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Prologue

 


The young woman looked up at the figure in
the distance, her pale blue eyes widening with surprise. It had
been raining solidly for three full days and she had a classic case
of cabin fever, eager to get out and return to his arms. But this
was not who she was expecting. Feeling disappointed and somewhat caught off guard, the
woman still managed a wave as her shoulders relaxed beneath her
soggy poncho.

“You’re not going to lecture me again, are
you?” she asked, turning back to the creek to search out the shiny
red Coolamon leaf she had thrown in earlier. She spotted it now,
still trying to snake its way through the rapids and out towards
the clearing before becoming snagged between two rocks. She watched
the leaf for a few more seconds, wondering if she should try to
free it. Her clothes were already sodden from the rain and she had
stupidly donned her new suede boots, eager to impress him, but she
was damned if she was going to ruin them after just one
wear.

Besides, Sam would probably accuse her of
cheating. He had such suffocating standards it drove her
berserk.

“Wanna race me?” she asked, as the sound of
branches crackled underfoot just behind her. “These Coolamons can
really move.” She bent over to grab another leaf from the muddy
bank, turning back just in time to see a flash of brown before
something thick and wet smacked her in the face.

She should have been shocked, outraged
even, but she was too busy trying to stop from toppling into that
frigid, rushing water. Too late, another “thwack” and she was down
this time, headfirst into the creek and caught up against the same
rocks that held her leaf prisoner. She had to get up; she knew that
very clearly but she was feeling heavy, as though she’d just taken
a shot of heroin, and there were black sparkles in front of her
eyes.

As she tried to stand, the woman felt something rough wedge
into her cheek. A wooden plank? A boot perhaps? Whatever it was, it pushed down hard and
unrelenting until her face was fully submerged in the icy
depths.

This is what happens when you
play with fire. She thought with
quiet despair. This is what happens when you disobey your brother.

Then as the last bubbles of oxygen escaped
from her paling lips, the young woman spotted her tiny racer
dislodge and make a bid for
freedom, and she felt a momentary sense of jubilation before
darkness finally descended.

 


 


 


Chapter 1

 


 


Roxy Parker stared hard at her reflection
and frowned. The tailored black jacket and blue and white striped
scarf looked okay, so, too, the oversized baggy T-shirt, slipping
down ever so slightly on one shoulder, cutting in close to her
hips, then across her skinny blue jeans, just enough to hide the
fact that she wasn’t quite so skinny anymore.

When on earth had that happened?

She tugged the T-shirt lower, then glanced
down to her maroon ankle boots and up to her dangly earrings, all
the while chewing mercilessly on her lower lip.

Something was still not right.

Leaning into the mirror, she squinted at her
face. Too much makeup, perhaps? Grabbing a tissue, she blotted back
the red lipstick, dampened down the eyeliner and stared hard again.
Nope, still wasn’t working; she looked ridiculous. That was it. She
was trying too hard. Roxy groaned and tugged at the scarf, pulling
it off, then ripped out the earrings and reached for a delicate
silver necklace. As she dropped it around her neck, she smiled.
That was better. Less try-hard, she thought.

The phone rang shrilly and she grabbed it,
then tried to sound casual: “Hello, Roxy Parker speaking.”

“Ready for your hot date?” It was her friend
and agent Oliver Horowitz and he had that trademark smirk in his
tone, the one that boiled her blood.

“It’s an interview, Olie, not a date.”

“Sure it is. So why’re you stressing over
your outfit?”

Roxy’s eyes swept around the room. Had she
left her front door open? Did he have a telescopic lens peering in
through her fourth-floor apartment window?

Olie chuckled. “I know you, Rox, I know your
every neurosis. I know you’ve spent all morning trying to work out
what to wear, and before that, half the night trying to come up
with questions that make you sound like an uber-cool rock
chick.”

She relaxed. “You are the polar opposite of
cool, Olie. You know that, right?”

“Are you saying I’m hot, Roxy?”

“I most certainly am not! You have an
atrocious way of twisting words,” she said.

Oliver laughed. “That’s why I’m the literary
agent and you’re the one doing the interviews.”

Roxy felt her stomach clench again. It had
been doing that for the past week, ever since Oliver had announced
her latest ghostwriting gig; an autobiography for one of
Australia’s hottest musicians, Jed Moody, of the infamous Moody
Roos. The band had been Australia’s premier rock act in the 1990s,
and while their star had faded of late—thanks to encroaching middle
age, a spate of mediocre albums and the frontman’s dodgy dye job
(why, Roxy often lamented, did older men think faux black hair
suited them?)—Jed, at least, was still a household name. Several
solo albums, the odd arrest for drug possession and a sexy swagger
that hadn’t diminished all these years later, made sure of that.
And despite the bad hair, Jed had kept her heart rate at rocket
speed for the past week. Roxy didn’t normally worship false idols,
and found most celebrities boring at best, but there was
something
about Jed.

She took a few deep breaths and eye rolled
Oliver.

“What do you want, Olie? I’m a very
important person and I’ve got to get off the phone. I have a plane
to catch.”

“Not before brunch with your literary agent,
you don’t. Haven’t forgotten that, have you? We’re all
waiting.”

“Well, I’d be there now if you let me get
off the phone and finish getting ready.”

“By ‘getting ready’ you mean ‘tarting
yourself up’?”

“By ‘literary agent’ you mean ‘the guy who
takes 15 percent for being a smart arse’?”

He laughed again and hung up.

 


Roxy’s local, Peeps Café, was bursting to
the brim and out onto the sidewalk. She had to take a good look
around before spotting her friends, just inside, wedged together
against the coffee bar, deep in conversation.

She smiled and made her way through the
queue. They had managed to save her a stool, and she dropped onto
it, stealing quick kisses from the group as she went.

“I can’t believe you all made it,” she said,
waving off the menu Oliver was holding out. “I am only going for a
week, you know that, right?”

Gilda Maltin scoffed. “You’ve barely been
back a fortnight and you’re off again. I had to take the day off
work just to see you.”

“Really, you took a day off for me?” Roxy
blinked incredulously. Gilda was one of the state’s finest
detectives and had been working virtually nonstop since being
promoted to the Homicide Serious Crime Squad.

“Well, how else am I supposed to catch up
with my best mate?”

“You could bring out the cuffs and chain her
to her apartment bed,” suggested Oliver, and Gilda stared at him,
her top lip curled up.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

His beady little eyes narrowed and he nudged
his chunky eyebrows up and down.

“Urrgh, you guys are disgusting,” said
Caroline, her button nose wrinkling. “Well, I’ve seen more than
enough of Roxy over the past month, thank you very much. I’m just
here for the coffee, if it ever comes.” Her big brown eyes glared
at the waiter who was usually more attentive but was now busily
sweating over a hot espresso machine. Caroline was the youngest in
the group, the pretty blonde one, and she wasn’t used to being
ignored, didn’t like it one bit.

“Give him a chance, Caro,” said Lockie,
their Scottish café owner friend whose many years in Sydney had not
diminished his thick accent. “It’s hard work when ye café gets a
five-star rating in the Herald.
Bet the crowds have been coming thick ’n’ fast ever
since.”

“Yeah.” Oliver groaned. “It’s been the curse
of this place. We used to have it to ourselves, eh, Rox? Maybe we
should have met up at your caf’, Lockie.”

He mock shuddered. “Noooo way, I needed a
break. Place has been a wee bi’ stressful of late.”

“Why?” Roxy asked. “What’s going on?”

Gilda held a hand in the air. “Hold it right
there. Sorry, Lockie, but we’re here to catch up with Roxy. Are you
all packed? Excited about meeting Juicy Jed?” Her smile was
smarmy.

Roxy shook her head. “What is it with
everyone? I’m interviewing the man, for a book. I’m a professional,
okay? This is a ghostwriting assignment. I am not going to Byron Bay to hook
up.”

“Well you can’t, the guy’s married,” said
Olie, and Caroline snorted.

“Like that’s ever stopped anyone.”

“Least of all Jed Moody,” added Lockie. In
response to everyone’s raised eyebrows, he added, “What? I scan the
gossip mags while I’m at the supermarket, too, ye know.” He turned
to Roxy. “Besides, I thought Max was the only man for you.”

The very mention of photographer Max
Farrell’s name brought the group to an awkward silence and Gilda
and Caroline began shooting death stares at the Scotsman. He looked
at them bemused, then back at Roxy who just sighed.

“You clearly aren’t as switched on as you
think, Lockie. Max and I have broken up. For good this time... It’s
over. We’ve both agreed, and we’re happy with that. Right,
Caroline?”

Max’s sister gave a noncommittal shoulder
shrug and, sensing Roxy’s growing discomfort, Gilda quickly jumped
in. “Rightio then, let’s drop that tender subject and get back to
Juicy Jed, shall we?”

“No,” said Roxy. “This needs to be made
clear, once and for all.” Roxy took a deep breath and spoke very
slowly, as if addressing a group of dimwits. “Max. And. I. Are. Not
... I repeat not ... An.
Item. Got it? We’re best mates. He’s in Berlin, where he works, I’m
heading to Byron Bay—”

“To interview a rock god, no less,” said
Gilda, trying to lighten the mood, and Roxy nodded.

“Exactly. And that’s all there is to
it.”

Yet, as she got up to order a latté, she
couldn’t help wondering why her heart still felt like it had been
pummelled with a sledgehammer.

 


When Roxy returned, Oliver had a plastic
folder out in front of him. He was wading through what looked like
press clippings and website printouts while Caroline and Lockie
keenly watched on. Gilda had stepped outside to take a phone call,
and Roxy stole her stool, closer to Oliver, and raised questioning
eyebrows at him.

“The Moody Roos’ publicist couriered this
over late yesterday. Says it might help.”

“Anything interesting?”

“Nah, just stuff about past albums, a few
interviews, nothing sensational. You’re in for a treat, though, the
house looks like a stunner.”

He handed over a glossy six-page spread,
clearly ripped from the pages of a luxury home living magazine,
which featured an enormous white timber Queenslander-style mansion.
The photos were mostly of the interior and revealed expansive
polished wooden floorboards and expensive designer furniture. In
several shots, the blurred image of a thin, black-haired woman
could be seen striding, first through a gleaming silver kitchen,
then along a tapestry lined hallway, like a ghostly presence, just
beyond the camera’s grasp. It sent Roxy’s memory barrelling through
time.

She had an immediate flashback. It was
circa 1998, she was wearing her favourite ripped denim jeans and
tight Stussy T-shirt, standing, wedged to one side of a smoky
inner-city pub, watching a late-night gig by the Moody Roos. The
bass player, Alistair Avery, was on the right-hand side of the
stage, his body barely moving as he plucked at his bass and stared
out at the crowd through black-rimmed glasses, a look of utter
boredom on his face. The drummer, Doug someone-or-other, was up the
back, hammering away with his sticks, a goofy smile on his lips and
his long blonde curls flying about as he played. In front of them
both and eclipsing the band with sheer energy and pizzazz, was the
eternally sexy Jed Moody, the real reason everyone had showed. Back
then he was already getting long in the tooth, and was no longer
filling concert halls, but that night the place was packed. Roxy
remembered a gaggle of groupies hanging out at the front of the
stage, clinging to his every word, ogling him lasciviously as he
strutted the stage as if he owned it.

And to the side of the stage, just behind an
enormous speaker, was a woman who looked like she owned him. She
was tall and thin with chiselled cheekbones and dark, almond-shaped
eyes, which kept darting from Jed to those groupies and back again.
Roxy had been surprised by her intensity and had wondered back then
if she was Jed’s girlfriend or the manager, perhaps? Whoever she
was then, the magazine spread revealed that she was now Jed Moody’s
wife.

“Oooh, she looks a wee bi’ scary,” said
Lockie.

Oliver scoffed. “Nothing our Writer
Extraordinaire can’t handle.”

Roxy just smiled, hoping he was right.

“Bloody Chief Houlihan,” Gilda snarled,
returning to the group. “He’s nagging me to take some of my accrued
time off and suggested I don’t come back to work today.”

“Why would he say that?” asked Roxy.

“Something to do with budgets, being over
them. That’s the third phone call today. He’s worse than your
mother.”

Roxy shuddered, and they all shuddered along
with her. “No one’s worse than my mother,” she said, and no one had
the heart to disagree.

“How is Ms Control Freak?” asked Gilda. “She
must be cranky you’re not hanging around.”

Roxy grimaced. It was worse than that. When
Roxy broke the news over dinner a few days ago, her mother,
Lorraine Jones had stared at her daughter with the facial
equivalent of a sigh—head tilted, slackened features, pure
disappointment in her eyes.

“What?” Roxy had asked, her shoulders tense
and ready for battle.

“Nothing, darling, it’s just ... well, I
can’t help wondering if you’re trying to avoid me. Is this all
about not having to spend any time with your mother at all?”

“Mum, it’s work, it’s not personal.”

Lorraine sighed, verbally this time. “I
thought you said you were going to stay put for a while. You’ve
only been back in the country ten minutes.”

“Actually, I’ve been back ten days and I’m
only going up the coast. Not all the way to Germany.”

“Might as well be Europe, darling.
Byron
Bay.” Lorraine turned
her nose up like she had just smelt something bad and Roxy knew
exactly what she thought of that idea. “Isn’t it full of hippies,
and feral people that don’t bathe?”

Roxy laughed. “Hardly. More like TV
executives and rock stars these days, hence the reason for the
trip. I’m actually doing a book on Jed Moody, and there’s nothing
feral about him.”

Glancing back at the photos in the file,
Roxy couldn’t help smiling. Jed was not only a rock star; he had a
stunning home and lived in a glorious part of the world. Despite
her nerves, this was one ghostwriting assignment she was really
going to enjoy.

She said as much to the group as they
finished up their coffees and they all burst into laughter.

“What?” she said and Olie shook his
head.

“Just don’t stumble across any dead bodies
this time, okay?”

 


 


Chapter 2

 


“So how does it feel, glorifying a
murderer?”

The harsh tone took Roxy by surprise and she
looked up from her iPad-mini and towards a man standing by her
table, wide sunglasses covering the top half his face, the
beginnings of a beard covering the rest. It wasn’t the kind of
beard the young hipsters were all donning these days, thick and
meticulously coiffed. This was more the ‘fallen-out-of-bed’,
‘forgotten-to-shave’ look. He was older, too, maybe early forties,
judging from the tuft of greyish-brown hair on his head and the
soft lines across his forehead. He was wearing blue jeans and a red
and blue checked shirt, which had been rolled up at the sleeves to
reveal lean, muscled arms, the kind that came from hard yakka, not
the gym. He would have been handsome if it wasn’t for the ugly
scowl.

“Sorry?” Roxy said, blinking her emerald
green eyes at him.

“Are you the Sydney chick doing the Jed
Moody book?”

She hesitated. It was true, she was a
“Sydney chick” and there was no avoiding that charge. Her tailored
jacket, Ray-Ban glasses and coiffed black hair were all dead
giveaways, especially in these parts. It was also true that she was
ghostwriting a book for Jed Moody, but how did he know that? She’d
only just arrived.

 


Roxy’s flight from Sydney had taken an
hour and a half. And despite getting lost twice, as she steered her
hire car along the winding roads of the Byron hinterland where the
Moody’s property was located, she realised she was running
early—she wasn’t due for another twenty minutes—so she decided to
stop for coffee. Luckily, Roxy had noticed a few signs on the side
of the road advertising The Goddess Café (“A vegetarian café with
bite!”), and she was delighted to find it right on the corner of
the turnoff to Jed’s road.

Roxy promptly pulled her car into the
muddy parking lot and switched the engine off. The café was more of
a convenience store than anything else, a weathered old wooden shop
with a post office, bottle shop and petrol station thrown in. She
lingered out the front for a few minutes, reading a notice board
which was plastered with handwritten pleas for work—“any work”—as
well as For Sale signs (one VW Kombi van, several items of
“preloved” furniture, a range of chickens, aka “chooks”, and a
vintage Vox Amp). She also saw ads for Hatha Yoga classes, pottery
and something called “The Art of Mindfulness”.

To the left of the shop was a weathered old
shed with a sign that read “Trev’s Motor Mechanic”, although the
padlocked doors and undisturbed cobwebs suggested Trev hadn’t
checked anyone’s motor for some time. To the right of the shop, a
cluster of wooden tables and chairs were perched under mouldy
umbrellas on the lawn, and below a large Poinciana was a soggy
sandpit with some faded plastic buckets and spades. Apart from a
heavyset man in a baggy Quicksilver hoodie and dark sunglasses
reading a newspaper, the place was deserted.

“You right, chook?”

Roxy swung around to find a woman standing
at the front door of the shop, one hand on her tanned hip, her big
blue eyes open wide. She had a full head of dirty blonde
dreadlocks, many of them interwoven with multicoloured ribbons and
beads; a small belly button ring on her bulging tummy, several
rings on each ear, and a wrist full of silver bangles which were
jangling now as she held onto what turned out to be a young child
hiding inside her flowing, gypsy-style skirt. The woman was
probably in her early thirties and, despite the chill in the
hinterland air, was wearing the skimpiest of tops, her enormous
breasts about an inch away from toppling out.

“I’ll have a latté, thanks.”

“Soy milk? Goats? Skim?”

Roxy hesitated. “Do you have normal
milk?”

The woman paused for a moment as though Roxy
had just spoken French. “Yep... Anything else? I’ve got gluten-free
brownies, raw carrot cake, a few energy bars left.”

Roxy shook her head. “Just the coffee,
thanks.”

“Take a seat, hon. I’ll bring it out.” She
jingled a hand towards the tables then disappeared inside the
darkened shop, the small child vanishing with her.

Roxy chose a seat in the sun and stretched
her legs out under the table, then checked her mobile phone. There
were no missed calls so she retrieved her iPad from her handbag. It
was still in airplane mode so she switched back and began trawling
for the WiFi. Her nerves were still skittish from the drive and she
needed the distraction.

“No coverage out here, sweetheart,” said the
man from the other table. He pushed his wraparound glasses up onto
his head and squinted at her with smudged brown eyes, a sly smile
on his lips. He was well into his fifties with a receding hairline
and a straggly greyish brown plait down his back; his face a ripple
of deep wrinkles and fresh sunburn. He had a tabloid newspaper
spread out in front of him and a packet of cigarettes close by.

Roxy closed the lid of her iPad case feeling
like a goose. “Oh well, thought I’d try my luck.”

He watched her for a bit longer then
returned to his newspaper just as a white Jeep came rattling to a
stop in front of the shop. Roxy hadn’t paid it much heed so she was
stunned when the driver leapt out and charged straight up to her
table, accusing her of glorifying a murderer.

“Well? How does it feel, glorifying someone
that evil? I bet you’re not going to mention that in your fancy
book.”

“I ... I don’t know what you’re talking
about,” she stammered.

He stared at her for a few more seconds then
his scowl softened and his voice cracked a little. “Just ask him
about Sunny. Ask him what really happened.”

Before Roxy could demand to know what he was
on about, he had turned away and was striding back to his vehicle.
As he cranked his door open and jumped inside, Roxy noticed a large
black and white dog in the passenger seat, staring back at her with
wide, curious eyes.

The older man at the café had seen all this
and was now watching Roxy curiously, his smile widening. She
blinked at him confused before turning back to the road where the
Jeep was spitting up dust as it rounded the bend and disappeared
from sight. The waitress had also witnessed the incident and was
shaking her dreadlocks slowly as she placed a recycled coffee cup
in front of Roxy.

“Don’t let Sambo worry you, chook. He’s
carrying a lot of dark energy these days.” She glanced down the
road. “’Course, you can’t blame him, after what happened to
Sunny.”

“Sunny?”

“His sister, sweet young soul. Showed up
dead on the Moody property about eighteen months back. All very
innocent, but he seems to think otherwise.” She sighed heavily.
“I’ve tried to soothe him, everyone has, but nothing’s worked. He
just can’t seem to let it go.”

Roxy wasn’t listening now, all she could
hear were the words “dead” and “Moody property” and they were
ricocheting around her brain. “Dead?” she repeated now. “What
happened?”

“Sambo’s sister drowned trying to cross a
swollen creek; silly, silly kitten.”

“And he blames Jed Moody?”

She smiled sadly. “Better than blaming
yourself, hey?”

The waitress twirled around and headed back
into the café, her beaded skirt jangling as she went. Roxy’s
insides did a little jangle of their own. Before she could give it
any more thought, the man with the wraparound glasses loomed over
her, blocking out the sunlight.

“Wanna make some easy cash?”

“Sorry?”

He dropped a business card in front of her,
leaned in and said, “Let me know where and when, you get 10
percent.”

Then he, too, strode away, this time around
the back of the shop and towards a rusty white Commodore station
wagon.

Roxy looked at the card, saw the words
“Macker Maroney Photographer” printed beside a mobile phone number
and website. He must be paparazzi she thought, looking up just in
time to see him wave as he drove off.

Roxy slumped back in her seat and stared
forlornly at her coffee.

“Bloody hell, Roxy
Parker,”
she thought, echoing the words
of her agent many, many times before. “What have you got yourself into this
time?”

 


 



Chapter 3




The shop was surprisingly dark when Roxy
stepped inside to pay for her coffee and make her escape. She had
been in the Byron Shire less than an hour, had not even met Jed
Moody yet, and already she felt wrung out. What had started as
harmless anticipation at meeting her teenage idol had turned to
deep apprehension. This job wasn’t going to be as straightforward
as she’d anticipated. Already, one man was trying to steal pictures
of her client and another was accusing him of murder.

Olie and her friends were right. It had
become a recurring theme in Roxy’s life.

“That’ll be three bucks, thanks,” the
waitress said, one hand on the cash register, the other wrapped
around the toddler who clung to her hip like a baby koala. The
child had a tangle of long, blonde curls and a strand of tiny amber
beads around her neck, although she could easily have been a he, it
was hard to tell.

Roxy smiled at the child, a girl she
decided, and then realised with a start that she was suckling on
her mother’s breast, which had now spilled out of her top. Both
mother and child seemed perfectly at ease with this arrangement,
the girl even watching Roxy intensely as she drank, her wide,
yellow-green eyes twinkling with mischief, and Roxy couldn’t help
blushing despite herself.

She was all for breastfeeding in public,
admired it in fact, but it wasn’t something you encountered very
often in the city, at least not at the cash register while paying
your bill.

The woman deftly snatched Roxy’s cash,
opened the till and handed her some change, all without causing any
disturbance to the child. Roxy had to admire her skills. This woman
took multitasking to a new level.

As Roxy turned to leave the cafe, the
waitress called after her, “Say hi to Jed for me. Tell him Govinda
sends her love.”

Roxy’s eyes widened. “You know Jed
then?”

She jiggled her daughter higher on her hip.
“Everybody knows everybody around here chook!”

As Roxy left the shop, she felt a sudden
yearning for the overcrowded anonymity of the big smoke.

 


It was now just before 5:00 p.m., Roxy’s
designated arrival time, and she stared at the publicist’s
scribbled directions to the Moody property. “Moody Views” was
located on Jasper Road; a good hour’s drive southwest from the
airport, forty kilometres inland from the popular coastal town of
Byron Bay. It had all seemed simple enough when she read the
directions, but no sooner had Roxy turned down Jasper Road when she
found herself hopelessly lost.

“This is ridiculous!” she hissed, pulling
the car over so she could read the directions again.

“Moody Views, 88 Jasper Road, just down
from the Goddess Café.”

That had to be the only Goddess Café in the
area, surely? And this had to be Jasper Road. She hadn’t taken any
unexpected turns. The problem was the numbers, which seemed to be
all over the place. Lot 102 on one side, No 45 on the other, and
there wasn’t a number 88 or a “Moody Views” to be found.
Eventually, after turning back for the third time, Roxy decided to
take a punt on the only driveway along the entire stretch of road
that boasted a lock-up gate (currently open) and fresh, sealed tar.
She figured if anyone had the means and motivation, it had to be
the local celebrity.

Slowly, carefully, she manoeuvred her tiny
red hatchback through the gate and across the bumpy cattle grid,
then continued driving past a wide, open field. The road seemed to
stretch for kilometres before plunging into thick, subtropical
rainforest, which extinguished the remainder of the day’s light and
forced Roxy to grapple with the controls to locate the car’s
headlights. The canopy overhead was lush, but she soon drove out
into a clearing where a historical timber mansion managed to dwarf
what would otherwise have been an impressive fig tree beside it.
The house resembled the pictures in Oliver’s press clippings and
Roxy felt a flood of relief. She glanced at her watch and her
relief evaporated.

She was fifteen minutes late.
Damn it!

Several structures sat on either side of the
main house, including what looked like horse stables, a sizeable
polyethylene water tank, and a large timber shed with an extremely
high roof and a vintage Valiant parked out the front.

Roxy turned towards the main house and
rolled her car to a stop in front of the fig when a tall, painfully
thin woman appeared from the stables. The woman was wearing tight
jodhpurs and riding boots and she had the same dark colouring and
the same haughty expression as the woman in the magazine. It had to
be the wife, Annika Moody, Roxy decided.

As Roxy switched the engine off and got out,
she spotted someone else exiting the stables, a man with dark
glasses and a goatee. He was pulling his hoodie down over his face
as he walked away from Roxy’s car and towards the high shed. He
looked vaguely familiar but it wasn’t Jed Moody. She knew that
much.

Annika was now walking swiftly towards Roxy,
tapping one sinewy thigh with what looked like a horsewhip, her
long black hair swishing from side to side, her frown intensifying.
She wore a low, V-neck sweater, which emphasised her bony
décolletage, and around her neck hung a thin gold chain with a tiny
crystal attached.

“Houghton was supposed to be here before
you,” she exclaimed. “I was expecting him first.”

She sounded extremely annoyed, and Roxy
wasn’t quite sure how to respond. Did Annika want her to bugger off
until the band’s publicist arrived?

“He did tell you I was arriving around five, right?”

“Houghton says lots of things, most don’t
amount to much.” Now she sounded more weary than indignant. “Oh
well, you’re here now. Might as well come in.”

Annika began crunching down the pebbled
driveway towards the house where a tiny, fluffy white dog appeared,
belatedly yapping at Roxy.

“Oh shut up, Coco!” Annika cried out.

“Should I bring my bags?” Roxy called after
her.

Annika continued walking, “No, you should
not. You’re staying the night in the bails.”

The bails? Roxy’s jaw dropped. Wasn’t that a barn
where they milked dairy cows? She tried not to think the worst as
she grabbed her oversized handbag from the passenger seat and
locked up, before wondering why she bothered. It wasn’t likely
anyone was going to pinch it out here. Burglars would be hard
pressed finding the place.

Annika hung her whip on a hook by the front
door and slipped her polished brown R.M. William’s riding boots
off. Roxy noticed a pile of muddy shoes on either side of the
enormous Balinese-style wooden doors and took this as her cue to
unzip her boots. She hoped desperately that she was wearing a
decent pair of socks.

Annika had already pushed open one of the
doors and was padding softly down the long hallway, the dog one
step behind. Roxy had to rush to catch up, her mismatched blue
socks now on full display.

The hallway broke off into various different
rooms, but Annika swept past them all and towards the back half of
the house where the hall ended and a wide, curved doorway opened
into a spacious living area. At one end of the room Roxy could see
the opening to what looked like a kitchen and at the other end, a
rather impressive bar complete with chrome and leather stools, and
a staggering array of liquor bottles. Glasses of various shapes and
sizes were hanging from an overhead railing, and there was an
ornate mirror against the wall. Beside it were several gold and
platinum albums that had been framed and hung up, loot collected
during the Moody Roos’ heyday, no doubt. Just to the left of the
bar was a side door that appeared to lead outside.

Annika was now behind the bar, Coco still at
her feet, and she was holding a bottle of Stolichnaya vodka in one
hand, a pair of silver tongs in the other.

“So, you found us okay,” she said.

Roxy wondered for a moment if she was
talking about the trip from the airport or the trek down the
hallway. In any case, it wasn’t put as a question so she decided
not to mention her many wrong turns.

“We’re not on the GPS,” Annika continued,
“which is just the way we like it. I suppose you need a drink?”

“Yes, thanks, that was certainly a long
drive.”

Annika snorted. “How long did it take
you?”

“About an hour.”

“And how many hours have you wasted sitting
in Sydney traffic?” Before Roxy could reply, Annika was shaking her
head. “I find it bizarre the way stupid city folk get so stressed
the second they get on a country road. I’d much rather drive along
a few dirt roads past koalas and rainforest than sit in the smog of
the city waiting for the lights to go green. Wouldn’t you? Vodka
cocktail?”

She was still waving the bottle in the air
and Roxy nodded. It wasn’t her favourite tipple, but it would do
the job. As she watched Annika mix the cocktail like a professional
barmaid, splashing pomegranate juice, Cointreau and lime into the
vodka, Roxy wondered whether to take her to task on her comment or
quietly concede that she was right.

Roxy loved her city life, but there was no
denying she had lost plenty of precious hours stuck in the middle
of bumper-to-bumper traffic. The woman had a point, but it still
riled her a little. Did she have to be so aggressive about it?

Choosing to avoid the bait, Roxy stepped
away from the bar and towards the centre of the living room, which
was as beautiful as the magazine spreads had promised, and then
some. The main feature wall had been plastered with luscious
Florence Broadhurst wallpaper, a decorative palm and vine design,
and in front sat a plush purple velvet sofa, with matching
armchairs on either side. An enormous TV set, stereo system and
turntable dominated a second wall while the third was made up of
pretty French doors that were currently closed but still revealed a
dazzling green view beyond.

“Bottoms up,” Annika said, handing her a
martini glass with the lurid orange concoction inside. She took a
good gulp of her drink, sighing after she did so, before pushing
open two of the French doors and stepping out onto the veranda.

The living room was stunning, but the
veranda was clearly the heart of the house. Typical of a historical
home, it had hardwood floorboards that wrapped right around the
structure, and extended so deep there was room to hold several
leather lounges and an entire dining suite. The railings had all
been painted white and many were dripping with wisteria, small
Chinese lanterns hanging at random intervals between tinkling
chimes and fairy lights above. There was a wide set of stairs in
the centre of the veranda leading down to the rolling green lawn,
and beyond that a magnificent view that included the lush
rainforest in the foreground and hazy valleys that dipped and dived
as far as the eye could see.

At one end of the lawn, Roxy spotted part of
the tall timber building she had noticed when she drove up, and at
the other end an old shed on stilts with a wide timber deck that
was strewn with party lights. A pebble pathway led back from the
shed to a smaller set of stairs on the east side of the veranda
that appeared to lead directly to the bar inside.

To the left of the main staircase sat a long
wooden dining table, cluttered with dripping candles and what
looked like detritus from the previous night—empty beer bottles,
wine glasses, an old cheese platter and several ashtrays full to
overflowing.

Annika had now positioned herself on one of
the leather lounges, her long legs spread out in front of her, her
little dog coiled into a ball beside her.

Roxy waved a hand to the view and said, “I’d
tell you it was breathtaking, but you don’t need ‘stupid city folk’
to state the bleeding obvious.”

Annika looked up at her and was about to say
something then appeared to change her mind. She smiled, her
features softening a little. “I’ll drink to that.” She held her
glass high.

Roxy held her own glass up. “Cheers,” she
replied, wondering if this was a truce of sorts, or if they were
just toasting the end of round one.

 


 



Chapter 4




As she leaned against the railing, looking
out at that seemingly endless view, Roxy wondered whether Jed was
around and how soon she could get started.

As if reading her thoughts, Annika said,
“He’s in the studio. Could be there for hours, even days, so you
might as well settle in.”

“Days?”

She stared into her glass. “He comes up for
air eventually. It’ll give us time to have a chat first.” Then she
pointed her glass at the chair beside her.

Roxy took a fortifying gulp of her cocktail
and sat down. She knew how these things went. This would be no idle
“chat”. This was Annika’s chance to interrogate the writer before
her husband showed up. Annika was not just Jed’s wife, she was also
the band’s manager and she called the shots. At least, that’s what
Roxy was led to believe from the press clippings she had devoured
on the flight up, and nothing Annika had done thus far gave her
cause to dispute this. The woman was clearly bold and outspoken,
but that wasn’t unusual in Roxy’s line of work. While she’d never
written a book on a musician before, she’d done plenty of magazine
interviews and she knew how these things worked. No manager worth
her weight in gold would let a journalist loose on their client
without a few road rules first. That must go doubly so for a
manager/wife.

This time, however, Roxy was in for a
surprise.

“Tell me about yourself,” Annika said, one
hand now softly stroking Coco’s head.

“You mean, my credentials as a writer?”

She stopped stroking. “Oh, I don’t give a
crap about that. That’s Houghton’s business. I want to know where
you were you born and bred, where you live now, that kind of
thing.”

It was a strange request. Roxy wasn’t used
to discussing her personal life in interviews; that was considered
a no-no amongst good journalists. It was also the reason she had
become a journo in the first place. She didn’t like talking about herself; was not interested in being
in the spotlight. It was other people’s lives she wanted to
illuminate, not her own.

Annika had other ideas. “Are you married?
Any kids?” she persisted.

Okay, thought Roxy. I can play along. “I’m Sydney born and bred, have a little pad in
Elizabeth Bay that’s about the size of your bar fridge.” She
paused, but Annika did not laugh. “Um, I’m not married and don’t
intend to be any time soon, much to my mother’s disappointment, and
there are no kids to speak of.”

“Not even a dog?” It sounded as though she
was equating the two, and Roxy shook her head.

“As I said, my place is tiny, wouldn’t
really be fair to a dog.” She glanced at Coco who only had eyes for
her mistress. It’d be nice though, all that unequivocal love.
“Still, I do have some very loyal friends and a pretty sweet
life.” If
you didn’t count the stream of dead bodies that had been showing up
lately. She decided not
to mention that. “Anyway, it’s my work that really drives me. I’ve
had the chance to interview some amazing people in my
time.”

“Ever written a book about a musician
before?” Roxy shook her head again. “They’re a unique breed, let me
tell you that.” Annika placed her glass down on a wrought iron
table to the side of the lounge and leaned towards Roxy, her voice
dropping to almost a whisper. “When I first met Jeddie, I was a
photographer-slash-model. He had a lot of women in his life back
then, too many women.” She stopped, choked out a half laugh that
didn’t reach the eyes. “You could say he had a different girl in
every port. It took me a while but I eventually got their little
claws out of him and brushed them out of our life. He’s with me
now.”

“Yes, I realise—”

Annika held a long finger up to quieten
her, clearly unaccustomed to being interrupted. “You need to hear
this, Roxy, and I don’t want to have to say it again, so please
listen up. Jed Moody is a very friendly guy, he’ll flirt with you,
make you feel very, very special.
It’s what he does, it’s why his music just ... works. You’re going
to come away feeling like the centre of the universe, one very
desirable woman, but it won’t last and it’s not real, so try not to
take it personally or flatter yourself. He does it to all the
girls.”

Roxy’s cheeks were now burning and her
knuckles were white around her glass. “Annika, I’m not—”

She held her finger up again.
“Of
course you’re not,
darling! They never are.” Her eyes glazed over briefly as she
looked past Roxy towards the horizon and her anguish was now
obvious in the deep groove between her eyes and the hardened
downward turn of her mouth. When she looked back, though, her tone
was acidic. “Jed Moody is my husband and he won’t be leaving me for anyone. Not now, not
ever. He knows that, I know that, so I think it’s helpful that you
know that, too. It’ll just save us all a lot of time and grief in
the long run.” She had been stroking her crystal necklace and now
sighed heavily, wearily, before picking up her martini glass again.
“Just do the dreaded book and leave us in peace. Okay?” Then she
closed her eyes and polished off her drink.

Roxy was stunned, mortified, too, and she
wanted to rail against what Annika was saying. She’d never slept
with a client, let alone a married one, and she didn’t intend to
start now, but then she remembered how long she had dithered in
front of the mirror that morning, how keen she had been to get her
look “just right”. And she recalled the way her friends had all
joked about “Juicy Jed” over breakfast, as though any rock star,
married or otherwise, was fair game.

“You giving this journo a hard time, Annie?”
A squeaky voice cut through the tension and both women looked up to
find a man standing just inside the French doors, a plump smile on
his lips. The strain on Annika’s face dissolved instantly and Roxy,
too, felt a sense of relief.

This man was clearly not Jed, and she was
glad of that. Thanks to Annika’s warning words, Roxy’s nerves were
fluttering like bunting in the wind; it was not how she wanted to
present herself to her client. She smiled at the man who was
stepping out towards them. He was the antithesis of Jed: short and
plump with baggy clothes and thick, fuzzy orange hair—half Ronald
McDonald, half Sideshow Bob.

To Annika he was more like Santa Claus and
she jumped up to greet him, squealing with delight, causing Coco to
leap off the lounge and start yapping again.

“Of course I am, darling!” she said throwing
herself into his arms. “That’s what I’m here for, you know that!”
She remained coiled around him as she turned back to look at Roxy.
“You had to send him a pretty one, didn’t you?”

“Hey, I did you a service, at least she’s
not blonde.”

“Ouch,” she said, throwing her head back and
laughing for the first time, unleashing what sounded like rapid
machine-gun fire.

Roxy watched all this in a state of
perplexity. Annika’s animosity had completely thrown her, and she
struggled to regain her equilibrium, to channel her cocky sense of
self, the one that usually helped her slap down the antagonists in
her life. She realised now as she sat blinking up at them like a
deer caught in the headlights, that her self-confidence must have
gone AWOL somewhere between angry Beard Man’s outburst and Annika’s
condescending lecture.

“Awww, don’t mind us,” said the short, fat
man as he extricated himself from Annika’s embrace and shuffled
towards her, his arm reaching out to shake her hand. “We’re just
mucking about. Don’t mean anything by it! I’m Harry Houghton, the
band’s publicist. Welcome to the sticks.”

“Thanks,” Roxy managed.

“You found the place okay?”

“Yes.” She took a deep breath and steadied
her nerves. “It’s very beautiful out here.”

“Yeah, but who’d wanna live here, right?” He
laughed loudly, his fuzzy hair wobbling as he did so. Then he
wedged a fat forefinger to his lips and whispered, “Just don’t tell
Annie. She thinks it’s paradise.”

“Oh, you love it here!” Annika hissed,
flinging herself back onto the lounge.

“Only when you’re around.” The look they
gave each other then almost smouldered. The man was half Annika’s
height and twice her size, but there was definite chemistry between
them. “Speaking of which, where’s the grump?”

Annika nudged her head towards the tall
timber building to the left of the veranda.

“Where else? Been at it for days. I’m bored
beyond belief. Get yourself a drink, darling, and replenish ours
while you’re there.”

Houghton turned to Roxy. “Annie will be a
very generous host, Roxy, but you’ll notice there’s always an
ulterior motive.”

“I’m just asking for a vodka cocktail,
darling, not your life blood.”

“You’ve already sucked that dry, hey?”

She barked with laughter again. “In your
dreams, Mr. Naughty Houghty.”

Once again they seemed to forget that Roxy
was there and simply stared at each other as though under some
spell. Eventually Houghton coughed and she smiled and shook her
head. “You are such a wicked man.”

There was some sort of private joke between
them, that much was obvious, and Roxy watched them closely,
wondering about it and feeling suddenly peeved. If anyone was doing
the flirting around here, it was Annika and the publicist.

“Another cocktail, Roxy?” Houghton asked and
she nodded.

She had a feeling she was going to need
it.

 


 



Chapter 5




No sooner had Houghton returned with fresh
drinks than Annika leapt back to her feet and declared it was time
“to fetch us some goddamn grub”. As she stepped inside, Houghton
took her place on the lounge and smiled warmly at Roxy.

“Annie have a bit of a chat about the rules,
did she?”

“The only rule I heard was ‘no flirting with
the talent’.”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry about that, hey,
don’t give it another thought. Annie’s little green monster is on
heightened alert these days, that’s all.”

“Why?”

“Ohhh, there was a bit of an incident not
long ago, nothing for you to concern yourself with. No, no. This is
a feel-good book, am I right or am I right?”

“It’s whatever you want it to be, you’re the
boss.”

“Nah, love, that’d be Annika, just don’t
tell Jed that.” He chuckled again. “Rightio, so I’d best go through
some of the basics, you know, just to make sure we’re all on the
same page, that kind of thing.”

“Go ahead.” She didn’t bother bracing
herself this time, just took a good gulp of her cocktail. She was
already on heightened alert.

“Rightio, so...” He took a swig of the beer
in his hand then said in his strange, squeaky voice, “First point,
an important one: please don’t give out any detail about the house
and contents, or where it’s located, that kind of thing. Too many
nutters out there, not to mention paparazzi, don’t wanna give them
the heads-up.”

“You might be too late for that. Some
photographer already nabbed me at the local café, gave me his
business card.”

His eyes narrowed. “Beefy bloke, bad
ponytail, mid-fifties?” She nodded and he frowned. “That’d be
bloody Macker Maroney, I’d say, local pap. Tries his luck from time
to time, the bugger. A bloody hopeless photographer,
too—specialises in far away, fuzzy shots. Let me know if he tries
it on you again, otherwise just keep your distance, okay? Oh, and
tell me if you see him on the property, I’ll call the cops.” He
found his smile. “Right, so, what else? Um, try not to bring up the
wife and kids if you can help it.”

Roxy blinked, surprised. “I didn’t think
they had kids.”

“Exactly. That’s off-limits.”

“Is it a sore point?”

“Bitterly sore, just leave it alone,
hey?”

“Have they struggled for a long time?” He
gave her a sideways look that suggested, “Good try, lady”, so she
said, “Okay, I get that, but his wife? Really? Isn’t Annika a huge part of Jed’s life? How do
I not
mention her?”

“You mention her, of course you do, but
strictly as the band’s manager. We try not to emphasise the fact
Jed has a wife ...” He grinned. “The groupies have got to have
something to hope for. Let’s just stick to the music, hey? Leave
the domestic stuff out of it.”

Roxy stared at him. “I have an entire book
to write, Houghton. Usually the client’s home life comes into it.
I’m going to need to ask him something.”

“Yeah, ’course you are! Music, ask him about
his music.”

“Right, but—”

“Except his first band, Horror Story.
They’re off-limits, too.” He leaned in closer and half covered his
mouth with his hand saying, “They were a horror story—but don’t quote me on that!” Then he sat
back chuckling at himself again before taking another good swig of
his beer. “We’re going to need to see the full manuscript draft by
draft, if that’s all right with you. Best not to give it all to us
at the end, hey? Might be a bit of a shock when we have to chop it
and change things around.”

“Chop? Change?”

“Yeah, yeah, Annika’s got full editing
rights. Your agent told you that, right?” No, she thought, he did not. “So,” he rubbed his hands together. “How long do you think
you’re going to need? I’m thinking three days tops?”

“Three?! That’s going to be a bit tricky. Annika just
told me Jed could be locked away in the studio for
days.”

“I hear ya, I hear ya, and I know what
you’re saying. Let’s just see how it goes, eh? Just take it day by
day. But let’s not try to drag it out too long. The boys have got
an album to finish and lots of work to do before the tour.”

“And what if Jed can’t give me much
time?”

“Then you might just have to work with what
you’ve got.” He shrugged, slugged the Crown Lager again. “We don’t
need a lot anyway, will fill half of it with photos. Just get the
general gist—childhood background of the three guys, early
bands—”

“Except Horror Story.”

He chuckled and pointed his beer at her.
“You’re a quick learner, I can see that about you. I think this is
going to work really well, really looking forward to it.” He
smacked his lips together. “Rightio then, any questions or
concerns, leave Annika out of it, if you don’t mind. Just come see
me directly.”

“I thought you said Annika was in
charge.”

“Yeah, but the book idea was mine, not hers.
So ... well ... let’s not bog her down with all that. If you need
to see me, just check out here.” He glanced around the veranda.
“This is usually where I set up camp when I’m in town. Otherwise,
you can find me in the cottage behind yours.”

“So, you’re not staying in the main house
either?”

“We’re the hired help, love, we stay where
we’re told.”

He went to stand up and Roxy grabbed one of
his arms and drew him back down.

“Actually, there was something.”

She was determined to find out more about
the drowning that occurred on the Moody property, but she never got
a chance. Houghton was now staring past her and towards the
sweeping staircase where something caught his attention and made
his whole demeanour change. He sat up straight, ran a hand through
his hair and cleared his throat.

“Well, well,” he squeaked, stumbling back to
his feet and towards the stairs, one arm extended, “look who the
cat dragged in!”

Roxy turned to find a man stepping up onto
the veranda, an iconic Akubra slouch hat on his head. It was Juicy
Jed, in the flesh.

 


 



Chapter 6


Think of every stereotype you have of the
aging rock star and you’ve got Jed Moody in a nutshell. Tall, lanky
and larger than life, he had a battered, beaten-up look that
suggested a life lived fast. Too fast... His face was as craggy as
his hat, deeply lined with a tufty, goatee-style beard and there
were tousles of hair falling down around his chiselled cheekbones,
unwashed and streaked with grey (he’d ditched the dye at last,
hurrah!). He was wearing a crumpled black cowboy shirt, black jeans
and cowboy boots, and she could just make out a tattoo under one
rolled up sleeve. Was that a set of naked breasts? To top it off he
had a cigarette dangling from one corner of his mouth.
Of
course...

Despite the crumpled exterior, or perhaps
because of it, he was as sexy as ever and when he pulled the ciggie
out and let his lips open into a smile, his sunflower-coloured eyes
sparkled mischievously, and it was like every light in the house
had suddenly switched on.

“You must be my Ghostie,” he said, his voice
slow and deep as he extended a large hand for Roxy to shake. “I’m
Jed Moody.”

Like he had to say it.

Much to Roxy’s horror, she found herself
blushing crimson red, her heartbeat accelerating, her legs turning
to jelly as she struggled to get up and return the handshake.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he added,
filling her quivering silence
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