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      Chapter 1


    




    

      Sonny and my share




      

        


      


    


  




  

    


  




  

    

      The yummy mummy's shopping attire woke me up - a tiny skirt and tinier halter-neck top barely holding back the gym-toned bits underneath... Oh, yes siree. Then a 10-year-old boy stomped in - all jutting chin and sense of entitlement. He kicked the door closed as I choked back a yawn.


    




    

      "Hi. Looking for anything in particular?" The consummate professional, me.


    




    

      Yummy's hazel eyes registered a tiny flicker of recognition as they met mine. I get a lot of that, usually closely followed by, "Didn't you used to be Darren Lehmann?"


    




    

      The brat was already pointing at the wall next to me. "Yeah, genius, cricket gear. Whaddaya reckon." The Yummy Sonny was clearly going to suck the fun out of this situation but, as a washed-up 37-year-old state cricketer on a 19-year-old's wages living in an infested share-house, I had to cop it. How many times had I thought back two years to the dying embers of my cricket career and wondered how it had come to this. A shade more than two years later, this was my life - selling cricket gear to those who still had a glimmer of a career ahead of them as they stopped in on their way to or from Allan Border Field. Some of it I quite enjoyed. The enthusiasm of the young and hungry up-and-comers was easy to take. It was the feeding the egos of the brats and wannabes that really stuck in my craw.


    




    

      And it looked like my craw was about to get another workout.


    




    

      Yummy Sonny had taken possession of the store's most expensive willow and was wielding it like he was haunted by invisible bees.


    




    

      "Mate... what about something smaller?" I said.


    




    

      He ignored me and smote a display stand of pads and gloves.


    




    

      I smiled at Yummy. "ponting's bat. Obviously has leadership aspirations."


    




    

      "He's confident enough," she said, as Sonny swept another shelf of merchandise onto the floor. Mercifully, I didn't think he could lift the bat high enough to cause a major cranial injury. Best to take cover behind the counter though, just in case.


    




    

      That's how I got the call on the first ring.


    




    

      "Greg Chappell Cricket Centre Albion."


    




    

      "Is this Ashley Gibson?"


    




    

      "Call me Curly. It's ironic and hilarious. Who's this?"


    




    

      "Curly, it's Adam parnell. I'm Cricket Australia's player liaison officer. Got time for a chat?"


    




    

      Time? By the look of the wreckage Sonny had retired on about $600 not out, and was dragging his mum away without settling up the damages. I would have given chase but I was focused on the disembodied voice on the phone, and the seriously embodied mummy sashaying out to the street.


    




    

      "plenty of time. What's up? I would have heard if every Sheffield Shield side had crash-landed in the Andes and been forced to eat each other."


    




    

      He laughed. "It's not about playing, I'm afraid. But I do have a proposal for you."


    




    

      "Decent or indecent?"


    




    

      "No, well, it's a serious situation, actually. We don't know how serious, really. And we heard about that other business a couple of years back, with you and that bikie gang and that murder... It seems like you've got a flair for low-key investigation."


    




    

      Low-key? Who were his sources - Blind Freddy and the Hear No Evil monkey? My last holiday in shitville had been common knowledge to so many large men with guns, I was surprised Centrebet hadn't run a book on it.


    




    

      I looked around. "Thanks, yes, it did open a few doors for me."


    




    

      "This could be another one, Curly. But discretion is the thing here. We need to keep this out of the public eye."


    




    

      Ten minutes later I'd signed various non-disclosure forms, indemnity waivers and a fat short-term contract and sent them back to CA, dancing by the fax machine. Ch-ching-a-ling!


    




    

      parnell rang back straight away. "Here's the thing: one of our senior players is being bothered by a fan following him and the team around and the guy just needs to be made to go away. Quietly."


    




    

      "Is it Matt Hayden?"


    




    

      "Mate, I can't say. It doesn't matter - it affects the whole team anyway."


    




    

      "Yeah - sounds do-able, but isn't that what the police are for? It's Andrew Symonds, isn't it."


    




    

      He ploughed on. "Mate, if there's one thing I've learned in this job, it's that all policing organisations leak like sieves, and you need a ton of evidence to get them to move anyway."


    




    

      "That's two things."


    




    

      "Look, Ashley, we've got a three-Test series against South Africa starting this week, and stalker headlines are not about to help our cause. This is about keeping the players looking to the game, not over their shoulders or at the papers."


    




    

      Sounded like he was really under the pump on this, so I tried my luck. "Adam, I'd need some resources to do this properly, and quietly. And I reckon another set of hands."


    




    

      "Curly, it's a whatever you need situation. This series is that big for us. You can follow the players on the tour, we'll put you up in the same hotels, expenses, whatever. Your name came up because a lot of the players know you, and you won't look out of place on the periphery of the squad. You could be a trainer or masseur or whatever."


    




    

      Or I could be an incompetent sports store salesman looking for any excuse to jump the counter.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter 2


    




    

      Big hunk-o-drunk


    




    

      



    




    Buzzing through Sydney airport with real people striding along to real meetings with other real people, I felt like a grown-up for the first time in months. I straightened up and hurried for no good reason and would have yelled "buy" and "hold" and "You're testing my patience, Jenkins" into a mobile phone if I'd owned one.




    That was a thought. Along with a ticket, a corporate credit card had been waiting for me at Brisbane Airport, so I tested out its shiny Cricket Australia goodness by helping myself to a shinier new mobile at a nearby store. I produced the plastic - good to the tune of ten grand, apparently - and damn if the click as I laid it on the counter wasn't sexy. Then I gave it another touch-up in the cab to the Eastern Suburbs and signed for a handsome tip for my friendly cabbie mate, enough for any number of English lessons.




    As usual the common door to John Gacy's Randwick Junction luxury eight-flat slumhouse hung open, but despite his valuable collection of empty spirit bottles, he had nothing to fear from thieves. He had some valuable camera gear, but he also had a gun, and a stench-based security system that is second to none. Sadly, I can vouch that it's all his own work.




    Still, he has many good qualities that offset his complete disregard for personal hygiene - chief among them his extensive experience in investigations, albeit in the seemlier, cash-in-envelope side of the biz. What he could do with a telephoto lens and a philandering husband from 200 metres didn't bear thinking about. And, after any number of years contracting for pIs and their agencies, he'd picked up plenty of useful skills besides.




    I was mindful of his good qualities as I pounded on the door for 20 minutes trying to raise him, but all I succeeded in doing was making new friends in the building, many of whom came out of their flats to welcome me with sharpened implements of death. Neighbourhood watch-out.




    At one point someone said something about John being outside in the garden, and they were spot on. I found him passed out under the side hedge, wedged between the recycling bins and a storm drain in the block's front yard. It was only 11am, so he must have been cutting back.




    There was nothing for it but to peel him off the weeds, drag him under the nearest tap, turn it on and let him recover.




    The thing about alcoholics is they've had a lot of practice at shaking off hangovers. pretty soon he was lucid and, apparently as hungry as five bastards. He got his legs under his gut, stood and shook my hand.




    "Up for a bit of work?" I said.




    "Work, like working to not die, like last time?"




    "No, like easy money hanging around the Aussie cricket team, staying in nice hotels and trying to stretch the job out for an entire Test match."




    "Oh, that kind of work."




    We went to Gacy's favourite greasy spoon and I laid out the deal while he cleaned his plate, putting the final touches on his first triple-bypass. The deal amounted to little more than making time in an all-expenses-paid trip to the perth Test to find a weirdo and rough him up enough so that he disappeared back into the woodwork. CA had heard about the "incident" in 2006, somehow thought we knew shit from clay, and now they were offering us our own little five-day private supporters tour, with a couple of hours of work on the side.




    The catch was they wanted us ready to go in perth on Day 1 of the Test, which was tomorrow.
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