get away,’ he hollered.

‘Romeo!’ I called off the killer puppy. Ignoring me, the dog looked up at the visitor expectantly with the same expression I’d associate with the writer. But I’m special, nobody ignores me.

Ben Fisher didn’t even offer him a pat, he just stepped over the little bloke and approached my desk.

‘Scott,’ he said, holding out his hand.

‘Mr Fisher.’ We shook hands. His grip was firm and somewhat intimidating.

‘Ben, call me Ben.’

Romeo had followed him and was circling his feet, wagging his tail wildly. Me, me, I’m down here.

‘It’s good to meet you.’ I gestured with my hand to the vacant seat.

‘And you.’ Still ignoring the dog, he took a seat.

‘Can I get you anything? Something to drink perhaps?’

‘No, I’m fine.’

Thank God for that. I had nothing anyway.

There was an awkward silence for a moment. Thankfully, Romeo supplied a distraction as he nudged up against the man’s legs.

‘In your bed, boy!’ The tone was one I’d been practicing with him over the last few weeks and one he was beginning to understand. I had to repeat it before he finally gave up and retreated to the Barney Bed in the corner.

‘Sorry about that,’ I said, taking my seat at the desk facing Fisher.

‘That’s okay. I’m assuming you know who I am?’

‘Yes, since your call this morning, I’ve been … catching up.’

‘Right, right, so you know all about the allegations against me?’

‘I do. Did you do it?’ I was talking to my first potential client as a private detective. I didn’t feel the need to beat about the bush.

‘Do what?’

‘You know … nick the story?’

‘No, I did not!’ He fluffed up like a defensive emu. ‘There is more to it, though.’ Leaning forward, he lowered his voice. ‘Do you have an open mind, Mister Stephens?’

‘Scott, call me Scott.’

‘There’s a lot more to this than …’ He diverted his eyes to the ceiling. ‘I … I may have been the victim of a paranormal event.’

‘A what?’

‘Are you familiar with spiritualism?’

‘As in séances and clairvoyants, you mean?’

‘Sort of. I think it was the spirits in that house that guided me.’

‘Really?’ My fruit loop antenna was beginning to rotate. ‘You mean with the writing?’

‘Yes. I had absolutely no knowledge of the terrible things that had occurred in that place before I moved in. Then, strange things started to happen.’

‘Strange as in …?’

‘At first there were voices. In my head, but definitely there.’

Rather than repeat everything he said for clarity, I remained quiet and let him continue.

‘And when I began to write, it was as if something … someone, took over me. Like I was channelling, you know?’

I didn’t know, but I offered an encouraging nod.

‘Then she appeared to me!’

‘She?’

‘Mary. She was guiding me.’

Remembering from my research that the dead girl’s name was Kathy Brown, I didn’t have a clue who Mary was. Before I could ask, Fisher continued.

‘There has always been an element of what I call, spiritual creativity, whenever I write. It can be like channelling, and I know other writers experience the same feeling, but this … this was different. It was as if Mary was actually writing the book through me.’

I’d been hoping this would be my first case. High-profile writer being accused of something he hadn’t done, not dissimilar to the way I’d been publicly accused during the X case. But now I was feeling a little disappointed because the guy sitting opposite me was clearly a crackpot. Shuffling uncomfortably in my seat, I asked, ‘So, you think the ghost of this Mary wrote the book?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Right … so you’re guilty then!’

He slumped backwards into his seat and seemed to shrink a couple of inches. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, the allegations against you are that you didn’t write the book.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake.’

‘You’ve just told me you didn’t write it.’

He jumped to his feet, prompting Romeo to do the same. ‘Forget the stupid book. That’s not why I’m here.’

‘It’s not?’

‘I’m sure you already know, but I’ve been charged with defamation of character.’

I’d written some notes earlier. Looking down at the scribble on my pad, there was a list of names. ‘A mister James Fenton.’

‘The characters in the book are all fictional of course. I didn’t know there was a man living next door who matched the description of the killer.’

I’d probably need to read the book to know the full story. Apart from the footy news on the back pages of the Bully, reading wasn’t one of my strong points.

‘I need you to prove James Fenton killed Kathy Brown.’

‘Right, and how do you think I’m going to do that?’

‘Oh, that’s the easy part. I have all the proof you need.’

My frown was enough to prompt him to continue.

‘And Mary will help us, because Mary knows!’

‘Mary?’

‘Mary Murphy, and her husband Callum.’

‘And they are?’

‘The original owners of the land. They just about owned the whole of Tallebudgera Valley over a hundred years ago.’

Alrighty then. The antenna was spinning out of control. ‘So they’re … deceased?’

‘Look, I know it sounds crazy.’ He slumped back into his seat and ran a hand through his thinning hair. ‘James Fenton killed Kathy Brown, yet I’m the one being dragged over the coals.’

I knew that feeling only too well. ‘And you can prove he did it?’

‘Absolutely. Will you help me, Scott?’

‘Just one more question.’ It sounded ridiculous before I even said it. ‘Why wasn’t it Kathy Brown who helped you?’

He quickly sat up straight. ‘That bitch? Oh, she was there, but she wouldn’t help. In fact, I felt quite intimidated by her, even threatened somewhat.’

‘Look, mate, I don’t know if this case is for me.’

Fisher stood and leaned on the desk. ‘Please, Scott. You’re my only hope. I’m not crazy. I didn’t steal this story, and I’ll make it very much worth your while if you help me.’ He held out his hand.

Reluctantly, I shook it. ‘Okay. When would you like me to start?’
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With a rucksack over his shoulder and a head full of dreams, the sixteen-year-old lad waited patiently while giving as good as he got from the line of brawling Irishmen. Only yards now from the gangplank, he looked up in awe at the mighty ship and tried to imagine the journey that lay ahead.

‘Name?’ the weary steward asked, looking up from a trestle table.

‘Callum Murphy, sir.’

‘Date of birth?’

‘5 July 1840.’

‘Occupation?’

‘Timber getter.’

The steward handed him a quill and pointed to a line at the bottom of the sheet. ‘Make your mark.’

Callum signed his name with a firm hand.

‘Impressive,’ the steward said, looking at the neat signature. ‘A Mick who can write.

Next.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ Callum almost skipped onto the gangplank.

The SS Great Britain, built by Isambard Kingdom Brunel, was launched in 1843. Callum knew this because his Uncle Dermot, a merchant sailor who’d sailed aboard her in ’49, had shared with the young boy his experiences of the first, iron-hulled, steam-powered passenger liner that was once the biggest ship in the world. Marvelling at the three mighty masts and the single steam funnel, Callum had never been on a ship before. In fact, he’d never been outside his hometown. And now, here he was in Cork about to embark on a three-month voyage and a new life in Australia.

Once aboard, weary from his journey down from the northwest coast, Callum wandered the deck. ‘Is this seat taken?’ he asked a giant of a lad who sat alone in the mainmast’s shade.

‘No.’ Eyeing the rucksack over Callum’s shoulder, he added, ‘You should find a cabin first, otherwise you’ll end up in steerage.’

‘Isn’t it all steerage?’ Callum was forewarned it was six to a cabin.

The lad smiled. ‘It’s one big shit hole, that’s for sure, but there are levels of shit where you don’t want to be.’

Apart from the steward, Callum had never heard an accent different to his own. ‘English?’

The lad nodded and frowned warily.

Callum held out his hand. ‘Oy’m Callum Murphy.’

A large hand enveloped his. The grip was tight and strong. ‘Jimmy Page.’

‘Jimmy P?’

Jimmy shrugged. ‘If you like.’ Looking around at the deck that had now cleared substantially, he said, ‘I think you’re fucked, Callum.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘You’ll be lucky to find a bunk in the engine room now.’

‘Aye, Oy’m sure you can help with that, though.’ The mischievous grin ignited a sparkle in his blue eyes.

‘And why would I want to do that?’ Jimmy said. ‘I’ve got my cabin.’

‘Because once we reach Australia, Jimmy P, you and Oy will do great things together.’

Jimmy smirked. ‘Yeah, like what?’

Although hundreds of Irish lads had boarded in Dublin and Cork, Callum had very little in common with them. Most were workers with few aspirations, heading for a brief life of hard labour, whereas Callum had ambitions to achieve great things. He put down his kit bag, sat down next to Jimmy and told him all about his plans to work hard for the next couple of years, save his money, buy land and open his own sawmill.

‘A couple of years?’ Jimmy’s smirk widened into a patronising grin. ‘And how are you going to do that?’

‘With the help of good men like you.’

Nobody argued with the tall lad from Lincolnshire when he had taken the best cabin on the top level of the ship. Two years older than Callum, from the moment he’d boarded in Southampton, his pure size had demanded respect from his fellow migrants.

Bill Jarvis, a snide character from Kent, tried to put up a fight as the larger man lifted him by the scruff of the neck and threw him into the passageway, but he was no match for Jimmy Page.

Vowing revenge, Jarvis crawled off to the lower decks, cussing and swearing.

‘There you go, Callum, you can have the bunk next to mine.’

‘Thank you!’

There were bunks, three high, on either side of the tiny cabin. Jimmy had the lower one on the left. Callum threw his bag onto the now vacant one on the opposite side. Four men sat nervously silent at a card table.

‘Don’t let me interrupt, gentlemen,’ Callum said.

After two days at sea, Callum realised gambling was by far the most popular pastime among his fellow passengers. There seemed to be card games happening everywhere on the ship. Although he found this odd, because most of the rag-tag men wouldn’t have owned a pot to piss in, there seemed to be plenty of money exchanging hands. Thankfully, gambling didn’t interest Callum. A daily regime of physical exercise, boxing and engagement in deep conversation with like-minded fellows would be his choice of pastime.

Jimmy P was suffering from seasickness. He hadn’t returned to his cabin the night before, so Callum headed up to the deck in search of him. As he marched along the corridor, he side-glanced through open doors into smoke-filled cabins where men sat around tables aggressively engrossed in games of Poque. Poor souls, Callum thought.

When he reached the end of the corridor, the exit door opened and in stepped a group of men. Blocking his way, there were four big lads, and one smaller, skinny man. The latter, holding an air of authority, stood ahead of the group. His chin was high. An intense beady stare, combined with an arrogant smirk, immediately grabbed Callum’s attention.

‘Well what ‘ave we got ‘ere then? Another Mick. Where you been hiding, Paddy?’ His accent was Cockney.

‘Oy’m sorry, sir?’

The man raised his eyebrows and glanced over each shoulder at his entourage. ‘Well, I never did, a polite one. Where you from, lad?’

‘Sligo.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Callum Murphy.’

‘Murphy, the Mick from Sligo, eh?’

‘If you don’t mind, Oy need some air,’ Callum said, attempting to pass them.

‘Oh, but I do mind.’ The wiry man stepped forward, his grin turning to a broken yellow smile. He grabbed Callum’s hand and shook it. ‘Ron Fenton. Mister Fenton to you.’

Callum pulled his hand away.

‘Oh dear,’ Fenton said, shaking his head. ‘And ‘ere I was just trying to be friendly.’ Side glancing at his men once more, he gave a slight nod.

The men eagerly stepped forward and tried to grab Callum.

Callum swung and caught one of them on the chin, sending him bowling into Fenton. But in the confined space, the other three grabbed his arms and rammed him up against the corridor wall, holding him firm.

‘It didn’t ‘ave to be like this, Mick,’ Fenton said, moving in close. ‘Now, my boys are gonna let you go, but when they do, you behave yourself, yeah?’

Callum, realising he was overpowered, nodded reluctantly. The men released their grip.

‘There you go. There was no need for all that was there?’ Fenton said.

Callum moved away from the wall.

‘Before you go, Mick, I’ve got something for you.’ Fenton reached into his pocket and produced a roll of bank notes. Licking his fingers, he pulled out three pounds, and offered them to Callum.

‘Oy don’t want your money,’ Callum said.

‘Oh, it’s not a gift or a loan or anything like that.’ The grin slid from his face. ‘It’s survival money.’

‘What the hell are you talking about?’

With the speed and skill of an experienced pickpocket, Fenton stuffed the notes into Callum’s jacket pocket. ‘There you go. There’s three quid. You owe me four now, and I want it back by the end of the week.’

‘No feckin way, man!’ Callum pulled out the money from his pocket and threw it in Fenton’s face.

‘Wow, did you see that, lads?’ Mocking surprise, Fenton joked with his men. ‘He’s just paid back eighty per cent already. How good is that? You just owe me a quid now.’

Callum lurched forward and stood toe-to-toe with Fenton. ‘Oy owe you nothin’.’

‘You owe me one pound an’ I wan’ it back tomorrow.’ The grin was now a sickly sneer. ‘I suggest you get yourself into a game as soon as possible. Oh, and there’s a players’ fee you’ll need to be aware of. Fifty per cent of your winnings comes to me. That’ll be on top of what you already owe me. Got it?’

Overwhelmed with anger, Callum grabbed Fenton by the throat and squeezed hard. ‘You’ll get nothing out of me, you feckin rat. Do you hear me?’

The four men grabbed Callum once more and slammed him back up against the wall. ‘Sort him out, boys. Let him know who’s boss around ‘ere.’ Fenton leaned in towards Callum. ‘I know it’s hard for you thick potato heads, but you’ll soon learn. My boys here’ll give you your first lesson.’ He swaggered off along the corridor.

Callum was dragged into an adjacent cabin and beaten mercilessly until he passed out.

When he finally regained consciousness, he was alone and unsure how long he’d been comatose. Painfully, he made his way back to his cabin only to find Jimmy P in a similar state to himself.

Looking up from his bunk through bruised swollen eyes, Jimmy painfully sat up when Callum hobbled into the cabin. ‘I see you’ve met Fenton.’

‘Aye.’ Callum lowered himself onto his bunk, nursing sore ribs.

‘Do you even know how to play Poque?’ Jimmy asked.

‘No. You?’

Jimmy shook his head then winced with pain. ‘I’ve heard some of the men call it Poker.’

‘So, Oy guess we’re going to have to learn,’ Callum said.

‘Surely you’ll not bow down to him?’

‘Hell no.’

‘What are we going to do then?’ Jimmy asked.

‘Whatever it is Fenton’s got going on, we’re gonna take it from him.’

Jimmy’s nod was high in support but low in confidence. ‘How do you propose we do that?’

‘First, we learn how the system works, then we take it over and send The Rat scurrying to the bowels of the ship where he belongs.’

‘Sounds good to me.’

‘Right then. Would you be havin’ a pack of cards?’
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Recently, I’d decided that the changes I needed to make to my life would be gradual and under my control. Perhaps this was another product of my inner arrogance to think that while I went about improving Scotty Stephens, everything else would remain the same. In reality, things were changing all around me, and at a much faster rate than I could comprehend. My other best mate, an English lad we called Tetley, had gone on an indefinite trip to the UK. This meant my life would be void of the English banter he’d introduced me to on my first day at Palm Beach Currumbin State High School all those years ago. His wicked sense of humour would be sadly missed.

But there was something else, something even more important. Tetley would come back, but the biggest cause of our heartache never would.

It might not have seemed much of a big deal to some. But to us blokes who’d shared a house in Kirra all these years, and did whatever we liked, the scene that Elvis and I witnessed that fateful morning just may have been one of those epic events that blitzed all bridges. And this meant there would never be a way back. Life had changed forever.

The roof had already gone when the claw of the JCB backhoe took purchase in the centre of the iconic Art Deco facade. With support no longer there, the front wall fell inwards. The machine continued grabbing and pushing, moving along, grabbing and pushing until the last remaining part of our second home vanished forever in a pile of dust. The Kirra Beach Hotel was no more.

I tried to wipe a tear away without Elvis noticing, but I needn’t have bothered. When I glanced at my mate, he was blubbering like a baby.

‘That’s it,’ Elvis said. ‘She’s gone.’

As I inhaled, my breath quavered. ‘She has, mate. Gone forever!’

That wasn’t entirely true, there would be a new pub on the site as part of a new multi-million dollar resort. But that was two years away, and regardless of how nice the recent development would be, it would never be as good as our scabby old pub.

We were sitting across the road, beachside. I’d just been for a surf. Wearing my half wetsuit and with my board under one arm, it had surprised me to see Elvis waiting for me holding two takeaway coffees.

‘Everything all right, mate?’

‘No, nothing will ever be right again.’

I stepped into the outdoor shower, cleaned the board, peeled back my wetsuit to the waist, then let the cool water rinse away the salt and sand from my hair. When I’d finished, Elvis thrust a coffee into my hand.

‘You and Sandy?’

‘No, mate. Nothing like that.’

For Elvis, Sandy was by far the biggest change to happen in his life in recent times.

This was something neither of us would ever have thought possible. She was a lovely girl. Of Greek heritage, like Elvis, she was two years younger than him. They met, funnily enough, in the beer garden of the Kirra Beach Hotel during a Sunday arvo session. She was up here on holiday from Victoria. They hit it off and Elvis fell in love. Before anybody knew what was happening, Sandy quit her job and moved up to Queensland which, at first, I thought would be great. I was happy for my old mate. But what I hadn’t anticipated was the inevitable fact that she’d be moving into our house. I say our house, although I’d lived in it for over twenty years, I was only a paying tenant. The property belonged to Elvis. His parents had bought it for him when he moved up here to study at uni.

Although I liked Sandy a lot, being the third wheel in a new relationship was proving difficult. The house changed almost overnight. The female touch should have been a welcome reprise to our lazy, bachelor lifestyle, but we’d been living our way for so long, it was like suddenly having to fall in line.

To be truthful though, I’d been secretly planning to move out prior to Sandy’s arrival. The only thing that had been stopping me was the impact it would have had on Elvis. Now I didn’t have to worry about that, in fact this would make my task a lot easier— less emotional.

We continued to stare at the space where our beloved pub once stood. There were others there too—locals, regulars from the bar and a few surfers. It was kind of like being at a funeral. We all stood in silence as if recollecting fond memories of a dear lost friend.

‘Okay, I’ve got to go,’ Elvis said.

‘Me too.’

We walked home along Miles Street, side by side in silence Before we reached the front gate of our house, we slowed our pace as if knowing that stepping over the threshold meant we’d be entering a place where we could no longer talk openly and express ourselves.

‘So, what have you got on today?’ Elvis asked.

‘Got to go out to Tallebudgera. Check out the cottage.’

Elvis nodded thoughtfully.

‘You?’

‘Ikea.’

‘Ikea?’

‘Yeah, Sandy wants to get a few things for the house.’

‘What about work?’

‘Having a day off. I’m the boss, remember?’

This was unusual. Although we partied regularly like teenagers, Elvis took his accountancy business seriously. Even when suffering from the worst hangover, I’d never known him to take time off work.

Padding up the garden path, we both seemed to brace ourselves before entering the front door. I knew exactly what awaited us on the other side. We’d be met and showered with kisses as if we’d just returned from battle. For me, of course, I’d be the sole object of attention from one little puppy dog. For Elvis, it would be Sandy. Yes, life was changing big time on Ruby Street.
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It was still early, but I retired to my room leaving Elvis and his sweetheart to their lovey-dovey ways. I rarely read fiction—too fidgety—and I wasn’t sure if reading Fisher’s novel would be of any help or not. Elvis had loaned me his copy of the book. Logically, the fact that so many people pointed out the similarities between the real-life event and the story meant it would probably be worth my while having a look. Lying on my bed with a bowl of cornflakes and a daft dog licking his balls beside me, I opened the pages to Chapter 1.

The Valley of Kate Chapter 1

1997

It was twenty years since Jack Finlay’s last encounter with Kate Bowen. If only he’d known then that those weekly business trips to Brisbane would end up costing him dearly for the rest of his life, he would have been more discreet. Back then he’d have been very much in charge. Finlay was the prized wealthy punter, the kind of client that Madame Céleste, aka Brenda McFee, would term as a VIP, a guest that her girls were instructed to look after at all times. After only their first encounter one Friday afternoon, Finlay became besotted with a girl called Kate Bowen.

‘He’s our best client. You look after him, Katie, and there’ll be a nice bonus in it for you,’ McFee said after calling the new girl to her office. ‘They all seem to
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