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The carrots weren’t all that impressive.  Ben wasn’t about to toss away any of the fruits of his labour.  They would do.  The potatoes were a tad better.  He scratched them from the earth with a handheld digger and wished he knew how Matt Damon did so much better with his crop on Mars.  Then he suddenly remembered and decided not to go down that track.  Anyway, he wasn’t on Mars.  Packets of Blood and Bone from the hardware store would suffice, together with the coffee grinder leftovers and anything that sat in the fridge for more than 3 days.

Being in the vegetable garden was good therapy.  Ben Hood had given up watching the news or going onto Facebook.  The world seemed to be in a bit of a mess, particularly in the USA.  He felt sorry for all the innocent people in that amazing land.  In the meantime, he had the rest of the potatoes to harvest.  Australia was having its own problems and most of them issued from various radical groups who had been let loose and rather dubious decisions as to how Australia should progress as a nation, from those at the top.  Ben understood that those at the top were only there because there wasn’t anyone beneath them with the qualifications or flair or dynamic or whatever....to convince Australians to push the current mob out.  So sad.  Ben picked up a small hessian bag full of carrots and potatoes in one hand and held the digger in the other.  It was early afternoon.  No wind.  Big puffy clouds in the east, way out to sea.  A dark green coloured Volkswagen sedan heading slowly along the gravel driveway towards his house.  The gate back near the access road, had been left open.

‘Jesus!’ he said softly as he turned and walked the short distance to his house.  ‘Can’t that woman leave me alone?’

He stopped at the double garage doors and dropped the bag.  He turned.  She was walking towards him.  Slowly.  Dressed in green and brown camouflage pants and long-sleeved shirt and wearing a wide black belt with a side arm holstered at her right, probably a Glock or something nasty.  She wore solid black boots, lace up and had a brown leather handbag tucked under her left arm.  

Her hair was much shorter than Ben had remembered.  Almost in a pixie style.  She was suntanned.  She stopped about three metres from him.  ‘Hello.’

‘Hello Mon.  I can see you’re not dressed to go out on a date at the Hilton.’

‘It’s my most comfortable outfit actually.’

‘And you’ve had your Government VW painted.’

‘No.  Someone with nothing to do, washed it.  I’ve been on a training exercise.’

‘No kidding!’

‘But that’s not why I’m here.’

‘What’s in your handbag?  I’ve never seen you with a handbag.  It’s just not you.’

‘All in good time Ben.  No point rushing something as intriguing as what’s in my handbag.’

‘Alright,’ said Ben.

‘What’s in your bag?’ she asked.

‘Carrots and potatoes.  Home grown.  I plant them in shit, just like Matt Damon did on Mars.’

‘No, you don’t, and Matt Damon never went to Mars.’

‘Is your driver coming in?’

‘I don’t think so.  This won’t take long.  She’s waiting in the car.’

‘She?’

‘Women can drive a motor vehicle Ben.’

‘Of course they can.  What’s her name?’

‘None of your business.’

‘Is she gay?’

‘None of your god-damn business.’

Ben picked up the bag of vegetables.  ‘Alright.  Follow me.  Would you like a tea or coffee or raspberry syrup?’

‘I don’t touch raspberry syrup Ben.  It gives me a nasty rash.’

Ben led Monica through to the lounge area.  He walked the few steps up to the open kitchen and put the bag of vegetables on the benchtop.  ‘A wine perhaps?’

‘No thank you.’

‘Whatever you are peddling Mon, I don’t like it.  I’m having nothing to do with it.’

‘You won’t like it anyway but it’s something you will have to address.’

‘I’m not addressing anything Mon.  I’m retired.  You know that.’

‘If you don’t pay attention to me, you may be dead within a month.’

Ben didn’t move for a moment.  He turned and looked at her.  ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I have it on extremely good authority, that a very nasty man has decided to settle a score and finish you off.’

Ben picked up the bag of vegetables and put it down again without opening it.  ‘Joke, right?’

‘Not a joke mate.  You have a serious enemy.’

‘That doesn’t come as a surprise Mon.’

‘This one wants you dead and isn’t afraid to advertise his intentions in certain circles.  He claims he’s just joking, of course, but he’s not joking.  He has certain diplomatic immunity in certain countries, including Australia.’

‘Who put you up to this piece of rubbish?’

‘We’re working on that, and it’s not rubbish.’

‘Are you using Risk Managers who know what they are doing?’

‘No.  We’ve had a bit of a clean out of the so-called, Risk Managers lately.’

‘The insurance companies will snap them up.  They love to employ people who claim to have risk management experience but get the shaft from other companies because eventually it becomes clear they have no idea what they’re doing.  They don’t get paid the big bucks the second or third time around, but somehow, tragically, they manage to stay in the game.’

‘How very interesting Ben.’

‘It’s tragic Mon.  Morons and nutters are wrecking the world.’

‘I’ll have that glass of wine now.  What have you got?’

‘Red or white?’

‘White.’

‘I haven’t got white.  I cooked chicken with the last of it a while ago.’

‘I’ll have red then.  What is it?’

‘Merlot.’

Monica sat in one of the huge, battered, single, leather lounge chairs.  ‘Merlot is for sissies.’

‘I find it, on occasions, smooth,’ said Ben.

‘You must learn to drink something with a bit more body.  Something more refined.’

‘Why are you here Monica?  Your Government VW is cluttering up my driveway.’

‘I’ve changed my mind.  I’ll have a sherry.  Just a nip mind you.’

‘I haven’t got any sherry.  It’s for sissies.’

‘Then I’ll have a half glass of merlot.’

‘It’s an opened bottle.  It might taste a bit off,’ said Ben.

‘I don’t suppose you have any Gin?’

‘Just a bit in a little bottle.  I’m a sucker for a martini now and then.’

‘Where is it from?’

‘Lord Howe Island.  They make it with local grown wild bush lemons as well as herbs and things.  It’s supposed to grow hairs on your chest.’

‘How interesting Ben.  Perhaps I’ll try a tiny drop with a little ice.  I’ve always wanted hairs on my chest.’

Ben laughed as he walked down to the loungeroom bar.  ‘You can invite the VW driver in if you like.  I’ll cook dinner.  Nothing fancy mind you.’

‘No.  She’s fine.  We’re not here for dinner.’

Ben walked back to where Monica was sitting and handed her the Gin and ice in a delicate glass.  That’s when he noticed that she had placed a small, automatic pistol on a nearby coffee table, on top of a little black bag with an open draw string.  He didn’t comment.  He walked back to the bar and poured a decent dash of Scotch over ice.  He sat opposite her in a matching, battered, leather lounge chair.  ‘You’ve brought a gun, I see?’

‘It’s a gift for you.’

‘How thoughtful Mon.  You know very well I’m not allowed to have a gun like that.  Politicians are against guns of any kind in Australia.  Only police and criminals carry guns in this country.’

‘It’s a Walther PPK, chambered for 9 mm.  Loaded with 9, hollow point bullets and there is a spare magazine in the little black bag beside the gun.  You shouldn’t need more than 18 bullets I would expect.’

Ben sipped his Scotch.  He didn’t say anything.

‘You’ve been issued a special license to carry that gun.  It’s a plastic card with your photograph and date of birth.  Not a very flattering photo I might add, but it’s clearly you.  Highway Patrol or whoever, wouldn’t dare challenge its authenticity.  Very few individuals have this kind of authorisation.’

‘Is it a licence to kill?’

‘Don’t be stupid.’

‘Then you can put that little gun back in the bag with the other stuff and leave me alone Mon.’

‘You’ve pissed a few people off from time to time during your rather violent career.  Would you agree?’

‘I’ve never gone looking for a fight,’ Ben said.

‘But you have settled quite a few altercations along the way, more often, violently.’

‘I’d rather walk away from an altercation than be carried away Mon.’

‘You are currently the proposed subject of a very serious vendetta.’

‘Who says?’

‘I say,’ said Monica, sipping her drink.  ‘It comes from an extremely reliable informant.’

‘Who?’

‘All in good time.  This can’t be rushed.  This must be carefully assessed and a plan of action put into place.  Your lawful access to a gun is just a small part of the action plan.’

‘You’re talking rubbish Mon.  Finish your drink and go home.  I’ve got dirty carrots to wash.’

‘I assume you trust me, Ben.’

He stared at her.  ‘You know I do.’

‘You know I wouldn’t shit you, right?’

‘I don’t think you would.’

‘If I was firmly convinced that your life was in danger, and I warned you, what would you think about that?’

‘I’d be concerned.  I’d be cautious to some extent.’

‘Do you feel you are safe in this house Ben?’

‘Yes.’

‘How safe?’

‘Mon.  What the hell are you on about?’

‘How safe are you in this house?’

‘I feel safe here.  I’m always cautious, you know that.’

‘But I’ve just told you that someone is going to try and kill you.  How does that make you feel?’

‘I’d be a tad more cautious.  This place is like a fortress with all the doors and windows locked.  I’d also like to know a lot more about this so-called vendetta.  Who is after me?  I’d need to prepare, once I know everything that you know.’  Ben put his drink on a side table.

‘Prepare what exactly?’

‘I’m getting tired of this Mon.’

Monica took her mobile phone out from a pocket of her jeans and briefly checked the screen.  She put the phone back. ‘Can I ask you to go to your bedroom for a moment?’

‘What!’

‘Your bedroom.’
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