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Chapter 1




    Steve Conway stepped from the arrival hall of Manila’s international airport into a mad scramble of touts, vendors and tourists all milling around in a wall of heat and stifling humidity. A hundred brown faces surrounded him selling everything from sex toys, flick knives, knuckledusters, cigarettes and sunglasses, to the sweet smelling sampaguita, the national flower of the Philippines.




    ‘Sir! Sir! You buy Sir!’ they yelled and pleaded, pushing and shoving their wares under his nose. He was trying to fend off an over-eager vendor when he heard, ‘Steve Conway, Mr Conway! Over here!’ Conway wheeled looking for the voice. To his right waving above the crowd, was a smiling black giant.




    ‘Jumbo Keyes I presume,’ grinned Conway as they shook hands.




    ‘The one and only sir, follow me, your carriage awaits,’ said Keyes in a west coast American accent. He hefted Conway’s suitcase shouldering his way through a sea of yelling touts and panhandlers out on to the concourse where a bright yellow mini van with Down Under Hotel emblazoned in red on either side and covered in stickers declaring, Cory for President stood waiting.




    A Filipino driver immaculate in a crisp white shirt and black pants leapt from the front seat and held open a back door for his new boss. Keyes heaved the suitcase in behind Conway and eased his bulk into the front seat beside the driver he introduced as Mario.




    ‘Welcome to the Philippines sir,’ said Mario, with the kind of smile Filipinos are famous for.




    The sun was low in the west as they moved out onto the wide palm tree-lined Roxas Boulevard which curved around the turgid waters of Manila Bay where assorted paint-streaked rust buckets, a few freighters and heavily laden container ships lay at anchor. The traffic was almost at a standstill giving Conway a chance to have his first look at Manila. It didn’t look too promising.




    He checked out the movements on the harbour for a few minutes then turned his attention to the right where fronting the boulevard were dreary concrete apartment blocks, nondescript hotels standing between run-down karaoke bars and eateries. The grass on the worn concrete median strip between the boulevard and a service road was overgrown and scrubby; a convenient rubbish dump for bits of plastic, soiled paper, piles of dirt and other indeterminate rubbish. The whole scene reeked of poverty and neglect.




    I hope it gets better than this, he thought to himself. He was going to ask Keyes but decided against it. I shouldn’t complain it’s a new country, new things to see, do and experience. He relaxed and stifled a yawn. It was better than mourning back in Australia.




    Holding up the traffic were vendors selling cigarettes and trinkets together with scores of locals bearing yellow flags, placards and banners, some in English, others in the native Tagalog dialect. Some messages were different but all said the same thing. Cory for President, Marcos must go.




    They seemed cheerful enough waving and smiling to the commuters tactfully ignoring a few armed, grim-faced soldiers standing at intervals along the roadside.




    Without turning around Keyes said, ‘I don’t like the look of this.’




    Despite the perceived good-natured attitude of the protesters Conway didn’t like the atmosphere either. The surly expressions of the soldiers bespoke a desire for the protestors to start something…something they would be more than willing to finish.




    When Conway asked why the anxiety, what Keyes told him next only increased the tightening in his stomach.




    ‘Not everyone wants Cory. There’s been some pretty violent clashes between her supporters and those of Marcos recently and they seem to be getting worse. Shops have been trashed, vehicles burnt, a lot of injuries, even a couple of deaths. This is the first time I’ve seen troops out on the streets. If trouble starts my friend, we are bloody vulnerable sitting in this traffic. Come on Mario try and move it, we need to get out of here…fast!’ But traffic coming out from a number of side streets slowed them further. Keyes cursed, to no avail.




    They continued slowly along the boulevard leaving the Cory supporters behind. Conway settled back in his seat breathing a sigh of relief; a relief short-lived. Without warning their vehicle and those in front and behind were surrounded by a screaming, chanting mob who seem to appear from nowhere. Like the previous protestors they were waving flags, cardboard placards and shabby linen banners. This time they were all red. But unlike the former group, they were angry, very angry.




    ‘Shit!’ yelled Keyes, ‘bloody Marcos supporters. They’re souped up and they’ve seen the Cory stickers on our vehicle. Mario, you bloody idiot! I told you not to put those fucking stickers on.’




    The words had hardly left his mouth when a young male protestor smashed the wooden handle of his banner across their bonnet. In front a jeepney was torched and passengers jumped out screaming onto the roadway.




    ‘Holy Shit!’ cried Conway as the young guy and others began yelling and banging on the roof. One of them had his face flattened against the window glass his face contorted with rage the glass distorting his expression into a tribal mask of hate and vengeance. In his hand he held a tree root as a weapon. Fuck, thought Conway. I’m going to be killed by a fucking tree root. Their vehicle began to rock violently as protestors grabbed it from either side. The window beside Conway suddenly smashed showering him with broken glass.




    He put his hands up to shield himself but too late, he’d been cut and blood began to flow from a wound on his forehead and cheek. They were pushed to an angle of 45 degrees to the road and in imminent danger of toppling over.




    Now completely surrounded, enraged hands tried to wrench open the doors. A brown arm reached in through the broken window but it quickly withdrew screaming as Conway grabbed the wrist and smashed it against the inside of the door. Another tried and reeled back his nose broken by a clubbing right from the Australian only to have his place taken by a youth, his eyes red and dilated, brandishing a pistol, which he pointed at Conway’s head. The finger whitened as he squeezed the trigger. Horrified, Conway tried to throw himself sideways but there was no where to go in such a confined space.




    BANG! The shot echoed through the vehicle. The youth’s eyes opened wide with surprise and a fleeting look of bewilderment before he fell back into the mob behind him blood spurting from a wound at the back of his head. There were more shots and the crowd turned in confusion, screaming in panic as khaki clad soldiers with M16’s and others in brown uniforms wielding batons, swarmed in shooting and clubbing indiscriminately.




    ‘The army and riot police of Metrocom,’ shouted Keyes above the din.




    ‘Sit tight!’




    Conway didn’t need to be told. He sat wiping blood and glass from his face and arms and crouched looking around for something to protect himself. There was nothing.




    ‘Sweet Jesus,’ he gasped his heart thumping. He looked down to see both his hands trembling. He’d been a split second from sudden death. He tried to makes sense of what had just taken place in front of him as the riot continued to rage around them. The black hole at the end of the gun barrel and the look on the kid’s face as half the back of his head was blown off would stay with him forever.




    Eventually the army and police took control and cleared the area leaving broken bodies in their wake. A white-faced Mario climbed back up from the floor where he’d been crouching in terror and kicked the engine into life. They began to edge forward. Keyes directed him to the service road where the traffic was lighter. Finally recovering some composure Conway said,




    ‘What the hell was that all about?’




    Keyes half turned and Conway noticed he’d also been cut on the cheek by the flying glass. A few pieces were in his mop of fuzzy black hair. Taking a handkerchief from his shirt pocket he wiped the blood from his face and gingerly extracted the glass.




    ‘Steve, this town is on a knife edge. These days the rule of law is almost non-existent. There’s a high stakes game going on here and the prize is the nation itself. The people are pissed with the current regime and they want change. The battle for supremacy is between the Marcos forces whom you just had a taste of and those supporting Cory.’




    ‘Tell me more about Cory.’




    ‘Corazon Aquino. She’s the widow of Benigno Aquino. He was a popular senator assassinated on his arrival here in 1983 when he returned from exile in the States. Cory won the presidential election but Marcos won’t step down. The people have had enough. They want her in and Marcos out.’




    ‘You’ve been here a long time, what do you think. Can the people win?’ asked Conway.




    Keyes paused before answering. ‘I don’t know. To be honest, it scares me a bit. Ever since Aquino was murdered, there’s been trouble brewing. Marcos has ruled for over 20 years but he’s a sick old man these days and his cronies have virtually taken over. Corruption has got completely out of hand. Anyone opposing the government has mysteriously disappeared. It would take a revolution to get rid of Ferdinand Marcos but Filipinos are not a violent people, so I can’t see that happening. For sure, there will be a crackdown on these protests if they go too far, Marcos rules with an iron hand. The next few months will be very interesting and…’




    He was interrupted by the high pitched scream of a female from a passenger jeepney which had come to a stop in front of them. A barefoot, shirtless teenager in torn jeans, leapt from the back of the jeep and began to sprint away through the stationary traffic. A woman of around thirty, in a tailored, dark business suit and bright yellow scarf stumbled out behind him.




    ‘Stop him! Stop him! Magnanakaw,’ (thief) she shrieked, ‘he’s got my purse!’




    Two men both in white tee shirts and jeans appeared, shouting and moving at pace with drawn hand guns took off after the youth.




    The thief stopped for a moment, looked around, then seeing the two gunmen, turned and set off ducking and weaving in a desperate crouching run toward a crowd which had gathered on the sidewalk. But the two pursuers were young, fast and determined.




    As he reached the sidewalk the youth stumbled as his big toe hit the concrete edge, but quickly regained his balance. That split second was all his chasers needed.




    Simultaneously, they dropped into a combat crouch, raised their revolvers and with both arms extended to form a vee opened fire. Crack! Crack! Crack! Crack! The staccato report of gunfire echoed with awful clarity across the evening air.




    For a moment it seemed they had missed. But almost in slow motion the boy straightened up on tip toes his arms outstretched as if reaching for something. The purse in his right hand flew into the air away to his left as he took the impact of the .45 calibre bullets.




    He stood frozen for a split second before falling in a twisted bloody heap his head resting in the sidewalk gutter, his arms and legs splayed out in a grotesque tableau.




    Blood oozed from gaping wounds in his lower back, behind his right thigh and the back of his head. He wasn’t quite dead and lay moaning until one of the shooters walked up and calmly finished him off with one shot to the base of the neck. The body jerked once and then lay still.




    His killer looked at the boy expressionless for a moment, tucked the revolver into his jeans beneath his tee shirt, turned to his companion and said something before they casually strolled away, one offering the other a cigarette.




    The woman whose purse had been stolen had reached the boy and knelt beside him her face distraught, tears streaming down her cheeks. Ashen-faced, she turned screaming and shaking a clenched fist at the departing killers. Then taking her scarf, she carefully covered the dead youth’s head. A scarlet stain almost immediately started to spread across the bright yellow material. Still sobbing, she regained her feet and with head bowed made the sign of a cross, then slowly pushed her way through the jabbering crowd which had gathered around the body.




    It had all happened so quickly Conway took a few moments to realise what he had just witnessed. After nearly being shot himself he had now seen a kid picked off like a duck in a shooting gallery. Two deaths in twenty minutes; it left him stunned and almost speechless.




    ‘Secret Marshals,’ said Keyes grimly. ‘As I said, the town has become lawless so Marcos put them on passenger jeepneys to reduce the number of robberies.’ He took a deep breath. ‘It’s been getting out of hand, something had to be done but these assholes are dangerous! They shoot first and ask questions later.’




    Conway finally found his voice. ‘Summary justice alright,’ he said shakily. ‘You ok Jumbo?’




    ‘Yeah, I’m ok, let’s get outta here.’




    ‘Just a minute, what happens now?’ Conway pointed across to the mob gathered around the body. ‘How long are they going to let the kid lie there and what was the woman actually shouting to those two guys?’




    Keyes shrugged. ‘The cops will come and have a look then get a meat wagon to take him away. They’ll probably dig a hole and bury him in a dump somewhere…here they are now.’ Several police emerged from a white patrol car and while one examined the body, the others spoke to bystanders.




    ‘As for the woman,’ he continued, ‘believe it or not, she was asking why they had to kill such a young kid. But…that’s what happens to thieves here; life’s cheap.’




    ‘Did you see what happened to the woman’s purse?’




    Keyes looked at Conway, his expression a cross between cynicism and despair. ‘Yeah, the purse flew out of the kid’s hand when he was shot right? The instant it hit the road, another kid swooped on it and took off through the crowd…you can’t drop your guard in this town buddy.’




    ‘I’ll remember that,’ Conway said as the traffic began to move again. ‘I think this is going to be a very interesting job. That’s if I live long enough.’




    Keyes smiled ruefully and patted Conway on the shoulder. ‘Hey man, it’s not always like this.’




    ‘Shit I hope not! Two murders in twenty minutes I’m beginning to realise why my predecessor quit. Maybe he was bumped off too!’




    Keyes shook his head. ‘Steve, like any big city it’s got its good and bad points. The good points I’ll show you when we go out on the town tonight. I promise you, you’re gonna love it, and oh, by the way, there’s something I forgot to say.’




    ‘What’s that?’




    The big American’s face lit up in a huge, crooked smile.




    ‘Welcome to Manila man!’


  




  

    
Chapter 2




    Mabini Street bisects Ermita, Manila’s ‘Tourist Belt,’ a squalid rectangular strip of poverty on the shores of Manila Bay. By day it is an overcrowded, concrete ribbon of despair, home to dusty antique shops, tiny art galleries, scores of run-down Go-Go bars, and shabby cocktail lounges. Massage parlours adjacent to VD clinics offer a none-too-subtle warning to the tourist in search of cheap sex. Beggars sprawl against shopfronts, hands outstretched in silent expectation, while on cracked and broken sidewalks naked babies suckle at their mother’s breast beside putrid open drains and piles of rotting rubbish. Through this urban jungle pimps, prostitutes and panhandlers prowl plying their trade on gullible tourists and naive foreign business types.




    By night, Ermita sheds her cloak of poverty and becomes a seductive jezebel. She is transformed into a pulsating, dazzling, neon-lit paradise of prurient pleasures for wide-eyed tourists, jaded expats and lost souls from every part of the globe. Bars and discos overflow with roistering patrons. Rock music blares from a hundred doorways outside which, spruikers shout beside scantily clad young women with flashing smiles urge the passing throng to, ‘Come inside Sir.’




    To Steve Conway on that steamy afternoon none of this was evident. Prior to arrival, his research on Ermita told him that during World War II, Manila had been liberated from the Japanese and literally flattened by the Allies. Ermita, once an affluent residential district of rich Spanish families had born the brunt of the fighting. Years of neglect and endemic corruption had done little to restore the area.




    ‘Hasn’t this country heard of noise pollution?’ he shouted to Jumbo Keyes above the cacophony of blaring horns and the ear-splitting roar of diesel-fed passenger jeepneys and overloaded 16 wheelers.




    The American grinned. ‘You’ve only been here two days man, you’ll get used to it!’




    ‘Hey come on, is it always this crowded and noisy?’




    ‘Yeah it’s usually like this, except on Sunday, then they’re all in church and we heathens have the streets to ourselves,’ chuckled Keyes.




    ‘It’s a bit different from Christmas Creek in Queensland where I come from. More than three cars coming down the main street at the one time and they think they’re being invaded.’




    Jumbo smiled at his companion. He’d been concerned about the kind of guy Australia was sending as a new manager. This guy was friendly, had a good sense of humour and yet beneath the easy going manner he sensed hidden strength. Yeah, he said to himself. I think I’m going to like working with Steve Conway.




    He’d probably be late thirties, a little under six feet, well muscled, wasn’t a bad looking guy except for a slightly broken nose. Dark brown hair cut short, army style, sat above an open friendly face. A face which crinkled when he smiled, which was often. He was wearing a light blue knit shirt, white cotton slacks and moved with an easy athletic grace through the crowded sidewalk. Although his eyes swept almost casually around the scene, Keyes had the feeling he missed nothing.




    ‘If you think this is noisy, wait till I take you to a few bars in Del Pilar tonight, man, that’s noise!’




    Conway grinned. ‘I’ve heard Manila night life is…interesting.’




    ‘Better believe it buddy. There ain’t no place on earth like it.’




    They moved on with Keyes pointing out places of interest. As the new manager of the Down Under Hotel, Conway had asked for a tour of the neighbourhood and if possible meet some of the locals.




    Keyes had smiled to himself. ‘I am only too happy to oblige Steve.’




    Jumbo Keyes had retired from the United States Air Force after twenty years, the last five of which had been spent at Clark Base the largest facility of its kind outside mainland America, located in Angeles city, 50 miles north of Manila. During this time, he’d grown to love the Philippines and its people.




    Calling it quits at the end of 1984 he decided he didn’t want to return to the mean streets of East L.A. so had sought and received Philippine residency. Eighteen months before, he’d married a Filipina named Angie. Angie was short and rotund, no Miss World, but wore a perpetual smile and was loved by all. She had recently presented Jumbo with a little boy they called Joey. A cute little bundle as all Filipino children are, with huge round brown eyes and his mother’s happy disposition. Keyes changed overnight from a confirmed bachelor to a devoted family man.




    An application for a job at the ‘Down Under’ prior to his retirement had been successful. He moved the family to Manila and set them up in a comfortable apartment within walking distance of the Down Under Hotel. Jumbo Keyes was a happy man. He had his beloved Angie, little Joey and a good job; what more could a man want?




    They moved on through the crowd with the American explaining the geography of the area in relation to the hotel, while ignoring persistent vendors. One in particular, a ragged individual, would not give up.




    ‘Sir! Sir! you buy sunglasses, you want shoe shine? You want girl? She very young, very clean, what about my sister?’ He continued to follow them, holding out his wares.




    Keyes finally ran out of patience. He stopped and looked down at the pimp and then lowered his face almost eyeball to eyeball. His voice began quietly but increased in tempo, ending in a roar. ‘This man is the new manager of the Down Under Hotel, spread the word among your buddies. LEAVE HIM ALONE, PISS OFF!. ALIS! ALIS!’




    Jumbo Keyes had a raging hangover, a legacy of a big night in the bars the previous night and he was in a fragile mood. The pimp’s eyes widened in fright; he dropped everything and took off backwards nearly turning himself inside out in a frantic effort to get away from this awesome black giant with the huge white teeth and frightening, dilated red-rimmed eyes.




    Steve had watched this with a mixture of amusement and amazement. Placid, softly spoken Jumbo Keyes in an instant had turned into this huge fearsome monster, all six foot five inches of him. He’d only raged at the little low-life for a moment but it was enough for Steve to realise that this seemingly gentle man was not to be trifled with. I’m glad he’s on my side he thought.




    They both watched for a moment as the pimp scurried away through the crowd.




    ‘Like a beer boss?’ grinned Jumbo, ‘you look like you could use one and I sure need a “hair of the dog”.’




    ‘Great idea, my shirt’s saturated, this humidity is a killer! Was that the local lingo you said to that guy?’




    ‘Yeah. Tagalog, it’s the local dialect here on Luzon. Within a day everyone in the area will know who you are and I don’t think you’ll have any problems. If you tell them firmly, they will leave you alone, but for God’s sake... don’t touch them!’




    ‘Oh?’ Steve’s eyebrows rose quizzically.




    Keyes paused in his long loping stride.




    ‘Steve, you’re a nice guy, but there’s a lot to learn about this place, in particular, how you handle the locals. Basically they are a simple, friendly and kindly bunch, but buddy, like all races they have their bad sonofabitches so try not to upset them because they can be nasty, I mean like very nasty, and, they have very long memories.’




    ‘Thanks for the tip. I must admit those I’ve met in the short time I’ve been here have been great; very friendly, eager to please and the women... I’ve never seen such beautiful smiles!’




    Keyes looked away and then back at Steve with both huge hands outstretched palms up, like a politician desperate to make an important point.




    ‘Yeah, as I said, most are great and easy to get along with but, they have their pride too and they’re not silly. ‘Face’ here is a big, big, thing; whatever you do don’t let them lose face. If you do...you could make a bad enemy, and as I said before, these guys have got long memories!’




    Conway nodded. His expression for a moment seemed far away as if he was remembering something he’d rather forget.




    ‘Yeah, I’ll try to remember that,’ he said quietly.




    ‘Come on Steve, let’s cross over here and we’ll have a drink in The Black Jack Club.’




    The lights at the United Nations Avenue intersection had stopped everything on Mabini Street allowing them to thread their way between the stationary traffic and head down a narrow garbage littered side street to a closed red door above which an unlit flouro heralded, The Black Jack Club. As they were about to enter Keyes stopped and placed his hand on Conway’s chest.




    ‘Now remember man, I’m your official guide and it’s my duty to keep an eye on you, introduce you to the local gents and make sure you don’t get into trouble, ok?’




    Conway frowned, ‘Just a moment, sure, you’re the guide and I appreciate it, but what makes you think I’m likely to get into any strife?’




    ‘Steve, some of the characters you’ll be meeting are your own countrymen and just some of them, have inflated egos and don’t mind trying to give a new guy a hard time, just play it cool, ignore them if they try to bring you on, ok?’




    ‘Thanks again for the advice, but I’ll play it my way.’




    ‘Right, just so long as you know... follow me.’ Keyes nodded to the shot-gun toting guard who held open a worn, dark curtain.




    Conway blinked a couple of times trying to become accustomed to the gloom after the bright sunshine outside. The Black Jack bar dimly lit by red wall lamps was small, smoky and smelled of stale beer. On the left an upraised stage with floor to ceiling mirrors occupied the entire length.




    A well-built young dancer in a tiny white g-string bikini writhed unconvincingly to Springsteen’s My Home Town around a chrome pole. Either side of her two girls in similar attire shuffled slowly. One chewed gum, the other with her back to the bar, gazed fixedly at her image in the mirror. It was early, trade was slow and the atmosphere one of bored detachment.




    Keyes motioned to the only other people in the place, three middle-aged men at the end of the bar. ‘These three heroes you’re better off meeting later rather than sooner, but I’ll introduce you anyway,’ said Keyes.




    Two of them looked around at the newcomers but it was the third at the end who took Conway’s eye. He was a huge, gross individual unshaven, with black, close-cropped hair who looked like he’d slept in a grubby white cotton tee shirt which seemed ready to burst over the rolls of fat around his waist. His tatty, navy blue shorts could hardly be seen beneath his huge belly. His was the appearance of a gigantic toad but it was the jewellery that set him apart.




    Around his neck hung four, thick gold chains which gleamed in the dim light. On the fingers of each hand were gold and black onyx rings, and each thick, hairy wrist was adorned with several gold and copper bracelets.




    As they approached the fat man slowly lifted his head back and took a long swallow of his bottle of San Miguel beer, then belched loudly.




    ‘G’day,’ he said, peering at them out of piggy, bloodshot eyes. He wiped beer which had dribbled down his chin, with the back of one huge paw and sneered, ‘who’ve we got here, the Black Batman and who’s his mate? Fuckin’ Robin! ha, ha, ha.’




    ‘Meet Bert Groyne, bar owner, petty crim and nobody’s friend,’ smiled Keyes, ignoring the jibe.




    ‘Guys, this is Steve Conway, the new manager of the Down Under Hotel, new to the Philippine islands.’ Conway leant across and shook Groyne’s hand; a hand that had neither strength, nor warmth.




    ‘Steve, now these other two gentlemen, and I use the term loosely are, Dick Watson, known as ‘Biro’.’ A skinny guy, fifty-ish, completely bald, with a booze-poisoned complexion, extended a thin arm and a hand which was swallowed in Conway’s firm grasp.




    The little man blinked a couple of times. ‘G..g..g.’day...Steve,’ he stuttered.




    ‘And...Completing this erstwhile trio,’ grinned Keyes is, ‘William Fish, ‘Mullet’ to his friends, unfortunately he hasn’t got many, that’s why he hangs around with these two deadbeats.’




    Mullet’s age was hard to guess. The grog had got him early. He was anywhere between forty-five and sixty-five, just over five feet with straight, reddish blonde hair. Meaty features were dominated by a bulbous nose suffused with bumps and crimson veins. He’d been solid once, but years of propping up bars had left him overweight and sloppy. A huge gut fell over the front of his jeans. He reminded Conway of Humpty Dumpty.




    ‘G’day Mullet, how are you?’ smiled Conway, holding out his hand.




    Mullet took it, gave a perfunctory shake and mumbled, ‘Ok, pleased t’ meetcha,’ then returned to his Scotch with a speed that suggested he was afraid it might evaporate in the interim.




    These guys wouldn’t look out of place in any line-up. I’ll bet they’ve been in a few, particularly Groyne, thought Conway. I see what Keyes meant about some of my countrymen.




    Groyne’s baleful eyes fixed on Conway. His philosophy was any newcomer to his bar had to buy everyone a drink, whether they liked it or not.




    ‘Ah, just in time for a shout,’ he sneered, ‘mine’s a San Mig, Biro’ll have one too and give Mullet a double Johnnie Walker. He’s pretty thirsty today aren’t yuh Mullet?’




    Conway looked at Keyes who winked and said quietly, ‘I’ll get ‘em.’




    ‘Sally,’ he said to an attractive bar attendant waiting patiently for their order. ‘We’ll have four ‘San Migs,’ and a single Scotch for Mullet.’




    ‘Bloody cheap Charlie Yank!’ grunted Groyne. ‘Hope your mate’s got longer pockets.’




    Groyne continued to eye Conway who stood quietly saying nothing. It was time for a put down. Groyne often impressed himself with the power of his sarcasm and he wasn’t going to let this guy escape without receiving some of his sensational wit.




    ‘Sooo...this is Perc Prickett’s new bum-boy,’ he jeered, taking a huge gulp of his beer. ‘You won’t last long son. I’ve seen ‘em come and go. Perc sucks ‘em in and then spits ‘em out and I can tell, you’ll soon be history like the previous dickhead manager!’




    Keyes felt Conway stiffen beside him. Conway looked the bar-owner straight in the eye and then reached over to the bar as if to pick up his drink. At the last moment he wheeled and stepping in close to Groyne, with one hand grabbed a handful of gold chain, twisted it savagely and lifted the fat man out of his seat.




    ‘Aaaaah!’ yelled Groyne, his face contorted in pain as the chains threatened to choke him.




    ‘Listen Mudguts,’ grated Conway, ‘didn’t you hear him?’ he motioned to Keyes, who, like the others, stood mouth agape.




    ‘The name’s Conway, Steve Conway! Got it! And,’ lowering his voice to just above a whisper, he hissed, ‘Let’s get the rules of the game straight right from the start. First of all old mate! I’m no one’s bum boy! Secondly; I’m going to be around here a long time!’ He gripped the chains even tighter and the fat man’s eyes began to bulge and spittle started to dribble down his chin.




    ‘Thirdly, you keep a civil tongue in your head when you speak to me or I’ll rip it out and ram it down your fucking throat! And fourthly, I have heard you bring your ‘girls’ into the hotel to fraternize with the guests, is that right?’




    Groyne’s tongue was protruding from his mouth and Conway’s iron grip prevented him from making any intelligible sound. All he could do was nod.




    ‘Well old mate! You and they!, had better behave. You step out of line for one second and you and your motley crew will be banned permanently...got it?’ Conway released his grip and Groyne slumped back against the bar.




    ‘Now, I think it’s your shout pal.’




    The bar had gone quiet as everyone waited for Groyne’s reaction. Springsteen had stopped warbling and the dancers stood looking down, open-mouthed.




    The fat bar-owner was shaken. His face was flushed, both with embarrassment and the effect of Conway’s stranglehold. Taking a couple of deep wheezing breaths he got back on his stool and glared at Conway, his face a picture of pure hate.




    He turned to Sally, her eyes like saucers.




    ‘Another round here,’ he snarled, then looking back at Conway. ‘That wasn’t fuckin’ necessary, I was just sizin’ you up, where do you think you are, the Wild West?’




    Conway said nothing for a moment as Sally handed him a beer.




    ‘Just letting you know the ground rules fella. You behave and we’ll get on just fine. I might even come to this flea-bitten hole again some time because despite you, the beers cold and,’ he smiled at Sally; ‘your staff seem quite efficient.’




    ‘Yeah, alright, but no more of that bloody rough stuff or...’




    ‘Just drink up and shut up Bert you asked for it,’ growled Keyes. With the prospect of no blood being spilt the dancers reluctantly went back to their gyrating and the atmosphere returned to normal.




    ‘Now,’ asked Keyes, ‘what’s doin with you guys?’




    Biro, swished at any imaginary fly from his face. ‘Nothin’ much Jumbo,’ he said in a reedy voice. ‘Apart from this country about to start a civil war, there’s talk that Aussie TV might be payin’ a visit to do a story on the bars.’




    ‘Is that right?’ replied Keyes trying to keep a straight face. ‘Not another great expose about all you God-awful diggers here exploiting and corrupting these poor innocent Filipinos?’




    ‘Yeah, pretty crook isn’t it,’ wailed Mullet, ‘A bloke just wants to come up here and live in peace... away from all that bullshit that’s goin’ on in Oz, and the bastards are gonna come here and do a nice old one-sided bit on us, making us out to be depraved old bastards.’




    ‘Well, you are a depraved old bastard Mullet,’ scowled Groyne, displaying a mouthful of tobacco blackened teeth, ‘the sooner they weed out dirty old pricks like you, the better.’




    ‘Christ Bert,’ moaned Mullet loudly trying to make himself heard above Cindy Lauper’s Girls Just Wanna Have Fun. ‘If the bloody TV cameras get a shot of you and play it in Australia, you’ll have the Tax men, the AFP, a heap of women and more than a few husbands up here in a flash, you’ll be in what’s commonly known as Deep Shit!’




    ‘Look who’s talking!’ exploded Groyne, ‘What about those land Deals you did in Queensland. You know, the Bay islands, near Brisbane. Waterside allotments you called ‘em, they sure were, the only problem was, that when the tide came in they were Underwater allotments ha, ha ha, ha! I know who’d be in deep shit if they find you up here...old pal!’




    Groyne had now recovered his composure. He rubbed his stubbly fat chin between his thumb and forefinger and looked across at Watson as if something else had just occurred to him. Turning to Biro, and then back to Conway and Keyes he pointed to his bald companion.




    ‘And while we’re on the subject, what about this guy!’ he said pointing to Biro.




    ‘Look at him, there’s more hair on a ping-pong ball than on his head. If he goes out driving at night he has to turn his head down to dim!’




    Groyne took another great slurp of his beer, wiped his chin. He was having trouble getting his words out without laughing.




    ‘Ha! Ha! Ha! This bloke,’ he spluttered, ‘made a small fortune selling of all things would you believe...a baldness cure, by mail-order!’




    ‘He put ads in the fuckin’ newspapers and magazines telling what an amazing potion he had. A secret mixture he’d found when he’d lived with get this...a stone-age tribe of Indians in the Amazon! The closest he’s been to the Amazon was when he opened the Jacaranda Atlas of the World. He even had two photos in the ad; one Before, and one, After. The only problem was, the Before picture was his natural self; bald as a coot! The one After was him with a fuckin’ wig on!’ he cackled.




    ‘Fair dinkum, he got ‘em in. The ad had all the right words with testimonials; you know J.B. of Warrnambool says, I noticed a dramatic improvement in six months. etc, etc. You’d be amazed how many punters fell for it. The ad said that it would take at least six months under normal circumstances for the potion to have any real effect...he cleaned up a lot in that time, didn’t you mate?’ Biro just smirked and took another mouthful of beer.




    ‘And,’ Groyne went on, ‘I nearly forgot the best bit! Biro’s strollin’ down Collins Street in Melbourne one day done up like a pox doctor’s clerk and resplendent in his wig and... Suddenly he hears the pitter patter of running feet behind him. Next thing, he feels someone grabbing his wig...they rip it off and keep runnin’ without breakin’ stride...guess what...Ha, ha ha ha!...they’d repossessed his fuckin’ wig! He’d fallen behind in the payments!’




    Despite himself Conway couldn’t suppress a grin, he could imagine the scene, but he found it hard to imagine this hapless little guy in front of him as a master con-man.




    Sally had been hovering near the group. She’d heard it all before. A Chinese-Filipino with an exotic, high-cheek boned face set off by a page boy bob, she was just over 5 feet tall and had an unusually full figure for a Filipino female. The glow from the red wall lamps cast a smooth sheen over the brown satin of her naked shoulders, shown to advantage in a white peasant blouse, and a black mini-skirt revealed a pair of very shapely legs, the equal of any of the dancers on stage.




    Her English was good having graduated from college with honours. She had harboured dreams of becoming a nurse and taking a magic carpet to the USA with her lover, a Marine based at Subic Bay. Unfortunately, the Marine had another girl in Subic who became pregnant so he requested a rapid transfer back to the States, and got it. Now, nearly thirty years old, Sally was resigned to serving drinks in a run-down bar in Ermita, listening to the tales of drunken expats and hoping one day ‘Mr Right’ would walk in that door and take her away.




    ‘Sally,’ smiled Conway, ‘we’re going, but would you get these guys a drink on me,’ he threw a 100 Peso note on the bar.




    ‘Will that cover it?’




    She beamed and a pair of full red lips opened revealing a perfect set of white teeth. ‘Thank you sir...that will cover it ok... May I have your name sir?’




    ‘Steve Conway. I’m the new manager at the Down Under Hotel.’




    Sally’s sloe eyes widened and she felt a sudden thrill run through her body. This new man was very good looking, and he had an important position in the area. It would be nice to become friendly with him. Plus, she was secretly pleased the way he had handled Groyne.




    ‘I am very pleased to meet you sir and I hope you will come in again soon sir,’ she said brightly, extending her hand in greeting.




    ‘I certainly will, particularly if you’re here Sally,’ he grinned, looking her straight in the eye taking her hand. She lowered her eyes and blushed but he felt a gentle squeeze as she withdrew and went to serve another customer who had come in at the far end of the bar. Conway watched her swaying hips for a moment then turning to Keyes he gestured to the door.




    ’Let’s go, we’d better get back. I’ve got a few things to do. See you guys later.’




    ‘Yeah, righto Steve,’ said Biro.




    ‘Huy, ah yeah see y’ later,’ Mullet muttered taking a sip of his Scotch. Groyne had turned back to his beer and didn’t bother to acknowledge their departure. His ignorance wasn’t lost on Conway. You’ll keep sport he thought following Keyes to the door.


  




  

    
Chapter 3




    The Down Under Hotel was an unpretentious, three storey white stucco building facing onto the tumultuous traffic of United Nations avenue in Ermita. It held 100 basic tourist class rooms popular with short-term holiday makers and tourists; a popularity stemming from its location in the heart of Manila’s legendary night club district.




    Guests arrived through a black and white tiled foyer decorated with pot plants of pink and purple blooms to a front desk staffed by bright-faced Filipinas. The fragrance of sampaguitas and hibiscus together with the polite, softly-spoken Filipino staff created a serene counterpoint to the noise of the choking traffic and crowded sidewalks outside.




    To the right of reception, red carpeted stairs led to the main bar and coffee shop on the first floor. The L-shaped bar ran along one side of a rectangular room and right-angled at the far end past large stained glass windows finishing at the opposite wall. Along this wall were a number of cosy nooks where customers could sit away from the bar and whisper sweet nothings to their lady friends.




    The Australian ambience was evident from the walls adorned with advertising material including Qantas airways and Fosters beer posters. Intermingled with these were a few black and white sepia photos of Aussie boxers, footballers and swimmers of yesteryear. In order to put his own stamp on the place, Keyes had cheekily brought in a slice of Americana. He’d somehow acquired a large oil painting of General Douglas Macarthur, which he claimed had hung in the famous general’s old residence at the Manila Hotel. This had been placed above one end of the bar flanked on one side by the Stars and Stripes flag and a Confederate banner on the other.




    ‘We don’t mind havin’ any Yank paraphernalia here,’ one old Aussie degenerate told Keyes. ‘But don’t foist any of that weak Yank piss on us will ya.’ But, when like magic Keyes produced an ice-cold can of Budweiser, the old-timer leapt on it as if it was the last beer on earth.




    The bar of the Down Under Hotel was regarded as the friendliest and most convivial in the area. It exuded an air of excitement and activity and had become a meeting place for tourists, local and Western businessmen and expats alike. The attractive, vivacious female staff wore uniforms of mint green, short-sleeved blouses with bright yellow maps of Australia embroidered on the left breast pocket. Mini skirts of sparkling white showed plenty of brown, shapely legs and the outfit was complete with white shoes and gold, silk bandanas which swirled as they swayed up and down laughing and exchanging saucy banter with their customers.




    The bar on that Saturday night was crowded, smoke-filled and noisy. Groups of men, mainly Australian, a few Americans and Brits were either guffawing at some bawdy joke or arguing about an obscure point of politics, religion or sport.




    Others however, bore an air of melancholy. They were the guests returning home. Their holiday finished; fantasy over and cold hard reality beckoned just an eight hour flight away. On Monday they would be back in their factories and offices, or on building sites and mines in the outback reliving with their mates, the real and imagined sexual exploits of their Asian adventure. The one thing this group shared was the reluctance to board the hotel bus for the airport.




    Conway eyed this scene for a few minutes a slight smile hovering on his lips. Around him, men of varying ages were propped against the bar leaning in to their girlfriends whispering final farewells.




    Some of the girls were sobbing, promising undying love and chastity. Others simply sat with vacant expressions occasionally checking their watches. The next plane load of guests was due in about an hour; approximately 30 minutes after this lot had left. Soon, someone else would have his arm around them breathing duty-free liquor and offering lascivious suggestions as to how they would spend the rest of the evening.




    Conway noticed Keyes in the far corner of the bar reading, seemingly oblivious to the din around him. As he pushed his way through the crowd, Tess, one of the bar staff caught his eye and flashed a smile; one must not keep the boss waiting.




    ‘What would you like to drink sir?’ she called over the crowd.




    ‘Just a San Miguel beer Tess, you want one mate?’ he asked, finding a space beside Keyes.




    ‘Hi Steve,’ Jumbo grinned, looking up from the Stars and Stripes an American military newspaper. ‘Sure, make mine a Tanduay rum and coke.’




    ‘Well Steve,’ said Keyes, turning to survey the bar. ‘Here’s your first Saturday night man, chaotic isn’t it?’ he chuckled. ‘We get rid of one lot and another posse rides into town to take up where this crowd left off.’




    Conway nodded as Tess leaned across the bar between two customers and handed him a bottle of San Miguel and the rum and coke for Keyes. ‘Yes, it’s great to see we have a regular clientele who keep turning over the till.’




    The American sipped his rum. ‘Buddy, this joint is the hub of Ermita. This is where it all happens my friend; romance, shady deals, bullshit stories, yeah, if I could bottle the bullshit I’ve heard in this place and sell it, I’d be a very rich man.’ His big belly shook as he laughed at his own joke. ‘Speaking of bullshit, the personification of it just walked in.’




    Bert Groyne with Biro and Mullet in tow, accompanied by two of the dancers Conway had seen in The Black Jack and two others he hadn’t, swaggered in as if he owned the place. At a nook near the toilet he pushed a couple of hookers off their stools and made space for himself and his entourage.




    He crooked his finger to one of the bar staff then with an imperious circular motion pointed back to his group indicating he wanted service. As a regular, the staff knew the order and it wasn’t necessary for the theatrics, but the egomaniac in Groyne couldn’t resist the opportunity to show off in front of his cohorts.




    Conway watched this little circus; Groyne’s arrogance raised his hackles.




    ‘Have you seen Perc today?’ he asked Keyes. ‘I need to discuss a couple of things with him.’




    ‘Our fearless leader? Man, didn’t you notice him? There he is over at the other end of the bar.’




    The object of their attention was a short, fat, individual wearing a light blue short-sleeved shirt undone at the neck, leaving his garish, multi-coloured tie hanging loosely at an untidy angle. He was trying unsuccessfully to negotiate a spoonful of tomato soup to his mouth. He’d missed a few times and the front of his shirt and tie was splattered with pale red stains.




    Percival Reginald Prickett, the major shareholder and self-styled president of the Down Under Hotel was drunk, very drunk. Mid fifties, Perc fancied himself as a ladies man and bon vivant. He had no neck and a head like a bowling ball except for two tufts of iron grey hair which stood out from either side of his head ala “Dagwood”.




    Small, shifty eyes squinted from pallid cheeks and a heavily red-veined nose bespoke too many nights in the gin mills of Asia. The fleshy lips wore a perpetual sneer and several chins rounded off a picture of an individual who would have made a perfect extra in a Fellini film. But those who knew him were aware that his lack of looks and stature were more than made up by a huge ego and a cunning, devious brain.




    ‘Probably not a good idea to try and speak to him right now, the condition he’s in.’ offered Keyes.




    ‘Does a good job on himself doesn’t he?’ smiled Conway. ‘Oh, oh, I think he could be in trouble, here’s his good wife.’




    A slim, smartly dressed, sharp-featured Filipina in her early thirties had joined Prickett and although they couldn’t hear her, it was obvious from her expression and finger-waving, she was giving her husband a going over. It was a waste of time because “the president” was too far gone to notice his wife’s ranting.




    ‘You know Steve old buddy, Imelda has a snowball’s chance in hell of getting ole Perc to take notice. She’ll probably either belt him in the ear, storm out or both. Either way, it’ll be ugly.’




    Before Conway could reply, the hand holding his beer was bumped by a thin, grey haired guy in shorts and tee shirt trying to get to the bar.




    ‘Sorry mate,’ said grey-hair trying to wipe the beer off Conway’s shirt. ‘Some silly bastard pushed me. I really am sorry. Can I get you another one?’




    ‘Don’t worry about it, no harm done, there wasn’t much left anyway.’




    ‘Thanks mate. Jeez, your’re a fit lookin; bugger, I wouldn’t want to upset you. Me name’s Stan Connell, goin’ back to Oz tonight.’




    ‘Steve Conway. You been coming to this part of the world long Stan?’




    ‘Yeah, been comin’ here since the Seventies. I’ve had a good time as usual; bar hoppin’ in Del Pilar and up to Angeles City, jeez that joint swings, been there? Thanks love,’ he said as his beer arrived.




    ‘No, not yet but hope to make it soon. So you’re happy with the service here? Everything Ok?’




    Connell turned and glared in the direction of Perc. ‘Yeah, this place is great the only thing I’m crooked on is that little prick over there.’




    ‘Perc Prickett? Why?’ Conway followed Stan’s glare to his boss who had given up on the soup and now stood slumped at the bar oblivious to the ear bashing he was copping from his wife.




    ‘Well, as I said, I like this pub; the staff are friendly, the joint is reasonably clean, rates aren’t bad but I wouldn’t trust that little bugger and his missus as far as I could spit.’




    ‘Why’s that Stan?’




    ‘Take a look at him. He’s a shifty little bastard and the word is he’s been in more shady deals than you can poke a stick at. He’ll lie, cheat, steal, do anything to get a buck and his taste in women is about as good as her taste in men, but mate,’ he paused and moved closer to Conway lowering is voice to barely above a whisper. ‘She’s the dangerous one. Cross her and you could find yourself fitted with a pair of cement slippers and tossed in the Pasig.’




    ‘The Pasig?’




    ‘Yeah Steve, it’s a polluted, dung coloured piece of shit they call a river.’ He paused to take a long swallow of San Miguel. Wiping his lips with the back of his hand he squinted up at Conway.




    ‘Yeah, they dudded George Coleman, he was the previous manager y’know?’




    Conway nodded, his eyes still on Groyne and his crew.




    ‘Yeah, well they promised him the world; good money, flash apartment, the works but…’




    ‘Go on,’ said Conway. Now Stan had his full attention.




    ‘Poor old George, not a bad poor bastard; tried his best, copped it for a year or so but they fucked him around so much and broke their promises. Put him in a flea pit apartment ‘n paid him a pittance; told him he’d get a bonus at the end of the year. Imelda kept overriding every decision he tried to make and kept him in the dark about what they were up to which from all accounts, was no good.’




    Conway looked around at Keyes who had gone back to reading his paper. He bent his head closer to Stan. The bar was noisy but walls have ears.




    ‘Keep your voice down, what do you mean “no good”?’




    Connell glanced around nervously, as if he wished he hadn’t opened his mouth.




    ‘Ah, well, he didn’t say much, he seemed a bit scared but kinda indicated that he thought the Pricketts were involved in something, he didn’t know what…’




    ‘Stan from what I can gather he just disappeared and nobody seems to know what happened. You seem to know the scene here, got any ideas?’




    Connell shook his head vigorously. ‘No sorry, you hear stories but I dunno anything about it. That’s all I can tell ya, sorry.’ He took another gulp of his beer, his voice was now barely above a whisper. His agitation increased.




    ‘Look, mate, forget I said anything, ole George, probably took up with a woman and headed for the province, who knows…I don’t care.’ Connell then changed the subject.




    ‘Anyway, I’ve heard they’ve hired another bloke, some bushie I believe. Hope he’s more on the ball than Coleman…watcha name again son?’




    ‘Steve, Steve Conway. I’m the bushie they hired.’




    Stan nearly swallowed the bottle at his lips. ‘Shit mate,’ he spluttered, narrowly avoiding showering Conway with beer. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know.’




    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ grinned Conway. He waved to Tess. ‘Get Stan another beer on me.’




    ‘Thanks mate, but I gotta go, want to see someone before I leave, nice meeting ya,’ said Connell reaching out to give Conway a quick handshake before pushing his way back through the crowd. Conway turned to Keyes.




    ‘You hear all that? What do you think?’




    Keyes looked up and yawned, ‘yeah, you hear these stories. I never got to know Coleman. He kept to himself, used to drink away from here. One day he just didn’t turn up for work. There were rumours…’




    ‘What rumours?’




    ‘The scuttlebutt was he’d been salvaged.’




    ‘Salvaged?’




    ‘Bumped off, murdered, it’s the local term in Manila.’




    ‘Do you think there was any truth in it? Why would anyone want to kill him?’




    Keyes took a sip of his rum and placed it back on the bar. ‘As I said, I didn’t get to know him very well, quiet sort of a guy, didn’t seem the sort to get involved in any funny business, but you never know in this part of the world. I know he wasn’t happy and used to complain about Perc and Imelda…’




    ‘What about?’




    Now Keyes appeared to be reluctant to canvas the subject. He seemed to be choosing his words carefully.




    ‘Coleman apparently had a five star Hotel background and this ain’t a five star establishment. He didn’t like the way things were run here. Thought the Pricketts were unprofessional, he hated their nepotism.’




    ‘That’s all? Nepotism’s a common beef among employees about their bosses. I know Imelda has a few of her relatives here but as long as they do their job I can’t see a problem. What’s this “no good” that Stan was referring to?’




    ‘I agree with you about the nepotism as for the “no good” reference, again, you hear stories but in Ermita Steve, you’ll find, it pays to keep your nose clean. Hear all, see all, say nowt.’




    Conway nodded. Keyes clearly didn’t want to discuss this subject. He drained his beer and was about to order another when he noticed at the far end of the bar one of the customers staggering from the toilet.




    Willie Henry was part of the furniture around the hotel. He’d retired from Qantas a few years ago and had apparently in his time been a gun air-frame fitter. A couple of broken marriages and a life-long love affair with the booze had got him into so much strife in Australia he’d decided to seek a quieter life in the Philippines. Willie discovered Ermita and knew he’d found home. The booze and the women were cheap, he could live off his Qantas pension and best of all; he didn’t have to get married.




    Willie did have one problem though. Occasionally when drunk, he’d forget where the toilet was and in a daze, would urinate in one of the planter boxes placed around the bar. The staff well aware of Willie’s little foibles usually intercepted him if they thought he was going to water the plants. But because he was coming from the toilet, they thought all was well.




    A big mistake.




    Willie staggered over to a luxuriant hibiscus next to where Bert Groyne was boasting to his cronies about a shady deal he’d just pulled off. He stood wobbling over the plant beside Groyne and unzipped his pants. Tess glanced over and saw what was about to happen and screamed




    ‘Willie no! no!’




    Too late. Willie slowly turned around at the sound of her voice and directed a powerful stream into the back of Groyne’s neck.




    Groyne leapt up from his chair. ‘What the fuck!’ he screamed, throwing his arms in the air and accidentally upending the table and everything and everyone on it; bottles of beer, glasses, purses, cigarettes and lighters all hit the deck. Biro, Mullet and the dancers crashed onto their backs in a tangle of white and brown legs, one pair of the latter revealing coloured silk knickers, the others not having bothered.




    ‘You stupid sonnavabitch!’ he yelled stumbling away from Willie, desperately trying to wipe the urine from his head and shoulders.




    Staff rushed over to grab Willie and clean up the mess while Groyne, cursing and shouting made a lunge for Willie but slipped on the beer, urine and broken glass. Trying to remain upright he made a grab for a big oil worker who had been watching the havoc with amusement.




    The oiley’s amusement quickly turned to a howl of rage as Groyne knocked a full glass of Johnny Walker black label down the front of his Ralph Lauren shirt on to his Levis, both bought that very morning.




    ‘Hey! You clumsy mother-fucker, look what you’ve done to my threads?’ With that he hauled Groyne up off the floor and belted him with a booming right. It sent the big bar owner staggering back onto his girls who had just climbed from the floor holding each other trying not to slip in the slippery mess. They tried to hold their boss but he was too big, too heavy. They let out ear piercing screams as they all crashed to the floor again adding to the growing pandemonium.




    ‘Hey you, leave my mate…’ spluttered Biro a split second before a powerful uppercut lifted him off his feet and dumped him in a graceful arc on to the squirming heap of Groyne and his girls. Suddenly the bar was in uproar. Small fights began to break out and the melee escalated. Conway and Keyes moved in to try and restore order and became targets of ill-directed mainly harmless, punches.




    Prickett seemed oblivious to chaos around him and attempting to direct another Scotch to his mouth was bumped, spilling the contents over Imelda’s white silk Dior creation.




    ‘Aaaaagh!’ she shrieked frantically trying to wipe the large dark stain from her now ruined dress. Unfortunately for Imelda, she stumbled back into Ruby, one of the waitresses fighting her way back to the bar.




    Ruby hated Imelda. She had fired her brother Efren. He had been a driver, hard working, conscientious and liked by all. There seemed to be no good reason for his termination. Shortly afterwards he disappeared in circumstances, some said had the hallmarks of Imelda although it could not be proved it simply increased Ruby’s simmering hatred for the haughty Filipina.




    When Imelda stepped back, one of her stiletto heels dug deeply into Ruby’s instep. The little waitress snapped. Howling with a mixture of rage and pain she grabbed Imelda’s expensively coiffed head with both hands and yanked…hard.




    Imelda let out an ear-piercing scream as she felt a tuft of her thickly lacquered black hair leave her head. She forgot about Perc and turned to her furious adversary. She made a grab for Ruby’s hair and both women went down pulling, kicking and screaming under a seething mass of bodies.




    Someone had picked up Willie and put him on the bar where he looked stupefied over the brawling mob. Amazingly, he had acquired another beer and just as he raised it to his lips an empty bottle came flying out of the blue and belted him on the temple. Without a sound, arms outstretched, skinny legs in the air, Willie dropped out of sight behind the bar.




    Meanwhile, Conway and Keyes were struggling to restore order. Ducking punches, flying bottles and abuse they tried desperately to pull the protagonists apart. As he stepped in to break up a group of four Conway copped a vicious back-hander across the nose. For a moment his eyes watered and for a few seconds all he could see was a red haze but it had nothing to do with the blow. Gritting his teeth he pulled the guy who’d done it forward by the collar and drew a clenched fist back. As he did, he felt his elbow strike a soft wall of flesh followed by a choking moan.




    Groyne had been sneaking up behind Conway with a bottle. This was “get square” time. Unfortunately as he lifted the bottle he ran straight into Conway’s elbow. He grabbed his throat gasping for air and slowly slumped back for another visit to the floor, this time losing all interest in proceedings.




    Conway glanced around, seeing it was Groyne, ignored him. Then his protagonist grabbed him in a bear hug. Conway dropped his shoulder and drove a sharp left into the guy’s substantial belly. The air rushed out of him and he crumpled to the floor beside a still gasping Groyne.




    All thought of managerial control went out the window but suddenly he had an idea. He went into a boxer’s crouch and started cutting a swathe through the mob. Vicious left hooks, rips and rights dropped man after man as he bobbed, weaved and battled his way through to the bar. This wasn’t in the bloody job specification. How many Hotel managers have to knock out half their guests to restore order?




    Keyes at the other end had his own problems. He’d been king hit with a bottle from behind, his shirt was ripped and blood was flowing from his nose. Another blow to the back of the head buckled his knees and he staggered forward barely able to stand. Another few seconds and he would be on the floor at the mercy of a mob now almost out of control; almost but not quite.




    Suddenly above the bedlam came the furious clanging of a bell.




    The fight stopped instantly.




    Ringing of the bell meant someone was shouting everyone in the bar a drink. A good brawl might be fun but no one was going to miss out on free booze. A bruised and bloody Conway stood beside the bar holding the bell pull. Naked to the waist, blood dripping from a cut above his left eye and nasty two inch gash beneath his right ear, he climbed on to the bar and shouted over a now silent crowd.




    ‘OK! Ok boys the show’s over! All those for the airport the bus is waiting downstairs and you are now very much overdue! Get down there now or you can bloody well walk to the airport and if I see any of you guys step out of line in this place again, you’re barred, permanently! Now piss off!’




    Then grinning from ear to ear he accepted a beer from a hovering, smiling Tess. He wasn’t going to tell anyone, but he’d enjoyed the fracas. The mob never knew that it had allowed him to let off a bit of pent up steam also.




    ‘I think I need this,’ he said taking a long swallow.




    There was a brief pause then, to Conway’s amazement the bar erupted again. This time differently.




    ‘Three cheers for the new guy, he’s a bloody beauty,’ roared the big oily.




    ‘Good on yer mate,’ yelled a skinny, bearded guy in a blood spattered tee-shirt with Peace and Love across the front. ‘Yeah, welcome to the Down Under,’ chorused a drunken foursome who only seconds before had been trying to belt hell out of each other, now had linked arms like long lost friends.
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