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CHAPTER 1

Simon Stacey lowered his head, sighed heavily and
tried desperately to hold back another emotional outburst. The
attempt caused a choking ache in the back of his throat and a
stabbing pain over the bridge of his nose. He pushed his thumb and
forefinger hard into the corner of each eye in an attempt to
suppress the sensation. It may have been better to allow his
sorrow, anger and confusion to run full reign - to discharge itself
completely. However, this trauma would demand a long passage of
time and would not be simply satisfied by one massive catharsis.
Besides, there were reasons why he needed some control. He couldn’t
get swallowed up by this - not yet.

Past events weighed heavily on his mind.
Things that he had long forgotten now welled up like an eerie
fountain of muddled happenings. The sensation pushed back against
his fingers. A knot at the base of his sternum grew tight. He
wanted control, discipline and reasoning - later the grief.

‘Later, please later,’ he pleaded, as he pressed
harder with his fingers. He kicked a small piece of charcoal and
forced himself to raise his head and survey the burnt out shell
that was once his home. His breathing was forced in short
controlled grunts - it seemed to help.

It was a dream home with five bedrooms,
three bathrooms, study, sunken lounge with adjoining bar and
entertainment area, and of course his pride and joy the library. It
used to be such a wonderful place to come home to especially after
living, with some reluctance, in a central city apartment for the
previous five years. Now, after the dream’s total destruction, he
failed to comprehend both his feelings and commitment towards its
completion in the first place.

Simon stepped gingerly through the soggy
black mush and angled himself carefully under some flimsy charcoal
framework that somehow had remained standing. The recliner rocker
was more or less in an upright position with the mesh of exposed
springs supported by the remains of the burnt wooden frame.
Hundreds of books were spread amongst the rubble some of the larger
ones he recognised as long standing favourites. All however, both
large and small, were damaged beyond any hope of repair. For Simon
the library had occupied many of his recreational hours. He could
picture the room. The grand mahogany bookcase which had at last
provided a display for the many books, journals, and magazines that
hadn’t seen the light of day for many years. There was the
thirty-two gold and red bound set of encyclopaedias; the vast
collection of photography literature; and an extensive collection
of early Australian history books, many of which were passed on
from his father. He could picture it all, but none of it mattered.
In fact he wondered why it ever mattered. Two of the library walls
had been exclusively devoted for exhibition of his family
photographs. The old brown and white print he had painstakingly
restored depicted the stern bearded face of his grandfather and was
the first in the family tree series that staggered across one wall.
The lower most image was of his son Robbie - a fine shot indeed
which captured the innocent excited gleam in his eyes and that
unforgettable cheeky smile which always preceded a high pitched
chuckle. The picture had sprung to life and Simon could see his son
toddling towards him. There was the smile soon followed by the
chuckle. Quickly the volume and intensity of the laughter gathered
an unusual, disturbing dimension. Louder and louder it became.
Something was wrong. The chuckle had altered. It was no longer a
chuckle. His son was now screaming. The flames gathered behind the
child as if in anticipation. They sprang forward and enveloped him
- and in a flash Robbie was gone.

Simon opened his eyes, then closed them as
tightly as he possibly could, moisture oozed between his lashes.
The tortured image of his son wanted to return, but he somehow
found the strength to suppress it. He wanted to scream but only
gagged. Crouched and nestled amongst burnt water soaked books and
broken glass Simon shook his head slowly and ventured another look.
He attempted to identify some of his possessions. Why he even
wanted to he was not sure. It was something to do, and having
something to do seemed to help, if only for a moment. To his left
he noticed a large pile of burnt paper. The top pieces
disintegrated as he pushed at them with his fountain pen. He
carefully pushed the pen into the middle of the stack and tipped it
to one side. A small, unscorched section of a photograph revealed
itself. It showed the face of Alison. She was wearing a blue floppy
towelling hat. Simon recognised the picture instantly. She had just
thrown some manure his way after he had surprised her with the
camera as she tended the roses. Tears welled in his eyes and two
drops fell in quick succession onto a charred piece of wood and
disappeared like water into a sponge. Another terrifying image was
forming in his mind.

‘Hey Stacey!’ came a commanding shout. Simon
welcomed it at first. ‘I told you not to disturb anything.’ It was
the policeman guarding the scene of the tragedy. The two had argued
only minutes earlier with Simon finally being permitted a few
minutes to look through the ruins.

‘Just a small bit of a photo. No harm
done.’

‘If you touch anything else you’ll have to
leave. Looking only! Is that clear?’

‘Okay, okay. I get the message, all right!’
snapped Simon catching himself by surprise with his sudden change
into irritability.

He stood and meandered through the rubble
coming to another halt in the remains of the lounge. As he looked
at what little was left of the black leather lounge suite he once
again took momentary refuge in more pleasant memories. The day it
arrived Alison must have moved the three chairs and sofa around a
dozen times before she was happy with its position. He teased her
about her behaviour until she dropped her bottom lip and punched
him on the arm. He laughed and grabbed her in a tight hug falling
backwards onto the sofa. Alison was so energetic. The simultaneous
orgasms he recalled were at the very least equal to that first
lustful encounter in his Sydney apartment three and a half years
earlier.

Simon turned slowly and walked toward the
fireplace. With images of Alison still dancing through his mind, he
cupped his face in his hands. Suppression had let its guard down,
and a warm stream of tears now flowed uncontrollably down his
cheeks. Forgetting he was wearing his classy grey pin striped suit,
Simon sat down on the cracked brick surround of the fireplace. He
always prided himself on his appearance no matter what the
occasion. It was his trademark, a sign of confidence and success.
He sat for several minutes grappling with the emotional pain,
trying to force it back as it pulsated against his temples. Perhaps
distraction might help. He tried to focus his vision and attention
on a winding trail of ants that had carefully plotted a dry course
through the black sludge. In ant terms this must have been like
Hiroshima thought Simon, yet here they are organised and already
and going about their business - cleaning up and starting afresh.
Lucky ants.

Startled by the sound of a car pulling up
sharply on some loose pebbles in the circular driveway, Simon
quickly rose to his feet and reached for his handkerchief. He wiped
his face, not realising that his right hand was partly covered with
the black ash that coated the brickwork where he had been
sitting.

‘Mister Stacey!’ a voice shouted, as a car
door opened. Simon hesitated. The voice was very familiar and one
he knew he should recognise immediately, but the name somehow
eluded him.

‘Yes, I’m in here,’ his voice wavered. ‘Just
a moment.’ Looking down at his red silk tie he cursed as he noticed
that not only was it wet from his tears but it also bore a large
sooty smudge.

‘Shit. Shit. Shit,’ Simon muttered as he
removed the tie and stuffed it in his hip pocket. Proceeding
through what used to be the sliding glass doors to the spacious
back patio his eyes met those of Inspector John Cochran. How could
he not have recognised that husky Sergeant Major voice.

‘Yes Inspector, more questions I
suppose?’

‘I’m sorry Mister Stacey, maybe just a
couple. I know this must be difficult for you, but it would be a
great help to our investigations.’

Simon was surprised by Cochran’s
manner. He had actually addressed him as Mister and used the word sorry in the same sentence. The fat man’s
sensitivity was verging on the impressive.

‘What’s puzzling you, Inspector? You’re
unusually sedate this morning.’ Stacey was demanding self-control.
He and Cochran did not get on. Seize the moment he told himself.
Such directive self-talk seemed foreign; his responses normally
flowed freely. His brain was struggling for sharp cutting
responses. ‘Hey I know, you old devil, you got lucky last night
didn’t you. And I’m guessing it was with your elocution teacher?
Good score.’ It was a slightly provocative remark, and as such
wasn’t terribly impressive. Simon knew he could have done better,
but given the present circumstances it was the best he could
muster. Still, it would irritate the crap out of lard arse and once
again it was something to be doing and provided brief respite from
the torment.

The policeman had clenched his fists. He
pressed his lips and teeth tightly together then made a concerted
effort to relax them before responding.

‘Stacey, now I accept that you’re very
upset, but we both want answers now don’t we? I know you’ve already
been very helpful and that you’ve spent several hours at the
station, but there are a few things that have come to light that
quite honestly leave me a little perplexed.’ There was a firmer
tone in his voice, but the air of concern and the attempt at
empathy still prevailed.

Simon now stood directly in front of
Cochran, trying hard to look into the fat man’s eyes. Direct eye
contact had served him well in his dealings with difficult
acquaintances in the past. With Cochran it was different, his podgy
face made it seem you were staring at his eyelids rather than his
eyes. Simon pondered for a moment on the close resemblance to a
walrus, just a few long whiskers under that flattened nose and
Seaworld would be signing him up.

‘Dropped the Mister already have we? Shame. It wasn’t really
you though was it?’ The man was a hopeless case thought Stacey,
couldn’t even hold a pretence together for five minutes. ‘So you’d
like to know what’s going on?’ Simon paused. That knot in his gut
tightened. His temples pulsed in pain. Control was plummeting
headlong into the ground. ‘Well let me tell you Inspector. This is
my house, my new house; I have been living here for all of two
weeks. This is my life’s achievement. You know what I really
created here don’t you. I created an elaborate coffin - a
crematorium. Notice how I’ve cleverly installed open skylights
throughout the building and developed a wonderful charred rustic
appearance, so authentic you can even smell it, quite novel don’t
you think? I must say though the carpets are a bitter
disappointment. Scotch-guarded to the max and the damn water has
got into them like a fucking sponge, and what about ...’

‘Stacey!’ bellowed the six-foot policemen,
‘Shut up!’

‘Please, please let me continue Inspector.
My family - Alison my wife and my son - Robbie - my little boy -
only a little boy Inspector - nearly two - nearly two years old.’
Simon’s speech faltered and stopped. The tight knot spread quickly
to his stomach and like a wave onto his throat. His mouth watered
uncontrollably. He dropped to his knees, retched and vomited at
Cochran’s feet then sobbed loudly for what seemed like an eternity
for both men. Reaching into his pocket, he removed what he thought
was his handkerchief and began loudly blowing his nose. It was his
red tie.

‘Fuck, look at me. What a mess. If you ever
run out of hankies Cochran, let me know. I’ll lend you a silk tie.’
Stacey continued wiping his face regardless. He thought for a
moment of wiping the regurgitated specs from Cochran’s shoes, but
then changed his mind.

The large man stood motionless, lost
for words. He’d have much preferred if Stacey had continued to be
hostile, that he was used to and could handle in his usual gruff
manner. He searched his mind for a suitable response.
It’ll be all right. I’m really very sorry.
Stacey, pull yourself together man. There, there now. I know how
you must feel. None seemed quite right somehow, and
Stacey was right they didn’t fit his image, so he opted for an
uncomfortable prolonged silence.

Simon slowly forced himself into an upright
position and exchanged his tie for his handkerchief.

‘Sorry Inspector,’ he said wiping his face
roughly and spreading more soot across his nose. His own words
caught him by surprise. Now both men had used that word. He forgave
himself the indiscretion.

‘You have no need to apologise Stacey.’
Cochran rather pleased himself with his response, which was totally
automatic. ‘We do need to talk again, and you need to clean
yourself up. Be at the station in one hour.’ Not waiting for a
response he pushed his bulky frame through the open car door and
dropped heavily onto the seat. The suspension groaned as if to
complain at the insult of the one hundred and twenty kilograms. The
engine sparked into a throaty rhythm and jerked as the gear stick
found its notch.

‘Be there Stacey!’ he said firmly. ‘And
don’t tamper with anything around here.’ The white sedan looped
around the driveway and was quickly out of view. Simon was left
standing still facing the back garden. He looked to the side of his
private roadway, at the large rectangular plot of carefully turned
soil. Several rather bare looking sticks protruded from the earth.
Alison had a passion for roses. She had spent much of last weekend
tending her garden. Many other plots had been planned and she had
meticulously marked them all with sticks, string and coloured
ribbon. To the right of the garden was the oval shaped swimming
pool and spa, both covered in a fine, black speckled grey film.
Simon stared at the coated water imagining it to be a thick oily
quagmire - a place where you would slowly descend into the murky
depths and be captured and tortured for eternity. A soft cool
breeze reached his cheeks. A chill penetrated his spine and goose
pimples spread from his neck to his limbs. On the pool a slow wave
ran under the carpet of mire.

Simon pushed his thoughts away and attempted
to regain some composure by focusing his attention on the building
to the right of the pool and spa. The bar, bathroom, kitchen and
barbecue area, housed in a rustic red brick shelter, complimented
the area delightfully. He and Alison had agreed on using natural
earthy colours, and it looked great. The cool breeze was fading.
The garden beyond the swimming enclosure was a picture, with two
pergolas and five strategically placed garden furniture settings. A
cobblestone path wound its way through the thick grass carpet,
finishing at a large aluminium garden shed that was carefully
tucked away behind a cluster of native tress and shrubs. The goose
pimples were receding. Robbie had been so fascinated with the
garden - running, playing, and rolling on the cool grass. Hide and
seek had taken on a whole new dimension since moving from the city.
The goose bumps were gone.

With the stale smell of wet charcoal
lingering in his nostrils, Simon hung his head, turned and slowly
made his way along the driveway to the front steel gates where the
solitary policeman stood on guard.

* * * * *

After twenty minutes driving, Adrian
Devlin’s rather modest flat came into view. Simon pondered for a
moment on how he had arrived at his trusty friends dwelling in what
seemed to be only two or three minutes. He realised he had not even
noticed Mc Mahon’s dairy or the deserted sawmill, the two major
landmarks on the thirty kilometre journey. His shining red Mercedes
looked somewhat out of place as it came to rest in the gutter
outside the block of six brick veneer flats.

The key slid into the lock of flat four.
There was no mistaking it was Adrian’s flat. Various items of
clothing decorated the cracked vinyl floor, while newspapers,
unwashed kitchen utensils, empty Fosters cans and half a bottle of
Johnny Walker were scattered over the sink and benches. Three
portions of yesterday’s pizza lay in their cardboard coffin on the
coffee table. The mess brought a nod and a wry smile from Simon.
Devlin hadn’t changed in years, even when they went to boarding
school together he was always in strife for having his shirt tail
hanging out, or for dropping his lunch wrap on the ground. Simon
could still vividly recall numerous occasions when he and Adrian
had teamed up to do battle against some of the school’s hardheads
and overlords. They had certainly copped some hidings, especially
in the beginning, but their track record of memorable victories had
improved markedly when they realised their strength lay with their
guile and cunning rather than their modest physical attributes. It
was from these early beginnings that their lasting friendship had
evolved.

Simon glanced at his watch - 11.15 am. He
glanced again; realising it was the first time he had needed to
check his wrist to determine what day of the week it was - Thursday
the 5th.

‘Move your arse Stacey’ he muttered to
himself as he hurried to the shower. After noticing his charcoal
smeared appearance in the mirror he was pleased to feel the steady
stream of soothing warm water running over his face. The old
thinning towel was only sufficient to render him half-dry. On
entering the bedroom a further dilemma - no clothes. His legacy
from the fire was two suits - one at the dry cleaners and the other
needing to be. He threw the towel to the floor and marched to the
second bedroom. Simon was surprised it appeared his friend had
actually made it to work. Not a bad effort, considering the
previous night had been late, after an unsuccessful attempt to seek
emotional refuge in an alcoholic stupor. Simon rummaged through
Adrian’s drawers and removed a creased and faded pair of blue denim
jeans. Turning to the plastic laundry basket, precariously balanced
on a chair near the end of the bed, Simon delved amongst the
assortment of items. After rejecting two T-shirts he lifted up a
pink floral blouse.

‘Angela’s been here! Lucky Devlin! ‘He
smiled and placed it rather obviously across the pillow. The sleeve
of a white shirt caught his eye, he pulled it free. Well, it was
almost white and it did have most of its buttons, it would have to
do. Simon spent a few minutes searching for an iron - a cause that
proved fruitless and just served to cause irritation.

‘Jesus Stacey, get your shit together.’ His
legs had slipped into the denim before he realised he wasn’t
wearing underwear. He continued cursing himself and shook his head
in disbelief of his faltering style. ‘What the hell, I’ll go
commando.’ Adrian had several pairs of satin boxer shorts lying
about, but Simon had always stuck to convention and refused to
spend a day with thin, slippery material gliding over his genitals
- he would rather wear none. Taking a little extra care not to
catch himself in the zipper he was soon dressed, out of the flat,
and on his way to the Mercedes.

Briefly surveying the flats and the few
scattered houses he turned the ignition. Simon wasn’t impressed
with the edge of suburbia, to him it was a sign of a steady
deterioration in living conditions right through to the noisy
metropolis. His rural living desires developed as a child on an
avocado farm with his parents until the age of six. A succession of
extraordinary weather conditions had led to multiple crop failures
and the family moved to town. The city had its purposes though, and
over the years incentives such as wealth, success and beautiful
women had been strong enough to override his preference for country
living.

Giving no thought to the speed trap, which
was located with monotonous regularity to the side of the blue bus
shelter, Simon accelerated to one hundred and ten. The fleeting
image of a silhouette of a sitting man produced a sudden sinking
feeling. A feeling that he immediately recognised as familiar, but
one not experienced since his youthful and carefree days of
excesses. His first thought was to plant the foot and try for a
getaway, but the white-gloved hand pulled the car to a stop like a
magnet.

‘Sir, your vehicle has been registered as
doing one hundred and ten kilometres per hour in an eighty
kilometre per hour zone. Do you have any reason for doing that
speed?’

‘I have very good reason,’ said Simon
firmly, trying to keep his escalating rage under some control. ‘My
wife and child have burnt to death, incinerated in my own home.
How’s that for a reason?’ As soon as the words had left his lips
Simon felt the knot returning. He quickly changed the subject to
something more bearable. ‘And for what it’s worth my million dollar
house has been completely destroyed. I have no decent clothes to
wear and I’m ten minutes late for an appointment with Inspector
John Cochran!’

‘Really sir, that’s very impressive. What
about your dog and cat?’ said the half-smiling constable.

‘It’s all true. And I don’t own a dog or
cat. I did have a pig once - but it’s dead!’ retorted Simon
angrily.

‘Could I see your driving license please
sir?’ The policeman’s voice had changed, obviously not amused with
the rather blunt insinuation. Stacey felt his pockets knowing full
well his license was inside his wallet, in his suit coat pocket
back at the flat.

‘No you can’t. It’s not here. I left it at
home.’

‘I thought your home had burnt to the
ground. Is that not correct sir?’

‘Yes it has, I mean my temporary home - the
flat I’m staying in for shit’s sake.’

‘Would you please step out of the car and
show some form of identification sir?’ Simon left the marginal
security of his vehicle, slammed the door and stood with his hand
on the bonnet glaring at the constable. Mixed feelings of anger,
foolishness and guilt nested with his grief, leaving him totally
confused as to how to proceed. He wondered why his precise,
controlled po-faced manner, his major asset, had deserted him at
his hour of need.

‘I have no identification on me - maybe
you’d better arrest me. Take me to the nearest police station - at
least I’ll get to see Cochran.’

‘Simon Sankey isn’t it?’ Stacey turned; it
was the other policeman casually walking up to the rear of the car.
The voice made Simon’s eyes widen. It was as though someone had
come to rescue him, even if the name was not quite right.

‘Stacey - the name is Simon Stacey,’ he said
hastily.

‘Course it is, you’re the bloke whose house
burnt down.’

‘Yes, yes - will you please tell your
colleague. I’m sure he thinks I’m a criminal or something. I’ve got
to see Inspector Cochran. He’s expecting me,’ pleaded Simon. The
white-gloved constable looked at Stacey.

‘Go on, piss off and don’t drive so bloody
fast.’

Despite his urge to throw his arms around
his saviour’s neck, he resisted, and wasted no time in fleeing the
scene. The car was soon travelling at one hundred kilometres per
hour. Simon checked himself and took it down to a sedate
ninety.

Apart from the obvious sign near the front
gate, the old low set timber house gave little indication of being
the local police station. The building was located on a corner,
flanked on the right by a more modern structure, the fire station.
Stacey cursed the shining red fire truck that sat idle in the
covered driveway. It was one of three that had attended the Tuesday
midnight fire, only arriving in time to damp down the smouldering
remains.

He turned down the side street,
entered the rear parking area and took the only vacant spot in
the Reserved Police Only
space alongside Cochran’s vehicle. The rear door of the
building was locked. Simon kicked his foot on the single cement
step in annoyance, and then followed the pathway to the front
entrance.

The first thing noticeable on entering was
the offensive odour of stale sweaty feet. He looked around to
locate the source of the smell. The Desk Sergeant sat typing away
at the keyboard behind the counter, refusing in any way to
acknowledge Simon’s presence. The sergeant was wearing traditional
black leather lace-ups. Simon continued his surveillance. He
spotted the problem. In the far corner a pair of joggers sat
propped up on a low wooden stool in front of a bar heater. The
printer kicked into action then stopped. The sergeant walked slowly
to the other side of the room, grabbed a bunch of A4 sheets, then
returned and fed them into the printer. He pushed a few keys and
the machine came back to life. Simon had decided he would neither
say a word nor rap his knuckles on the bench. He removed his hanky,
held it over his nose and waited. The game continued for a full
five minutes until the sergeant blurted out -

‘Down the hall, second on the left.’

With some relief he proceeded down the
corridor. Behind him came the sound of spray from a pressure can.
He smiled, brushed at a couple of creases in his shirt with his
hand, then knocked three times on the plywood door.

‘It’s open. Come in.’

‘Good morning again Inspector. So what’s to
talk about?’ said Simon trying to sound relaxed.

‘Firstly it’s afternoon, and secondly your
thirty-three minutes late and ...’ Cochran paused as he looked up.
‘And where did you get those clothes? It’s just not you
Stacey.’

‘Firstly, they’re not mine they belong to a
friend who is helping me out, and secondly, I got delayed because
of colleagues of yours lurking at the blue bus shelter,’ replied
Simon promptly. ‘And I must say, this office is pretty tacky. A bit
of a step down from your city room with a view.’

It was in that Sydney City office where the
two men had met three years earlier. Stacey’s city apartment had
been ransacked. Nothing was missing, but the place was a mess.
Glassware and bottles smashed, books and documents ripped, and
blood smeared over windows and mirrors. A heated argument had
erupted after Simon repeatedly insisted he couldn’t help with any
enquires. Their second encounter was more recent, Stacey’s car,
another Mercedes, had been stolen. Investigations failed to
discover any trace of the vehicle. In both cases no one was
apprehended.

‘This office is just fine Stacey. Can I
offer you a cup of tea or coffee?’

‘You are really trying hard aren’t you? It’s
good to see a man who recognises his own shortcomings and makes an
effort to change them,’ said Stacey. Cochran forced a grin but said
nothing. ‘Do you have any freshly squeezed orange juice?’

‘No.’

‘That is a shame. I’ll have nothing
then.’

‘As you wish. Now we have some rather
disturbing results of our preliminary enquires. Please sit down.’
Simon carefully slid out the rickety wooden chair and sat down. The
Inspector shuffled a few sheets of paper as if collecting his
thoughts.

‘The fire was of course deliberately lit and
this is now a homicide investigation. Traces of several incendiary
devices have been found at the scene. The house would have
virtually exploded before being engulfed in flames. For what it’s
worth Stacey, suffering for anyone inside would have been
minimal.’

Simon was silent. His mouth hung open. How
do other people know that suffering was minimal; that they all died
instantly; that there was no pain? How can those that are alive
tell others what dying is like? Maybe seconds seem like hours and
suffering is unbearable. Maybe you have to feel the fire singeing
the cilia from the depths of your lungs. Maybe you have to watch
your own flesh burning and falling from your bones.

‘There’s more I’m afraid. A third body was
found later yesterday morning. A man aged probably thirty-five to
forty. One point eight metres tall, that’s about five foot eleven.
Weight estimated at eighty kilos. He was discovered in the back
yard behind the garden shed. He had a single gunshot wound to the
head and he was naked. Any ideas on this guy?’

Simon’s brow was now resting on the edge of
the desk. His hands grasped the laminated surface on either side of
his head, as if to prevent his falling to the floor.

‘Stacey, if you’re going to throw up again
can you use the basin in preference to my shoes.’

‘That sounds more like the John Cochran we
all know and love,’ mumbled Simon. ‘I’m not going to do an encore.
But I might just decide to die right here. There’s another body -
Jesus.’

‘What about this bloke behind the shed then?
Do you know who he might have been?’ said Cochran.

‘I think it must have been the milkman.’

‘Shit Stacey, it’s time for some straight
answers. Don’t fuck me around. This is not just another break and
enter like at your damn flat. It’s murder - a triple murder!’ The
Inspector was overheating. His flushed appearance became even more
noticeable as his unwilling interviewee raised his head. Stacey was
ready to pass out and Cochran ready to explode.

‘It was an apartment or a home unit not a
flat. And I honestly have no idea who that bloke is - or was. There
was no one else there when I left the house at seven o’clock on
Tuesday night. As far as I know none of my friends or relatives are
missing. I don’t know anyone who hates me enough to do such a
thing. Why didn’t they get out of the house Cochran? There must
have been noises. They should have heard something. They should
have got out. There were so many exits - windows, doors - they
should have got out!’ Simon found his speech was racing and the
volume escalating as he tried to keep pace with his thoughts.

‘I believe the arsonist planned it so that
no one would escape with their life. We are still waiting on final
results of the autopsies, but despite the shocking state of the
bodies we have confirmation that one was your wife and another was
most likely your son - according to weight, age, height etcetera.
As for the other body we have no leads at all.’

‘I really want to help. Don’t you think I
want to nail those bastards?’ Simon’s voice faltered as a solitary
tear ran down his cheek.

‘There are a couple of questions I must ask
that I know you’re not going to like.’

‘Okay Inspector, go on then, don’t be
shy.’

‘You told me yesterday, you were with that
Duncan fellow at the time of the fire.’

‘Yes, I was,’ replied Simon cautiously.

‘I’ll need his full name and address to
confirm that.’

‘You think I had something to do with this!
Are you crazy? This is totally absurd.’

‘At this stage I don’t know what to think. I
have to check out all the angles. Isn’t it true that you stand to
collect ten million dollars from your wife’s life insurance
policy?’

‘That policy is nearly three years old. It
covered both our lives. I don’t need the money anyway.’

‘Isn’t it true that you altered the policy
six months ago, increasing the cover twofold?’

‘You arsehole Cochran! That’s enough. Are
you charging me?’

‘No, I’m not. But if you hinder
investigations I’ll ...’

‘Well thank you very much and goodbye.’
Simon promptly stood up and made for the door.

‘That name and address Stacey!’

‘Twenty-one Kingsview Terrace - Teddy
Duncan,’ bellowed Stacey. He wrenched the door open, hesitated
briefly then looked back at the Inspector. ‘Those fat cells have
infiltrated your brain Cochran. Your synapses have been replaced by
cellulite.’ He slammed the door and left.

After a few deep breathing exercises
Cochran sifted through his paperwork, carefully examining the
reverse side of each page. He flipped over the second last sheet
and found what he was searching for. A name, an address, and one
word, Edward Duncan - 21 Kingsview Tce.,-
deceased.


CHAPTER 2

Apart from a handful of new recruits
trying to hide in the back row, the room was alive with
synchronised activity. The four large black boxes were visibly
vibrating with Peter Gabriel’s Big
Time. Despite the hard work of the ceiling fans, all
faces were beading sweat. Full wall mirrors at either end reflected
a multicoloured plethora of leotards, and enough footwear to bring
a smile to the face of any Nike shareholder. A solitary performer
shouted out commands from the slightly raised platform
area.

‘And one - and two - and three - and other -
arm - and two - and three - and four’. The counting and staggered
speech continued monotonously, never missing a beat. ‘And - don’t -
forget - to breathe - and one - and two -’

Charles Madden, the health centre manager,
had been standing ogling for the last two songs.

‘Why is it necessary to remind people to
breathe? A perfectly normal automatic bodily function. I really
wonder what happens to these people when they go to sleep at night.
Perhaps they have a cassette playing under the pillow - now breathe
- in two three four - and out two three four.’

‘Charlie, it’s important. It helps you keep
rhythm, allows your body to work more efficiently and stops you
getting exhausted too quickly,’ replied Raelene, the slender
brunette standing at his side.

‘You’ve been an instructor too long Rae. The
brain washing seems to be working.’

‘Maybe you should try it Charlie. What have
you got to lose except that lower back problem and a couple of
kilos?’

‘The last thing I want to do is bust my
backside learning how to count and breathe, and my weight is
exactly right for my height. Thanks all the same.’ Charlie was
amused with Raelene’s attempt. It was not the first. Several of the
regular staff had been trying for the past two months to convert
him to their fitness religion.

‘It would be good for you - a healthier life
style and all that.’

‘What are you suggesting? That I’m not
healthy? Not fit?’

‘I’d have to see you work out to know that
for sure.’

‘Well that event seems most unlikely.’

‘That’s a shame,’ she replied coyly.

‘Hmm… I best be on my way.’ He held his
farewell glance a little longer than he normally would have for a
polite goodbye. Raelene smiled.

As Charlie made his twice-daily stroll
through the complex, he felt justly proud of his innovations.
Looking around the social club, he decided it was his finest
achievement, second only to the appointment of a part time medical
practitioner and physiotherapist. He had good reason to feel
pleased; membership had increased seventy percent in the few short
months since these ideas came to fruition. The social club, more
affectionately known as Pluto’s
Den, boasted a games room, a quiet lounge, covered
outside barbecue area, restaurant and a small but well used night
club. The two bars within allowed members to replace those
kilojoules they had worked so hard at removing in the gym, pool,
sauna, squash courts, and aerobics classes. With the exception of
Plutos, Charlie was never enthused at the prospect of sweating it
out in any of these facilities. He much preferred to persist with
his early morning walks and perform the functions of a
manager.

At only thirty-one years of age, he had
considerable management experience. Prior to commencing work at
Bodytone twelve months ago he was an assistant centre manager for a
large shopping village, a job at which he excelled despite his
morbid dislike for the administrative system. Having to wear the
unplanned and sometimes incompetent decisions of others would
always cause Charlie intense irritation, be it in his business or
private associations. Charlie much preferred the present set up,
with no board of directors and no assistant managers. Having nearly
full control over all areas maximised his enthusiasm and sense of
personal achievement. After only four months on the job the purse
strings were loosened, allowing him liberal use of the
general-purpose cheque account. This was a personal milestone. He
finally had a domain he could control almost as if it were his own.
From now on there would be no sharing of the reigns with
anyone.

Upon completion of the afternoon rounds,
Charlie entered the foyer and reception area. His office was
located behind the service desk where Raelene stood chatting with
two other fitness enthusiasts. Charlie smiled. She was always a
sight for sore eyes, always had a smile and a great sense of
humour; he valued her opinion and friendship. If he hadn’t been so
preoccupied with work, a recent messy divorce and a complicated
property purchase he could have devoted his energies towards
securing a more meaningful or at least lustful relationship with
Raelene. She seemed such a cheerful outgoing person, always given
to playful antics, touching and polite reassuring hugs and kisses.
It was difficult to interpret her behaviour as being interested in
him or simply as being just normal Raelene.

He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and
leaned towards her ear.

‘A couple of words when you’re free,
Rae.’

‘Sure Charlie.’

No sooner in his office, Madden was armed
with pen and paper. This was part of his regular routine,
scribbling down his thoughts in words and diagrams. Raelene was
soon there to join him. She closed the door and quietly pushed the
lock button. Charlie was still sitting head down, preoccupied with
his drawings.

‘I’ve got a couple of great ideas Rae. I
have been thinking about the night club area, it’s too small, but
if we open the side wall onto the barbecue area we can double the
floor space as well as - as well as allow easier access to...’ The
words ceased to flow as Charlie raised his head. Raelene was
leaning across his desk staring at him. Her lips were pursed. She
kissed her fingers and placed them on his mouth.

‘I do like you Charlie Madden.’

Charlie’s eyes formed perfect circles as he
slowly rose to his feet. He edged around the desk and slowly placed
a hand lightly on her cheek.

‘Really?’ he breathed. ‘Am I dreaming?’

She just smiled. He ran his hands over her
shoulders and arms. Her muscle tone was exquisite, smooth and
rounded, firm but without the bulk that Charlie felt detracted from
some of the other girls. His groin stirred with approval.

‘You wanted to see me Charlie - I’m
free.’ Her voice was soft, sultry and inviting. This certainly
didn’t appear to be normal playful
Raelene, and if it was - hell, let’s play! His hands
slid gently over her thighs. She stood still no longer. Her arms
wrapped around his head and neck, and her moist open mouth
enveloped his. He pulled her hard up against him. In unison they
turned and leaned backwards over the desk knocking over the pencil
caddy and small CD rack. Charlie groped awkwardly with his right
hand to release his belt.

A sharp wrap on the door disturbed his
fumbling fingers.

‘Charlie, the man’s here to see you!’ It was
Wayne the gym instructor, announcing the arrival of Bodytone’s
owner. Had it been anyone else he would have gladly told them to
get lost.

‘Rae, it’s Stacey!’

Charlie hastily adjusted his clothing and
sat down behind the desk. Raelene took only a moment to turn the
door handle slightly to release the lock, and sit opposite
Madden.

‘The door’s open. Come in.’ Charlie took
some deep breaths, and began straightening up the items on his
desk.

As the door opened Rae took the
initiative.

‘That sounds like a good idea Charlie. How
do you think it will work out cost wise?’

‘Ah! Hello Simon. It’s good to see you,’
said Charlie remaining seated. Raelene stood and gave Simon a
consoling hug and a kiss on the cheek. Apart from his serious
expression, Stacey looked a million dollars. He felt compelled to
do some shopping that Thursday afternoon, and had notched up a bill
for five grand to restock some of his wardrobe. He was especially
pleased with the handsome brown leather sports jacket he was
wearing.

‘We’re all so sorry to hear about Alison and
Robbie. It’s horrible. How are you managing? Is there anything we
can do?’

Simon returned the kiss and dropped into
soft single recliner lounge to the side of the doorway.

‘Thanks Rae. I’m coping. This has been
the worst time of my life. I don’t know how people ever get over
something like this. I don’t think I ever will. It’s comforting to
know I have such good friends around.’

‘My sympathies are with you Simon. You have
no need to worry yourself about this end of things. Everything is
just fine. Business is on the up and up.’ Charlie was sincere, but
his comment drew a slight smile from Raelene.

‘I know I can rely on you Charlie, as I can
on everyone here. But I’m not here on business. I just thought I’d
better put you all in the picture before you read it in the papers
tomorrow morning.’ Simon paused and swallowed heavily before
continuing. Raelene sat down.

‘It’s been confirmed that the fire was
deliberately lit. So you see - it’s murder - my family were
murdered. And so was someone else, an unidentified body was found
behind the garden shed. The man had been shot through the head.
Now, I believe that whoever orchestrated this tragedy has some
master plan. I have no idea at this stage what that might be or who
is involved, but it does mean that you all need to be a little
careful.’ Stacey was concentrating on his words trying to keep his
emotions under control. Charlie pounded his open hands on the desk,
jumped to his feet and began pacing the room.

‘Simon, this is dreadful. What the hell are
the police doing about it?’

‘They don’t tell me much. They just ask lots
of questions. Apparently they have very few leads at the moment.
You need to tell everyone to keep their eyes open. If they see
anything unusual or anyone… Charlie will you please sit down!’
Simon was both surprised and irritated by Madden’s behaviour.
Charlie resumed his place behind his desk.

‘Now let’s get this clear, I don’t want
anyone else getting hurt. I don’t think anything is going to happen
here at the club, but I’m not prepared to take any chances. I’ve
hired a security guard, Oscar Schliemann. He’s a big boy who knows
his business and comes highly recommended. You can expect him
tomorrow morning.’

Raelene sat quietly. Her dark brown eyes
glistened as the first tear ran down the side of her nose. While
she found the whole scenario very upsetting, it was the soulless
act of Robbie’s fiery murder that tore most deeply at her
heartstrings.

‘And what if we see something then?’ asked
Charlie, fidgeting with his pen.

‘Tell Schliemann, he’ll know what to do,
that’s what he’s getting paid for. And one more thing, let’s not
start a panic here. Use those staff management skills of yours
Charlie. I’m counting on you. We don’t want to scare off our
members do we? It’s business as usual.’

‘Okay Simon, I get the message. I’ll chat
with the others this afternoon. Where will you be in case we need
to contact you?’

‘I’m staying at Adrian Devlin’s place. His
address and phone number are in the book.’ Simon stood, moved over
to Raelene and gently pulled her head against his hip. His hand
softly stroked her shoulder length hair.

‘Are you allright Rae? I’m sorry about all
this, but we’ll have it all sorted out within a couple of
weeks.’

‘I’ll be just fine thanks Simon. You take
care now, it’s nice having you around.’ Raelene blotted the last of
the tears from her cheeks.

‘Right then! I’ll be in touch. Sorry I have
to rush, but as you might appreciate there are a few matters I
still need to attend to. Are there any other questions
Charlie?’

‘Yes, there’s sure to be, but I’m lost for
words at the moment.’

‘Well, you know where to reach me.’

Stacey reached across the desk. Madden
stood, and the two men shook hands firmly.

‘Thanks my friend,’ added Simon. Charlie
nodded and escorted Simon to the main entrance. On returning to the
office he found Raelene still sitting quietly, but looking much
more composed. He squatted beside her chair placing his fingers on
her wrist.

‘You okay?’

‘Yeah,’ she sniffed. ‘I’ll be fine. What
sort of a world is it Charlie when a family can’t be safe in their
own home?’

‘You hear about this sort of thing, read it
in the papers, then, suddenly it’s all so real and so close to
home. Makes you realise how vulnerable we all are. I don’t mind
telling you Rae, it scares the crap out of me.’

They both pondered quietly for a moment.
Charlie felt a hint of guilt for not being able to devote his
thoughts completely to Simon’s cruel ordeal.

‘Rae, about before?’

‘Oh that. It’s nothing. I’m fine really.
Just got a little upset with all that talk. It’s so sad.’

‘No no, I don’t mean that. I mean before
that.’

‘Oh that! I guess I was a little forward
wasn’t I!’

‘Maybe just a touch, but I’m not one to
complain.’ She laughed lightly at his remark. It helped dry up her
tears. Charlie felt a little fire begin under his sternum. The
guilty thought had evaporated.

‘Charlie, I’ve been trying to get your
attention for weeks now. Ever since your divorce from that witch
you called a wife. I wasn’t just sitting on your lap at the night
club the other night for the benefit of the photographer.’

‘I guess I’ve been a bit preoccupied,’
Charlie felt a slight flush of embarrassment, and wondered at his
stupidity. What sort of man has to wait until a woman almost drops
her drawers in his office before he takes the hint?

‘I hadn’t planned this afternoon. It was
very impulsive.’ Raelene didn’t sound convincing.

‘Perhaps we could get together again soon
and just be two impulsive people. We won’t plan anything of
course,’ replied Charlie.

‘I’d like that very much.’

‘What about this evening - my place. I’ll
cook,’ Madden wasted no time with his response. He couldn’t believe
his good fortune. This was everything he’d ever dreamed of. The
fire within was raging.

‘I’d love to, but I’ve promised to baby sit
three kids for friends. Worse still, I’ll be going to spend the
weekend with my parents. They live out of town and I’m driving up
there tomorrow after work. I haven’t seen them for ages. I’m really
sorry Charlie, but I’m free on Monday evening.’

‘Monday eh! Seems an awful long time away.
I’ll just check my diary.’ Charlie grabbed the book off the desk,
opened it, closed it and threw it onto the blotter, knocking over
the pencil caddy once more.

‘Guess what? I’m free.’

‘I didn’t know you could read upside down
Charlie Madden.’

‘You’d be surprised what I can do upside
down Raelene Watson.’


CHAPTER 3

The idle chatter quickly subsided as Cochran
marched through the open door and took up his position in front of
the large whiteboard. He threw some notes and photographs on the
desk. The four men took up their pens and notebooks.

‘Close the door Stanton,’ barked Cochran.
The young woman was already standing in anticipation of the
predictable instruction that drew a brief glance and smile from her
four male colleagues.

‘I’m assuming that you’ve all read, and
committed to memory, the reports already on file in this case.’
Cochran took hold of a fistful of papers. He raised a few clipped
sheets in the air.

‘The autopsy reports on the fire victims.’
He dropped his arm, slapping the papers onto the desk, repeating
the procedure with each document.

‘Autopsy report on one Edward Duncan;
forensic investigation of housefire - incomplete; ballistics report
on bullet fired at unknown male, together with his autopsy; some
brief notes of mine on Simon Stacey, as yet - most incomplete! Any
of you not familiar with any aspect of these reports, will be,
before you leave this room tonight. Now, I’m looking for some
inspiration. Come on Stanton inspire me.’

‘Sir, it seems that Stacey had a lot to gain
financially from the fire. He has no alibi since Duncan is dead. I
wonder at the possibility of the unknown male being his wife’s
lover.’ Cathy Stanton tried to sound firm and confident while
pressing her pen heavily into her notebook. It was only her second
week with the Criminal Investigation Branch, although it seemed
much longer. Cochran hadn’t given her a moment’s peace.

‘Shit Stanton, I said I was looking for
inspiration, not desperation! His alibi may yet be sound. What
about neighbours? Telephone calls? What about passers by? What
about other visitors at Duncan’s place that night? Someone else may
well be able to place him at Duncan’s house at the time of the fire
and the shooting. So don’t tell me he’s got no alibi, at least not
yet. It seems you’re assuming that whoever lit the fire killed our
John Doe. Don’t assume anything Stanton. Don’t even assume you’ll
be a real cop one day!’

Cochran’s harsh approach to Cathy
Stanton was deliberate. He used the same manner with any new
detective. It was his make ‘em or break
‘em style and everybody knew it, even Stanton. Despite
her knowledge of the fearless fat leader, it did little to lessen
the impact of his blunt and often rude remarks. She hung her head
for a moment and muttered under her breath.

‘Lard arse, son of a bitch.’

‘Something else to say Stanton. Please share
it with us all,’ roared Cochran. He spread his arms wide to the
group, beckoning, almost daring the young constable to repeat
herself. Cathy stood. She could feel her heart pounding in her
mouth. It was obvious to everyone that she was deeply embarrassed.
She had come to the C.I.B. with a reputation of being confident,
determined and resourceful. When she started in the branch Cochran
had read those very words back to her from her file and then
laughed in her face. She was convinced that she had qualified for
special attention purely on the grounds of her gender. He had
beaten her back at every turn, making her look like a bumbling
fool. Now here she was again in a no win situation. Perhaps it
would be that her desired police career as a detective would be
nothing more than a pipe dream, but the least she could do was
salvage some of her dignity. She brought herself to attention and
looked straight at Cochran.

‘I called you a lard arse son of a bitch, sir!’ She placed her
pen and notebook in the breast pocket of her navy blue jacket,
turned and made for the exit.

‘You leave this room and you’ll be sitting
behind a desk for the rest of your working life. Now sit back down,
after all that’s the most thoughtful remark you’ve uttered in two
weeks.’ Cochran paused momentarily. Cathy Stanton removed her hand
from the doorknob and returned to her seat in disbelief.

‘Now Briggs - inspire me.’ The
Inspector continued as if nothing had happened. Detective Noel
Briggs was caught a little by surprise. He um’ed and ah’ed
momentarily before collecting his thoughts.

‘Sir we need to gather more information
about Stacey, and about Duncan. If Stacey wasn’t at the fire, and
if he wasn’t at Duncan’s at the time of Duncan’s death, then where
was he between the hours of midnight and four in the morning? What
about possible enemies of the Stacey family? It seems more than
coincidence that Duncan died on the same night and…’

‘Hang on Briggs, hang on. What’s this
coincidence crap? Duncan was murdered - don’t you read reports?
Sure he died of alcohol poisoning, but he also had bruising to his
lips and gums. And he had traces of scotch in his lungs. If he had
been drinking from that bottle all night there would have been more
than two sets of his prints on it now wouldn’t there?’

‘Yes sir, I hadn’t yet read the full report
sir,’ said Briggs

‘What have you been doing for the last two
hours Briggs, playing pocket billiards?’ It was obvious the
Inspector was becoming irritated. His characteristic colouring was
a sign that the raging bull, always lying just below the surface,
was about to charge forth.

‘Sorry sir, I had a dental appointment,’
replied Briggs with little concern for his own welfare.

‘Ah yes. A dental appointment. I see.’
Cochran spoke softly at first. He twisted his fist hard into the
palm of his other hand. ‘So we’re gathered here for our first
official debriefing into a multiple murder investigation while
you’re reclining in a pneumatic chair no doubt chatting up the
dental nurse. I hope he drilled out all the crap between your ears
and replaced it with something useful. With a head like yours,
anaesthetic wouldn’t have been necessary would it Briggs?’ The
raging bull had emerged.

‘It was not my regular dentist sir. His name
is Mister Morgan - Howard Mor… ‘

‘Shut up Briggs otherwise you’ll need to
make a return visit,’ bellowed Cochran, now thumping his fist into
his hand and imagining Briggs head turning to pulp.

‘Begging your pardon sir, but Howard Morgan
is a friend of Staceys. He was playing cards with Stacey and Duncan
last Tuesday night - the night of the fire.’ Briggs sat back in his
chair and brushed his nose with his hand. He felt both a sense of
satisfaction and a hint of apprehension. The room fell quiet.

‘Are you trying to make me look like an
arsehole Briggs?’ Cochran glared about the room. Only Cathy
Stanton, now well primed with confidence and delighted to be a
witness to a rare turn of events, made eye contact. ‘Well it seems
from the expressions around this room that you’ve succeeded. As
usual Briggs you’re treading a fine line. It would be beneficial to
your health to exercise a little more caution in your approach. And
if you or anyone else distracts us from our prime objective by
stupid horseplay they’ll be out on their ear with my boot so far up
their arse that they’ll need a shoehorn to clear their throat.’ The
Inspector stretched his fingers, interlocked them and cracked all
his knuckles. The bull had been caged, at least for the moment. ‘Go
on, tell us your dental history - and make it interesting.’

‘Morgan says that everyone but Stacey left
at eleven. They had been playing poker, and Stacey had cleaned
everyone out except Duncan. They had all been drinking a little
beer, Duncan more than the rest. He was well known for his drinking
habits, hence his nickname - Drunken Duncan.’ The Senior Constable
flicked over to the next page in his notebook and cheerfully
continued. ‘Morgan claims Duncan had verbally abused Stacey several
times because he kept winning, but this was nothing unusual. There
was a single phone call that night. It was for Stacey at ten
o’clock. Morgan has no idea who from or what it was about.’

‘How did he remember it was ten o’clock?’
asked Cochran.

‘His watch was set to pip on the hour. It
did so just before the phone rang.’

‘And what about Stacey’s state of mind
before and after the call?’

‘Calm and relaxed the whole time, as
always.’

‘Briggs, maybe you can tell me why they were
playing cards on a Tuesday night? It seems a little unusual.’

‘Yes I can sir,’ said the detective, with a
smile. ‘It was Howard Morgan’s fortieth birthday. There was to be a
small celebration, but as was often the case when these guys got
together someone brought out the cards.’

‘Hmm. Anything else?’

‘Just one thing sir. Will the department
cover my dental bill?’

‘You’re unbelievable Briggs. You never give
it a rest do you? Well, the department is going to foot the bill
for you. But not the one you’re expecting.’ Cochran grinned. His
cheeks looked like two toffee apples. ‘You’re going to work out at
Bodytone, starting tomorrow morning. And I expect to see more than
smelly socks and T-shirts. You need to check out the club’s
financial status as well as the employees, and find out what you
can about Stacey. And by the way Briggs, use your head to think and
not any other part of your anatomy. And please, a low profile.
Dempsy and Hogan you’ll both be...’

There was a sharp rap on the door. The desk
sergeant immediately entered, delivered a piece of typed paper to
Cochran, and left without saying a word.

‘Thank you sergeant,’ said Cochran slowly,
after the door had already shut. He paced slowly back and forth
across the wooden floor, head down reading the double spaced
type.

‘An update from forensic on the incendiary
devices used,’ said Cochran, ‘it seems that at least six light bulb
incendiaries were used. Tell us all about them Marshall.’

‘Yes sir,’ replied the lanky policeman
sitting in the back row. ‘Usually a high wattage light bulb is
used. A small hole is drilled in the metal base and a volatile
flammable liquid is introduced via a syringe or eyedropper. The
light bulb is then placed in a suitable socket. The liquid sits in
the bulb until the light is turned on, and a fiery explosion
usually follows. The main problems with this type of device are,
firstly it is quite time consuming to prepare, and secondly the
perpetrator needs access to the targeted premises to install the
light bulb. Occasionally some of these devices...’

‘Thank you Marshall. That is quite
sufficient, we don’t need the entire lecture,’ interrupted
Cochran.

‘Just one thing sir. Why install so many?
Why not target one or two key switches?’ asked Stanton.

‘Good point constable. A timer switch was
set in the main fuse box.’ Cochran tapped the piece of paper with
his index finger. ‘Switch the power off. Install the bulbs. Turn
all appropriate light switches to the on position. Pour flammable
fluid over the floor and furnishings. Place the timing device in
the fuse box. Power comes on and bingo, house burns down in
minutes. No one gets out. And I’m sure that’s why there were so
many explosive bulbs used. There was to be absolutely no way anyone
would escape, and the house, with any evidence it may contain,
would be totally destroyed.’

‘Ingeniously deadly. Sounds like a
professional or a psychopath, or both.’ Marshall, all too familiar
with explosives, rested his head on his thumb and first finger, the
only two digits on his left hand. His experience with the bomb
squad enabled him to quickly conjure up the picture of destruction.
Six simultaneous explosions - six balls of instant fire - burning
glass razors flying in all directions - spot fires throughout the
house - but only for a second - then the soaked floor and furniture
erupts - the air explodes - and the interior of the house becomes a
furnace. ‘You would think that Stacey’s wife would be disturbed if
someone was changing six light bulbs and lacing the place with
petrol, unless...’ Marshall hesitated as he collected his
thoughts.

‘Unless what? Spit it out man!’ said Cochran
eagerly.

‘Unless it was someone who she knew -
someone who was already in the house. Someone like… her husband.
Why would she get out of bed at midnight to check up on her own
husband?’

‘Or her lover?’ said Cathy Stanton
excitedly, thinking back to her earlier remarks, and deciding they
were worth some consideration after all.

‘It is also possible that she couldn’t wake
up,’ added Cochran. ‘While forensic have excluded all common type
drugs, they may yet come up with something unusual. At this stage
however, Simon Stacey knows more than he is revealing. He needs to
come forth with some answers pretty smartly. Now, as I was about to
say before, Dempsy and Hogan, you two are going to tail Stacey,
starting tonight. He will not fart without one of you knowing about
it. Briggs, in between your workouts, you talk to friends, family,
neighbours, and contacts of Edward Duncan. Marshall, you’re going
to do some research on Stacey - parents, schooling, employment, the
lot. I want his life history, and I especially want to know about
his wife, and how he made his fortune. I’ll be seeing Stacey
myself. Stanton, you’ll be coming with me for the time being. All
tasks are effective immediately.’

Cochran turned, removed some transparent
tape from his pocket, and began securing several gruesome
photographs to the whiteboard. The first two showed two bodies
burned beyond recognition. One of a child with arms outstretched as
if beckoning for help at that last desperate moment. The other of a
woman was barely recognisable. All that could be made out was the
rough shape of a head and a torso. A large cracked charcoal beam
lay across where her legs once were. The next two pictures were of
the unknown naked man, whose body was pale with mottled blue
patches over all areas. The entry site of the bullet in his
forehead was quite neat - a small perfectly round hole. The exit
point, shown in the next photo, showed the true extent of the
damage - a large pulpy red cavity, the size of a golf ball. Cochran
tore of another piece of tape and placed the fourth victim beneath
the rest. Edward Duncan’s body was also pale, with obvious swelling
and bruising to the lips. His cheeks, chin and chest were decorated
with a greeny yellow sludge - the half-digested remains of the
night’s feastings.

Cochran gestured to the whiteboard with his
meaty fist.

‘This gives you some idea of the animal or
animals we’re dealing with. We’ve already got four murders, so take
care. Whoever did this will kill again without doubt. So no heroics
call for back up. Everyone will keep desk Sergeant Carter informed
of their whereabouts at all times. If there are no questions, let’s
get amongst it.’ The stern faced Inspector waited a few moments.
The room was in silence.


CHAPTER 4

‘What makes you think Stacey will be at
Devlin’s flat, sir?’ asked Cathy. Her words broke the prolonged
silence. Both had been deep in thought since driving away from the
police station. Cathy was spending equal time thinking about both
Cochran’s attitude problem and the investigation, while the
Inspector had thoughts of a more immediate nature.

‘You know Stanton, I was really looking
forward to my wife’s roast and Yorkshire pudding tonight. I haven’t
eaten since lunch. Lashings of rich brown gravy. More than enough
for the main meal so you can mop up the remainder with a few slices
of bread and butter. Beautiful. Then the lemon delicious, with
ice-cream and caramel sauce,’ said Cochran, licking his lips.

‘Caramel sauce with lemon delicious? Sounds
sickly sir.’ Cathy looked the Inspector up and down. No wonder
you’re such a fat turd, she thought.

‘It’s the gravy, and the sauce that make the
meal Stanton, and I don’t know if Stacey will be home or not. I’m
presuming that someone will be there. If not Stacey then Devlin, if
neither, we wait. There’s no need to look at me like that either.
You should watch the road when I’m driving. Good food not only
feeds the body Stanton, it feeds the brain. And I think you’re
undernourished.’

Cathy Stanton’s gaze was still fixed on
Cochran. It was the second time today he’d left her feeling
dumbfounded. The rude remark, while irritating, was par for the
course, but the baffling thing was that not only did he have an
acute sense of hearing, but he seemed to have ESP as well.

Big John continued to drive at his usual
leisurely speed. After two more quiet kilometres, the wheel locked
to the left and they pulled up behind Stacey’s vehicle.

‘Guess the man’s home Stanton. Let’s go and
have a chat, eh?’

Cathy felt unsure of herself. While she had
some partial involvement in a couple of other homicide
investigations, there had been nothing of this magnitude. This
would be the first case that she hoped to see through to the
finale. Maybe being stuck behind a desk wasn’t such a bad option
after all?

As Cochran alighted, the soft vinyl seat
sucked in air, as if breathing a sigh of relief.

‘Move it Stanton. You didn’t just come for
the drive, or the pleasure of my company, as enjoyable as I know
that must be.’

‘Yes sir,’ replied Cathy promptly. The
Inspector’s words jolted her into action. Quickly out of the car,
she glanced to her coat pocket and nervously reached for her
notebook. In her haste to appear enthusiastic, she overlooked the
cement curbing. Her feet failed to maintain inertia with her body,
and she fell face first on the damp grassy footpath. Her first
reaction was to look up to see if Cochran had noticed. He was
walking towards the flats. From her position on the ground he
resembled the back end of ‘big foot’. Finding her footing, she
scrambled to her feet, brushed the leafy debris from her suit and
set off in pursuit of her leader. She felt like an embarrassed
young schoolgirl tagging along behind the headmaster.

Cochran slapped on the door with an open
hand. After a few seconds the fluorescent tube above the door
flickered into life. The thin white curtains shifted slightly to
one side, sufficiently enough for the Inspector to discern Stacey’s
profile through the security grill.

Stacey slid the newly installed bolt to
open, then uncoupled the chain lock, and finally unlatched and
opened the door.

‘Good evening Inspector. I wondered when
you’d be paying me a visit. Care for a game of cards?’ Stacey
couldn’t help himself, Cochran’s presence just seemed to bring out
the worst of his sarcastic predisposition. ‘Please, come on in.’
Simon caught sight of Cathy Stanton. She was standing on the steps,
a few paces behind Cochran.

‘Oh, I see you’ve brought your girlfriend.
It promises to be a good night for everyone then doesn’t it?’

‘Heaven forbid!’ said Stanton automatically.
The bright pink colouring warmed her face. She could feel her ears
almost glowing. The Inspector’s head turned slowly to look at her.
He pursed his lips and breathed heavily through his nostrils, but
said nothing.

‘Sorry sir,’ said Cathy. She felt she should
say more, but decided one foot at a time was probably enough. The
two entered the lounge and sat on the red vinyl divan.

‘Make yourself at home, have a seat. Anyone
for coffee? Perhaps you’d like something stronger?’ said Simon.

‘Nice of you to offer Stacey. No thanks,’
Cochran replied politely, fully aware that Stacey was in fine form.
‘I’d like to get to the point straight away. To be quite frank
you’re in serious shit Stacey.’

‘Really - tell me something I don’t
know?’

‘Where were you between twelve and four
yesterday morning?’

‘I was at Duncan’s place. We had a card
night on. Tell me Inspector, was Teddy murdered?’

‘Why would you think that?’

‘It was reported in the paper that he died
from alcohol poisoning. It stated there was an empty bottle of
scotch next to his body. Teddy was never a big scotch drinker.
Maybe once or twice a year. Was he murdered?’ Simon was almost
begging for a straight answer.

‘Yes he was, and not a pretty sight either.
And whoever did it was either very clever or very stupid. Anyone
with half a brain could have worked out he was murdered. It’s all
very mysterious Stacey and we know that everyone except you left at
eleven. When did you leave?’

‘About two I think. I’m not really
sure.’

‘What if I told you that your friend Teddy
died at one thirty?’

‘Then I left at one,’ replied Simon
promptly.

‘Jesus, Stacey! I’ll have you on a charge if
you don’t give some straight answers’ shouted Cochran, as he jumped
to his feet. Cathy Stanton sat in quiet amazement at Stacey’s
defiant arrogance.

‘Look, I don’t know what time I left. I’d
had a few drinks. But I do know that Teddy Duncan was very much
alive when I did. Dead people don’t throw rocks at your car when
you drive away.’

‘And why was…’

‘Yeah, okay, we had an argument. The other
boys had just left. We sat and had a couple of beers, then Teddy
spent some time showing his photographs - it was his hobby, and
mine, so I was quite interested. He had some rather nice shots too.
When I suggested I should go home Ted said he’d like a few more
hands of poker. I wasn’t keen, but Teddy was prone to getting a
little irritable, especially when he was losing, so I decided to go
along with him. It was silly of me I suppose because he was in no
frame of mind to win and losing would only make him worse. I
decided it would be easiest for both of us if I beat him
convincingly and quickly.’

‘Pretty damn sure of yourself aren’t
you?’

‘Always be sure of your opposition. Know
them better than they know themselves.’

‘Thanks for the tip. Now keep talking.’

Simon continued with his story....

‘Well it’s just down to the two best card
players Teddy.’

‘It surely is my friend, and I’m going to
kick your arse. Even if it takes me all night,’ replied Duncan.

‘I guess there’s a first time for
everything, but don’t count on it being tonight. I believe it’s my
deal.’ The two men placed fifty dollars in the kitty. Simon took up
the deck. A short overhand mix was followed by three rifle
shuffles. The cards concertinaed together rapidly enough for some
of the air turbulence to reach the ashtray. A few flakes floated
slowly onto the tablecloth. The cards were dealt.

‘I’ll draw just the one,’ said Duncan
confidently.

‘One for me,’ announced Stacey. His speech
and expression never altered once the deal had started.

‘I think it’s worth fifty.’ Teddy pushed the
single note to the centre of the table. The opening stakes had
gradually risen as the evening had progressed.

‘I’ll see your bet and raise one hundred
more.’

‘You bastard, Stacey. Why don’t you just
raise fifty? Give me a little time to get my form back.’ Duncan
fidgeted with his cards and counted his money - five hundred
dollars even. It had been an up and down evening, but at least he
still had enough to commence his comeback. ‘Okay, I’ll see your
hundred and raise another fifty.’

‘And I’ll see your bet and raise one hundred
more.’

‘Damn you!’ cursed Teddy angrily. He counted
his money once more. Holding up his cards he looked again at his
straight - seven through to jack. It was the lowest straight in the
short deck they were using. He thought it over; Stacey had only
drawn one card. If he had a straight there was every chance it
would be higher than his own.

‘I’m out,’ said Ted in disappointment,
throwing his cards on the table. Simon placed his hand face down
and slid the cards toward the deck choosing not to reveal his
hand.

‘Your deal Teddy,’ said Simon quietly, as he
gathered in the cash from centre table. Duncan grabbed Simon’s
cards and flipped them over.

‘Two pair! I had a straight, a bloody
winning straight.’ Duncan was infuriated, more so than usual. His
poker playing always deteriorated after a few beers, but his
present temperament was making his judgement all the worse. It only
took Stacey two more hands to take Duncan’s last three hundred and
fifty dollars. On the first, Ted attempted to bluff with a pair of
tens against three aces, and on the last he was out of luck with
three jacks against a full house. Teddy Duncan left the room for a
few moments and returned with a wad of fifty-dollar bills.

‘Well, let’s carry on Simon. I’m just
getting warmed up.’

‘Teddy, house rules - we all start with the
same and when it’s gone - that’s it, no more, game’s over,’ said
Simon, remaining quite calm and relaxed.

‘Come on, you’ve got to give us a chance to
get my money back,’ pleaded Duncan.

‘Sorry old friend. I’m leaving now.’

‘Listen here, you’re not going anywhere. Not
just yet. Now sit back down,’ shouted Duncan. Stacey slipped on his
jacket, picked up his full wallet and headed for the door.

‘No you don’t.’ Duncan had his teeth
clenched and charged at Stacey who had hurried to the door and now
had it open. He dived full length at Simon’s legs. It was a perfect
rugby tackle, and both men flew through the doorway and sprawled
across the gravel garden path. Stacey was on his back. He lifted
his head and looked down at Duncan who was wedged between his
legs.

‘Really, Ted I didn’t know you cared. Gee,
you can be incredibly forceful when you get serious with a bloke.
Got any condoms?’

‘I’m not fooling around Simon. Now let’s go back
inside and play cards.’ Duncan was obviously not amused with
Stacey’s attempt at humour, and certainly in no mood to be reasoned
with.

‘Ted, you bloody fool. What’s gotten into
you? If you’re that short of cash you can have your money
back.’

‘No thanks, I’ll win it back inside. Now
let’s move.’

‘Okay then, how can I resist such a polite
invitation. Get your arse inside and get me a drink then.’ The two
men helped each other to their feet, straightened up their clothing
and went back inside. Ted went to the kitchen as Stacey entered the
lounge. Simon glanced over his shoulder, his friend was momentarily
out of sight. He turned and ran back to the front door and out to
the car. Edward Duncan stormed out of the house on hearing the
front door opening again, but only arrived at the road in time to
breath in the dust left by the wheels of the Mercedes...

‘So I drove away with him pelting rocks at
my car. It was a very strange way for him to behave.’

‘Hmmm - was there a phone call during the
evening?’ asked Cochran

‘Yes, there was one.’

‘Well, what was it about? Who was it?’

‘It was Madden, my club manager. He said he
had a brain wave for enlarging the night club area at Bodytone.
He’s like that when he gets an idea in his head. Anytime of the day
or night.’

‘How did he know where you were?’

‘Didn’t ask him. He probably rang home
first. He’s a resourceful character. Very thoughtful and
persistent, that’s why I like him. That’s why I hired him.’

‘A cunning bastard like you no doubt,’ said
Cochran without sounding too objectionable. ‘Tell me, did you go
back to Duncan’s house later that morning?’

‘No, I did not. I did not kill my friend for
Christ’s sake!’

‘Stacey do you own a firearm?’

‘I did own a single barrel shotgun. You
probably found it in the ashes of my house. You’re barking up the
wrong tree Cochran.’ Simon couldn’t sit still. He found himself
standing up and pacing nervously for the third time since the
police arrival. The bent metal framed dining chair rocked back and
forth every time he stood. He remembered Charlie Madden once again
and how his behaviour had caused him irritation back at the club.
Now he was doing the same. It felt strange. Disguising anxiety,
even fear, had never been difficult before. Perhaps events were
taking their toll. Pictures of the sinister swimming pool filled
his mind. Being drawn in. No strength to fight or resist. A filthy
pit of despair that would control him forever.

‘Where is Mister Devlin, Mister Stacey?’
asked Cathy Stanton. Her soft voice was a pleasant change to the
harshness of her colleague. Simon fixed his attention on her voice
as he dragged himself back to the present. He locked his eyes onto
the delightful policewoman.

‘Inspector, it was rather remiss of you not
to introduce me to your charming companion.’

‘Simon Stacey, meet Constable Cathy Stanton.
Now answer the bloody question Stacey, formalities are over.’

‘Cathy I don’t know where Adrian is. He was
here with me last night. I haven’t seen him since. I suspect he’s
out with a girl called Angela, getting his bones jumped.’ Stacey
maintained eye contact with Stanton and settled himself back into
his rickety chair.

‘Angela?’

‘She’s a part-time receptionist at Bodytone.
Angela Philpot.’

‘Thank you Mister Stacey,’ continued Cathy
most politely. ‘I realise it may be difficult for you, but I do
need to ask you some rather sensitive but very important questions
about your wife.’

‘Please go ahead Cathy,’ said Simon trying
to sound equally polite. John Cochran raised his eyebrows and
rolled his eyes.

‘Did you have any reason to suspect that she
may have been having an affair?’

‘Alison and I were very happy. I’m sure she
wasn’t seeing anyone else. I’m sure I would have known. I guess
that’s a typical response of most men about their wives isn’t it?
But I’m positive it’s a correct one. Do you have a husband Cathy?’
At the mention of Alison’s name that sickening knot in his chest
returned. He needed to focus on something else to maintain control.
The young policewoman seemed fair game.

‘Was Alison expecting any visitors on the
night she died?’ The inquiry went unanswered. Simon thought for a
moment that he could detect a slight quiver in her voice. He
decided there would be two possible reasons for this. Either she
was inexperienced in her work and a little tentative and
apprehensive, or there was a positive connection evolving between
the two of them. He opted for the later. It certainly was the most
preferable distraction and the easiest to work with. Somehow though
it also seemed wrong, but he pursued it regardless.

‘No. No visitors Cathy. At least not when I
left for Teddy’s place. How is it for women in the force these
days?’

‘What about enemies, Mister Stacey? Cathy
ignored his remark.

‘Enemies? Sure I’ve stepped on a few toes
over the years, but nothing to deserve such retribution.’ Simon
briefly reflected on some rough and tumble card games, fortunately
they were long since past. He focused back on the constable. ‘I’m
sure with your charm you could handle most of the lads back there
at the station.’

‘One more thing Mister Stacey. Can you tell
me where you went to when you left Edward Duncan’s house? I believe
it was nearly five in the morning before you were sighted at the
scene of the fire?’

‘Feel free to call me Simon, Miss Stanton.
It is Miss, isn’t it?’

‘Yes it is Miss, Mister Stacey. And let’s be clear about
two things. You have no chance of manipulating your way into either
my head or my vagina. Now, do I need to repeat the question?’ Cathy
remained softly spoken with an obvious forced smile.

‘You have no need to repeat anything. I
didn’t miss a word Miss Stanton.’ It had been a long time since
Stacey had been on the receiving end of such a remark - especially
from a woman. He felt momentarily subdued. Yet another blunder.
Another symptom of his inevitable slide towards personal
incompetence. ‘I didn’t go anywhere in particular, just drove
around. I had a few things to think over.’ Stacey realised he had
said the wrong thing. Stanton had thrown him off guard.

‘What things?’ asked Cochran. Simon stalled
- he had no immediate reply. He sat and shrugged his shoulders. He
was annoyed at his floundering behaviour. Screaming and shouting
somehow seemed the appropriate thing to be doing. Totally out of
character, but then so was everything else he seemed to be doing at
present. Restraint was fortunately exercised and the outburst was
internalised to a mental barrage of self-abuse.

‘What things did you have to think over? I
want an answer damn it!’

‘Nothing important. Nothing that concerns
your investigations.’ Simon was disappointed at his answer. There
was no way Cochran was going to let it rest at that.

‘I’ll be the judge of that. Now what
unimportant things kept you out driving half the night, instead of
going home to your loving wife?’ demanded Cochran.

‘I have nothing further to say. I wish to
speak to my lawyer, and I want you to leave now.’

‘Stacey let’s sort this out right now!’
shouted the Inspector. ‘You got something to hide?’

‘I have nothing further to say. I wish to
speak to my lawyer, and I want you to leave now.’

‘Did anyone see you out driving? Did you
stop anywhere?’ asked Cathy.

‘I have nothing further to say. I wish…’

‘C’mon Stanton, it’s the broken record
routine. The shop’s closed. Let’s go.’ Cochran walked to the front
entrance. Cathy quickly followed suit. ‘We’ll be back Stacey,
tonight, with a warrant to turn this place inside out.’ Cochran
slammed the door closed. The vibration was too much for the outside
light, which promptly extinguished itself.

Walking towards his car, Cochran glanced
around the street. The vehicle he was looking for was parked in the
shadows, on the opposite side of the road to his own.

‘It’s Dempsy and Hogan. About bloody time
too!’ grunted Cochran. He crossed the quiet street, with Cathy
Stanton hot on his heels. ‘Where the hell have you two been? You
should have been here before me!’

‘We stopped off on the way to buy something
to eat sir,’ explained Dempsy, while trying to swallow a mouthful
of hot chips and sauce.

‘Did you, Dempsy. Well I’m not impressed,
not impressed at all. In fact I’m bloody angry. Would you care to
appease my anger Dempsy?’ asked Cochran, leaning through the open
car window.

‘Certainly sir. If I can,’ said Dempsy
tentatively, rather unsure of what was to follow.

‘Thank you very much detective,’ said
Cochran, taking hold of the packet of chips - still three quarters
full. ‘Now, you two, I’ve told Stacey I’m coming back tonight with
a search warrant. It just might be enough to provoke him into doing
something stupid, so be alert.’

‘Are you getting a warrant sir?’ asked
Dempsy.

‘What do you think? Of course I am, you
goose! That is, after I get something substantial to eat. Thanks
again for the chips.’ Cochran left the two men to their task and
proceeded to his own vehicle. ‘Back to the car, Stanton. Mind out
for the curbing this time won’t you.’

Simon Stacey was watching through the
bedroom window. He was not in the least bit surprised to see one
car remain. Overall, he considered the police had been rather slow
in getting their act together. He wandered back to the front
room.

‘Adrian, where the hell are you? If you’re
out porking Angela I hope the wait was worth it. Don’t forget you
owe me one hundred bucks. The deadline for getting her in the cot
was last Saturday. Now listen up my friend, I’m in trouble, really
big trouble.’ Simon pressed the stop button on the hand held
recorder. There was much to say, but words needed to be selected
carefully. Stacey, deep in thought, continued the slow march back
and forth across the floor. The flat was looking almost
presentable. This in itself was an indication of Adrian Devlin’s
absence. The small black machine once again clicked onto
record.

‘It’s Thursday night, a few minutes to
seven. Good old Inspector Cochran seems to be gathering a case
against me. If you read tomorrow’s paper you’ll see why. Yes, he
suspects me. Teddy Duncan is dead - murdered. Once again, I seem to
be prime suspect. In fact, I think I’m the only suspect. It might
seem hard to believe, but I’m sure that either Alison was back at
it again or she was under pressure to be. That is the cause of all
this bloody horrible mess. It’s amazing just how your life can
change so quickly. I know what I must do.’ Simon paused the
recorder. The headlights of a car turning into the street had
caught his attention. The light beamed through the thin curtains,
and moved across the wall of the darkened room. Stacey hurried over
to the window. As the unknown vehicle motored slowly up the narrow
bitumen road and disappeared, he was able to discern the outlines
of two persons sitting in the parked car underneath the broken
street light. He wasn’t sure how long Cochran might be, or who else
may decide to pay him a visit. He knew he had to hurry.

Dempsy looked over at his partner. Hogan had
just demolished another slice of pizza - there were two left.

‘Gerry, how about sharing that pizza with
your mate?’

‘Get out! This is my dinner. It’s not my
fault you gave yours away to guts-ache,’ snapped Hogan.

‘I didn’t give it away. It was stolen!’

‘Stolen eh! Better report it to the cops
then.’ The penultimate piece of supreme was beginning to
disappear.

‘Listen, I did you a big favour. If I hadn’t
insisted on driving, it would have been a case of stolen pizza, not
chips,’ Dempsy retorted.

‘You know, that’s the saddest thing I’ve
heard all day Richard. But, I’m a reasonable man. How about you go
for first walk, and take this last slice with you to keep you
warm?’

‘Why the hell not.’ Richard Dempsy wasted no
time in getting his hands on the luke warm food. ‘I’m off then.
I’ll be round the back of the flats. See you in half an hour.’
Hogan’s mouth was too full to respond verbally, so he raised his
hand in an affirmative salute to his partner.

The two men had time to exchange positions
twice, before Cochran and Stanton returned. The Inspector wasted
little time in leaving his vehicle and checking with Hogan on
developments during his absence. John Cochran was rarely in a
hurry. He preferred to proceed at a cautious pace, this gave him
time to do what he did best - think, analyse and plan. It
frustrated and annoyed him when others didn’t do the same. When the
situation required more immediate action, he was equal to the task,
but would feel uncomfortable with the hastily forced decisions.
During his police career he had seen numerous examples of faulty
judgements, made under pressure. The teenage girl perched
precariously on the bridge railing was a tragic case in point. He
had been talking to her for twenty minutes, she was just beginning
to reconsider her options, when an overzealous patrol car came
hurtling across the bridge, siren blaring. As it screeched to a
halt with doors opening, the young lady lunged forward and ended
her life on the rocky escarpment below. With Simon Stacey, while it
didn’t appear to be an urgent situation, it was one requiring
prompt action. John Cochran was well aware of Stacey’s cunning and
unpredictability. He knew that, guilty or not, Stacey was not one
to sit idly around when the odds were stacked against him.

‘Hogan, how long have his lights been off?’
asked Cochran.

‘Five minutes after you left sir.’

‘And you haven’t heard a sound since?’

‘No sir, but he’s definitely in there,’
replied Hogan, nodding his head, trying to reassure the
Inspector.

‘I’m sure he is, but what the hell is he up
to? C’mon there’s no time to waste.’ A hint of urgency had crept
into Cochran’s voice.

Simon Stacey’s eyes opened. He had trouble
focusing. The spinning room prompted memories of the octopus at the
annual Royal Show, which, despite Alison’s reassurance, made him
sick time and time again. But this was worse - like there was a
drive belt attached to his brain, spinning it around inside his
skull. He was lying on the divan near the door. He could hear
voices and felt a sense of impending doom. Got to get out, got to
get out, danger, he thought. The door seemed light years away
rather than two metres. An attempt at standing found Simon lying on
the floor. He closed his eyes, but the merry-go-round continued.
His limbs felt like jelly. Edging forward, he felt for the door
then stretched up to the latch. Images of the door being ten metres
high and he being a midget flicked through his mind. With the
support of the windowsill and the doorknob, he managed to achieve a
near standing position. The latch turned with the weight of his
hand. Suddenly the door swung open, depriving Simon of one of his
major means of support. With one hand still on the windowsill, he
took one step forward - his knees began to buckle. He swung around
the doorframe. Everything went black as he plunged headlong down
the stairs.

‘Oh hell!’ shouted Cochran, but there was no
way for his bulky frame to escape the human projectile. Simon’s
head hit Cochran squarely in the chest, sending him backward down
fourteen steps. Hogan clung tenaciously to the railing, and avoided
joining the twosome in a heap at the foot of the wooden stairs.

Cochran groaned in agony, ‘Get this bastard
off me for Christ’s sake. Ooh my God, I think my back’s
broken.’

Stanton and Dempsy dragged Stacey off his
unwilling safety net, and lay him on his side.

‘Hogan, call an ambulance!’ shouted Cathy
Stanton, quickly responding to the situation. ‘Sir, I think it’s
best you stay where you are until the ambulance arrives.’

‘You’re a great comfort, Stanton. Ooh, this
is agony,’ groaned Cochran. ‘Any other words of wisdom?’

‘I would suggest that in your present
position you should remember the saying - Don’t bite off the hand
that feeds you.’ Cathy placed her handbag under Cochran’s head.

‘Is that a threat Stanton?’

‘Damn right! Now can you move your
toes?’


CHAPTER 5

Bed number six was surrounded by white
uniforms. Each member of the emergency team was busily performing
their allotted task. The nurse at the head of the bed squeezed the
black bag methodically after every fifth chest compression, while
another had syringe in hand, preparing a multitude of drugs, and
passing them to the team co-ordinator. Instructions were coming in
rapid succession. The intravenous drip was running at full
speed.

‘Nurse, feel for a femoral pulse. Cease
compressions!’ All eyes looked up at the cardiac monitor. The sound
was continuous and high pitched - the line was straight.

‘No pulse!’ came the prompt reply.

‘Asystole! Everyone clear. Paddles please.’
The two grey handled discs were placed firmly on the patient’s
chest. The transparent electrode gel oozed out the sides. With the
pressing of the small black button, the body arched and rose off
the bed. Another look at the monitor revealed no change.

‘Adrenaline!’ The syringe was quickly in the
experienced doctor’s hands. With the huge needle attached, it
looked more like a lethal weapon than a potential life saver. With
the point of entry located, the long silver dart plunged almost
full length into the chest and expelled its contents.

‘Continue compressions. Another fifty c.c.’s
of sodi-bic stat.’

The team continued with their vigorous
efforts. It had now been fifteen minutes since the three cardiac
arrest bells had sounded.

‘Cease compressions.’ The small screen still
showed no cardiac activity.

‘Paddles nurse. This is your last chance
buster,’ said the doctor, looking at the motionless male body. His
words were more for the benefit of the rest of the staff, letting
then know that the attempt at resuscitation was all but over.

‘Everyone clear!’ The body jolted once more,
falling back heavily on the bed. The continuous buzz persisted. The
group sighed almost in unison.

‘That’s it I’m afraid. Sorry everybody.
Thanks for your help, it was a good team effort. We did all we
could.’ The doctors immediately left the bedside, and the nurses
began clearing up the mess.

Nurse Margaret Butler had placed the sheet
over the deceased patient’s head when she caught a glimpse of the
emergency team doctor through a small gap between the bed
screens.

‘Doctor McGrath!’

‘Did someone call me?’ He looked around,
trying to determine the direction of the voice.

‘Yes, I did,’ said Margaret emerging from
behind the yellow curtain. ‘I was wondering what this poor man
overdosed on?’

‘Anti-depressants. Very serious and often
fatal,’ replied the doctor. ‘That type of drug has a direct effect
on the heart muscle.’

‘Do you know why he did it?’

‘No idea. Why do any of them do it? Bloody O
D’s. His chart is on the desk if you’re interested.’

Margaret walked over to the main office. She
picked up the solitary file and read the name on the manilla cover
- Stacey, Simon Walter. Slowly turning the pages, she perused the
contents.

‘What are you looking for nurse?’ a voice
asked. It was the intensive care unit charge nurse - a hefty
looking woman with a voice to match.

‘Excuse me, but I’m one of the nurses on the
cardiac arrest team. I wanted to find out some of the history on
Mister Stacey, the man who just died,’ explained Margaret.

‘Well nurse. You will be pleased to know
that Mister Stacey is alive and reasonably well,’ said the
officious woman, snatching back the file and placing it in the
appropriate pigeonhole. ‘Doctor Mason has the file you are looking
for.’

The inquisitive nurse spotted the doctor
sitting at the other desk, near the entrance to the busy unit. Her
short walk was interrupted.

‘Nurse, nurse!’ It was the man in bed two.
Margaret looked around. As all the regular ward staff were busy,
she felt obliged to answer the call.

‘Yes sir, is there a problem?’ she asked, in
her best bedside manner.

‘Yes, my buzzer doesn’t work and I’d like to
go to the toilet. I don’t wish to use the tin can either. I would
be very appreciative if you could escort me. Also, my head is
throbbing, I could really use a couple of aspirin or
something.’

‘I’d like to help, but I don’t know if
you’re allowed out of bed. What’s your name, I’ll go and check?’
Not waiting for an answer Margaret picked up his arm and checked
the plastic armband.

‘So you’re Stacey?’

‘And what’s that supposed to mean? Have I
been a problem patient?’ asked Simon, wondering what had happened
overnight. His recollection of events was rather hazy.

‘No, nothing like that. I just thought you
were dead that’s all!’ The nurse walked away, leaving Simon further
bewildered. The last thing he could remember, before being woken
during the early hours of the morning, was a vague impression of an
extremely startled face. He thought it was John Cochran, but
couldn’t be absolutely sure. He pushed up with his elbows in an
effort to prop himself up in bed. As he reached a semi-prone
posture he realised that he wasn’t at all well, his brain was
pulsating inside his head and the muscles of his arms were weak and
could barely support his back. He slumped back onto the pillow and
decided the horizontal position wasn’t so bad after all. He could
see the nurse returning and conjured up a picture of himself
perched on a cold metal bed pan, with a nurse on either side, while
he vomited into one of those kidney shaped dishes.

‘Yes, Mister Stacey you can go to the
toilet, but you’ll have to use the wheelchair,’ said Margaret.

‘That’s a relief,’ sighed Simon, ‘How about
those aspirin?’

‘Sorry, no medication just yet, and the
buzzer control panel is being repaired. Would you like a hand out
of bed?’

‘I’ll need at least two, thanks.’

Margaret Butler fetched the mobile
toilet chair. Simon found her manner very refreshing, especially
after the staff that had been attending him through the night. One
thing he could remember was the discussion between two of the
intensive care nurses, cursing the number of admissions of patients
with medication overdoses. He found their attitude difficult to
comprehend. Why do we bother with these
people, when there are other patients with real problems
- he thought over their words, and shook his head at the
incongruity of the statement.

‘Carefully up now, just sit on the side of
the bed for a moment, until you feel okay to make it into the
chair,’ said Margaret.

Simon steadied himself, determined to make
the effort.

‘What sort of a wheelchair is that? It’s got
a bloody great hole in it.’

‘It wheels straight over the toilet bowl.
You’ll be quite safe,’ she chuckled. With some support from his
able nurse, Simon slowly descended onto the seat, revealing his
white buttocks through the gaping rear opening of the hospital
gown.

‘It feels like my arse is dragging on the
ground. It’s a good thing I haven’t got a bowel problem,’ quipped
Stacey. His assistant smiled and set course for the men’s room.

* * * * *

Ward 9C was located down the long corridor,
some distance from the intensive care unit. John Cochran, after
much swearing and grinding of teeth, had finally succeeded in
getting his trousers, socks and shoes on without bending his back.
X-rays had cleared him of any serious spinal injury. After
overnight observation and a final medical examination, he had been
granted his discharge.

It was nine-thirty Friday morning, and Cathy
Stanton had arrived early, both to check on the Inspector’s
condition and pass on an update on the investigation. John Cochran
met her in the hallway as he left the ward. His gait was slow,
deliberate and bolt upright.

‘Good morning sir. It’s good to see you up
and about.’ Cathy did her best to sound upbeat.

‘I’m only up Stanton, I’m not about, and
it’s a lousy morning so don’t try to tell me otherwise. I’m in pain
and I feel miserable, please let me enjoy the moment.’ Cochran’s
forlorn expression echoed his words.

‘Sir, we searched Devlin’s flat. No weapon
was found, but we did find a micro-cassette recorder on the table,
which wasn’t there on our first visit. No cassette though. We also
found a hand-written note, stuck on the fridge. It was addressed to
Adrian Devlin.’

‘Well what did it say?’

‘I’ve got a copy here.’ Cathy handed over a
folded piece of paper.

Adrian, there’s no time
left for me. A man can only take so much. We’ve had many good times
together my friend. Beer, beer, women and song. Do us a favour, get
all the regular guys together - Howard, Keith, Ralph, Bobby, Donger
and Wart, have a card night and a few drinks, leave an empty seat
for yours truly. Do one more thing, get that furniture fixed up
once and for all, it was once mine, remember. Goodbye, good luck -
S.S.

Cochran put one hand to his chin and groaned
uncomfortably, as he thought it through. The message read like a
suicide note - but then, it was meant to. Stacey was definitely up
to something.

‘What do you make of this Stanton?’ asked
Cochran, adopting the role of mentor.

‘I think it’s more than just a farewell
letter sir. We’ve turned the furniture inside out, thinking the
micro-cassette might be hidden somewhere - but nothing.’

‘Very good Stanton, very good! Was that your
idea?’

‘Hogan’s, sir.’

‘Never mind Stanton, there’s still plenty of
good ideas left in this case. I expect some of them will be yours.
I don’t suppose Stacey’s dead is he?’

‘He’s awaiting psychiatric assessment and
should be transferred to the psychiatric ward sometime today. He
took an overdose of diazepam. We found four empty blister packs on
the kitchen floor. That’s forty tablets or two hundred milligrams.
The doctor I spoke to felt it was unlikely he had taken that much.
He regained consciousness too quickly. Dempsy and Hogan have been
keeping an eye on him.’

‘Okay then. First thing, you drive me home -
slowly, avoiding the bumps.’ Cochran walked gingerly down the
hospital corridor, with one hand resting on Cathy’s shoulder.


CHAPTER 6

It was the change to a warmer spring
morning that had boosted the early attendance at the Bodytone Club.
The previous few days had been cool, and despite the heated pool,
the cooler weather usually contributed to a slower start to the
day. Wendy, the receptionist cum girl Friday, who had been busy
organising numerous membership renewals, was now occupied making
minor alterations to the day’s programme on the whiteboard. Wayne,
the gym instructor, had called in sick and a slight reshuffling of
staff had been necessary. Wendy was a conscientious worker and she
knew the club’s routine inside out. While she was keen on the
physical activities offered at Bodytone, she found it difficult to
maintain an ongoing programme. The twenty-seven year old was
determined however, that one day soon, she would be able to shake
off her nickname of Stubby.
With the whiteboard updated, Wendy moved on to a quick tidy of the
reception area.

The plush foyer was an impressive greeting
to any potential new member. The thick rich brown carpet,
assortment of cane furniture and evergreen plants blended perfectly
with the multi-toned red brick interior. Certificates and awards
decorated one wall, while on the opposite side of the room hung
several attractively framed colour photographs of super fit male
and female bodies. The custom built reception desk, made from
Tasmanian Blackwood, was the piece de resistance - a work of magic
from the brain and purse of Simon Stacey.

Two men entered the foyer. One walked
directly up to reception, while the other picked up a couple of
leaflets from the cane table and began a slow inspection of the
surroundings.

‘Good morning sir. I haven’t seen you here
before. Your first day at Bodytone is always complimentary. We have
a brochure that explains how the club works and gives you a run
down on all the facilities,’ explained Wendy, assuming by his
muscular physique, the gentleman had visited for that specific
purpose. She passed the glossy publication across the counter. The
tall blonde haired man stood with his hands in his pockets, making
no gesture to accept the handout. Wendy looked up at his face. She
found his ruggedly handsome looks appealing, but his powerful
presence somewhat unnerving.

‘Schliemann!’ he said, in a husky European
voice. Wendy slowly placed the brochure back on top of the others.
His statement did little to make her feel at ease.

‘Oscar Schliemann!’ repeated the blue eyed
stranger.

‘Oh, I see, your name is Mister Schliemann!’
she exclaimed with some relief. ‘Pleased to meet you, I’m Wendy. Is
there something I can help you with?’

‘Charlie Madden please.’

‘You wish - to see - Charlie, our manager?’
said Wendy slowly, now assuming that the foreigner must not be
fluent in the English language, and that by speaking slowly, he
would somehow understand her better. ‘You wait there,’ she said,
gesturing with an open hand like a policeman halting the traffic,
‘I’ll see - if Mister Madden - is in - okay?’

Charlie Madden’s office door was partly
open. Wendy knocked and entered.

‘Excuse me Charlie, there’s a Mister Oscar
Schliemann to see you.’

‘Fine Wendy,’ said Charlie, leaning back in
his chair, his face obscured by the morning newspaper. He heard her
voice, but not her words. The Stacey story had his full attention.
Had it not been for the items - “Police drug ring exposed”, and
“Babysitter kidnaps child”, the story would have made the front
page. Charlie slowly read it through again.

HOUSEFIRE WAS MURDER - THREE DEAD

A police spokesman has revealed the fire
that claimed the lives of Mrs. Alison Stacey and her child early
last Wednesday morning was deliberately lit. A third body, found
later at the scene by police, has yet to be identified. The man,
aged 35-40, 1.8 meters tall and weighing about 80 kg’s was believed
to have been naked at the time of his death. Well known identity,
and husband of the dead woman, Mr. Simon Stacey is assisting police
with their enquires. Police are appealing to anyone who witnessed
the blaze or who can aid in the identification of the dead man to
come forward immediately.

‘Dear oh dear,’ said Charlie quietly,
shaking his head both in sympathy and disbelief. As he lowered the
newspaper he jumped with fright as the huge man standing quietly in
front of the desk came into view.

‘Excuse me sir, but the reception area is
just outside,’ said Madden, his voice a little higher pitched than
usual. He felt sure his heart had missed a couple of beats.

‘Ah yes, Wendy - funny lady,’ smiled
Schliemann.

‘What is it you want with me?’ Charlie’s
pulse was still racing. The smiles of the giant were difficult to
interpret as friend or foe. Stacey’s words of caution came flooding
through his mind. Charlie quickly conjured up all manner of
malevolent possibilities - having his throat ripped open by those
white smiling teeth, or his brain squeezing out through his ears by
the pressure of two enormous hands, or worse still, being
disembowelled and hung from the ceiling fan by his own intestines.
Well, if this fellow is about to tear me limb from limb, I may as
well lay down and die right now, thought Charlie.

‘Oscar Schliemann.’ The man’s hand reached
forward. Madden stood and took a deep breath.

‘Thank God!’ exclaimed Charlie. The penny
had finally dropped. ‘I’m sure glad you’re on our side. I’m Charlie
Madden.’ The two hands met across the desk. Schliemann’s grip was
like a vice. Charlie tried to squeeze harder, but to no avail, his
fingers had doubled over onto one another. ‘Perhaps I can show you
around the club?’

‘No need,’ said Oscar, still smiling.

‘It’s quite all right, I have plenty of time
and I’m sure you’d like to know all the ins and outs.’

‘I do.’

‘What! I mean, I beg your pardon.’ Charlie
quickly corrected himself, not wishing to offend his powerful
guest. ‘Do you mean you know already? How?’

‘Last night.’ Schliemann displayed the key
he removed from the fob pocket of his shorts.

‘And the alarm system? A key also?’ asked
Charlie. The big European nodded in reply. ‘Can I tell you about
the staff, or do you already know that too?’

‘I know about most of them, but I am not
familiar with all their faces yet. I will be after today. It might
be easier if you introduce me as a new gym instructor or club
supervisor,’ said Oscar.

‘I’m sorry to say, most of the staff already
know that a security guard will be working here. We had a meeting
yesterday,’ said Charlie feeling some regret at his earlier
disclosure.

‘That’s unfortunate,’ noted the security
officer. ‘But these things never stay quiet for long anyway. In
future you can discuss such matters with me first. Let us see those
faces then.’

‘Of course. I’m only the manager, who am I
to argue,’ said Charlie catching himself by surprise. The prospect
of losing control over his domain didn’t sit comfortably. Hopefully
Schliemann’s stay would be a brief one. ‘Have you seen this?’
Charlie, tapped his finger on the newspaper.

‘Of course.’

‘Silly of me to ask I suppose,’ said
Charlie, feeling a touch superfluous. He looked around his office
and decided he would ask just one more question, if only to
reassure himself that he still had some secrets, and perhaps a
small part to play in these troubled times.

‘I wonder Mister Schliemann, can you tell me
what is in my desk drawer?’

‘Which one?’

‘The top one - that’s locked!’ said Charlie
smugly.

‘Cheque book, bank statements, cigarettes,
calculator, twenty dollars seven cents and your personal diary,’
recited Oscar. Charlie, feeling a little uneasy about the intrusion
into his privacy, stared at Schliemann then quickly decided it was
of little consequence. After all he surely wouldn’t be on the
suspect list. He smiled and then laughed loudly. Oscar joined in
with a hearty chuckle.

‘How very nice. Come on then, let’s go see
those faces, Oscar,’ said Madden as warmly as he could.

‘Yes, let us do that and you must show me
Raelene? Monday sounds like a fun night for you Charlie,’ laughed
Schliemann. Both men left the office.

At the reception desk Wendy was just signing
up a new member. After spending several minutes checking out the
foyer, Noel Briggs handed over the joining fee of nine hundred and
ninety -five dollars for three months at the exclusive club -
compliments of the police department. He had decided in order to
avoid unnecessary complications, to stick with his true identity,
but avoid disclosure of his occupation. Despite a past contact with
Simon Stacey, back when both men were avid punters, Briggs felt
confident he could achieve his objective quickly and efficiently -
certainly well before Stacey would be seeing the light of day.

‘Well, that’s all the paperwork finished
with,’ said Wendy. ‘I’ll be more than happy to show you around the
club, Noel.’

‘Thanks Wendy, I’d like that. You could
introduce me to some of those people who wish to inflict pain upon
my body,’ replied Briggs eagerly.

‘Just one moment Noel.’ Wendy only took a
moment to reach the staff tearoom, located behind Charlie Madden’s
office. She popped her head through the open door.

‘Angela, I’m just doing the royal tour. Can
you keep an eye on the front desk for me please?’

‘No worries Wendy,’ came the prompt reply.
She returned to the foyer and took up her role of tour guide.

Briggs was most impressed. He
estimated, once this case was over, there should be at least two,
or maybe even two and a half months of club membership left. During
his two years with C.I.B. he had endeavoured to get as many fringe
benefits from the job as possible. Despite numerous conflicts with
the administration, he had done well. Some of his successful claims
included three suits and other damaged clothing, car repairs, two wristwatches,
innumerable dinner and other expenses, two umbrellas and complete
replacement of his Hi Fi and television. The latter, that even
surprised Briggs, left most of his colleagues bewildered. Generally
recognised as being a good detective, Briggs had, aside from his
never ending pursuit for the extra dollar, two major failings - a
propensity to become lured off track by beautiful women, and a
desire to expedite investigations, often prematurely. He was
surprised Cochran had assigned him to Bodytone, especially after
the rather unfortunate end to the last case. The embarrassing
episode remained vivid in the detective’s mind. Cochran had located
the final piece of evidence to convict the young woman of murdering
her husband. The homicide team stormed her house, only to find
Briggs in bed with the attractive killer, probing for more
information. Noel was under no illusion, he knew he had to perform
well this time to avoid both the wrath of John Cochran and the
likelihood of a more sedate departmental appointment.

The tour of the club was almost complete.
Noel was pleased. Wendy had introduced him to numerous staff and
fellow members. Inspection of the well-equipped gym now over, the
pair proceeded in the direction of the heated indoor pool. Madden
and Schliemann approached from the opposite direction.

‘Charlie, I’d like you to meet our newest
member, Noel Briggs,’ announced Wendy, as the four met.

‘Welcome to Bodytone, Noel. I’m Charlie
Madden, the manager. This is Oscar. Oscar’s also new to the club.’
Noel shook hands with the two men.

‘Nice to meet you both. Oscar, you’ve
obviously been working hard with the opposition,’ said Briggs,
looking Schliemann up and down.

‘Yes,’ replied Oscar, never willing to
disclose more than was absolutely necessary. There was a moment of
uncomfortable silence, at least for all but Schliemann.

‘Okay then, well I’ll see you both around no
doubt?’ said Noel.

‘Certainly,’ said Charlie. ‘Bye for
now.’

The tour concluded poolside. Noel thanked
Wendy for her kind assistance and the two parted company. Briggs
took only a moment to change, the water was most inviting. The
refreshing dip allowed him to mull over his next course of action.
In addition, the two lovely ladies sitting nicely poised at the far
end of the pool, were a clear indication to the detective that this
was the place to begin his subtle enquires.


CHAPTER 7

The heavy door had a narrow glass
window, through which a small room, about the size of a large
elevator and just as well decorated, could be seen. To one side of
the entrance there was a small black panel with a central red
button and a message in bold white print - ‘To enter.
Press once and wait.’ Simon’s companion ignored the
sign and produced a key from his pocket and unlocked the entrance
to Ward 21. Once inside the anteroom, the door was locked. The
ever-vigilant escort looked through the second window and surveyed
the corridor ahead through the convex mirror mounted on the ceiling
of the hallway.

Simon stared at the distorted image of
himself clad in his faded blue hospital pyjamas. A nebulous almost
lifeless looking figure. Devoid of character. A factory product.
One of thousands who have and would continue to file through these
dehumanising doors. As if to check the image was real he lifted the
large brown paper bag he was carrying to his chest. He nodded in
silent submission as his reflection did likewise. He clutched the
bag a little tighter. There was not much in it, but it was all he
had to remind himself of who he really was. His escort had
thoroughly checked his belongings, removing the pair of brown
leather shoes, belt, wallet and watch. Apparently all these
dangerous items were to be kept
under lock and key, only to be returned on discharge.

The strategically placed mirror revealed
there was no one either in the hallway or lurking at the base of
the second door. The two men entered, and after the last opening
was secured, proceeded down the corridor.

The cries of a woman in distress grew louder
with every step. Stacey looked back at the doors. He wondered about
his wisdom in telling the psychiatrist that he wished he were dead.
He wondered how long it would take to get out of this place and if
he would find what he was looking for. It was difficult to think
clearly right now. The diazepam was still clouding his thoughts and
tiring his muscles. There was a plan, and it was clear in his mind
yesterday. Tomorrow he hoped the details would return.

A final set of unlocked swinging doors
opened into what looked like the nerve centre of Ward 21. The
woman’s cries were now screams. Simon could see her face pushed up
against the window in one of the side rooms. Tufts of her knotted,
long black hair were jutting in all directions. Despite her facial
features being partly obscured by smearings of tears and saliva,
her wide eyes, open panting mouth and paleness clearly depicted an
absolute fit of terror. She clenched her fists and began striking
the window. The young man pacing up and down in front of the
woman’s room seemed to be disturbed by the scene. He quickened his
pace and began slapping himself on the head with his hands. Simon
was asked to sit down and wait, which he did without question.
There was some activity in the staff camp. Four men seemed to
appear from nowhere, Simon presumed they were staff, it was
difficult to tell without the traditional white uniforms he had
come to expect in the intensive care ward. They were quickly joined
by two women, one armed with two syringes and a plastic tray
containing an assortment of hospital paraphernalia. The woman had
backed away from the window and was standing on the low set bed.
Her screaming was now interspersed with swearing.

‘Bastards! You bastards!’ shouted the woman,
as if she was aware of what was about to happen. ‘Don’t kill me!
Don’t kill me!’

As one of the men started to close the thin
venetian blinds nested between the double glass, she jumped at the
window, feet first. The loud bang made Simon sit back sharply in
his chair, but the glass only bent slightly and catapulted her
backwards across her bed. The door was quickly unlocked. The male
staff were first in the room. The screams were now high pitched.
The door closed, and the activities of the six staff were hidden
from view. A conglomerate of disturbing sounds continued for three
minutes, then the shouts became softer and less frequent, until
they ceased all together. The distressed young man now sat with
head down on the edge of an armchair. His fists trembled as they
held a firm grip on his oily hair. Tears were streaming down his
face and dripping in quick succession to the floor. A few metres
away sat an overweight teenager, completely oblivious to the
commotion that surrounded her. The jigsaw laid out on the table had
her complete attention. A smile stretched across her face and her
chubby cheeks rose up like toffee apples as another piece settled
into place. She giggled and clapped her hands together in a clumsy
manner before settling down to further serious concentration.

Five of the medication marines emerged, task
completed. The round key slid into the hole in the window frame. It
turned and the blinds opened. The sixth member was sitting on the
side of the bed, feeling the pulse of the now sleeping woman. For
Simon, this was a completely new experience, and one that he found
extremely disturbing. He felt a deep sense of sympathy and concern
for the sedated lady, and for the sobbing sentinel near her bedroom
door.

‘Hello Simon, I’m Eddy. You and I will be
seeing a lot of each other. I’m your nurse therapist.’ Eddy
extended his hand to greet the new arrival, but Simon wasn’t
interested. He looked the thickset man up and down. His shoulder
length blonde streaked hair had Simon wondering for a moment about
the fellow’s sexual orientation. That fixed dominating stare and
stern tight mouth were rather disconcerting, especially for a
stranger in strange surroundings. His nostrils seemed unduly large
when looking from the sitting position and several long hairs
protruded untidily from each side. The loose fitting short sleeve
shirt showed large forearms and biceps, but was not quite loose
enough to disguise the slight outline of a rounded belly. Piss pot,
thought Stacey immediately. A silver chain was secured to his belt
and disappeared into the pocket of his jeans. He reminded Simon of
a fat smelly bouncer who once accused him of cheating and evicted
him most unpolitely from a card game. Yes, thought Stacey, this tin
god meant trouble.

‘I said, I’m Eddy your therapist,’ repeated
the man harshly.

‘And what if I don’t want a therapist?’
asked Simon, looking up at the burly figure hovering over him.

‘You’ll get one anyway. Everyone gets one,’
replied Eddy, as he sat down next to Stacey. ‘It’s unfortunate you
arrived during that little outburst.’

‘I’m starting to think it’s bloody
unfortunate I arrived at all. Is that little outburst routine
likely to happen to me?’

‘Let’s get a few things clear from the
outset.’ The ‘therapist’
leaned across close to Simon’s ear. ‘You play by the rules, keep
your nose clean and we won’t need to bounce you will
we.’

‘And you are the bloody therapist? Shit?’
hissed Simon through his teeth. He knew his first assessment of
this creep was now completely justified.

‘Rule one - don’t swear at the staff,
arsehole. Remember, I have the nametag, I have a door key and I’m
the fucking boss.’ Eddy stood, walked a few paces and turned his
head. ‘We’ll talk later then. You’re in bed number eight.’

An old bearded man sat in the vacated chair.
He smiled, revealing a mouth of blackened teeth.

‘Watch that one, especially when he baths
you. He’s rough, and he never dries between your toes or behind
your balls,’ croaked the old man.

‘There are some people in this world I just
don’t understand. How can so called professional people behave that
way?’ said Simon, not really expecting an answer.

‘I understand perfectly,’ said the old
gentleman. ‘The man is a mental deficient, who suffered maternal
deprivation when his mother sold him for scientific experiments.
After he blackmailed the nursing examination board, he set up
private practice to molest old women and thereby avenge his
mother’s negligence.’

‘Well, of course,’ laughed Simon weakly.
‘That explains everything. I thank you for enlightening me. I’m
Simon Stacey. What’s your name my friend?’

‘Rasputin, the mad monk, but as we’re
friends you can call me Ras.’

‘Ras eh! That’s fine. Ras it is then.’ The
two shook hands firmly.

‘Some people here call me George, but you
and I know better don’t we?’ said the delightful old man with a nod
and a wink.

The unusual conversation continued for some
time. Simon was most taken with his new acquaintance, who he found
both amusing and intelligent. Ras confessed to being in Ward 21 for
the seventh time. It seemed the general public wasn’t too keen on
him casting spells in the shopping mall. After arranging a date for
a chess game tomorrow morning, Simon excused himself. He
desperately needed to lie down. The walk from intensive care seemed
to have drained what energy he had. Another mistake he told
himself, regretting the offer of a wheelchair.

There was little to recommend room eight as
a place to stay for an extended period. The lowset bed was a
permanent fixture to the middle of the floor. There were no
railings, towel racks, interior door handles, wardrobes or
cupboards, just three soft plastic stackable trays, the type that
would be just right for use in the kitchen. The bare walls were a
tan colour and looked like gyprock, but felt like solid timber -
perhaps they were some sort of fibreglass material thought Simon.
Two bedroom lights, covered by unbreakable glass, were set at
either side of a small round air conditioning vent in the ceiling.
All light switches were outside the room on a panel to the side of
the door. A towel, face washer and pyjamas were neatly folded in a
pile on the bed. A solitary piece of motel size soap lay on the
pillow.

Simon picked up the few items from the bed,
placed them with his paper bag on the top plastic tray, and lay
down. From his reclined position he could clearly see the elevated
central office through the double glass windows of his room. It was
obvious that very little would go unnoticed. Simon fell asleep
within a moment.

* * * * *

Disturbed by the chiming of a bell Simon
woke in what only seemed like minutes of his falling asleep. It was
evening - nine o’clock - pill and potion time. He sat up on his bed
and saw a procession of people lining up like cattle at milking
time. A nurse was passing out plastic medicine cups to each in
turn, while two other staff supervised the swallowing. Some
patients were examined closely, being asked to open their mouths
and lift up their tongues. Others were not.

‘Come on Stacey, get in line.’ It was Eddy,
sticking his unwelcome face through the door.

‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ said Simon, as he
lay back down on the bed.

‘It’s nine o’clock, you’ll get in
line,’ demanded Eddy. ‘If you’re not on any medication for your
mental disorder you may then return to your bed.’ His words were
clear enough and he obviously wasn’t ready to debate the issue.
Simon thought it best to comply, so he reluctantly joined the
queue. His therapist gave him
a gentle push along, just to remind him of how their relationship
stood. Stacey’s turn had soon arrived and he stood patiently in
front of the window that resembled that of some banks, with a small
gap at the bottom where items could be exchanged. He crossed his
fingers hoping he wouldn’t be compelled to make a
withdrawal.

‘Hello Simon, I’m Kym. I’ll just check your
sheet.’ She sounded pleasant enough thought Simon, but then so did
meathead for his first sentence. The Asian nurse flicked through
the clip folder under ‘S’, then turned and checked one of the many
small wooden pigeonholes behind her. Each one was marked with a
name and bed number and most contained several bottles or packets
of pills. She ran her hand along the top shelf and stopped at
number eight. It was empty.

‘No nothing tonight. Doctor will review you
tomorrow, he may then decide on some medication. Good night,
Simon.’

‘A good night to you, Kym,’ said Stacey with
much relief. He walked directly back to his room, completely
ignoring Eddy’s sinister grin. Lying back down on top of his bed,
he folded his arms underneath his head and stared at the ceiling.
He thought deeply about recent events, still finding it difficult
to accept that his wife and son were dead. He felt a constant
internal struggle, between collapsing into a quivering blubbering
mess and trying to maintain some degree of control and unravel the
sinister puzzle. One thing seemed clear, somehow Teddy Duncan was
involved. It was obvious to Simon that Teddy had gone to great
lengths to prevent him leaving that night. Maybe he was killed
because he failed his task, or maybe he just knew too much. Simon
also recalled a distressing and perverse conversation he had last
Tuesday night. That man was evil. A psychopath. How could he have
possibly told anyone, especially Cochran. Anyway, Adrian had all
the details on the tape and he felt confident that his good friend
would help him out. Stacey also knew there was someone in Ward 21
who knew the answers. While his stay in the locked psychiatric ward
was going to be a difficult one, his determination to uncover some
hidden truths was unshakeable. He just needed his judgement and
level-headedness to return to within some degree of what used to be
normal. Enough mistakes had been made already. In any case, thought
Simon, his admission was voluntary, so when he was ready he could
simply sign himself out.

* * * * *

It was ten o’clock and the evening nursing
staff had settled down to write their reports. Eddy sat at the
office desk with several files, putting each to one side as
completed. He had intentionally left Simon Stacey’s chart to last,
so he could take time to deliberate over his entry. As he read the
doctor’s notes he smiled.

‘Oh great this is really radical! This
joker’s going to be here longer than he thinks,’ laughed Eddy. Kym
stopped her writing and looked up.

‘What is it that’s so
radical?’ she asked.

‘The doctor’s report, and I quote, “In view
of this man’s significant personal loss, his death wish, his
suicide note and attempt, it is my opinion that he represents a
serious ongoing risk of self harm and, or suicide. He should be
maintained in the closed ward as a voluntary patient pro tem, if he
attempts to leave he should be regulated and detained under the
Mental Health Act,” and I quite agree, he’s likely to be a
difficult customer,’ said Eddy.

‘Gee, that’s one thing that really annoys me
about this place.’ Kym threw her pen down on the desk. ‘If they’re
going to keep someone here like that why don’t they have the guts
to tell them. It’s not fair for the patient to think that they can
leave at any time - it’s false imprisonment, that’s what it
is!’

‘Here she goes again, on her hobbyhorse. I’m
sorry I spoke.’

‘And there’s one other thing that pisses me
off. Your attitude!’ Kym looked around for her pen, which seemed to
have disappeared. She flung open the drawer and snatched up a new
black biro and continued her work. Arguments about patient’s rights
had always been a bone of contention between the two. Eddy took pen
in hand and wrote his evening report on Simon Stacey.

6th September - 2215 hrs.

Admission routine and unit policies
explained shortly after arrival in ward. Attempt to explain role of
Nurse Therapist met with verbal abuse. Very resistive to
counselling and staff assistance. Noticed to be laughing
inappropriately when in company of patient who talks very little. I
find this man has the potential to be physically aggressive and
needs to be closely observed. We also need to exclude the presence
of any psychotic symptoms.


CHAPTER 8

‘Gidday Sarge,’ panted Cochran. ‘I never
realised that six stairs could be that bloody difficult to climb.’
It was ten in the morning and John Cochran was running later than
expected. He had planned to be at the station by eight, but his
back injury had interfered with his good intentions. Despite a
handful of analgesics and four sleepers, it was the worst night’s
sleep he could remember since his haemorrhoid operation eight years
ago.

‘Well, where is everyone?’ continued
Cochran. ‘Hard at it I trust?’

‘John, you look terrible!’ exclaimed
Sergeant Carter. The fat man’s eyes were out of sight, buried
somewhere beneath that excess of flesh and the now swollen eyelids.
‘Are you sure you should be here?’

‘Of course I should be here,’ said Cochran
emphatically. ‘I’ve got work to do. Just because I have a back
problem doesn’t mean I can’t use my brain. And this place still
stinks, Carter. Haven’t you tossed those shoes out yet? Clean the
damn place up will you. This is a police station not a bloody
football changing room.’ Despite his use of the front counter for
support, the large man had a definite tilt to the left.

‘Ease up will you. Yes, the shoes are gone,’
grunted Carter. ‘And I’m telling you as a friend that if I looked
like you I’d be a long way from this office, but then I’m not a
masochist.’

Cochran shook his head and began tapping his
fingers on the counter. Carter glanced at the Inspector. It was
obvious it was not the time to be light-hearted. The big man was
still in some pain. He was tired and as irritable as hell. It had
been a long time since Carter had seen him like this. He thought
back. There was one occasion. A young prostitute, suicidal,
psychotic and mumbling bizarre stories of demonic possession and
torture, finally jumped to her death after Cochran had almost
talked her into living. The speeding police car with siren blaring
tipped the scales. Carter remembered it well. He was on duty. He
misunderstood the call for assistance and it was he who issued the
instructions to the two speeding constables.

‘I’m waiting Carter. What the hell is
happening here?’

‘Okay, okay. Take it easy. Marshall has gone
to talk with the late Alison Stacey’s parents. Dempsy and Hogan are
trying to locate Adrian Devlin as well as watch his flat. Stanton
says she’s gone shopping, Briggs has gone back to Bodytune and
I…’

‘It’s Bodytone not Bodytune,’ interrupted
Cochran.

‘That’s what I said - Bodytone,’ said
Carter, unaware of his error.

‘No, you said tune, not tone,’ insisted Cochran.

‘As you wish J.C. You know, I should be at
home watching the wrestling over a couple of cold tinnies.’ The
sergeant forced a chuckle. Cochran was stone faced.

‘Did they leave me any messages?’

‘Yes, they certainly did.’ Carter passed
over a few sheets of paper. ‘Go and digest that. They seem to be
doing very well.’

‘We’ll see. And by the way, I’m doing you a
favour. That wrestling is a load of rubbish. Absolute crap. You
tell Stanton when she has finished her shopping I’d like to see
her.’ John Cochran proceeded slowly down the hallway using the wall
for support and mumbling as he went. ‘Shopping? Bitch. You bloody
bitch.’

Sergeant Carter lifted the small television
from under the desk, switched on the sports program and made
himself comfortable. Despite being a great armchair athlete he was
in reasonable shape for a forty-nine year old. He was a keen jogger
and would hit the streets at least five times a week, in addition
to his frequent runs to and from work. His weight seldom varied
from a comfortable sixty-three kilograms, regardless of his regular
diet of beer and chocolate. Cochran and he had often joked about
swapping roles, but Carter’s dislike for fast cars and firearms
guaranteed it would always remain just that.

It was thirty minutes later when the slender
red head arrived at the police station, plastic shopping bag in
hand, and a light blue imitation leather handbag over her shoulder.
Carter was reclined in his office chair with his feet stretched out
on a stool, watching the fight. The hooded, ‘Killer King Cobra’ was
in action against his archrival ‘Kong of the Congo’.

‘The boss wants to see you, Stanton. He’s in
his office.’ Carter spoke without taking his eyes of the square
box.

‘I don’t know how you can watch that Sarge.
It’s really a load of crap.’ Cathy shook her head in disgust.

‘That seems to be a popular opinion this
morning. Remember, one man’s crap is another man’s candy, and I
wouldn’t expect you to understand the finer aspects of a serious,
action packed, sports comedy, Stanton. Now be on your way.’ He
waved his hand for her to move along. Cathy proceeded to the
Inspector’s door, knocked and entered.

‘Stanton, nice of you to come to work. Any
good specials at the supermarket?’

‘A couple, sir.’ Cathy pulled out some low
fat fruit yoghurt. ‘This is for you.’

‘I’m not a bloody invalid, Stanton.’ Cochran
took hold of the container and read the label. ‘Low fat yoghurt! I
have the impression there is a message here somewhere. Shit, I’m
not in the mood for this. If you wanted to do me a favour or if you
just wanted to crawl up my arse you could have got me a nice hot
pie and peas?’

‘Sir, pardon me for saying so, but if
obesity was a crime you’d be up for capital punishment. With an
injured back it wouldn’t hurt you to loose a few pounds. One more
thing…’

‘Please go on Stanton,’ insisted Cochran.
‘It seems you think insulting me is good for your career. The desk
job is still open.’

‘Yes sir. One more thing, which was on
special, was…’ Cathy reached into her shopping bag. ‘Three hundred
watt light bulbs!’

‘What did you say?’ His manner quickly
changed. He was interested. Some good news in the case was well
overdue. Stanton knew she had hooked him. The typing pool had been
avoided for the time being. She held the item up and smiled
broadly.

‘The man at the hardware store, just down
the road from Devlin’s flat, remembers selling six of these last
Saturday morning. They were purchased by a well-dressed man who was
driving a red Mercedes. Sounded like Stacey to me.’

‘Oh Stanton, insult me some more!’ said
Cochran with enthusiasm and just a hint of pleasure. He jumped to
his feet, momentarily forgetting about his back problem. He very
nearly reached an upright position, but then crumbled back to his
seat as the stabbing pain shot down the back of both his legs.
‘Ahhhh, shit - damn - curse you Stacey!’ he bellowed to the
ceiling. Both his hands slammed down on the desk. Cathy Stanton
jumped. The fruit yoghurt bounced into the air and landed on the
floor, splitting open the plastic packaging and allowing the
contents to ooze out over the wooden floor. Cathy moved quickly
around the desk to offer what assistance she could. As she stepped
forward to place her hand on Cochran’s shoulder, her heel slid on
the spilled yoghurt. Her right foot shot forward and she was unable
to prevent herself toppling backwards.

‘Stanton, are you…’ Cochran couldn’t
continue and erupted into raucous laughter, interspersed with moans
and groans of pain. The humour of the situation was contagious and
Cathy, lying prostrate on the floor, couldn’t help but join in. The
door opened. It was Carter.

‘What in the hell is going on here? You two
are disturbing the peace. What’s more important you’re interrupting
the wrestling. Stanton are you all right?’

‘I’m fine thanks Sarge,’ giggled Cathy.

‘Despite what it looks like, everything is
in fact under control. You can be on your way thanks Carter. You
may return to… no, no bloody TV, I’ve got a job for you,’ said John
Cochran, now collecting his thoughts. ‘You can get me a list of all
Mercedes owners in and around the city. Make a separate list of
everyone who owns a red one, A.S.A.P!’

‘I knew it was a mistake to come in here. A
fellow comes to offer a helping hand and gets lumbered with
paperwork, and on a Saturday too!’ stated Carter woefully, as he
left the room.

‘You may get up now Stanton, if you’re able.
Sorry about the yoghurt. Now you see what so-called healthy food
does for you,’ smiled the Inspector. ‘If it was a pie and peas it
wouldn’t have fallen off the desk like that.’

‘I think even a watermelon would have
cleared the edge of the desk, sir,’ said Cathy, now taking a seat.
She armed herself with a small handkerchief and tried to remove
some of the white fruity sludge from her navy blue pleated
skirt.

‘You’ve done well, Stanton. Now, let me put
you in the picture.’ Cochran picked up the few loose pieces of
paper lying on the desk. ‘Marshall has a little history on Stacey.
It seems our number one suspect was an exceptional actor during his
high school days. Some of his teachers expected him to go on to
great things - maybe he already has. What else have we here -
always in the top five percent of students, numerous gambling
misdemeanours? Since school he’s had several jobs as a stableman,
working with bookmakers, but no regular employment for the past
seven years. He met his wife at the racetrack three and a half
years ago, she also worked in the betting ring. Marshall’s now out
talking to Stacey’s in-laws.’

‘Sounds like a very clever, plausible man -
a con man,’ remarked Cathy.

‘Exactly.’ Cochran ran his finger down the
sheet of foolscap. His jottings, circles and arrows were an untidy,
but effective representation of his latest evidence and current
thinking. He adopted the same procedure with all investigations,
and would add his scrawled daily notes onto the master board for
all to see.

‘Dempsy and Hogan have been trying to trace
Adrian Devlin, but without any luck as yet,’ continued the
Inspector. ‘No one has seen him since Tuesday’s card night at
Duncan’s place, apart from Stacey of course, who says he saw him on
Wednesday evening. According to his employer, Devlin is on two
weeks sick leave. Rang them himself I’m told.’ Cochran traced over
a red line with his finger, starting at the name Devlin and
finishing at Morgan.

‘Ah yes! An unusual break and enter reported
from Morgan’s dental surgery yesterday. Only one thing missing -
Adrian Devlin’s dental file. Now why would someone do that Stanton?
I ask you?’

‘Maybe Devlin was unhappy with Morgan’s
dental work and wanted a second opinion?’

‘Stanton, I’d like to think you’re trying to
be funny, but I’ve got a feeling that you’re serious. Please tell
me I’m wrong.’

‘Just thinking aloud sir. How about -
impersonation. Someone plans a murder and wants to make the
deceased look like Devlin.’ Cathy tilted her head thoughtfully to
one side and looked at the Inspector.

‘Well, maybe you’re onto something,
but don’t hold your breath. You have missed the most obvious
reason. Devlin’s body may be very difficult to identify without his
dental records, particularly if it’s mutilated or
burnt.’

‘So you think there may be a plan to kill Devlin as
well? That does seem to make more sense sir.’

‘Well thank you very much. For all we know
he may already be dead. Now continuing on,’ Cochran referred back
to his notes. ‘No leads on the male corpse found at Staceys, and
that I can tell you is a real pain in the arse.’

‘Any chance that...’

‘Of course it’s not Devlin,’ interrupted
Cochran anticipating her remark. ‘Unless you believe he somehow
gained an extra seven kilos and lengthened his body by four and a
half centimetres.’

‘I guess that’s unlikely.’

‘I guess it is. As I was saying, the final
autopsy report has cause of death as drowning. The head wound was
enough to kill him, but the water did the job first. There was pool
water in the lungs and his blood was found in the pool.’

‘That makes his being naked a little easier
to understand then. But how did he get from the pool to the
shed?’

‘Tell me and we’ll both know.’ John Cochran
quickly raised his hand as if halting traffic. ‘On second thoughts,
don’t bother. We can tackle that one a little later. Now, Briggs -
Briggs has spoken with dear old Miss Ashbridge, the neighbour of
Edward Duncan. She confirms Stacey’s story of the argument with
Duncan, but can’t be sure of the time. She also says that there was
another argument at around two on Wednesday morning. She remembers
being woken by the noise. She looked out her window and saw a
Mercedes, possibly red, driving away in a hurry.’

‘Surely that must have been Stacey?’
reasoned Cathy. ‘Haven’t we got enough to charge that bastard?’

‘It doesn’t add up,’ pondered Cochran,
running his fingers through his short greying hair. ‘You said
yourself, Stacey’s a con man. This doesn’t sound like the work of a
devious character like Stacey. I reckon on three possibilities.
One, Stacey simply stuffed up and we’ve got him cold. An unlikely
option I think.’ Cochran spoke with his hands, unfolding another
finger each time he spoke. ‘Two, someone’s going to great lengths
to point the bone at him. To make us think he’s guilty of this
whole damn mess. And three, Stacey wants us to think he’s being set
up. With the help of others, he is creating some very unusual and
perhaps misleading details, like the dental file, the moving of the
body from the pool, the suicide note and the murder of Edward
Duncan poorly disguised as a suicide.’

‘Maybe he just got careless under
pressure?’

‘Maybe he did. If only it was that simple.
Stacey had that other Mercedes six months back. It was reported
stolen and never located. It was white, but perhaps it’s had a
paint job, Stanton,’ said Cochran, looking at Cathy, as if trying
to impart his thoughts. ‘Well, Stanton. C’mon, let’s hear it!’

‘Someone could be using the car to set up
Stacey, or Stacey could be using his first Mercedes to make it look
that way.’

‘Very good! Hallelujah! And God said, let
there be light, and there was light.’ Cochran raised his hands to
the ceiling with joy. ‘Okay then let’s move.’

‘Where are we going, sir?’

‘We’re going to the races. I haven’t been
since last Melbourne Cup day. It should be a good afternoon.’

Carter was still engrossed in television
when the two emerged. As he caught sight of Cochran, he jumped to
his feet and quickly turned the volume down to zero.

‘Made a start on those lists, J.C. - I mean
sir.’

The sergeant was only one of a few who would
address the Inspector by this rather divine description usually
reserved for off duty hours or private conversations - and
definitely long-standing friends only. Carter placed two sheets of
paper on the counter.

‘Thanks Sarge. You hang onto them for the
time being. Get in touch with Dempsy or Hogan. I want another
search of that flat. We need to find that tape, if it exists. I
want another list of all missing persons and known crims that
resemble that naked corpse, and this time cover all states.
Marshall can help when he gets back. We’ll be at the
racetrack.’

‘What if I go to the races and you two do
the paperwork, then we’ll all be happy?’ quipped Carter. John
Cochran smiled, raised his middle finger in response and walked out
the front door. Stanton followed.

‘No harm in trying,’ said Carter to
himself.

‘Sarge.’ It was Cathy poking her head back
around the corner of the door. She caught Carter’s attention,
repeated the Inspector’s gesture, and disappeared from view.

‘You’ll keep Stanton!’ he shouted. ‘You’ll
keep!’

The drive to the track, although slow, was
uneventful. Cathy Stanton, in sympathy for her injured leader,
dropped him off near the main gates while she found a suitable car
park. The section reserved for police vehicles was packed with
everything but, so she had a lengthy walk back to the entrance. The
unlikely couple made their way to the grassed area in front of the
main grandstand. Cochran stretched out flat on the lush turf and
sighed with relief. The prolonged sit in the car had amplified his
back pain.

With fifteen minutes until the first race
the immediate area was free from many patrons. Several children
were running up and down near the racetrack fence, chasing
balloons. A few family groups were scattered about on the lawn, and
the grandstand was only filled to about one quarter of its
capacity. With the gardens in bloom, the light breeze and the clear
blue sky, it was a perfect day. Cathy sat down cross-legged next to
Cochran, who had now closed his eyes. She knew they were here to
talk specifically with two bookmakers - Harry Waterman and Martin
McPhee. While it was very pleasant sitting on the cool grass,
Stanton was keen to get on with their intended business. She kept
glancing at Cochran wondering when he would be ready to find his
feet.

‘Be patient, Stanton. You wait until you
hear the starting signal, then you can go and talk with McPhee,’
said Cochran, sensing his pupil’s restlessness. ‘He’ll be much too
busy to talk to either of us at the moment.’

She smiled and nodded to herself. While
still of the opinion that Cochran was still primarily a rude
belligerent slob, she was aware her respect for the man’s judgement
had grown since the start of the present investigation. Perhaps his
sense of humour isn’t too bad either, she thought.

‘When you return, do us a favour and bring
back a cold drink. My back’s telling me it’s time for some more
painkillers.’

‘How about a hot pie and peas as well,
sir?’

‘The woman’s getting educated at last. Thank
you, Stanton. That would be much appreciated.’

‘I know the signal hasn’t sounded yet, but
I’m just going for a wander,’ said Cathy. ‘See you soon.’

‘I’ll still be here.’

Cathy Stanton took a leisurely stroll to the
rear of the grandstand. The lost crowd had been discovered. Every
consumer outlet was jammed with people. The bars, food counters,
tote windows and betting ring were all operating at a hectic pace.
Generally, it appeared to be an orderly confusion, with the
exception of the bookmaker’s area, where pushing and shoving seemed
to be the order of the day. Bodies five and six deep, waving money
in the air, surrounded the stands desperately attempting to gain
the best price for their fancied runner. With a turn of the dial on
the odds board, the bookmaker was able to disappoint up to a dozen
potential customers at once. The unsatisfied gamblers were quick to
withdraw the offered cash, and weave their way through the masses
in frantic pursuit of a more suitable price. Cathy had been
listening to the shouting from the ring, one name had stuck in her
mind. As she stood watching the commotion, she heard the call of
another bookmaker.

‘Our John’s Back - two hundred to twenty
each way.’ Cathy opened her handbag and joined the tote queue. She
reached the window as the trumpets sounded for the runners to move
into the stalls.

‘Two dollars each way on Our John’s Back,
please.’

‘Horse number?’ asked the lady ticket
seller.

‘I don’t know the horse’s number, sorry,’
said Cathy. The lady sighed in annoyance and checked the list taped
on the counter.

‘Twelve,’ she announced gruffly, as she
punched in the numbers.

‘Thank you. Have a nice day,’ said Cathy
calmly, as she collected her ticket. The public address system was
in operation, announcing the horses names as they quickly assembled
at the start. The mass exodus from the betting ring was like a
stampede, all rushing to gain a vantage point from which to cheer
their money to the winning post.

There were still a few punters running
around in the clearing betting ring – some looking a little frantic
and desperate. Within a couple of minutes of the starting signal
the bell sounded and the race was underway, the last few punters,
eager to place their bets were turned away - disappointed. Cathy
approached the stand she had spotted a moment earlier, it was just
one of between forty and fifty, and there were more in other parts
of the course. At the top of each stand was a name that identified
the particular bookmaker concerned. There was a short dumpy
gentleman with greying hair perusing the writings on the oversized
book at the back of the stand marked ‘M. McPhee’.

‘Excuse me, but is Mister McPhee here?’

‘Who wants to know, lady?’ replied the
gentleman abruptly.

‘Constable Stanton - C.I. branch,’ replied
Cathy, in her best official voice and displaying her I.D.

‘C.I.B!’ said the man with surprise. ‘I’m
McPhee, and I didn’t do it.’

‘I’m pleased to hear that Mister McPhee. I
would appreciate just a couple of minutes of your time. I want to
ask you about Alison Stacey. I believe she used to work for
you?’

‘Always got time to talk to a pretty lady. A
terrible thing that fire,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Alison was a
nice girl, pity she got mixed up with that Simon Stacey. I told her
he was trouble, but she wouldn’t listen to me.’

‘I’m listening. Please go on.’

‘Call me Marty, nearly everyone does, and
those that don’t certainly wouldn’t call me Mister.’ The initial
rough exterior of the chunky man had been put aside. ‘Stacey was
well known round here a couple of years back. He’d hit the ring
with thousands at a time. He’d bet on only one local horse every
other Saturday. The bastard cleaned us out, time and time
again.’

‘Are you suggesting there was something
improper going on?’

‘Yes I am, but I could never prove anything
mind you, and I wouldn’t want to say anything that might be found
to be liable.’

‘Strictly off the record, Marty,’ said Cathy
reassuringly.

‘Well,’ said McPhee, moving a little closer
to the constable’s ear. ‘I suspect that he was doping horses to
make them lose. He’d nobble two or three of the fancied runners,
and then bet on the best horse remaining.’

‘What about swabs and urine tests?’

‘They never showed anything, but I don’t
believe they routinely screen for marijuana.’

‘Marijuana!’

‘Shush, shush! Yes, biscuits,
marijuana biscuits - the night before the race,’ said Marty softly
but emphatically. ‘The officials tell me they can pick up anything
in the testing, but I’m not convinced.’ McPhee looked at Stanton,
she was smiling. ‘Yeah, sounds funny, I agree. Those horses still
performed fairly well, but just not up to their best. I always said
they were only a stoned throw
from winning,’ chortled the bookmaker. Stanton looked to the
heavens and rolled her eyes.

‘On a more serious note, why did Alison
Stacey stop working with you?’

‘I’m telling you the truth, the whole truth,
and nothing but the truth, at least as I see it, lady,’ said Marty,
lifting his hands in the air, as a gesture to show he had nothing
to hide. ‘Alison left after I refused to accept any more large bets
from Stacey. I took a bet of forty grand, at five to one. I was
only able to lay off eighty, so he took me down to the tune of one
hundred and twenty thousand dollars. To bet like that you’ve got to
buy more than the form guide.’

‘Do you know anyone who would have liked to
see Stacey or his wife out the way?’

‘If you’d asked me that two years ago, you
could have had the names of every bookie here, and no one lost more
to the mongrel than I did. We were just glad to see the back of
him,’ said Marty, still using hand signals to assist his answers.
‘Generally though, we’ve found it not a good idea to murder winning
customers, it tends to discourage the other punters.’

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ said Cathy, not
particularly amused, as she remembered the gruesome photographs of
the victims. ‘You must have known Alison fairly well, was there
anything unusual, apart from marijuana biscuits of course, that
either she or Stacey were involved in?’

‘Stacey was a keen card player. With his
style you could be sure he’d step on a few toes. Apart from
that...’ McPhee paused, looked to the ground and held his nose
between his thumb and forefinger, as he thought. ‘Alison was in
some sort of club years ago. I don’t know much about it, only that
Stacey got her out. Waterman’s the one to talk to, Stacey used to
work for him before he became a pain in the arse pocket. He used to
talk to Waterman, the two were friends for some obscure reason.
Maybe he can tell you a little more.’

‘Thanks, Marty. If you think of anything at
all that may help, please let us know.’ Cathy handed over her
calling card. ‘Just one more thing before I go, how did Our John’s
Back go in the last race?’

‘Hey, Bob!’ called Marty to his offsider.
‘Where’d Our John finish in the last?’

‘He fell just after the start. Didn’t finish
at all,’ came the reply.

‘That’d be right. Thanks again, Marty,’ said
Cathy. She screwed the ticket up and let it fall to the ground.

It was fifteen minutes before Cathy Stanton
was served. The soft serve yoghurt and fruit salad looked
delicious, and rather than join another queue for a pie and peas,
she took a risk and purchased an extra one, together with two
natural orange juices to compliment the healthy lunch. After a
careful balancing act, Cathy reached her grassy resting place. The
horizontal Cochran landmark was unmistakable.

‘Our John’s Back eh,’ she mused quietly,
looking at the food in her arms. ‘Definitely requires more
training. Definitely.’ She took another two steps forward.

‘Lunch is served, sir,’ she said raising her
voice and hovering above the Inspector with her hands full. He
opened one eye.

‘Now, sit down very carefully, Stanton,’ he
said, slowly. ‘Concentrate, and don’t rush.’ Cathy smiled, and
executed the task without disaster. ‘I know it’s a long time since
I’ve been to the races, but I didn’t think a hot pie with peas
would have changed that much - and this,’ said Cochran, holding up
the orange juice. ‘Must be a chocolate thick shake!’

‘I’m sure a man with your astute reasoning
ability and obvious strength of character, will have both the
understanding and sense of determination to accept this meal for
what it really is,’ said Cathy firmly. ‘Just in case you have any
doubts, this is the beginning of your journey to a longer and
healthier existence. In layman’s terms it’s called a weight
reduction programme.’

‘Hell Stanton, do you have to kick a man
when he’s down, and besides you’re not my bloody mother you know,’
cursed Cochran loudly. ‘Aren’t you aware that injured people
require nourishment to assist recovery?’

‘You have sufficient reserves to replace
every organ in your body twice, if necessary,’ replied Cathy
bravely. Despite the objections, she could sense there was a
distinct lack of conviction in Cochran’s voice. It was an
opportunity not only to get some of her own back, but maybe to do
the fat man some good at the same time.

‘Now, while McPhee wasn’t a fountain of
information, he did have a couple of interesting things to say.’
Cathy proceeded to reiterate the conversation.

* * * * *

Dan Marshall sat at the desk in the front
office of the police station, perusing the shortened list of names.
Sergeant Carter stood behind the service counter talking on the
phone. The two men had been busy with the computer, telephone and
fax machine, and had condensed the original two hundred and fifty
two, down to a short list of twenty-eight possible persons who
resembled the unknown murder victim and could be in the local
area.

‘So you saw the man yesterday constable.
That’s fine. Thank you for your help. Goodbye.’ Carter hung up the
receiver. ‘You can cross Orson Ruscliffe off the list. He was
sighted at South Adelaide yesterday reporting a stolen wallet.’

‘I’ve heard that name before. What’s he been
up for?’ asked Marshall lifting his eyes from the list of
names.

‘Suspected of dealing in child porn. Never
charged though.’

‘Ah yes. I remember reading about the
slimebag a few years back.’ Marshall nodded his head slowly and
screwed up his face grossly emphasising his crows-feet. ‘Friends in
high places as I recall.’

‘He wasn’t found guilty was he,’ announced
Carter, stressing the point, ‘Just cross him off the bloody list
will you.’

‘Yeah, righto, keep your shirt on,’ said
Marshall, as he drew a line through number seventeen. ‘You know
there’s every chance that this joker isn’t on our files and it may
be too early for him to have been reported as missing.
Nevertheless, we need to contact all transport services to see if
any of these characters have travelled recently. We should also
check them against the firearms registers, maybe we’ll get lucky
and find a match with that thirty-eight slug I extracted from
Stacey’s pergola.’

‘I’d like to bet that when we find the
weapon, it’ll have Stacey’s prints all over it,’ said Carter.

‘It’s not when we find it, it’s if we find
it. We’ve had thirty cops combing the area on and around Stacey’s
land, we’ve searched his car and Devlin’s flat,’ said Marshall
sharply. ‘If by chance we find the gun, and if Stacey has used it,
you can be sure it will be clean. Why don’t you use your brains for
what you do best Sarge, that’s sitting on your arse using a
computer, but if you wish to waste a few dollars, I will be more
than happy to accommodate your gambling wishes.’

Marshall and Carter, two experienced and
popular members of the force, harboured a mutual dislike for one
another. More than anything else it was a clash of personalities.
Both men were assertive, but differed significantly in the focus of
their work. For Carter the administration and clerical areas were
paramount. He was a stickler for organisation both in the workplace
and at home. Marshall, on the other hand, viewed the paperwork as a
necessary evil and consequently was rather a slob as far as the
office was concerned. He much preferred being out and about
policing not clerking.

‘I only bet with reputable persons. Thanks
for the offer.’ Carter picked up the telephone and began dialling
yet another number. A flashing light appeared on the small
switchboard. ‘Dan, there’s an incoming call on Cochran’s extension,
can you take it in his room?’

‘I suppose so.’ Marshall was quickly into
the Inspector’s office.

‘Hello, Marshall speaking.’

‘Listen carefully, turdface. While you may
be the senior detective on this investigation, when you’re on my
turf, I’m the boss, so don’t try and stuff me around with your
smartarse comments!’

‘Carter! You prick!’ shouted Marshall, as he
slammed down the phone. The sergeant had worked many years in the
front office, it was his domain, and he was never backward in
making anyone else aware of the fact - especially Marshall. As Dan
turned to leave the room the telephone began purring quietly once
more. He grabbed at it angrily.

‘Piss off, you bastard!’ bellowed the
detective.

‘What! Who the hell do you think you’re
talking to, Marshall? A bit of telephone etiquette would be
appreciated.’ The voice was unmistakable. It was John Cochran.

‘Shhh - err, sorry sir. I err, thought it
was someone else.’ He thumped his fist into his thigh.

‘And who would have the pleasure of such a
friendly greeting?’

‘Carter, sir,’ replied Marshall, opting for
the truth, as no other name sprang to mind quickly enough. His grip
on the phone tightened as he imagined it to be Sarge’s neck.

‘Carter!’ shouted Cochran. ‘He’s supposed to
be there helping you.’

‘He is, sir.’

‘Is he? Well I’d be pleased if you two would
stop playing childish games and get on with the job. I expect to
see some useful information when I return.’

‘Yes sir.’

‘Have you heard anything from Dempsy or
Hogan?’

‘They completed another unsuccessful search
of the flat, sir.’

‘Tell Carter to get one of the local
boys to watch the flat. I want those two back at the station,’ said
Cochran firmly. ‘Stanton and I have had a talk to McPhee and
Waterman. It appears that Stacey’s wife, Alison, was in some sort
of sex club when the two first met. This so-called club was founded
by a bloke called George Hartley, who Waterman describes as an
absolute nutter. Hartley used
to live at St Stephens Hostel. We will be calling in there on our
way back. Meanwhile, you see what you can find out about this
Hartley fellow. He’s between sixty-five and seventy years
old.’

‘Yes sir. Anything else?’ said Marshall
sheepishly.

‘Yes. See if you can behave like a role
model - senior detective.’


CHAPTER 9

‘Shake a leg,’ called the nurse. ‘Wake up!
Wake up!’

Simon Stacey groaned, and rolled from his
back onto his side. His brow was furrowed and his eyes formed into
thin slits as the nurse switched on the bright ceiling light.

‘What time is it?’ he moaned.

‘Six thirty, you can have a shower and get
ready for breakfast,’ said the lively young lady.

‘Six thirty, but it is Sunday morning isn’t
it?’

‘And a lovely morning it is too. Now up you
get.’

‘I haven’t been up at six thirty on a Sunday
morning since I was being breast fed,’ replied Stacey, opening his
eyes a little wider. ‘Besides, I don’t want breakfast, even if it
is breast milk.’

‘That’s not on today’s menu. Are you awake,
I’ve got other patients to attend to?’

‘Yes okay, leave me be. I’m awake all right.
Am I your favourite patient, or are you this nice to everyone?’

‘All patients get up now except for those in
isolation, that’s left for the day staff. Now there’ll be no need
for me to return with a bucket of cold water will there?’ said the
night nurse as she left the room, not waiting for a reply.

‘I bet you would too, you cow,’
muttered Simon under his breath. The hospital routine was opposite
to his usual pattern of late nights with a long sleep in the
following morning. He looked at the wall clock in the foyer and
estimated he must have had six hours sleep, not too bad, he
thought, considering he hadn’t felt in the least bit tired when he
was bedded down at ten. Simon wondered if the two small yellow
pills he took an hour before might have helped. It was yesterday
morning when the encounter with the red bearded psychiatrist in waiting, had resulted in the
prescribing of the anti-depressant medication. Stacey didn’t have
any success with his continued insistence that he simply needed a
few days rest without any regular medicine. Doctor Hutchinson
nodded patiently and paraphrased Simon’s remarks every time he
repeated his request.
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