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Dedication
This book is dedicated to my wife, Christine.
* * * * *
* * * * *
"Johnno?"
"Yeah."
"What time is it?" Alexandra's hand groped its way across the books and other oddments on her bedside table until it reached the light switch. "What is it? Is there a problem? Bloody Hell Johnno, it's half past three!" The silence on the other end of the line stretched out. "Johnno?"
"Yeah."
"Johnno, what's wrong?"
"Nothing."
She began to notice other sounds on the line, low voices, the scrape of a chair. "You're only supposed to call like this if it's an emergency."
"Yeah. That's right. Fuckin' emergency."
"Johnno, if there's something wrong, tell me. Are you drunk?"
Johnno laughed. "It's half past fuckin' three. What do you think?"
Alexandra wasn't sure quite what to do. She put on as firm a tone as she could manage. "Go home, Johnno. Sleep it off. And don't call me again unless its important." She hung up on whatever he said next.
*
"I don't think I can do this any more." She was in Trevor Reid's office just a few hours later. Detective Inspector Adams was there too. She'd asked if she could have a word. "The bloke's driving me nuts. He called me in the middle of the night, drunk again. I'm not getting any sleep. We're not getting anything useful out of him. He's going crazy and I'm going with him."
Adams was staring at her intently, God knows what he was calculating in that busy little brain of his. Reid had been focusing on his desk, looking uncomfortable. "He's still the only chance we've got." Alexandra knew this, of course.
"I know it's hard to keep it in mind but there was an eight-year-old girl killed in that shooting," was the DI's contribution.
Irritated, she snapped; "Is that supposed to make me feel guilty or something? I saw the crime scene myself. I saw the little girl with her guts spilling on the pavement and her mother with..." she stopped herself. "I saw it. It isn't hard to keep it in mind at all."
"Would Johnno accept a change of handler at this stage?" Adams was using his persuasive, reasonable voice, pretending he was exploring ways to help her but they all knew that if Alexandra pulled out, Johnno would too.
"What do you suggest?" asked Reid. Unlike Adams, he could see how angry Alexandra was getting and he could see how distressed she was.
Alexandra didn't hesitate. "I think we should spit the dummy." She saw Adams take a breath and hurried on. "Johnno's too unstable. He's cracking up. We'll never get anything useful out of him and I'm worried that he's going to do something we'll all regret. We're sitting on a time bomb." She aimed this last one at Adams, knowing the merest hint of bad publicity and unhappy superiors was normally enough to send him running for cover but there were obviously other forces at work.
"I spoke to the Super himself on the phone just yesterday evening," the DI said. "He asked me if this plan of yours was going to deliver the goods and I told him I had every confidence in you and Sergeant Reid".
Alexandra was always amazed by the man's ability to weasel his way through situations. He was letting them know that they were completely identified with the investigation—just in case it all went wrong. "The man says he loves me," she protested. "He says I'm the only friend he has."
"That's good isn't it?" He looked to Reid for support and seemed disappointed to find him still examining his desk. "When you run an informer, you want him to develop a dependence on you. It's all part of the game, Alexandra. You know the routine. They want to tell you things, they need to win your approval."
"That's how to run an interrogation, not an informer," she said, but maybe Adams was right in this case. It wasn't the usual kind of operation at all. More like an undercover operation—except that Johnno was not a policeman.
The DI's face fell at being corrected by his Detective Constable and Reid winced, knowing Alexandra had lost the argument. "We've put a lot of time and effort into this case, Detective," Adams told her. "It's an important, high-profile case and we're going to do whatever is necessary to get the men who did this. If that means you lose a bit of your beauty sleep from time to time, then so be it." He took a pace forward and stood over her. "Is that clear?"
He left shortly afterwards and Reid looked at Alexandra and shook his head. "You don't do yourself any favours."
"This whole operation is stupid and I never should have got involved."
"You weren't given much of a choice as I recall."
"He scares me, Trevor."
"Oh I dunno. The DI's not that bad."
Despite herself, Alexandra smiled. "I meant the other dangerous lunatic I have to work with."
"Has he threatened you?"
"No. It's not like that. It's just..." That he's so creepy? That his mind is such a dark, deep place? That I'm coming to suspect the cure could be worse than the disease? "I don't know. Maybe I'm just over-tired."
Reid looked her in the eyes, trying to see what was under their troubled surface, and failed, as always. "We'll give it three more days and review the situation. Alright?"
Three more days! "Alright."
*
Johnno was already waiting for her at the rendezvous, pacing like a caged animal, smoking, his long, lank hair flicking greasily at each turn, his tall, lean body moving with a restrained urgency. He turned again and there on the back of his denim jerkin Alexandra saw the Devil's Playthings' colours, a crude mix of gaudy and Gothic, skulls and flames, reds and yellows. Despite the heat he had a leather jacket under the jerkin and blue jeans and riding boots to complete the uniform. His bike stood twenty metres away, black and chrome and mean. She took a deep breath and walked out of the shadows.
"Oh man I'm glad you're here." He was all nervous energy, intense but distracted.
"You wanted to meet."
"I've got the names."
Alexandra sighed. "We've had the names for over a week."
Johnno looked confused. "I mean, I've got the proof."
Alexandra wished that Adams could be here, or Trevor even. She wanted them to see what a mess the man was. She wanted them to know the nonsense she had to put up with.
"You don't believe me do you?"
"If you've got proof, just tell me what it is."
"What did I ever do to you? Why do you hate me so much?"
Here we go... "I don't hate you, Johnno. I just need to get that proof. We all appreciate what you're doing for us—the risks you're taking—but we're going to have to call it a day soon. We can't go on like this forever. Do you see?"
"It's not for you," Johnno was suddenly surly. "It's fucking definitely not for them." He waved an arm, indicating Alexandra's bosses perhaps. "You'd think that little girl was the only one who died that day!"
Alexandra recalled the scene that was so rarely out of her mind. The petrol station was a jittering nightmare of red and blue flashing lights. Ten squad cars, three ambulances, four fire tenders crowded round. Uniformed police were everywhere, mostly trying to hold back the crowd that was building despite the danger of a major conflagration from the fire that was burning inside the shop. On the forecourt, a large black motorcycle had fallen over. Beside it was the bloody corpse of a biker. Shot fifteen times in the drive-by shooting. Further back was the mutilated body of Carole Mulligan, aged eight and her seriously wounded mother Jennifer—both unfortunate enough to have walked out of the garage shop just as the shooting started. A stray round – from the spray of bullets from two semi-automatic weapons and a pistol that had blasted out of the passing car—had hit a lone gas cylinder in the back of the shop and started a blaze. Fortunately they'd missed the petrol pumps and the twenty-odd other gas cylinders stacked out the front.
"It was just as much a crime to shoot your brother as it was to shoot the girl," Alexandra said, trying to sound convincing. Johnno's brother was a vicious thug and the general opinion among the Queensland Police was that his death would save everyone a lot of grief in the future. Johnno didn't respond. She remembered again the day he walked into the station and asked to speak to whoever was in charge of the case. She and Trevor Reid interviewed him and he told them his plan to join the Playthings and find out who it was that had killed his brother. He said he'd kill them if he had to but he'd rather give them up to the police—if the police wanted them.
Trevor seemed to like the idea, whereas Alexandra, watching the young man's sunken, darting eyes, immediately decided she did not. Yet half-way through the second interview, Johnno had told Reid to get out. He would only deal with Alexandra—nobody else. She'd barely started saying; "I'm sorry but that's out of the question," when Trevor had taken her out of the room and told her to go along with it.
"Gomez wants us to give him some rope, see how far it takes us," he'd said in the corridor outside the interview room, leaning over her, keeping his voice low. Gomez was what he called DI Adams.
"Trevor, this bloke will never make a credible witness. You've seen his record. And look at the state of him. He's a wreck. Whatever drugs he's doing, he's probably doubled since his brother died."
"Let's just see if he can get into the Playthings. If he can, who knows what he might give us."
"What if he gets himself killed?"
"He's going to do it whether we talk to him or not. All we're doing here is working an informer. We might even stop him killing someone else."
"An informer requires two handlers to be present at every meeting." Quoting the procedures had been pure desperation. She knew as well as anyone that you did whatever it took to get the result.
So here she was, playing Johnno's strange little game of stroke and talk.
"Do you want to go out tonight?" Johnno asked, turning his slightly fevered eyes to stare into hers.
No way! "I don't think that would be a good idea."
"You'd probably like me better if you got to know me a bit. I'm..." He hesitated, suddenly bashful. "I'm alright really. Not like you think."
"Johnno, what's the proof you've got?"
"That's right. Stick to business. Christ you're cold!" He spun off and started moving around, raising and lowering his hands in a repeated gesture of frustration. "Do you know what it's like for me? All the time with those fuckers? Smiling and laughing at their jokes, flirting with their bitches? I even fucked one last night. Jesus!" He turned away with a grimace of disgust and stood still, his face to the ground.
Alexandra watched his broad back with the gaudy colours on it and waited for him to calm down again. When his breathing slowed, she said, "Tell me about your brother? Why'd they say they killed him?"
"Pete. His name was Pete." There was another long silence while Johnno kept his back to Alexandra. "Why the fuck should I care why they killed him? I'm not their fucking social worker. I just want to see the bastards suffer for it." He turned back to face her. "They brag about it. Do you know? They sit around drinking and laughing and telling jokes about it. Christ! Why don't you do something? I've told you who it is, for fuck's sake just go and arrest them before I..." He stopped himself and looked around. There was a low wall nearby and he went and sat on it. Alexandra had to take a couple of steps to stay close enough to talk.
"Have you got a brother?" he asked her, hunting through his pockets for a cigarette.
"No." She didn't mention having a sister, of course. This was not a pleasant chat between friends.
Suddenly Johnno smiled and the smile was like the sun coming out. "It's great. You know? Our Dad was never around much, except when he needed money, and me and Pete grew up a bit wild. You know? We was always in trouble—even when we'd done nothing. It was always, 'Blame it on the Nichols boys.' I didn't mind much. It was a laugh, mostly. And Pete... Pete looked after me." Johnno looked at Alexandra. "Do you know what that's like—to have someone look after you like that? Someone who's always there for you? Who'll stick up for you no matter what?"
No, thought Alexandra. No, I don't.
"He was a couple of years older than me and it was like I always had this guardian angel. Anybody started picking on me, Pete would beat the crap out of them. You know?"
"You must miss him."
Johnno sighed. "Yeah."
"So what about this proof?"
But Johnno had drifted off into reverie. "I was stupid to bugger off like I did. It was like I just couldn't wait to leave home and get out on my own. I stole a bike and a bit of money and I just took off one day. Went to Sydney and got laid and never came back. I called home and Mum cried and Pete shouted and said he was going to kill me when he saw me again, so I didn't call any more. That was, like, years ago. I can't even remember why I did it now. I must have been stupid."
"Then you read about Pete in the paper."
"Saw it on the news, yeah." Of course. "The bastards."
Alexandra looked at her watch. She didn't have anywhere else to be—this was her top priority—but she'd had so many of these sessions with Johnno by now that every moment was a torment. Johnno noticed her glance.
"It's just a fucking job to you, isn't it?" He stood up and paced away, then spun around to face her, his long, lank hair flying. "I thought you were different—even though you're a cop. You seemed to understand. You looked at me like I wasn't just some bikie scum, like I was a real person, like you could see how I felt." He took a step closer. "I thought we had some kind of connection. You know? Like we, you know, clicked or something." Another step. "You're not like any cop I ever knew. You know? You're more like a real person, if you see what I mean. Someone I could talk to, share all this stuff with, about Pete. You know?" Another step and he was right next to her, his legs almost touching hers. If she stood up now she'd bump right into him.
Alright, you sod, I've had enough. She looked him in the eye. "You don't have any proof, do you Johnno? You're wasting my time—again. Why don't you get on your bike go back to Sydney? You can't do anything for Pete. You don't even want to. This whole thing is just about you feeling guilty and wanting to rub your own nose in it. Isn't that it?"
Johnno reeled back as if she'd slapped him and Alexandra took the opportunity to stand up. She even advanced a pace on him, forcing him to step back further. "You think you should have stuck around and been there for your brother, don't you? Well maybe you're right. Maybe he needed you. Maybe you let him down. Maybe it's all your fault he's dead. There, does that make you feel better?"
Johnno looked stricken. He turned away from her and moved off. "You bastard," he whined. "You fucking bitch."
Alexandra watched him with a cold anger as he ran to his motorcycle and rode off. She stared at the cloud of dust he left behind for a long time before she calmed down enough to think about what she'd done.
"Oh shit," she said.
*
"Well what did you come round here for if you can't talk about it?" Mel hated how coy her sister was about her job. It wasn't like she worked for the CIA or something—although that would explain a lot. "You don't work for the CIA do you? I mean ASIO, I suppose."
"What? No, of course I don't! God, Mel, what planet are you living on? I'm just not supposed to talk about cases, that's all."
"And you're probably the only cop in Brisbane who doesn't, I bet. Do you know what happened to Jenny last week?"
"Who's Jenny?"
"Oh just someone I know. She runs a little boutique in Calloundra."
"Don't you know anyone with a proper job?"
Mel let that one go. "Anyway, she got to work one morning and she'd been broken into. So she phoned the police and they said they'd send someone round. So she waited, like, hours, not opening up in case the customers spoiled the evidence or something. Then the cops came strolling in, said there was nothing they could do and cleared off."
"And the point of this little saga would be what?"
"Jenny's assistant, Maxine, had gone out for some coffees or something just before the police arrived and she'd seen them both standing around outside the real estate agent's discussing the properties!"
She sat back with an air of triumph. Alexandra clearly didn't get it. Her big sister looked irritated rather than contrite. "So you're saying that because a couple of detectives in Calloundra were lax about doing their duty on that occasion—even if I accept that that's what was really going on, there could be a dozen other explanations—I should be lax in doing mine? Is that it?"
"Exactly!" said Mel, pleased to have made her point. "So. Tell."
Alexandra didn't say anything.
“Look, Lexie, I only want to help and I am your sister. How many cops go home and tell their wives or husbands all about their day? Why aren't you entitled to unburden yourself now and then?”
To her surprise, Alexandra threw back her head and groaned, saying, “Oh what the hell?” Then she told Mel all about Johnno and the drive-by shooting and the sick games he seemed to be playing.
"Oh my God! That's so creepy!"
They were on the balcony outside Mel's unit and the evening was warm and luminous around them. Alexandra took a sip of wine. "It's really freaking me out. I'm worried about where it's all going. I shouldn't have said all that stuff to him."
Mel was thoughtful for a moment. "Is he cute?" she asked.
Alexandra swore, slammed down her glass and walked away. "Look, I should probably get going."
"What?" Mel was offended. "Now what have I done? God you're so touchy these days."
"No, he's not cute. He's not buff. I don't fancy him. We haven't slept together. Anything else salacious you want to know?"
"Yes!" Mel put down her own glass. "What does salacious mean?"
For a second, Alexandra was speechless, then they both started laughing.
"Can't you just tell them it's not working and forget about it?" asked Mel. "Or get someone else to do it?"
"I've tried. It's no good. I've got to see this through to the bitter end."
"But why does it bother you so much?"
"What? How would you like to deal with a deranged bikie who's totally fixated on you?"
"Happens to me all the time," smiled Mel. "But you're used to dealing with swamp-life, aren't you? What's so bad about this one?"
Alexandra shook here head. “I don't really know. It was the same this morning in Reid's office. I just couldn't put it into words. Have you ever met anyone that you immediately took a dislike to? I don't jut mean you thought they looked boring or pompous or whatever..."
"Like most of the men I meet."
"...but really disliked them, felt somehow disgusted or repelled by them, just didn't want to be around them?"
"As I say, that's most of the men I meet."
Alexandra sighed. "Can't you even pretend to be sympathetic?"
Mel refilled her glass. "It's hard, Lexie. You set yourself up for meeting all these creeps. How am I supposed to be sympathetic? What can I say? 'It'll be better tomorrow'? Well I don't see how it can be. You must meet these people every single day."
Alexandra had one last go. "That's just it. I do meet creeps every single day but mostly it doesn't bother me. But this one has got under my skin and I don't know why."
"Well, does he smell bad? Does he pick his nose? Scratch his crotch? I hate men who do that!"
Mel was so sincere in her disgust that Alexandra had to laugh. "He probably does all of the above. It's not that kind of thing, though. There's something about him, the essence of him, who he is..." She trailed off, looking lost and confused.
Mel couldn't help being a bit bored by it all. The answer was so easy. Dump the creep, and if the boss doesn't like it, dump the job too. But she knew better than say any more. Alexandra was even more touchy and irritable than usual and it was better to keep quiet when she was like that. So she changed the subject and they talked about Mel while they barbecued a meal and ate it. Then it was time for Alexandra to leave.
*
The phone rang just after she'd got to sleep. Grabbing it angrily she shouted; "If this isn't a matter of life and death I'm going to come 'round there and make it one! Do you hear me?"
"Al?"
Al? Oh shit! "Trevor? Is that you?"
"Yes it is. Remind me never to piss you off."
"I thought ..."
"Listen mate, I thought you'd like to know we've got Johnno in custody—just made the arrest myself. We got a call about a shooting at the Three Mile Creek Hotel." Where the Devil's Playthings hang out. "We found two bodies and our friend Johnno nursing a smoking shotgun and an empty whiskey bottle."
"Did he do it?" Of course he did. What else could it be?
"Nobody saw anything and Johnno's too drunk to say anything much. He's got a good singing voice though."
Alexandra could hear an almost incoherent rendering of a popular song going on in the background. "Are you still at the scene?" She was already grabbing for underwear. "I'll be right over. I need to see this."
*
The next morning, as Reid and Alexandra joined him in Interview Room 4, Johnno looked even more sick and decrepit than usual. He wore a light, clean coverall, his clothes having been sent for forensic examination but his sallow skin and sunken eyes told the whole story of his sorry internal state. Despite appearances, the station doctor had declared him fit to be interviewed. So, Alexandra gave the usual preamble, introducing herself and Detective Sergeant Reid for the benefit of the video recording and Reid kicked off the questioning.
As her boss went through the familiar routine, Alexandra watched Johnno's reactions. Overall, he seemed dazed and confused—hardly surprising considering the state he'd been in the night before. She remembered Three Mile Creek Hotel as it had been when she'd arrived. It was a fine old hotel, on the corner of broad streets but its wood panelling and balustraded balconies were jaded and worn, its wooden chairs and tables abused and neglected by generations of careless customers and owners. Two bodies in similar, scruffy denims lay in wild attitudes on the wooden floor among scattered furniture and massive amounts of blood. One had no chest, the other no face. Johnno was slumped across the back seat of a patrol car when she found him, barely conscious but cuffed all the same. There was blood splashed all the way up his right side as if someone had hosed him with the stuff. The car reeked of blood and whiskey and ... something worse. Gagging, Alexandra had returned to the hotel. The dead men under the dim, yellow lights were the two that Johnno had named as his brother's killers. I did this, she thought. This is my fault.
"Look, mate," Johnno was saying under the bright fluorescent lights of Interview Room 4, "I just shot the bastards. Alright? Can I go back to my cell now? I feel like shit."
"I just want to be clear on a few details first," Reid told him. "Where did you get the shotgun?"
Johnno shrugged. "I dunno. I was fucking wasted. Who gives a shit?"
"Why did you shoot them, Johnno? That wasn't the plan."
"What plan? They killed Pete. I killed them." He turned his watery gaze to Alexandra. "Somebody had to do something."
Outside, afterwards, Reid was cheerful. "Well you were right about him. Nutty as a fruitcake. The forensic case alone should be enough to put him away but that was a pretty clear-cut confession in there." He grinned at her. "And we won't have trouble showing motive."
Alexandra winced. She'd told her boss about her outburst yesterday. He'd just shrugged and said, "It's not a bad idea to put some pressure on the bloke to piss or get off the pot."
"I still don't understand what happened," she said. "He got drunk, found a shotgun somewhere and just blew those two away in the pub?" She couldn't find the words for what was troubling her. This whole affair had made her infuriatingly inarticulate. "It's not right, Trevor. It's not like him. Johnno's all mouth. He couldn't do something like that. Not... not so openly anyway." It seemed right, now that she'd said it, but was she just trying to hide from the guilt?
Trevor Reid rolled his eyes. "Al! This is about as cut and dried as they come. Don't go looking for something that isn't there. I know you feel bad about how this worked out but the bloke's a nutter. He was going to do something stupid sooner or later. You even said so yourself."
It didn't make Alexandra feel any better. "Do you mind if I do some poking about? Satisfy myself?"
Reid looked at her long and hard. She could see he didn't want to let her. He wanted a nice clear-cut case with a nice quick result. In the end, he said, "You can have until the end of the day. That's when we'll formally charge him. After that, you're re-assigned. OK?"
She smiled wanly. One day. And what on Earth am I even worried about? Where will I start when I don't know what I'm looking for? "Can I interview Johnno again?" she asked.
"Knock yourself out," Reid smiled and grinned at her again. "If he retracts his statement, you're back in uniform."
Alexandra supposed he was joking.
*
"Maria Nichols?"
"That's right, love. What can I do you for?"
Alexandra was at the front door of a run down fibro house with a tiny patch of garden where the weeds struggled to grow between the abandoned bits of machinery and an old roll of carpet. Johnno’s mother was fifty-five, bleached blonde hair, overweight and pouchy, in a short denim skirt and sandals. It wasn't a pretty picture but it suited the house. The woman’s voice was both fruity and nasal at the same time, the result of a lifetime of cigarettes and booze.
“Mrs. Nichols, I’m Detective Constable Bertolissio from the Queensland Police. It’s about your son, John.”
“Johnno? He fucked off to Sydney. What's he got to do with you?”
“I’m afraid he’s in a bit of trouble. There was a shooting last night. Two men are dead and we believe your son is responsible.”
The woman's eyes widened. “What? He shot ’em? The bastards that shot my Pete?”
Alexandra repressed a sigh. “We believe your son suspected the victims of being involved in his brother’s murder.”
“Well, bugger me. Good on him! Good on ya, Johnno! Bastards! I hope they both died slow.”
Alexandra wanted to walk away but there was something she needed to ask. “Mrs. Nichols, I wonder if you could tell me if your son owns a gun.”
“I dunno. Must do if he shot ’em.” She seemed quite proud of her son’s accomplishment.
“When did you last see Johnno, Mrs. Nichols?”
“I dunno. Two years? Three? The little bastard cleared off and left me to fend for myself—with two nippers an’ all.” Alexandra tried not to wince at the idea that there wore more Nichols boys being reared in this dreary place. “Just like his father, that one. Pete stood by me though.” Then Maria Nichols began snuffling. “Pete was always a good lad. He always looked after me. Johnno—well, he wasn’t much use, but he’s done right by Pete.” She looked into Alexandra’s eyes and said, sincerely, “Family. That’s what matters, ain't it?”
Alexandra didn't think Maria would particularly want to help her disprove Johnno's guilt. Shooting his brother's killers seemed to be a source of great pride for his mother. But she pressed on anyway. "Johnno didn't strike me as someone who would shoot someone." How did you tell a mother you thought her son was a self-pitying gutter-rat who spent his life fantasising about vengeances he would never take?
"Oh he's a possum really," Maria snuffled. "He wouldn't hurt a fly unless he was provoked. That silly cow he lived with was a lying bitch saying he hit her. She deserved what she got, anyway. He never hit me. Not once. But he always stood up for himself. I taught him that much. No-one pushed my boys around."
"What was the girl's name?"
"What girl?"
"The girl he lived with."
"What do you want to talk to her for? Lying little cow."
"Mrs. Nichols, I don't know why but I believe your son may be innocent." The word echoed oddly in her mind. The one thing Johnno definitely was not, was innocent. Innocent of this crime, she should have said. She got the name and the address—another ramshackle fibro shack in the next street. Then she got away as fast as she could.
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