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Prologue




  Yellow streetlights lined Flank Street. I walked in the shadow of the plane trees: Black 501s and a grey hoodie. Outside number 67, I stopped, leaned against a tree, and waited. I craved the caress of nicotine, but the glow would expose me.




  No lights in the house, no car in the driveway, no sound; an hour passed, still nothing. An hour and twenty, and a Green Holden Monaro pulled into the drive. He climbed out; I stood still. His face, his name, his height and build I knew. I also knew he’d crossed somebody enough to get whacked, and that was where I came in. Third night of surveillance: same routine, always alone, briefcase in the left hand, keys in the right. Lock the car: check it. Get the mail from the box: straight to the house. The sound of the lock, then a chain.




  Cross the road, down the drive, vault the gate into the back yard. Kitchen window: make a noise to draw him close. A face in the window and a spit from the silenced nine—job’s right!




  My name’s Micky DeWitt. I arrived in Australia five years ago, broke and scratching for work. Now I have a nice apartment, a fast car, and own a boat repair yard. The yard pays the guys’ wages, but could never keep me the way I like to live. I hang out there because I like being beside the water. I have three workers on the dock and slipway that I pay above award, and a secretary in the office that I screw after hours. I live well, play hard, and call no-one boss.




  This is how I got there.




  
 Broke in Sydney




  It was November 1990 when I anchored in Sydney Harbour for the first time. I was broke, other than owning the old boat I was sailing. It was home, transport, and escape vehicle rolled into one tired steel shell. I needed money: didn’t want a job, yet hated being skint. I wanted to keep the boat even though they made it hard to live aboard in the harbour. I could hardly afford fuel or food. Something had to change.




  Two beers left in the fridge. I opened one and then wrote a for sale sign to pin on the noticeboard at the local shopping area. My cherished bronze sextant had to go: still an old plastic one stowed beneath a bunk that I could use if push came to shove.




  With the beer almost finished, I sat in the cockpit looking out across the harbour at the vast city, thinking there must be opportunities for a guy like me. My CV was non-existent, but I had skills that could be useful to the right people. It was just a question of finding them. I needed to pick the brains of a local to find out where casual work of my kind could be found. This was at a time when the internet was in its infancy and Google didn’t exist. Taxi drivers did, though, and they always know. If you want to find out about a place, its people, the no-go zones and the dark side, ask a cab driver.




  It was a Friday night. The traffic crossing the bridge was thick and dirty with exhaust gas. After locking up, I rowed ashore in my worn dinghy, tied it to a small dock that had missing planks and looked disused, then walked towards the lights.




  I’d always liked walking city streets, feeling the intimacy, the chance contact with strangers. Sydney was a big place, and with no real idea where to go, I headed to where I could see traffic streaming along a main road about two blocks ahead.




  No go. Populated by faceless black-suits, it was a business area with only a couple of trendy bars. I’d never done trendy; it wasn’t my style.




  Flag a cab: front seat.




  ‘Where to, mate?’




  The friendly and laid-back way of the Aussies I liked already.




  ‘Where a man can get drunk and laid and still have change from a fifty.’




  ‘You’ll be wanting The Cross then, mate. Where ya from?’




  ‘What’s at The Cross?’




  He laughed and looked at me sceptically. ‘Never heard of our famous Kings Cross?’




  ‘No. I just rolled into town.’




  ‘Just have fun and keep your nose out of anyone else’s business and you’ll do all right.’




  ‘Any recommendations?’




  ‘I’ll drop you at the B & B, that’s the Bourbon & Beefsteak, or just the Bourbon to locals. Walk down one side of the road as far as the Coca-Cola sign and back up the other, and watch your wallet. If you don’t find anything you like, I’ll run you home again for free.’




  I took the card he pulled from the centre console and dropped it in my shirt pocket. ‘Thanks. Anything to look out for other than pickpockets?’




  ‘No, mate; it’s all good.’




  He turned at a set of lights and I got my first glimpse of Darlinghurst Road. I knew immediately it was where I needed to be. Strip clubs, dimly lit bars, massage places. The street thronged with walkers, stalkers, hookers, the curious and hopeful, the lost and lonely. I got out and joined them.




  It was still happy hour at the Bourbon. I took a table on the veranda and watched the throngs until a perky waitress took my order. Two Jameson on ice and change from a five; I was off to a good start.




  There was a half-decent band playing inside and doing the usual pub band covers. I drained one glass and took the other inside to check it out and be closer to the music. There was a big central bar with lots of beer taps and rows of optics. I sat on a stool, back to the bar, and looked around.




  There was a small dance floor in front of the cramped stage, but nobody was dancing; it was only seven-thirty. Booths lined the wall I was facing, mostly filled with younger people shouting to be heard above the music. On the back wall, there were a few round wooden tables with hardback chairs flanked by the doors to the toilets.




  It was a mixed crowd in there that night, but two people stood out among them. At one of the back tables, there were two guys: one was tall and well dressed, confident, controlled; the other, a Maori or Islander, smart casual and brute force. They had player written all over them and didn’t care who saw it.




  I stayed there another half hour, nursing the Jameson and watching. When the bar area became packed, I left to walk the streets.




  I’d been in similar areas in London, Hamburg and Rome, but this felt different. There was no heavy atmosphere, no feeling that I had to be ready to fend off. People seemed cool: there to have a good time. It only took fifteen minutes to walk to the end of the street, and less to know this was where I could make some money. The clubs and sex shops thinned out as I approached the intersection and Coca-Cola sign at the end of the road. There were a handful of hookers working the corner and plenty of cars slowing or stopping. I crossed and started walking back towards the Bourbon on the other side. Same layout: bars, clubs, food, and sex, interspersed with tattoo parlours, an all-night chemist and a dry cleaner.




  Bouncers stood outside some of the strip joints cajoling the passers-by with promises of naked beauty within. It was all above my budget and titty-bars didn’t hold much appeal.




  The blues were flowing out of a bar, so I stepped inside. It was dimly lit and smoky as hell. The music was from a CD, the sound system awesome. I looked in my wallet, fronted the bar, and ordered a beer.




  The crowd was mainly young. There were a couple of well-inked thugs at the far end, and two young girls dressed to work the street were perched on stools in the middle. Nobody paid me any attention as I looked around. After a few minutes, I turned and faced the bar, and then noticed the sign above a row of optics, ‘Bartender wanted’, followed by a phone number.




  When the barman came close, I asked him for a pen. He looked at me for a few seconds before fishing around in a drawer beneath the bar. He came up with a well-chewed Bic and tossed it on the bar. I wrote the number on a beer mat and pushed it into a pocket. The barman was hovering, so I tossed the pen back on the bar, nodded, and found a table. I liked the place already.




  Next morning I called the number. Twice it went to an answering machine, the third time I got a human.




  ‘Hi, I’m calling about the bartender job at Frankie’s.’




  There was a short pause, and then a gruff voice said, ‘What’s your name?’




  ‘DeWitt. Micky DeWitt’




  ‘Have you done it before?’




  ‘Sure—’




  ‘Are you a pisshead, Micky DeWitt?’




  My finger hovered over the cradle, ready to disconnect, but instead I said, ‘No. I like a drink, but nothing—’




  ‘Be there tonight at nine. Ask for Lenny.’




  The phone abruptly cut off. I thought, fuck it, I’m not working for a rude arsehole like that. Curiosity and poverty got the better of me.




  That night I walked into Frankie’s at quarter to nine. The same sour-faced barman was there. I guessed it was his job going for grabs. Despite the grouch behind the bar and the rude bastard on the phone, I still liked the place. It had a vibe, an atmosphere that resonated with me. It wasn’t sleazy, but had an edge: something rude and from the night.




  ‘Jameson on ice, and where do I find Lenny?’ He remembered me from the previous night: knew I was out for his job. He laid a short measure on me and nodded towards the corner.




  ‘Grey jacket.’




  I stayed at the bar for a couple of minutes, watching the man called Lenny. He was in his thirties, sitting at a table with a woman about the same age. Maybe his missus, but she looked like a tramp: a bleached blonde, pink lipstick on a well-creased face. I decided to wait until exactly nine o’clock and give her a chance to leave. She didn’t. I walked over.




  ‘DeWitt?’ he asked before I had a chance to say anything.




  ‘Yes. Micky DeWitt.’




  ‘Go on, piss off,’ he said, looking at the woman.




  She crushed her cigarette into the glass ashtray, stood and moved to his side, leaned over and kissed his temple, all the while looking at me. She straightened, adjusted her boobs, and then after looking for another few seconds, turned and left.




  When he told me to sit, I did.




  ‘What experience have you got?’




  ‘I’ve worked a few bars, mainly in London and Hamburg: managed one in New Zealand for a while. I haven’t been in Australia very long.’




  ‘How long?’




  ‘A few days.’




  ‘Illegal?’




  ‘No, no. I’ve got a Kiwi passport, so I’m good to work here.’




  ‘You didn’t say you were a fucking Kiwi.’




  ‘I’m not. I’m from England. I just lived in New Zealand a while and took citizenship.’




  He looked at me sideways, suspicious that I might be an undercover Kiwi. ‘I pay ten bucks an hour and you pay for any breakages. Okay?’




  ‘Sounds fair enough.’




  ‘It is. You start tomorrow night, eight o’clock.’




  ‘Great. Thanks, Lenny.’




  ‘No being late, no getting pissed, and no selling drugs.’




  I watched him to see if he was joking. He wasn’t.




  ‘Sure. No problem,’ I said, then stood and held out a hand that he shook briefly. I winked at the barman as I walked to the door. He nodded and flicked me a middle finger.




  That was it. I had a job. More than that, I had the opportunity.




  A New Start




   The following day I spent some of my remaining cash making myself look less like a bum. Everything I had looked as if it had crossed an ocean, which it had. With black 501s, an Oxford blue button-down shirt, a pair of Timberlands and a twenty-dollar haircut, I looked sharp.




  That first night, I arrived a quarter to eight. No sign of the greaseball behind the bar. I didn’t wait to be told or invited. I went straight to the end of the bar where the gate was, collecting a handful of empties on the way, threw up the flap, and stepped into my bar.




  ‘Who the fuck’re you?’




  I looked behind and down, where the voice came from. ‘It’s me, Lenny. Micky. You told me to start tonight at eight.’ He was on his knees pushing something heavy under the sink. ‘Need a hand with that.’




  ‘No. And it’s not eight yet.’




  He stood and rubbed his hair back with his right hand.




  I was about to put my hand out, then remembered he wasn’t a handshake kind of guy. I looked around the behind-bar area, taking stock. ‘Anything I need to know? Any dos and don’ts?’




  He continued to look at me for a few seconds and then relaxed a little. He turned and took a ring of keys from a hook beside him and handed them to me.




  ‘You’ll need these to lock up tonight and to open in the morning. Ten o’clock start for eleven o’clock opening. Mandy, the cleaner, will be here at ten. She’ll tell you where everything is. There’s a list of phone numbers on that board.’ He nodded towards the door.




  ‘There’s a barmaid named Stella. She’ll be here at eleven. Never late and works well, but not too bright. Seven o’clock, she’s relieved by Meagan. She’s often late as she is tonight, and which is why I’m behind the bloody bar again. I should bloody sack her.’




  ‘Why don’t you?’




  He threw an angry look at me and then shook it off. ‘Wait till you see her. She draws in plenty of custom just by leaning over the bar. And talk of the bloody devil,’ he said, raising his voice a notch and looking past me towards the sound of hurried footsteps.




  ‘Sorry, Lenny. I got stuck in—’




  ‘No worries, darling, but get your arse behind that bar before I bloody well sack it.’




  I didn’t know how serious he was, and neither did Meagan from the look on her face. As soon as I saw her, I understood what Lenny had meant about drawing customers: tight-fit jeans on long, shapely legs, and a low-cut top barely containing her tits. She looked briefly at me, pushing a half-smile into shiny red lips, and then pushed past us both on her way to the bar door. I turned back to Lenny, who was watching me watching her.




  ‘Cellar’s this way.’ He turned and walked. I followed.




  We looked in the cellar. All standard equipment I’d used before: well stocked, well laid out, and clean. My opinion of Lenny was rising. For all his gruffness and the tough-guy act, he seemed well organised and business-like.




  ‘The safe is in here.’ He passed through a small door into a side room off the main cellar. ‘Two a.m. close. Empty the tills, count it twice, write it on this sheet, and then lock it in here.’ He handed me a sheet as an example: standard reconciliation. ‘Can you remember numbers?’




  ‘Sure,’ I said, handing him back the sheet. He told me the codes, and then had me repeat them twice. He seemed satisfied that I had a grip on things, and we headed back up to the bar.




  Meagan was working the far end. She was fast, confident, and great with customers. When she’d finished serving, Lenny called her over.




  ‘This is Micky; he’s the new bar manager.’




  The word manager caught me by surprise, but I tried not to show it. Lenny didn’t know me from the next vagrant, yet there he was putting me in charge of his bar – at ten bucks an hour.




  Meagan leaned an elbow on the polished mahogany bar, crossed her ankles and looked me up and down. ‘What happened to Wayne?’ she asked Lenny, still looking at me.




  ‘Wayne’s gone. Wayne was a lazy… Wayne was an unreliable, dishonest prick.’




  She shrugged and turned away.




  ‘Okay, Micky, any problems?’




  ‘No: good as gold, Lenny. I’ll just have a look around and get familiar.’




  ‘Just don’t get too familiar with her,’ he said, nodding towards Meagan, who was chatting with a young woman sitting at the bar.




  Lenny walked through the bar gate and sat at the same table where I’d met him the previous night. The same slapper was there waiting for him. Same pale pink lipstick, same tight top showing her wrinkled midriff finished in solarium orange.




  I looked through the bar, making a mental note of where things were, and then had another look in the cellar. When I returned to the bar, Lenny and the woman had gone. I served a couple, then collected empties from the tables and put them in the washer. Meagan seemed to be ignoring me. I decided to brace her right away. This was my bar; she was my barmaid.




  ‘Was Wayne a friend of yours?’




  She gave me the same appraising look as before. ‘What’s it to you?’




  I was struck by the contrast of the killer body and the ordinary face. ‘Nothing. What’s the attitude about?’




  She held my gaze for a five-beat, then moved her eyes away and said, ‘He should have made me manager. I’ve been here the longest: much longer than Stella and Joy.’




  ‘Who’s Joy?’




  ‘A sort of temp,’ she said sulkily.




  ‘There are two reasons he didn’t make you manager, Meagan. First, you’re always late getting here. Second, you’re a good barmaid, and great with the customers. I’ve only been here an hour and I can see that. He wants you here, in the bar, not pissing around with orders, deliveries, and doing cellar work. Manager is just a name for gofer. And I bet he pays you more than he does me.’




  She gazed at me warily, and her face gradually softened. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, not quite ugly, but could never be described as pretty or even good-looking; plain, I suppose you’d call her.




  She took two shot glasses from a shelf, one in each hand, pushed them against two optics, and then handed me one.




  ‘Friends?’




  I had no problem responding to that invite. We tossed the shots back. ‘How long have you worked here?’




  ‘About two years. I only took it on for a month, but then sort of stayed.’




  ‘You can’t hate it that much then.’




  ‘It’s okay. Lenny’s not bad compared with many of the people around here. Bloody tight-arse though.’




  ‘Was that his missus he was with?’




  She laughed, and when she did, her face brightened and lost some of its starkness. ‘She’s anyone’s missus.’




  I wasn’t about to start a gossip mill or talk about Lenny behind his back, so left it at that. For all I knew, Meagan could have been tight with him.




  ‘Customers,’ I said, nodding to the far end of the bar. She pulled her shoulders back, turned, and went to work.




  We chatted a little that night when the crowd had thinned after midnight. She seemed to be honest in that simple kind of way. I wouldn’t use the term innocent, but there was a naivety about her that was incongruous with working in a bar in a red-light district, albeit a relatively safe one like Kings Cross.




  I was enjoying myself. The bar was easy to work; there was a great selection of music to choose from, and the custom had been good. No troublemakers or derelict pissheads as I’d expected there. Meagan had been good too. She was a great barmaid, no doubt. She worked the bar with a fluid efficiency that made me feel slow and clumsy.




  By quarter-to-two, the place was empty. I told Meagan she should go, and then started to cash up the tills. When I looked round, she was sitting on the public side of the bar, watching me.




  ‘Something I can get you, lady?’




  ‘Same again, Sam.’




  I poured two shots and laid them on the bar in front of her as she lit a cigarette.




  ‘You want one?’ she asked, offering the open pack. I slid one out and leaned forward to light it on the flame of the silver Tommy lighter she held in her slim, pale fingers.




  ‘Classy lighter.’




  She snapped it closed, laid it on the pack of Camels, held one of the shot glasses head-high in salute, and waited for me to follow.




  I touched my glass against hers ‘The first shift,’ I said. Her only response was to slam the vodka down, and then bang the empty glass on the bar. I followed and poured two more.




  We smoked and talked a while. Just superficial getting-to-know-you stuff. At five past two she slid off the stool and locked the front door, then collected her bag and jacket and left with a cheery, ‘See ya tonight.’




  ‘Don’t be late,’ I called after her, but she was already out on the street. I sat looking around my new domain, in no real hurry to leave.




  Frankie’s Bar




  After working for Lenny for a month, he upped my pay to fifteen an hour. He was seldom at the bar after the first week. I guess he was happy with how I was handling things, could see that I was in control, and left me to it. I had no idea what else he did; we didn’t discuss personal things. He never asked me anything about my private life and kept strictly to business. He would usually be with one of two women. Pinklips would often be trailing him, tired grey eyes peering at the world from her prematurely lined face. Haggard is how I would describe her, as if she’d spent much of her adult life smoking, drinking and hanging around in bars waiting for variants of Lenny. She never spoke to Meagan or me, and was never there during the early shift when Stella was working. The other woman was quite attractive, almost refined-looking, with alabaster skin and well-groomed, shoulder-length hair cut in a bob. She wore elegant clothes, as opposed to Pinklips’ cheap polyester dresses and worn-out sandals. I never heard Lenny address Pinklips by name, but the other woman he called Heather. She was quiet, and other than a polite hello, we never spoke. I wondered if Heather was his wife, but when I asked Meagan, she just laughed and shook her head as if I’d said something stupid again.




  I’d taken to staying in one of the rooms above the bar during the week. In the past, they’d been rented out as short-term accommodation, but now lay unused. When I asked Lenny if it was okay, if he wanted rent, he muttered something like ‘’course you fucking can’, and walked away. I was getting used to his ways and felt that beneath his phony facade, he wasn’t so different to any other Joe.




  Stella, as Lenny had said, was always on time, worked well, and needed no supervision. I would often leave her to run the bar herself when it wasn’t busy, giving me time to do ordering and stocking.




  Mandy, the cleaner, was a powerhouse. She was in her forties, always arrived early, and often caught me still having breakfast. She went through the place like a whirlwind, with mops, brooms, and cleaners. She always did the mahogany bar last, and left it streak-free and laid with fresh beer-mats. Lenny had picked and retained good staff.




  Meagan and I were getting on well. The smokes and drinks after hours were now a mandatory part of the night shift. She was opening up about her life, which was being made unnecessarily difficult by an angry ex who figured he could still control her. When she told me how he had been bashing on her door at four in the morning, I asked, ‘You want me to kill him?’




  She considered it long enough for me to realise she thought I was serious, then blew out a steady stream of smoke and said, ‘Would you do that for me, Micky?’




  Caught a little off-guard, I parried. ‘Just for the hell that’s in it.’




  I saw her deflate, and then thought, why not? She seemed afraid of him, and she wasn’t the timid sort. Men who bully or hurt women had always been my pet hate, so why not get rid of him?




  The thought played around my mind as we sat at the bar. It was after three and she seemed reluctant to go.




  ‘Do you want to stay here and then go home in the morning?’




  She looked down at the glass in her fingers as she spun the vodka round. ‘No strings?’




  ‘There’s another spare room. You’ll just need to make the bed up: plenty of linen up there, but no strings.’




  She slammed the vodka back. ‘And you won’t tell Lenny?’




  ‘Shit, no. Anyway, this is my bar now. Fuck Lenny. Fuck him in the ear.’




  ‘Thanks, Micky,’ she said, raising her eyes to meet mine.




  ‘No worries, mate. Come on, I’ll show you where the linen cupboard is.’




  She followed me up the stairs. When we reached the hallway, she said in a whisper, ‘I’ve never been up here before.’




  ‘Never? What? In all the time you’ve been here?’




  ‘No. Why would I?’ Still whispering.




  I opened the door to the spare room, switched on the light, and then stood back to let her walk in. ‘There’s bedding in that cupboard down the hall. Shower’s opposite. Toilet’s at the far end.’




  She immediately walked across the room and looked out the windows as if she expected to find somebody looking back up at her. The brass curtain rings squealed as she pulled the heavy drapes closed.




  ‘Anything you need?




  ‘Only if you’ve got a toothbrush and spare panties?’




  ‘Nope.’




  She wore a coy look as she said, ‘Thanks again, Micky.’




  ‘Any time.’ I closed the door and went to my own room.




  It was strange but somehow comforting, hearing her move around on the other side of the connecting door.




  I lay thinking about if I could kill in cold blood.




   





  Hooking Fish




  Three months had passed since I first walked into Frankie’s. I was spending less and less time on my boat, and when I was there, I was restless for the city, for The Cross.




  I’d managed to stash away a fair amount of cash, as well as living tolerably well. Meagan had become a good friend, and occasionally we would sack together. Stella had noticed Meagan hanging around in the mornings, but other than an enquiring look, she hadn’t asked. It was nothing to do with her anyway.




  Even though I was doing okay working this way, it was not what I had in mind for the future. It was easy, fun even, some nights, but it was only a means to an end. Lenny was happy. The bottom line was slowly rising, and he only had to spend a few hours each week taking cash to the bank and making up the wages. I noticed he also paid two suppliers with cash as well, probably for stolen liquor.




  I’d come to know a few of the regulars after the first month or so. Amongst them were a few villainous types. The flash clothes and fat rolls of cash gave them away.




  There was one man named Ray who always came in between nine and ten on a Friday night. I noticed a few of the other criminal types treated him deferentially, and so figured he must have been a heavyweight. He was a tough-looking guy: barrel chest, jutting jaw, and a look of imminent hostility. I don’t remember him ever buying a drink. He would often be with a thickset Islander who seemed to be some kind of Man Friday.




  One Saturday night there were a half-dozen of them: Ray, the Islander, three others—all tough looking—including another Islander. There was also this tall guy wearing a sharp suit and an air of authority.




  ‘Who’s the big guy with Ray?’ I asked Meagan as we stood behind the bar waiting for the next onslaught.




  ‘You have to learn to mind your own bloody business.’




  ‘So he’s a scary dude. Ray seems to be number two tonight. I bet he doesn’t like that.’




  ‘Leave it alone, Micky.’ She turned and started stacking glasses on a shelf, clearly uncomfortable. I wondered if this had anything to do with her ex, but decided to let it slide.




  Half an hour later, Lenny and Pinklips arrived. She sat at their usual table; he went over and greeted the tall man. Lenny was meek and overly pleased to see them. It came over as a royal arse-lick. The tall guy said a few words to him, then returned to his conversation. Lenny hovered a while, then got the message and left them. They stayed for a couple of hours, then drifted away in ones and twos. Ray and the tall guy were first to leave. Lenny tried to catch their attention as they left, but they either didn’t see him or chose to ignore him.




  The bar emptied out early for a Saturday. By midnight there were just a few diehards, two at the bar trying to hit up on Meagan, and three older guys sitting at a table. She looked uncomfortable and kept her distance when she could. I signalled her to swap with me. She was hesitant, so I signalled again with more force. We swapped places, and I started restocking a cold-shelf close to them.




  One of them stood on the rail, leaned over the bar, and said, ‘Why don’t you fuck off back to the other end and let that big-titted bitch serve us.’




  I smiled at him, grabbed his hair, and slammed his head into the top of the bar. The other one went to make a move, but stopped when he saw Meagan with a baseball bat in her hands, ready to swing. The three old timers had paused and were watching events unfold. I still had hold of his hair and gave his face another dance on the bar. He slumped back, dazed, barely conscious.




  His mate glanced at Meagan, then looked back at me and pointed a finger. ‘You’re a fucking dead man. And you, bitch,’ he said, turning to look at Meagan, ‘have got it coming.’




  ‘Get out and fucking stay out. I see you come through that door again, I’ll set her on you,’ I said, nodding at Meagan who still held the bat in a two-handed, white-knuckle grip at shoulder height. They made it to the door, hurling insults and threats.




  ‘Shit, Meagan, you’re a scary woman,’ I said, twisting the bat free from her grip. ‘Do you know them?’




  ‘Fuck.’




  ‘I’ll take that as a yes. Who are they?’




  With trembling fingers, she reached out and slid a Camel from the pack, fumbled trying to ignite the Tommy lighter, and then finally took a deep draw. She still didn’t say anything, but I knew her well enough to know it was personal.




  ‘Was that the ex?’




  She was still looking down. She’d her left arm wrapped round her middle, her right elbow resting on it as she punished the cigarette. After a few seconds, she nodded.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me earlier?’




  ‘Why didn’t you just leave it?’




  ‘I’m not a leave it kind of guy. Why did you immediately back me up with the bat? It’s okay, you don’t have to answer that; it was rhetorical. You did it because that’s what we do— back each other. You know any bar or club in this area has the potential to get violent. If it happens—’




  ‘Okay, all right. I get it.’




  ‘Go and chill out upstairs. I’ll finish down here.’ Before she could answer, one of the old guys approached the bar carrying three empty glasses. They were the last customers and I hoped they were leaving. He laid the glasses on the bar and waited to be served.




  ‘Same again?’




  ‘And three Drambuies.’




  As I made up his order, I heard the door swing and then the sound of Meagan climbing the wooden stairs. The old guy was watching me. I laid the Drambuies on the bar and started pouring beers.




  ‘You want to be careful with that prick,’ he said casually. ‘He’s in with Kurt Reed.’




  ‘Who’s Kurt Reed?’




  ‘You know who Loretto Reed is?’ he asked with an amused sniff.




  ‘Nope.’




  He looked at me with a mix of surprise and pity, as if he’d discovered a new breed of idiot. He picked up the three shot glasses, carried them to his table, and then returned for the beers.




  ‘Loretto Reed is a mindless thug. Kurt Reed is even worse. They run a couple of low-end clubs—not here in The Cross, this is Johno’s turf—but out west where it’s full of bloody immigrants.’




  ‘Thanks, and these are on the house.’ I laid the third beer on the bar. He looked at me for several seconds, evaluating me, deciding if he should say more. Eventually he did.




  ‘You’re new around here, so let me give you some advice. Johno Brookes runs most things worth running in these parts. He doesn’t like trouble. He likes people to feel safe in The Cross so that they come and spend their cash in his clubs and bars. Those wankers that you tuned up work for the Reed brothers, and if Kurt Reed hears about what went on here tonight, he’ll be pissed off and want to come back and tear the place apart. If I were you, I’d get your version of events to him before they do. That way he’ll be pissed with them instead of you. He won’t want to start trouble with Johno Brookes, but—’




  ‘You know how I can get in touch with him?’




  He laughed derisively and then said, ‘Have a talk with Lenny.’




  He returned to his table and a few seconds later there was an outburst of laughter, no doubt at my expense. I was grateful to the old man for trying to warn me, and the information would be useful.




  The three old men left at one-fifteen. I locked the door, flicked off the room lights, emptied the tills, and headed upstairs. Meagan was waiting in the lounge. I decided to wait until she had time to calm down before asking questions about her ex and the Reeds. Morning would be soon enough.




  ‘I should have told you,’ she said when I sat opposite her.




  ‘Told me what?’




  ‘That he works for the Reeds. I heard the old guy tell you about them.’




  ‘Eavesdropping?’




  ‘I came down to see if everything was okay, and saw you talking to him. He’s right; you need to tell Lenny tonight. If Kurt Reed hears that you worked over one of his guys, he’ll come looking for you. He’s a violent bastard. So is his brother, Loretto.’




  ‘I might have to get you on that bat again.’




  ‘Don’t joke. This could go badly. Call Lenny.’




  ‘What’s his name, your ex?’




  She hesitated, but knew there was no choice. ‘They call him Fish.’




  ‘Fish?’




  ‘That’s what they call him. He’d never tell me why.’




  ‘How did you get mixed up with a misogynist halfwit called Fish?’




  ‘It’s a long story.’




  ‘It always is, but I’ve got all night.’




  ‘Call Lenny,’ she said, folding her arms and crossing her legs.




  ‘And then you’ll tell me?’




  ‘Struth, don’t you ever give up?’ Her fear was evaporating; a half-smile bowed her mouth.




  I went down to the bar, dialled Lenny’s number, and waited. His phone only rang twice before pickup.




  ‘Hello,’ came a sleepy female voice.




  ‘I need to speak with Lenny. Tell him it’s Micky DeWitt.’




  There were more voices in the background, then Lenny’s on the line.




  ‘What?’




  ‘There was a rowdy customer tonight. He works for Kurt Reed.’




  ‘And?’




  ‘And I had to hit his head on the bar a couple of times.’




  ‘Oh, fuckin’ hell, Micky. Why’d you do that?’




  ‘’Cos he needed it. He goes by the name of Fish. He’s Meagan’s ex.’




  ‘He’s a cunt, but you shouldn’t have hit him. Anyone else with him?’




  ‘Just one other guy about the same age. There were three regulars in the bar; you know the three old guys who always come in together. One of them gave me the heads-up that this Fish worked for Reed.’




  ‘Did you get his name?’




  ‘No, he’s just one of those old guys—’




  ‘Not him, Micky: the fucker with Fish.’




  ‘Chips? I don’t know, Lenny. We didn’t exactly buddy up afterwards and I don’t want to drill Meagan about it.’




  ‘Oh? I heard you were drilling her twice a week now.’




  ‘So can you sort it?’




  ‘I’ll see what I can do.’




  The line went dead. I hung up, grabbed a bottle of vodka, two shot glasses, and went back upstairs.




  ‘Lenny’s cool: says he’s going to sort it.’




  ‘Is that all he said?’




  ‘Tell me about these two sets of crims: the Reeds and Johno Brookes.’




  ‘Do we have to do this, Micky?’




  ‘We seriously pissed off Fish and his mate—’




  ‘We? What do you mean, we? I didn’t smack the bar with his face.’




  ‘Someone needed to and I was closest, that’s all. Now tell me about Kurt Reed. What do you know about him?’ I poured shots and handed her one. She slammed it in one hit. I followed and poured again.




  ‘Shit!’ She shuddered as the second shot hit her stomach. ‘Okay.’ She paused and lit up. ‘There are three of them.’ She dragged hard. ‘Kurt, Loretto, and I think the other one is Martin, but I’ve never seen him. Just heard his name mentioned. They run clubs and drugs out west—’




  ‘Where out west?’




  ‘I don’t know—just past West Bumfuck. I don’t know where they are, Micky. Just out west is all I know.’




  ‘You never went out there with him?’




  ‘No way; I wasn’t with him that long. It just seemed like forever. It’s hard to explain simply. There are three… gangs, I guess you’d call them. There are the Reeds, who are small-time.’ She flicked ash, exhaled smoke through her nose. ‘Do you remember a few days ago, there was a big, well dressed guy in here with Ray-who-looks-like-a-bulldog?’




  ‘Sure. He seemed to be Mr Big of that mob.’




  ‘He is. That’s Gary Mitchell, Ray’s boss, and a kind of freelancer, from what I know. He’s like Mr Logistics for shady underworld types. He’s often around the clubs, and I’ve seen him with Brookes a few times in places like Ronnie’s, which is where a lot of the heavyweights hang out.’




  ‘So does he work for Brookes?’




  ‘I dunno. He’s got his own guys, like Ray and those two Islander boys, so I guess he’s like a contractor.’




  ‘Brookes?’




  She crushed the butt of the Camel. ‘The King. He owns or controls lots of the clubs and bars, probably including this one. The drug distribution is his too. He controls heaps of bent coppers, cabbies, hookers, slots. You name something around here that turns a buck and his hand is on it.’




  I poured two more shots, slid one across to her, and tossed mine down. She followed, shuddered, and lit another smoke.




  ‘The Cross is full of stories about him, and what he’s done or had done, most of it bullshit… probably.’




  ‘How do we find out if he owns this place?’




  ‘Don’t go asking questions that’ll get you compacted. Leave it alone.’




  ‘Sure,’ I said.




  The look in her eyes said bloody liar.




  ‘Why do you think Ray comes in every week for a few hours?’




  She sighed heavily. ‘Maybe he’s thirsty.’




  ‘Maybe he’s collecting?’




  ‘You’ve been watching too many movies.’ She tucked her legs up on the sofa. ‘Look, I’ll tell you this just so your curiosity’s satisfied, and then leave it alone. Okay?’




  I gave her a broad smile, sat beside her, pulled her right foot onto my lap, and started massaging the story out of her.




  She gave me a sardonic forced grin. ‘Lenny only owns this place on paper. He’s a clean front for Brookes. Although Brookes controls lots of clubs, he only legally owns a few of them. He’ll buy a place, or take it as payment for a debt, then put a Lenny in as front man.’ She stopped and looked at me to make sure I was following.




  I was way ahead.




  ‘Once a week, Ray comes in to collect. Sometimes Sonny comes for him, but Ray likes to be hands-on.’




  ‘I bet he does. Who does the handover?’




  ‘Usually me. Lenny’ll do it if he wants to talk with Ray.’




  I wondered why I’d never seen it. I guessed I hadn’t been looking. I swapped feet and asked, ‘Who’s Pinklips? Is she part of it?’




  ‘She’s new. She only came on the scene about the same time as you did. I guess he’s just fucking her. Poor choice, though.’ She laid back, put a pillow under her head, and waggled her toes for more. ‘He had this good-looking woman before; classy sort of escort, I think she was. God knows why he swapped her for that slapper.’




  ‘Men are fickle creatures.’




  ‘Most are fickle arseholes.’




  ‘Unless they give great foot massages, right?’




  ‘Hmm, keep going; I’ll let you know.’




  I did, and so did she.




  Lenny called the following morning. He said he’d sorted it, at least as far as the bar was concerned. Neither Fish nor Kurt Reed would come and make trouble there, but I was to watch my back on the street. It was a fair warning, and one I took seriously.




  Stella came in at eleven. When she was set up, I left and took a cab to the boat. The air inside was musty. It was weeks since I’d been there and I felt guilty for letting her get that way. I picked up the switchblade I’d always kept by the chart table. When I slid the safety off and pressed the button, the blade flew forward and locked with a satisfying snick. The edge was still razor sharp and clean. I closed and locked it, and stuffed it into my back pocket. I found some anti-chafe leather in the back of one locker, some fishing weights in another, and used them to make a sap. If Fish or his mates came for me, I would at least be prepared.




   





  Carol




  When Ray walked into the bar the following Friday, I took up a position at the gate so I could easily see Meagan coming and going.




  As usual, Ray sat at a table and another guy, who I hadn’t seen before, came to the bar. I watched as Meagan served him, but there was no handover, nothing said other than ordering and serving drinks. He was a tough-looking guy with a long scar running down his face from eye to chin. His expressionless eyes appeared to take nothing in. Most guys flirted a bit with Meagan, but not this one. He took the drinks and sat at the table with Ray. Neither man spoke; they just sat and looked as if waiting for someone.




  They left half an hour later after two drinks. Meagan hadn’t left the bar. I looked at her quizzically. She grinned back triumphantly.




  I went and stood beside her as she took glasses out of the washer. ‘Did you?’




  ‘Aha.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘Look more closely next week,’ she said with a self-satisfied grin.




  I let it go. I knew she wouldn’t tell me then, if at all.




  I was getting close to making some kind of contact with the underworld. There were at least two guys I was getting to know, and one woman about my age who was growing friendlier as time passed. I’d seen her talking with Ray and the Islanders, who, were clearly part of the core underworld. She also looked the type, if that makes sense. Smart, confident, and sexy; she’d always come in on her own, which said something about her in an area like The Cross. I didn’t think she was on the game. She dressed and spoke well, and had the air of somebody who was used to managing others: not bossy, but self-assured. She drank Jameson on ice and smoked B&H Gold.




  She came in that night after eleven, sat at the bar and lit up. I made her usual and stood it in front of her.




  ‘Thanks, Micky.’ Her voice was soft and smoky.




  ‘You’re in late tonight. Movie?’




  She hesitated, took a sip of her drink, and then pulled on her cigarette.




  ‘Yes. How’d you guess?’ She fiddled with her gold lighter, sliding it back and forth through slim fingers topped with perfectly manicured blood red nails. ‘Have you seen any good ones lately?’




  ‘I don’t get time nowadays,’ I said. ‘I’m always in here.’




  ‘Lenny doesn’t give you a night off once in a while?’




  ‘He’s a hard boss.’




  ‘Maybe you need a new boss. That way you could have a social life as well.’




  ‘You know, I’ve been thinking that same thing. I like it here, but—’




  ‘But there’s more to life, or some other old cliché. Right?’




  I laughed. ‘Right.’




  ‘So what else do you do, Micky?’




  Her voice was low and suggestive, or that’s how I read it. I didn’t know if she was giving me the come-on, or if that was just her way.




  ‘I do what pays well and interests me. If you hear of anything local that might suit me, let me know and I’ll owe you dinner—or a movie.’




  She held my eyes, making me feel awkward.




  ‘What did you see tonight?’ I asked to break the silence.




  She gave me a timid grin from below seductive eyes. ‘Dances With Wolves—and don’t laugh.’




  I did, and then so did she.




  ‘It was that or Miller’s Crossing, and that was... well, not the right thing for tonight.’




  ‘You know, if I’m taking you out to dinner, I should at least know your name.’




  She looked at me as if trying to decide whether to tell me or not, and then pushed her glass towards me.




  ‘Same again, Micky.’




  ‘Sure.’




  ‘It’s Carol,’ she said to my back.




  I poured her drink, turned to face her, and she avoided my eyes.




  ‘I heard that you pissed off Kurt Reed.’




  ‘Where did you hear that?’




  ‘I just overheard it.’




  I laid the glass in front of her. ‘One of his louts was out of line, so I threw him out. It was nothing.’




  ‘So you didn’t bash his face on the bar?’




  I could see Meagan throwing glances at me from the other end. I ignored them, knowing I’d cop it later.




  ‘What else did you hear?’




  ‘Just that.’ Her voice was soft and, somehow, sad, as if mentioning it had brought back bad memories.




  There was nothing to be gained by dragging it out, so I changed gear. ‘Why does a classy looking woman like you come into a dump like Frankie’s?’




  ‘Maybe I come in here to see you.’ Her face held a faint smile. I didn’t know whether it was affectation or amusement. ‘Tonight I did come in to see you. To warn you that it’s not over between you and Kurt Reed. You need to watch your back.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because it will come: sooner rather than later.’




  ‘I meant, why warn me?’ She sipped her drink and looked down the bar at Meagan.




  ‘She fancies you, you know. That’s something else to be careful of.’




  I started to wonder if she was playing me, whether she was a honey-trap sent in by Reed to lure me to some apartment or alley where I’d taste a length of pipe instead of her lips.




  ‘Is it just my welfare you’re interested in, or is there something else on your mind?’




  ‘Both. But this isn’t the place to talk about it.’




  ‘You want to go upstairs where it’s private?’




  She looked at me without speaking for several seconds, then slid a card from her purse and laid it on the bar.




  She left without another word, her drink unfinished and her cigarette still burning in the ashtray. I palmed the card as I picked up the glass, hoping Meagan hadn’t seen it. There was no loyalty issue. I just didn’t want questions about a thing I knew nothing about. The card had just a phone number below her name, ‘Carol’.




  I called her the next day, after Stella arrived and took the bar. The call was brief, just long enough to agree to meet at a café on Circular Quay later that afternoon. My curiosity was piqued by what she said and didn’t say the previous night. The card screamed high-end prostitute or escort, and it fitted in with what little I knew about her, which was that she hung around goons and frequented bars in a red light district. Moreover, she had that air about her. She knew the power of her looks and sensuality, and I got the feeling she was used to using them to get want she wanted. Part of me said rip the card and forget her. Serve her drinks if she comes in and that’s as far as it goes. The other part of me had other ideas.




  I changed into half-decent clothes, pocketed the sap and switchblade, and headed to town. There were still three hours before we were due to meet, but I was edgy and suspicious, and wanted to get away from work and have time to scope out the café.




  The Quay was packed with people milling around looking for ferries or somewhere to eat lunch. I soon found the café and walked past a couple of times looking for anything that didn’t fit. To kill time, I walked round to the Opera House and looked out across the harbour. The eighteen-foot skiffs were racing in a light northeast wind. I wished I was on the water instead of waiting to meet Carol Noname and looking over my shoulder for Kurt Reed and Fish. Fish I could handle; I’d just bash his face a few more times. Kurt Reed had a reputation and I didn’t even know what he looked like. He could be close to me now and I’d only know when it was too late. I kept walking and checking for a tail.




  Our meeting was at four o’clock. I sat at a table in the back corner of the café at three-thirty. I could see everyone come and go from there and nobody could come in behind me. I ordered a coffee and blueberry muffin from the waitress and sat back watching the crowd. I felt awkward sitting there alone doing nothing, and wished I’d at least bought a newspaper to read. I could also have hidden the sap in it, which was jammed into my front pocket.




  The waitress brought my order and laid it on the table with a polite smile. As she turned to leave there was the sound of a chair scraping across the concrete floor. I thought she must have caught it, but when I looked up, I saw Carol about to sit down. She’d got the jump on me.




  She touched the waitress’s arm and ordered mineral water, then turned to me and said, ‘You’re nice and early.’




  ‘I hate to keep a lady waiting.’ I tried to keep the sarcasm out of ‘lady’.




  ‘It’s always busy here,’ she said.




  ‘Is that why you choose it?’




  ‘Partly. I like it and I thought somewhere public would make you feel more secure.’




  ‘What do you want, Carol? You didn’t get me out here to enjoy the crowd. Say what’s on your mind.’ She looked at me, raised her eyebrows, and then took a sip of my coffee.




  ‘I want you to do a job for me. Is that straight enough?’




  I tried to read her face, but she gave nothing away: a natural poker player. What could this attractive, probably well-off woman want from me that she couldn’t get elsewhere?




  ‘I’ve already got a job. I work for Lenny.’




  ‘It was Lenny that suggested you. Look, Micky, Sydney might be a big city, but The Cross is a small community. You might think you’re anonymous, but you’re not. You come into town and work as a bar manager for ten bucks an hour, everyone knows you’re on the run or illegal.’




  ‘Maybe I’m just cheap.’




  ‘Maybe you’re full of shit too.’ She leaned forward, broke off a piece of muffin, and ate it with obvious pleasure. ‘Mmm. I love a good muffin.’ She looked me dead in the eye and dabbed her lips with a paper napkin, took a sip of water and said calmly, ‘No, Micky, you weren’t cheap. You were desperate for work and you chose The Cross to find it. That tells me, and others, that you are used to that environment. You sought out what was familiar, where you could survive, where you could make moves. Am I right?’




  ‘More muffin?’




  She didn’t answer, but slid a gold cigarette case out of her bag, removed two cigarettes and lit them together between pouting lips. She handed me one. The tip bore her red lips, which I could taste as I brought it to my own.




  ‘And there’s the incident with Fish who, by the way, is a total prick. You were quick to act. Decisive, and that’s what I need.’




  ‘I’m not muscle for hire. Anyway, I bet you can find plenty of that without coercing cheap barhops.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘Let it drift. Tell me what you want, Carol.’ I leaned back and drank some coffee, waiting for her to speak. After eating more of my muffin, she said in a conversational tone, ‘I want you to steal something for me.’ I didn’t speak or react at all, just continued sipping coffee and waiting. ‘There’s no risk. I’ll tell you everything you need to know and pay you five thousand.’




  ‘And if I say no?’




  ‘Come on, Micky. If you really don’t want to do it, then we part and that’s that.’ She watched the passing crowd for a while and then turned back to me. ‘Lenny’s a friend of mine. When I said I needed a little job doing, he suggested that I talk to you—’




  ‘Why not one of the hundred criminals you know?’




  ‘This has to be very discreet. I didn’t want to use someone who’s part of a local crew. If you take this on, nobody else will know.’




  ‘Just you, me, and Lenny: sounds real cosy. No thanks.’




  ‘Will you at least listen? Come on, Micky, indulge me.’ She had those pouty red lips again. I raised a hand to the waitress to get the bill.




  The first night that I went to The Cross, I was looking for an in, a way of earning big money without breaking my back. Working for Lenny was only ever a stopgap, a way to make underworld contacts. I just didn’t expect it to be a good-looking dame, and it was making me jumpy. I decided to hear her out.




  We left the café and walked towards The Rocks, an old tourist area beside the Quay. As we were passing the last ferry dock, I took her arm and guided her to the ticket booth. She didn’t protest when I bought two returns to Manly and steered her onto the ferry. I waited until we were underway before asking her what she had in mind. She seemed to be enjoying the ride. It was a fine day with a warm, gentle wind from the north-east; under any other circumstances, I’d be enjoying it too.




  ‘This was a good idea’ she said. ‘I haven’t been to Manly this way for years.’




  ‘The ferry ride is thirty minutes. Start your sales pitch.’




  ‘This isn’t a trap, Micky. You can relax.’




  ‘I’ll decide that. Who do you want to steal from? Is he one of your underworld friends? Because if he is, the answer is no.’




  ‘No. He’s … a lawyer, a wealthy lawyer. All I want is a box that he keeps in his safe.’




  ‘Oh, that all? Why didn’t you say?’ I looked at the looming cliffs of North Head as we approached, buying time to think. ‘Carol… I’m not a bloody safecracker. Did Lenny know this is what you wanted?’




  ‘All Lenny knows is that I need a favour and it isn’t legal. I’ve told him nothing. And you don’t need to be a safecracker—’




  ‘No? So do you want me to beat it out of the poor schnook?’




  ‘He’s not poor, not a schnook, and I have the combination.’




  I looked at her, trying to reconcile what I saw and what I was hearing. Here was this woman, seemingly intelligent, externally attractive, but internally corrupt.




  ‘Tell me why.’




  ‘That’s not part of the deal.’




  ‘It’s part of mine.’




  Her eyes narrowed and her face hardened briefly as her brain hummed. She softened again. ‘So if I tell you why, you’re in?’




  ‘I didn’t say that. Tell me why and I’ll carry on listening. Is he your lawyer?’




  ‘He was, but that’s not the reason.’ She leaned on the teak rail and looked down at the water, staying there for half a minute. Then she straightened, looked me in the eye, and said, ‘He has a hold over me and it’s in that box.’




  ‘What is it?’




  She turned back to the water and said quietly, ‘A gun.’




  ‘You kill someone?’ I waited.




  After a ten-beat she said, ‘Ten thousand.’




  ‘You killed ten thousand people?’




  She looked back at me with anger that dissolved into a laugh when she saw that I was joking with her. We both relaxed. The ice was broken between two would-be criminals: well, truth-be-told, two criminals on sabbatical. It was at that point, for whatever reason, that I decided I would trust her, and in turn, she seemed to open up more. I didn’t ask her who she’d killed—it wasn’t important—or why and how the lawyer ended up with the weapon; that was her business. We got down to the job itself, and the more she talked, the deeper the hook went in. It sounded well thought out on the surface, but I knew from experience there could be all sorts of problems below that.




  When the ferry docked at Manly, we walked through the tourist precinct towards the beach, just like any couple on vacation: nothing about robbery, safecracking, or murder since leaving the ferry. We found a bar with a shaded veranda, ordered beer and lit cigarettes.




  ‘Is he blackmailing you?’




  She wouldn’t meet my eyes, but drew hard on her cigarette, exhaled two steady streams from her nose, and nodded.




  ‘What if you offered him the ten large to buy—?’




  ‘He doesn’t want money. He has plenty of money.’




  ‘Then what—?’ Then it dawned on me; he wanted her. The sadness was back in her face, her arms folded across her chest. The sleazy sack of shit was blackmailing her for sex. Now her plan made perfect sense—and I was in.




   





  The Agreement




  Tuesday had become my unofficial day off. I’d check the cellar, wait until Stella arrived, and take off for the day. I’d usually spend part of the day on the boat, chilling out and making sure she was okay. That Tuesday I met Carol instead.




  It sounded simple the way she’d told it. The house would be empty. Entry was through the patio door: a single lock and no deadbolt. There were no motion sensors and the back-to-base alarm would be simple to disable.




  This time I picked the meeting venue: the State Library. It was a half-hour walk from home and I figured there was little chance of meeting anyone either of us knew. Most of the goons who hung around The Cross were not voracious readers. Also, I wanted access to maps and other reference material if needed. Speaking in a low voice while poring over maps and plans looks natural in a library: dead suspicious in a café.




  It was no surprise to find her there early and reading yesterday’s paper. I walked past her, found a street index for Sydney, and sat opposite her at the small reading table.




  I laid the book in front of her. ‘Show me where it is?’




  ‘Good morning, Micky.’ Her voice was laced with patronising calm. I pushed the book closer, so it was touching her fingers. She opened it at the index, ran her finger down the list, and flicked through the pages.




  ‘It’s here.’ She pointed with one of those blood-red nails.




  ‘Balmain? I was expecting something a bit more upmarket, like Vaucluse or Double Bay.’




  ‘Sorry to disappoint you. This guy likes Balmain.’




  I looked at the street she’d pointed to. Beattie Street. It ran for more than a kilometre, end to end, had good exits in case of problems, and was not a main thoroughfare.




  ‘Show me exactly where it is.’ I caught a whiff of her perfume as she leaned over the desk and pointed again. It was subtle and fresh, not cloying and sweet like so many. I looked at the area she’d indicated. It was close to a junction with a park opposite.




  ‘Did you draw the floor plan?’




  She reached into a bag and pulled out an A4 notepad, opened it, and slid it across the table. She’d done a good job, lots of detail, and even how many paces from place to place.




  I studied it for a while, letting the picture burn into my memory. ‘Where’s the safe?’




  ‘Right here,’ she said, leaning forward again, ‘in the bedroom.’




  The slender finger: that perfume. I waited until a librarian had passed with her trolley of books.




  ‘How sure are you there are no motion sensors in that room? If it was me, I’d have them covering the safe, if nowhere else.’




  ‘He can’t; his bloody cat would set them off all the time. It’ll probably be there when you are.’




  ‘Okay, anything else you want to tell me?’




  ‘Nope, that’s it: should be a doddle.’ When I looked up at her, she was smiling. I folded the floor plan, put it in my pocket, and returned the book to the shelf. When I returned, she was gone. I cursed and walked outside with the feeling she was toying with me. I leaned against a concrete pillar and lit a cigarette. Before I’d exhaled, she was standing there beside me looking confident, poised.




  ‘When?’ I asked, wanting to break the silence.




  ‘Next Wednesday: ten p.m.’




  A school bus pulled up, the doors hissed open: a horde of children spilled out. I walked to the side of the building to avoid the rush of small feet. Carol followed.




  ‘Does it have to be that night?’




  ‘It’s the best opportunity we’ll get for a while. I know where he’s going to be, and I can keep an eye on him, in case anything changes.’




  ‘How will that help me?’




  ‘I’ll call you on this,’ she said, fishing in her handbag. She pulled out a small box and handed it to me. ‘It’s a cell phone. Keep it. Think of it as a bonus. I’ll call you when he gets to his destination. You’ll have plenty of time.’




  ‘And he’s going to be your alibi. Nice. You don’t think he’ll see through your subterfuge?’




  ‘He won’t suspect me of being involved. It’s going to look like a regular break-in by the time you’ve finished.’




  ‘One where the perp can also crack a safe? That’s stretching it. And you’re sure he doesn’t know that you know the combination?’




  ‘Yes,’ she said, then looked away.




  Something wasn’t right; the pieces didn’t fit together as they should. I dropped the cigarette and crushed it under my shoe. ‘How do you know it?’




  ‘That’s not important.’ She removed a yellow envelope from her bag and handed it to me. ‘Fifty percent up front. Next Wednesday. Okay?’




  When I didn’t answer, she started to walk away, then stopped and turned to look at me.




  ‘Okay, Micky?’




  She was pouting again and had that hurt look around her eyes.




  ‘Sure, ten o’clock. Call me.’




  I walked in the opposite direction until I could hail a cab, and went straight to Beattie Street.




  The cab dropped me by a roundabout at one end of the meandering street. There was a hardware store on one corner and a café on the other. A steady stream of cars passed as I started down Beattie. It was lined with a mix of houses, mostly aging terraces, an occasional newly-built monstrosity owned, no doubt, by snot-nosed yuppies.




  By the time I arrived at the target, the terrace houses were mostly gone and replaced by modern architectural nightmares. I took one quick glance as I walked past, continuing to a small café about fifty metres further along.




  From one of the outside tables, I spent the next half-hour watching the neighbourhood and drinking expensive coffee: light foot traffic, a couple of joggers, and mothers pushing prams. Across the front of the lawyer’s there was a white stucco wall about two metres high with an arched, wrought-iron gate. The garage was at the end of the wall: a timber-faced tilt-door. The left side of the house couldn’t be seen from the street and wasn’t overlooked by neighbours.




  I left the café and walked back towards the target, fishing a pack of cigarettes from my pocket as I approached, and stopped by the gate to light up. No lock, just a sliding bolt and spring return. I’d be in and behind the wall in two seconds.




  The bar was crowded when I got back in the early evening. Stella was looking stressed and wrung out. I called in a temp and got behind the bar myself. By seven o’clock, when Meagan arrived, we had things sorted. Stella looked unhappy as she cleaned up and got ready to leave. I didn’t want to lose her, so told her to take the following day off with pay.




  ‘Did you take the day off?’ Meagan asked when we were alone.




  ‘Just taking a few hours out on the boat.’




  ‘How come you didn’t get someone in?’




  ‘I hadn’t planned on being that long. Time just got away.’ She seemed unsatisfied by the answer and was about to say something else, but I turned and served a customer, effectively cutting her off. Maybe something in my demeanour was triggering her.




  By midnight, the crowd had thinned down to a handful of regulars and a couple of tourists from Copenhagen. I told Meagan to finish and go home, but she hung around cleaning and putting away until the place emptied out at one-thirty.




  I was edgy. I had all this stuff running around in my head and needed time alone to think through the events of the day. She took shot glasses from the shelf and poured vodka as I locked the door. We slammed them, and then lit cigarettes in silence.




  Finally I asked, ‘Have you called a cab?’ It was blunt. I saw her eyes darken, and regretted the attitude. ‘Or are you staying over?’ I tried as a recovery, and got a tired smile in return.




  ‘I’ll head off. I need twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep and you look like you need an early one, if you can call two o’clock early.’




  She knocked her shot glass on the bar, indicating a refill. As I poured, she said, ‘You haven’t had any trouble with Fish, have you?’




  ‘No. Why?’




  ‘Nothing. You just seem on edge or something.’




  When I handed her the shot, she raised it in salute. ‘Another night.’




  ‘Another one done.’




  She slammed it, picked her purse up off the bar, and stood. ‘See ya’ later, Micky.’




  ‘Sure. Have a good one.’




  She walked through the open bar gate and left via the staff door by the kitchen. I breathed a sigh of relief when I finally locked the door behind her.




  Still half asleep, I flailed for the alarm. Seven-thirty; it was tempting to close my eyes again, but I knew the consequences. There was little noise from the street at that time of day, so I sat and drank coffee by the open window. There were things I needed from a hardware store and I didn’t want to shop anywhere local, which meant taking a cab.




  I bought a boiler suit, some hacksaw blades, a mini-grinder and a set of small files. Ten metres of bell wire, a multimeter, some gaffer tape, a glasscutter, and other assorted tools. I paid in cash and took a cab home.




  It was nine o’clock when I got back to the bar. I spent the hour before Mandy arrived making and testing lock picks. According to Carol, the patio door had just a simple deadbolt lock similar to the staff door. I tried the newly made rakes and torque bar, and after a few tries, I had it. I was glad to find I hadn’t lost my touch.




   





  The Makarov




  The following Wednesday night, I left the bar at nine-thirty. When Meagan asked where I was going, I told her I was meeting an old sailing friend for an hour or so. I’d arranged for Stella to come back in and cover for me. The two girls would be fine running things between them. Meagan thought she was in charge because it was her shift, and Stella thought she was, because she was standing in for me. I didn’t care enough, so left them to it.




  The cab ride to Darling Street was twenty minutes, then a five-minute walk to the house on Beattie Street. I didn’t want to arrive early and circle. I walked a block towards the ferry dock, then turned right, and right again onto a street parallel to Beattie. I had the cell phone in my jacket pocket, my tools and overalls in a small black rucksack.




  At five past ten, the phone chirped. I snatched it out of my pocket.




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘You’re clear.’




  The line went dead and I headed to Beattie.




  As I approached the arched gate set into the white stucco wall, I slowed, took one look behind, slid the bolt, and walked straight in. In the shadow of the wall, I stopped and looked back at the street. Nobody in sight.




  There was no rush. I pulled on the boiler suit—it was as much habit from the past as necessity now—and checked the side wall for the phone line entry. Nothing. I continued around the base of the house, finally finding it on the garage wall. It was a typically slack installation, a foot of plastic conduit coming out of the ground and into a flimsy plastic junction box. A hefty yank on the conduit snapped it enough to expose the wires. Snip, snip: dead.




  When I got back to the patio, I took the pick tools from the front pocket of the pack, let myself in, and closed the door behind me.




  There was enough streetlight for me to see fairly well. I was in no hurry; Carol would give me at least twenty minutes warning if he turned to come home. I checked the cell phone was still working and looked around the room.




  I’ve never liked lawyers, and this place didn’t change that. There was an air of pretentiousness and too many mirrors. Everything was neat, tidy, clean, and straight. I’d soon change all that.




  Upstairs was the same, but with king-size beds and many pillows. It looked almost feminine; I disliked him even more. The safe was in a wardrobe. I hit that first. When I pulled the door open, I was faced with a row of expensive-looking suits, mostly grey. I tossed those on the floor behind me, pulled the small torch from the pack and looked inside for the safe. Nothing. Next door. Shirts this time. Silk, fine cotton, French cuffs. On the floor.




  The safe was in the back, the same type you might find in a cheap hotel. I punched in the number-code Carol had given me, pulled the door open, tucked the torch between my shoulder and ear, and looked through the contents. Two nice, fat rolls of notes went into the pack first: bonus. There was a small, locked wooden box. Three sharp hits against the corner of the safe before it popped open. The gun was there, a Makarov .38 sealed in a zip-lock bag. That went in next. The rest was just a pile of legal papers, stock certificates and stuff. I tossed the rest of the room with no real interest. More expensive clothes and shoes hit the floor. More cash in the dressing table drawer beside about twenty pairs of cufflinks that no self-respecting thief would leave behind, so I dropped them in the bag. The bedside cabinet held a surprise slipped behind the sex toys: a Beretta FS and a box of cartridges. In the bag, thank you very much.




  Tossing the other two bedrooms produced a gold watch from one, nothing from the other. Downstairs in the study, the desk was empty, other than a yellow legal pad and some unopened mail addressed to Barry Hedges. There were no initials following his name, as I would have expected for a lawyer. The cell phone chirped at me. I pressed the green button and listened.




  ‘I’ve lost him.’




  ‘How long ago?’




  ‘About ten minutes.’




  My twenty-minute lead-time cut in half: time to get out. I went rapidly through the lounge, tossing drawers and turning over furniture. The kitchen held nothing, but I pulled open cupboards and hauled their contents out. Same with the fridge and freezer, leaving the food all over the floor and the doors open.




  Back outside, I closed and locked the patio door, checked the street, slipped through the gate and walked away without looking back or around. A glance at my watch—three minutes to spare.




  Two hundred metres further on, there was a narrow passage between two commercial buildings. Inside the passage, I stripped off the overalls and continued walking along Beattie Street.




  Three minutes and I was back on Darling Street, flagged a cab and told the driver North Sydney. From there I took another cab to William Street and walked back to the bar.




  It was eleven o’clock when I walked through the staff door, fifty-five minutes from the time I got the green light. After hiding the pack upstairs, I joined Meagan behind the bar.




  ‘You were quick.’




  ‘Where’s Stella?’




  ‘Right here.’ Her voice came from behind me. ‘I was just putting some stuff away.’




  ‘How’s it been,’ I asked, not directing the question at either one. They both answered.




  Stella left shortly after, and I started clearing glasses from tables. As I cleared a table close to the door, Carol walked in and sat on a barstool. I wasn’t sure if she’d seen me, so I returned to the bar. Meagan was serving at the far end.




  ‘What will it be?’




  ‘Jameson on ice please, Micky.’




  ‘Sure.’ Ice hit the tumbler; I poured the Jameson and stood it on a clean coaster in front of her.




  ‘Thanks,’ she said, lighting a cigarette and exhaling slowly. ‘How’s your evening been?’




  Keeping my voice low, and a barkeeper’s smile, I said, ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’




  ‘That’s not very nice, Micky dear. But to answer your question, I’m just doing what I normally do,’ she said calmly, ‘having a drink in one of my regular haunts.’




  ‘Call me tomorrow,’ I said, and collected more glasses.




  I told Meagan I was going up, and to call me if it got busy or if there were problems. She looked questioningly at me but didn’t ask.




  I ignored Carol as I left to go upstairs.




  I locked the door, switched on the coffeemaker, and pulled the black rucksack out from under the sink. It felt heavy.




  First I examined the Makarov, the pistol Carol had used to kill someone. I hadn’t asked her who, where, or why. That wasn’t part of the job, but it was starting to make me curious, especially after finding the second gun. The little Makarov .38 was a girl’s gun, but the Beretta 92F was a serious weapon. It made me wonder about this lawyer. The rolls of cash were highly sus as well. It was a real Hollywood wise-guy trait keeping money rolled that way. Combined with having a 9mm stashed beside the bed, it was enough to tell me he had either criminal clients, or criminal tendencies, bad news either way. Carol had some talking to do. I guessed the .38 was in the bag to preserve prints, so I left it that way. I wiped my prints off the zip-lock and dropped it into a paper bag.




  The Beretta looked new. I held it in my right hand, the familiar weight and angle of the grip transporting me back to London in the 80s. I thumbed the safety on and off, ejected the magazine and palmed it back. There was an easy and reassuring click as it locked in. When I stripped the weapon, there were no signs of use. I reassembled it and put it, and the box of cartridges, in an overhead cupboard, knowing I would need to find a more secure cache later.




  There was $11,900 in cash, more than doubling my fee. Perhaps I should have told Carol she didn’t need to pay me, but I didn’t. A deal’s a deal. I put it alongside the five thousand she’d already paid me, then packed the tools into the rucksack and hid that too.




  It was late and I needed sleep, but I still had to lock up after Meagan left. At quarter to two, I went down to find the place empty other than Meagan sitting on the public side smoking and waiting for me to pour shots, which I did. As was the custom, we slammed them, and then lit a smoke. Meagan chained hers from the one she already had burning. She was quiet and moody. I asked her about the evening, but she replied in mostly monosyllabic mumbles. When I started counting the tills, she got the message and left with a brief, ‘See ya.’




  I wondered then if it was time for me to quit. I had some cash and could find something more suitable. Yet if I stayed, there was the chance of getting to know a few people, people that might need my skills.




  That night’s burglary had felt good and reminded me of why I’d chosen The Cross as a place to hang out and make contacts. I’d never have guessed the first job would come from a woman being blackmailed by a lawyer who kept a nine beside his bed.




  Despite only five hours sleep, I felt fresh and invigorated the following morning, and with half-an-hour’s yoga before going downstairs, my head felt clear, sharp.




  The mobile phone was in my pocket. I was expecting her to call early. After changing a couple of kegs in the cellar and unlocking the door so Mandy could get in, I switched on the coffee machine and sat at the bar reading the paper. I was curious to see if there were any early reports about a break-in on Beattie Street. The mobile chirped as I was scanning page five. I pressed the button and listened.




  ‘Micky?’




  ‘The library. Ten-thirty.’




  The line went dead. I made coffee and continued scanning the paper.




  Mandy arrived early. She was a good worker, quiet and methodical. I knew nothing about her other than what I could glean from her appearance and speech. She was not the stereotypical cleaning lady. She dressed fairly well, didn’t smoke, and didn’t swear much. She had kids, but there was never any mention of a husband. Just one more solo mother trying to make ends meet, I guessed.




  It was a pleasant thirty-minute walk to the library via the Botanic Gardens: the usual assortment of joggers, strollers and pram-pushers. I had my well-worn pack hanging from one shoulder, looking like any other tourist seeing the sights of Sydney.




  At ten-fifteen, I entered the library, pulled The Telegraph from the paper rack, and sat at a desk close to where we met last time.




  At exactly ten-thirty, she sat opposite me, a warm smile lighting her face.




  She nodded at the paper. ‘Anything interesting in there?’




  ‘Same old shit.’




  She moved her hand towards mine, her fingers briefly brushing the back of my hand. ‘Did you get it?’




  ‘Coming into the bar last night was stupid. Stay away. I don’t want anyone thinking that I know you, that we’re friends or anything ridiculous like that.’




  ‘Okay, Micky. Sorry.’ She was patronising me, but what did I care. ‘But did you get it?’




  ‘Did you bring the rest?’




  She reached into her purse and laid a brown paper bag on the table between us. It looked like just what it was: a handover.




  ‘Put that back in your purse and come with me.’




  She looked confused as I stood and left, but by the time I reached the street, she was walking beside me.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said contritely. ‘I’m not very good at this.’




  When we reached the edge of the gardens, I pulled a plastic shopping bag from the pack and handed it to her as we walked. The .38 was wrapped in an old hoodie in the bottom of the bag.




  ‘You can keep the hoodie,’ I said when she peered into the bag.




  ‘Thanks, but it’s not my colour.’ She hesitated, fingering her purse. ‘Shall I give it to you now?’




  ‘Put it in the front pocket of the pack,’ I stopped and turned my back to her. There was a slight tug as she pulled the zipper closed. We walked on.




  ‘What happened last night? How come you lost him?’




  ‘He went into a room where I couldn’t see him, or follow.’




  ‘Did he see you?’




  ‘I made sure he did. I knew where he was going last night and was there when he arrived. I tried to look surprised to see him.’




  ‘Think it worked?’




  She slowed her pace and shrugged. ‘I better get home and let you get back to work.’




  ‘I guess. And don’t carry that around the streets any longer than you have to.’




  ‘Thanks again, Micky.’ Her look lingered as if there was something else she wanted to say. She lightly kissed the ends of her fingers and blew.




   





  Hoodwinked




  It was Saturday night, three days after breaking into the house on Beattie Street. Carol hadn’t called, there’d been nothing in the papers, and nothing had changed in my life other than having a fat wad of cash burning a hole in my pocket.




  I knew the drill. Any change in behaviour or sudden spending would put up a flag for anyone watching. I felt confident I’d been professional and careful. I hoped Carol could keep her mouth shut. Even though I tossed the place to make it look like a regular housebreak, she would have to be Barry Hedges’ prime suspect. If she refused to play ball anymore, he would put two and two together in a wink. I wanted to call her, to prime her to not doing anything stupid, but I let it go, trusting in something like providence. She would just do what she was going to do, so what was the point?




  Whatever had been bugging Meagan had gone. She was back to her usual self, which was a relief. I liked her company and she was tip-top behind the bar. She’d started to wear make-up. Just light, but it enhanced her eyes, which were the pretty part of an otherwise plain face. I guess I’d grown used to being around her and didn’t notice it anymore. She was just Meagan, great behind the bar and not bad in the sack.




  That night, Lenny came in for the first time in two weeks. Pinklips wasn’t with him. He was edgy and snapped at Meagan for no good reason.




  When Meagan was on the public side, cleaning tables and collecting glasses, Lenny leaned over the bar and said in a low voice, ‘You know that high-ender that comes in about once a week and drinks Jameson, calls herself Carol? Did she speak to you about doing a job for her?’




  ‘I don’t know who you mean, Lenny.’




  ‘Course you fucking do. I’ve seen you talking to her.’




  ‘I talk to nearly everyone who comes in here, that’s why you pay me so much.’ The sarcasm wasn’t lost on him. He glanced over his shoulder to check on Meagan and then said, ‘If she did, and if you did, then you could be up to your neck in shit.’




  I turned and poured a shot of whiskey and laid it in front of him. ‘Here, drink that; you’re not making any sense.’




  He held my gaze for several seconds and then tipped the whiskey back. ‘Don’t say I didn’t try and warn you.’




  ‘Look, Lenny, do you want to explain what you’re talking about or shall I put it down to mixing your drugs?’




  He sighed and looked down at the empty glass. I poured another shot and got one for myself, partly to make him feel I was with him, partly to steady myself. I wanted as much detail as I could get. If that meant spilling whiskey and telling lies, that’s what I’d do.




  ‘She approached me two or three weeks ago, said she needed somebody to do a little job, and asked what you were like. I asked her why you, in particular, and she just said she wanted an out-of-towner. You know, somebody not connected to any of the crews around here.’ He took some more whiskey.




  ‘How come she asked you?’




  He ran his fingers through his dark, oiled hair. Still looking down at the bar, he said, ‘She knows I’ve got a thing for her.’




  ‘A thing,’ I said derisively.




  ‘She knows I fucking fancies her. All right?’




  I lit a cigarette, took a drink, and waited for him to continue.




  After a long pause, he said, ‘A few nights ago, an associate of Kurt Reed had his house broken into.’




  He looked up at me, waiting for a reaction or maybe trying to read my face. I stonewalled him.




  ‘Something was taken that could cause some nasty fuckers real trouble if it ends up in the wrong hands. They are very keen to learn of its whereabouts, who took it, and why.’




  ‘I’ll keep my ear to the ground, Lenny, and let you know if I hear anything.’




  He looked at me sceptically, then went and sat at a table near the door. A few minutes later, Pinklips came in and sat with him.




  I needed to talk to Carol to find out what sort of shit-storm she’d dragged me into. I couldn’t afford to have anyone see me with her, or get caught talking to her on the phone. Did they suspect her? If they did, it would take them just a few seconds to wring it out of her, and she would dump me in it at the same time. Since the run in with Fish, I always carried the sap. Perhaps it was time to start carrying that Beretta. Maybe it was time to sail towards some distant horizon.




  ‘What did Lenny want?’ Meagan’s words pulled me out of my reverie.




  ‘Just pub stuff; you know how he worries. Like a bloody old woman at times.’




  ‘What’s to worry about with you and me here, eh?’ She was in good spirits again and gave a playful nudge with her chest as she moved past me.




  When I looked again, Lenny and Pinklips had gone.




  At close, we had our usual shots and smokes. She seemed to have forgotten about Lenny and his dark mood. After giving me a hand to count the tills, she led me upstairs.




  The next day I called Carol’s number a dozen times. I kept getting the same message: switched off or out of range. I had no idea where she lived or where she might be hanging out. The only option was to wait it out.




  As hours turned into days and still she didn’t answer, I knew she’d duped me. I’d always been a sap for a sultry voice and soft red lips.




  It was a Friday morning, ten days after the break-in. I was about to go down and unlock for Mandy when I heard Lenny call out.




  ‘Micky, you up there?’




  When I got to the bar, Lenny was sitting on the public side nursing a tumbler. Beside him sat a well-dressed man in his thirties, tall, square-shouldered, and sharp-eyed. He didn’t look at me as I walked in, neither did Lenny. I had a bad feeling, and stayed on the work side waiting for someone to speak. Ray was sitting at his usual table. I realised the tall guy was the same one I’d seen in here with him a few weeks before. How did Meagan describe him, Mr Logistics for shady underworld types? I was trying to recall the name Meagan had told me.




  He spoke.




  ‘Micky, sit down: get yourself a drink.’




  I stayed standing and braced my shoulder against the wall.




  He gave me a hard look for a few seconds. ‘You stole something that belongs to an associate of mine. He wants it back—and you’re going to get it for him.’




  Lenny was looking past me, his face flushed. The prick had sold me out without knowing I did it.




  ‘We know you didn’t know any better, didn’t know whose property it was, that you were pussy-whipped into it, but that does not excuse you. You’ve got a week; if it’s not here by then, that man over there,’ he said, tipping his head towards Ray, ‘will start to cut pieces off your friend.’




  ‘Cut his hands off now, if you want. I don’t give a shit, and I have no idea what you’re talking about.’




  ‘No, no, no, not Lenny,’ Ray said, standing and smiling at me. ‘Meagan. The one you’ve been fucking after hours.’




  Lenny shot me a look as if he didn’t know and was pissed off. It was a bullshit move for the audience.




  I remembered the tall guy’s name as he stood. Mitchell, Gary Mitchell.




  ‘One week, Micky. One week.’ He stopped and turned as he reached the door. ‘Oh, and by the way, I want you to kill her. Understand?’




  Lenny slumped as soon as the door slammed closed.




  ‘You fucking prick, Lenny. What did you tell them?’




  ‘Nothing—’




  ‘Fucking bullshit you didn’t.’




  ‘It wasn’t me. It was her.’




  ‘Carol?’




  ‘Who the fuck do you think? She’s trying to fucking blackmail Johno-fucking-Brookes. Do you know who he fucking is?’




  He must have seen the confusion on my face. He tipped the tumbler and pushed it towards me to refill. He looked defeated, broken.




  ‘I know he owns this place, runs other clubs and bars in The Cross. You want to tell me the rest?’




  He ran his fingers through his hair, threw down the second Scotch, and said, ‘The .38 you stole and gave to that bitch was used to shoot a cop.’




  ‘Shit! She told me she’d shot someone, but she didn’t say anything about it being a bloody copper.’




  ‘It wasn’t her, you fucking twat,’ he spat, frustration in his eyes. He was in a spot he couldn’t get out of, and he knew the consequences of failure. ‘That gun has Brookes’ prints on it. She’s trying to blackmail the boss of The Cross. You are in deep shit, Micky DeWitt.’




  It started to sink in. She’d played me like a piano: those big, sad eyes and pouting lips; the sob story about being some snot-nosed lawyer’s sex slave. Now I did want to find her and kill her.




  ‘Jesus fucking Christ, Lenny. Now what?’




  ‘This is your mess—’




  ‘Which you put me in, and I could easily twist the story to Mitchell and get you in shit up to your ears.’




  His eyes flicked up at me when I used Mitchell’s name.




  ‘That’s right Lenny, I know who he is. I know a lot more than you think. You can help me find her or I’ll stir the shit for you with both hands.’




  He snorted derisively but wouldn’t meet my eyes.




  ‘Are you going to sit back and see Meagan get hurt? This could go as badly for you as anyone. You’ll lose this place—and your hard-won street cred.’




  ‘I’ve got no idea where she is, for fuck’s sake. If I knew, I would have told them, wouldn’t I?’




  ‘Come on, Lenny, you had the hots for her. Think about what you know.’ I poured him another. ‘She must have said something that we can start with.’




  ‘We? There’s no fucking we.’ He gulped the drink, crushed his cigarette, and immediately lit another. ‘I’ll tell you what I know, which is next to fuck-all, and that’s it.’ He looked up at me at last, smoke drifting from his nostrils, jaw firmly set, a challenge in his eye.




  ‘So tell me.’




  ‘She used to work as a hooker or escort, had a place on Turnbuckle Lane, off Crown Street.’




  ‘Is that how you met her?’




  ‘I think it was number 78.’




  ‘Think? What about a phone number? How did you contact her? What about people? She must have had friends in this area. Other hookers, clients?’




  ‘I only know one, and I haven’t seen her in a while, another escort who goes by the name of Heather.’




  ‘Where do I find her?’




  ‘You could try the Yellow Pages.’




  ‘Funny. Anything else?’




  ‘She hangs at some of the clubs sometimes. Not working, just hanging out.’




  ‘Who are her friends?’




  ‘Johns.’




  I was getting nowhere and Lenny was either too scared or too dumb to help. I needed to find her place on Turnbuckle and get a lead on the other escort called Heather.




  Mandy arrived and started cleaning. Lenny drifted off. I went upstairs to prepare. I had no idea what I was up against. I took everything. The break-in tools went in the bottom of the bag, followed by the twenty-odd thousand in cash. I stripped, checked and reassembled the Beretta, made sure the magazine was full and palmed it home. I slipped the pistol into the back of my jeans, threw a couple of clean shirts into the pack and left.




  I needed a car so I was mobile, and as a surveillance base. It pissed me off having to spend money on a car I didn’t want or need, outside of finding and killing Carol.




  I took a cab to Parramatta Road: two kilometres of back-to-back car yards, telling the driver I wanted fast and cheap. He dropped me at Andy’s Autos, which had a mix of cars on the yard.




  Almost before I stepped onto the lot, I was approached by a woman in a low-cut top: tanned, leathery skin—fast and cheap.




  ‘Looking for something special?’




  I continued looking around the lot before answering. ‘Tell me about the Valiant,’ I said, tipping my head towards the aging black Chrysler.




  ‘You after something quick, are ya?’




  ‘And cheap. How much have you got on it?’




  She cat-walked over to it, glancing over her shoulder a couple of times to see I was following, or at least looking at her arse. She flicked the catch and raised the hood. The V8 was grimy, but not oily. I pulled the dipstick, rubbed oil between my fingers and sniffed, as if I knew what I was doing.




  ‘Smell all right?’ She opened the door, leaned in and turned the key. The engine turned slowly, kicked and fired. The low rumble of the V8 sounded sweet. The price painted across the windscreen: $4,999. She saw me looking at it.




  ‘Don’t worry about that. We can sort something out if you’re interested. What do you think?’ I thought she was a tramp.




  The tyres were good and the interior wasn’t too ripped up. It was a bit over the top for what I needed, but it would be fast, and comfortable enough to use for surveillance. She sat in the passenger side and patted the driver’s seat. ‘Come and give it a roll, see how you like it.’




  ‘I like it just fine at three thousand cash.’ Her seductive smile fell away and I saw the cold, hard face behind it.




  She recovered quickly. ‘Come on,’ she said, stroking the driver’s seat, ‘we can talk about price as you drive.’




  I got in, drove off the lot and merged with the heavy traffic. She gave me directions as we went, soon turning off onto quieter roads. It felt good. A short pump of gas caused it to lurch forward with a satisfying roar.




  ‘She goes, eh?’




  ‘What’s your name?’ I asked.




  She seemed surprised by the question, but wriggled in her seat again and said, ‘Bunty. What’s yours?’




  ‘Look, Bunty, I only need this car for a week or two. How about I give you 3500, and then you buy it back for 2500 in two weeks’ time? You’ll make a grand for nothing.’




  ‘Just on holiday, are you?’




  ‘That’s right. So thirty-five?’




  ‘I dunno. I’d have to ask Andy. I’ve never done anything like that before.’




  ‘Okay. Four thou. 3800 on paper, and 200 in your hand. If you can’t do that, I’ll find something else.’ I hated wasting time, but after buying the car, I’d be down to 17,000. Not much, when you’re trying to track somebody down and still have enough left to bolt if it all goes wrong.




  She looked tired and in need of a drink. ‘All right, as long as it’s cash. And there’s no warranty.’




  We rolled back to the lot where she filled in paperwork. I didn’t have an Aussie licence, but she took the UK licence and copied that. The only thing she was interested in was her commission and the backhander I was giving her.




  78 Turnbuckle was a modest, semi-detached place set amongst a small commercial unit and a row of terrace houses. There was a wine bar across the road, and a kebab shop a few doors down. It was neither flash, nor a complete dump. I had nothing to lose, so parked and banged on the door. No answer. No name card by the door and the blinds were closed.




  I went back to my room to wait for nightfall.




  It was two-thirty a.m. Meagan had gone home after our usual drinks and a smoke. I’d just locked the takings in the safe. I came out of the cellar and locked the door. There was a crunching sound on the back of my head and everything went black.




  When I came round, I was slumped across the bar. I recognised Fish and his mate. Beside them, staring down at me was a feral-looking thug with crude tattoos. Before I had a chance to move or say anything, he pulled a pistol from his belt and laid the muzzle against my temple.




  ‘You stole something of mine and I want it back.’




  I guessed who he was—Kurt Reed, Fish’s boss, the club owner out west. What the fuck was going on? First I had Mitchell on me, now this clown. I didn’t know what to think… whether they were on the same side, or if they both wanted it for different reasons. How he knew that I did it was another mystery Lenny could explain.




  ‘You’re Reed, aren’t you?’




  He pushed the muzzle harder against my head. ‘You don’t need to worry about who I am. Just get it back if you want to stay alive.’




  ‘I’ve nicked a lot of stuff, what is it I can help you with?’




  Fish snickered. A look from Reed silenced him.




  ‘I want that Makarov—and I want it intact. Capisce?’




  The jerk had obviously been watching The Godfather and thought he was a wise-guy.




  ‘Yeah, capisce,’ I said, imitating him, but he was too dumb to understand. ‘Is it okay if I sit up?’




  He gave my head one more nudge, then stepped away. I pushed myself up, sat on a stool, and rubbed the back of my head.




  ‘You’re new around here. You need to learn the rules.’




  ‘I’ll do that, Mr Reed.’




  ‘One week, or I’ll set these two dogs on you.’




  Fish made a loud barking noise just behind my head. I wished I had an ice pick.




  They wandered out, Reed leading the way, Fish trailing astern, giving me killer looks, and shooting me with a pretend gun. He was a twat. I wanted to kill him on principle.




  I had no idea what was going on and there was only one person I could ask.




  I returned to Turnbuckle with my bag. I didn’t know if the place was alarmed or not, so cut the lines anyway. The house was dark, as was the adjoining one. There was a back door with a single lock: no problem.




  I carried the 9mm from room to room, making sure I was alone. It was her place; I recognised that perfume. I sat on the bed, breathed it in, and looked around trying to get a handle on who she really was. One thing that was immediately obvious was that she was organised and tidy. The place was clean and cared for: pictures hung straight on the wall, cosmetics and hairbrush placed neatly to one side on the dressing table. There was a book and a bottle of mineral water on the nightstand. I picked the book up and flicked through it: Wild Swans, how appropriate.




  I was about to put it back when the bookmark fell out. It was a receipt from a parking lot in Mosman dated eight days ago. I wondered why she hadn’t taken the book with her if she’d bolted. It seemed unlikely she would hang around here at the same time as blackmailing the head of the Sydney underworld, but who knows? I laid the book back and slid the ticket in my pocket.




  I was hoping to find some kind of journal or diary, something personal that might hold clues to where she would hide out. The drawers and wardrobe didn’t hold anything of interest. I found the office in a spare bedroom. The desk had a file drawer. I spent the next ten minutes going through receipts and invoices. As I went through each folder, I placed documents to one side to take with me. I could study them later. There was one marked personal: a bunch of hand-written letters. I took the whole file.




  There was a portrait photograph of Carol on the wall in the lounge, those full, glossy red lips stretched in a wide smile. I smashed the frame against my knee, put the picture in the bag and dropped the rest. A few other photographs looked like family: parents, maybe an older sister who looked vaguely familiar. She looked like Carol. I took the picture of the sister, in case I managed to track her down in my hunt for Carol—Carol Todd, as I’d just learned from the receipts in the office.




  The kitchen was clean and orderly like the rest of the house. The fridge was almost empty, the date on the milk expired by two days. I emptied the bin onto the table, flicked through the contents. Nothing significant other than a shopping receipt dated the day of the robbery.




  I wanted to trash the place, rip her furniture and clothes, and take a shit on the dining table, but that would do nothing for me other than vent the rising anger I was feeling. There was no point in waiting for her to return. She’d blown town and wouldn’t be back until all this was long forgotten, if at all.




   





  Finding Carol




  By the time I got to the boat, it was almost dawn. While the coffee was brewing, I started sorting through the papers I’d lifted from her house. Much of it was worthless, but there was a phone bill for a different number than the one she’d given me.




  I taped her portrait on the bulkhead in front of me, poured coffee, and settled down to read the letters. I scanned each one looking for phone numbers or addresses: nothing. Most of them were from her parents, a couple from an old school friend, and one from a Heather, perhaps the Heather that Lenny had referred to. Most had dates, so I piled them in chronological order and started with the oldest.




  I made notes as I read, jotting down any references to places, people or events. Two hours later, I was getting to know her a little better.




  She was obviously close to her parents, or at least they felt close to her. They mentioned ‘the mountain’ several times, clearly referring to their home in their scratchy, ink-scrawl writing. It didn’t help much, but it was something. There was little chance she would be with them, but I had to start somewhere, and maybe they would know where she was.




  There were other clues. The surrounding area was hot, as they referred to returning home to the mountain where it was ten degrees cooler—so possibly Queensland or Northern Territory. They also referred to taking day trips to the coast, so they were probably within a few hour’s drive of the sea. It was too vague to be useful. There could be a thousand places that fitted.




  I leaned back, closed my eyes, and thought about what I knew. When I awoke, the sun was streaming into the cabin and I was soaked in sweat. My head was thick and I needed to eat.




  After a quick, cool shower, I continued reading where I’d left off. Half an hour later, I found it. The letter was from her mother, and she spoke of a mutual friend buying a house ‘just round the corner on Bateke Road’. There couldn’t be many Bateke Roads located on a mountain close to the coast.




  It was Saturday; the library was only open until midday. I bolted breakfast, swallowed some cold tea, and left.




  When I told the librarian I wanted to find a road, and all I had was a name, not even a state, she looked at me sideways, but then led me to a tome that listed every street, road, and lane in Australia, with a reference to the appropriate map book or street atlas. There were two Bateke roads, one in Perth, the other in Mount Tamborine—the mountain. I put the book back and fetched the telephone directory and street atlas for that area. Bingo! There was an M & G Todd listed in Siganto Street, just around the corner from Bateke. I wrote the address and phone number down and left.




  Back in the falcon, I dialled the number. An elderly male answered. I hung up. I’d only called on the long shot that Carol would answer, confirming she was there. An English accent asking if she was there would be a dead giveaway and she’d bolt.




  As I cleared the northern outskirts of Sydney, I pulled into a petrol station to refill the hungry Valiant, and buy a map. The guy on the register advised that I take the New England Highway. ‘Much less traffic and fewer cops,’ he said. I took his advice, branching left 120 clicks further on.




  It was the first time I’d been outside Sydney into rural Australia. The hot blacktop stretched into the distance below a shimmering heat haze. Mount Tamborine was just under a thousand kilometres away.




  The low rumble of the V8 was hypnotic as I fought to keep awake at the five hundred-kilometre mark. I pulled off at a roadhouse, ate a stale pie, and drank some offensive coffee. The people were friendly and wanted to know where I was going. I think I came across as a dumb tourist. I filled with fuel again and kept rolling. Three hundred clicks further on, just past Tenterfield, I pulled into a truck stop and slept for a few hours.




  The squealing and hissing of a truck’s air brakes woke me at two-thirty. I figured I still had another five hours driving, so I pulled back onto the road and floored the gas pedal. It was still around 25 degrees. I drove with the windows down and the radio loud.




  At around eight, I cruised into the small country town of Beaudesert and stopped for breakfast. As I ate and drank, I thought about what I was going to do. Mount Tamborine was just a half-hour away and I needed to form some kind of plan, other than rock up and ask them where their daughter was because I wanted to kill the bitch. Staking out their house wasn’t an option, and from what I’d seen on the map, it would be impossible anyway. It was a small rural community and I would stand out like dog’s balls, especially in the Valiant. Across the road from the café, I could see a clothing store. It was time for a change of image. Fitted out with blue jeans, a khaki shirt and a pair of boots, I looked more like the locals and felt more like a dork.




  I wound my way up a snaking mountain road. The narrow road plateaued after a series of tight bends. The view to the west was staggering and the houses had been built to take full advantage of the vista that stretched for what looked like a hundred kilometres.




  Siganto was a right turn. I drove slowly along the tree-lined road, taking a long look into the residence of M & G Todd. I had hoped, beyond reason, that I might just see her there, but that didn’t happen. The house was a single-storey weatherboard, the garden well cared for. Two cars were parked in the yard but I didn’t have time to take it all in. There was no traffic. A hundred metres further on, I did a U-turn and drove slowly back. Driving from that direction, the house was obscured by a hedge, so I still couldn’t see much. Ahead and to the left was a corner store with a car park.




  When I got out of the car, the smell of cooking and coffee attacked me. It was only an hour since breakfast, but from the small veranda I could see the Todd’s house, and who came and went.




  Before I sat down, I walked back along the road, taking a good look in the yard. One of the cars was a hire car, a white Corolla. Maybe I was in luck. Part of me wanted to storm the door right then, but the sensible side said sit and wait. If it is her, you can follow and … but I couldn’t just kill her. I had to secure that bloody Makarov .38 and get it to Mitchell before Ray started to dismember Meagan. What if she didn’t have it with her? If she wouldn’t cough up the gun, I would deliver her to Mitchell and Ray instead. It might be enough to get Meagan off the butcher block.




  Back at the café, I ordered a BLT and mineral water. The owner was English and seemed to know most of the local gossip. When I pretended to be interested in real estate, he was happy to regale me with the prices of recent local sales, and a fair amount of gossip, but nothing about the Todds. An hour passed that way. I was getting antsy. I needed to push things.




  I thanked the café owner and asked if I could leave the car there while I walked and checked out a couple of properties. He said it was fine, and to come in again for a free coffee. I wandered along the road with the black rucksack over one shoulder, having no clue what I was about to do.




  The two cars were still there: no sign of people. The map showed there was a small street running parallel to Siganto. I walked to it, hoping to get a look in from the other direction. There were fences and hedges blocking the view. That left the direct approach.




  I knocked on the pale blue door. A cat rubbed against my leg. I waited. A key turned and the door opened.




  She was elegant, well dressed, an older version of Carol. She had a kindly face and smiled as she asked, ‘Are you lost?’




  ‘Sorry?’




  She nodded towards the map I was still holding open. ‘I saw the map; I thought you might be lost.’




  ‘Yes … yes, that’s right. I’m looking for Ron and Sue McIntyre. I just can’t recall their house. I’m sorry to trouble you.’ I turned as if to leave.




  ‘Wait a minute; I’ll ask my husband. McIntyre, did you say?’




  ‘Thanks, that’s kind of you. Yes, Ron and Sue McIntyre.’




  She turned, stopped, and said, ‘Come in out of the heat. Would you like some water?’




  ‘Thanks. That would be great. It’s easy to dehydrate walking around here.’




  ‘You’re English, aren’t you?’




  ‘Yes. Just out here looking up a few friends.’




  I followed her through to the living room. Like Carol’s, it was neat and tidy, but this one was filled with a lifetime’s collection of bits and pieces from all around the world. She handed me a tall glass of water, then called out to her husband.




  ‘Murray? Murray, are you about?’




  A man in his late sixties came in through the back door. He had an easy smile and walked towards me, hand extended.




  ‘Murray Todd,’ he said with a firm handshake. ‘And I see you’ve already met my wife Gilda.’




  ‘Nice to meet you, Murray, Gilda.’




  ‘He’s looking for a Ron & Sue McIntyre: thought this might have been their house.’




  ‘It’s a long time since I was last here,’ I said apologetically. ‘Sorry to trouble you on a Sunday.’




  ‘It’s no trouble, lad, but I can’t say I know any McIntyres, or a Ron and Sue. Are you sure they live on this road?’




  ‘That’s the problem. I lost their address and phone number some time ago. It was just on the off chance that I’m up here, and I thought why not try and find them.’




  Gilda Todd touched my arm and offered me a seat. Murray looked on kindly, rubbing his chin with his right hand, looking upward for inspiration to help find the fictitious McIntyres.




  When I sat on the sofa, Gilda sat beside me. Murray took an armchair opposite. There we were, like a happy family group, when Carol walked in through the back door.




  ‘This is our daughter Carol,’ Murray said. ‘She’s up from Sydney for a few days, aren’t you, love.’




  He indicated my presence to Carol with an outstretched arm. ‘I’m sorry, lad, I didn’t get your name.’




  I thought she was going to shit. She was as white as a ghost, her jaw clenched. I looked at her, smiled, and nodded. ‘Nice to meet you, Carol. My name’s Micky. I was just explaining to your lovely parents that I’m up here looking for someone, but seem to have the wrong house.’




  ‘You don’t know a Ron and Sue McIntyre, do you, Carol?’




  She turned away and said, ‘No,’ as she walked to the kitchen where she poured and drank a glass of water, then leaned against the sink in a state of shock.




  ‘Are you all right, Carol?’ her mother asked.




  ‘Yes, just a bit hot.’




  I stood and said, ‘Well, I won’t waste any more of your time. Sorry to have intruded.’




  ‘No problem, Micky,’ Murray said. ‘I hope you find your friends.’




  ‘Oh, I will.’




  ‘Take care,’ Gilda said.




  Carol was still standing in the kitchen doorway, her arms knotted across her chest, her cheeks flushed. When Murray walked past me to the door, I made a pistol with two fingers and my thumb cocked up, looked at Carol, and ‘shot’ him. Her wide eyes told me she got the message.




  ‘What’s that café like, the one on the corner?’ I asked.




  ‘It’s not bad,’ Murray said. ‘They do a good burger and chips, if it’s brunch that you’re after.’




  ‘Thanks, Murray. I might just give it a try.’




  I walked back up the gravel drive thinking what nice folks they were, and what a shame it would be to have to kill them or their daughter.




   





  Return to Sydney




  I’d been at the café for less than ten minutes when she walked onto the veranda and sat at my table. She was brazen, almost arrogant.




  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing stalking me this way? You could have just called, or waited until I was back in Sydney. How did you find me here anyway?’




  ‘I just couldn’t wait to see you again, Carol.’




  ‘You’d better explain, and it had better be good—’




  ‘Or what? You’ll call the cops?’




  ‘There are other people I can call who aren’t as polite as the jacks.’




  I took the cell phone out and slid it across the table. ‘Go ahead.’




  Her eyes cut into me. The lips weren’t pouting now. They were a tight, red line, her eyes narrow with anger or fear, probably a mix of both. She was pissed off I’d found her and no doubt fearful of what came next.




  ‘I can explain, Micky.’




  ‘Course you can. Thing is, I’m not interested. Just give me the gun and I’ll leave you and your family in peace.’




  ‘Did Kurt Reed send you? Are you his lackey now?’




  ‘Kurt’s not your biggest problem. I am. What were you thinking, Carol? That you could just sit up here and blackmail the man that runs the Sydney underworld? Are you completely mad?’




  ‘That wasn’t the reason I wanted it. It only occurred to me after that I could use it that way. And it wasn’t really blackmail. I said I would sell it to him—’




  ‘For?’




  She dropped her eyes and mumbled, ‘Two hundred thousand.’




  ‘Or what? You’d hand it to the cops? That’s called blackmail, Carol, and it backfired. You were too greedy—and too stupid. What was your primary reason?’




  She lit a cigarette with shaking hands. Much of the anger had gone and the fear was taking hold.




  ‘One night, when Hedges was snowed, he said that gun was what would allow the Reeds to gain a foothold in The Cross. The Reeds are pigs, absolute arseholes. I figured if they no longer had the gun, they would remain small-time Westies.’




  ‘You expect me to believe that?’




  ‘It’s true.’




  ‘And I suppose you didn’t know that it was used to shoot a cop either.’




  Her jaw dropped slightly and her eyes widened. She looked surprised, or she was playing me again.




  ‘Anyway, what you knew or what you thought doesn’t matter. Just give me the gun and I’ll leave.’




  ‘And if I don’t?’




  ‘I’ll shoot your father and then ask you again.’




  ‘Prick.’




  ‘Think about this, Carol. You say your motivation for conning me into stealing a gun for you was to stop the spread of the Reeds. If you give me the gun, you’ll have achieved that, albeit at a cost. The thing is, why? What was your motivation and why didn’t you just go to one of Mitchell’s guys and tell them where it was and how to get it? Why? Because you planned this blackmail all along. They know it, I know it, and it’s all gone tits-up for you because you weren’t clever enough. Telling Lenny was your biggest mistake, lying to me a close second.’




  I could see she was softening.




  She leaned back and said,‘Brookes isn’t going to just let it go though, is he?’




  ‘That’s a bit of a grey area.’




  ‘How grey?’




  I took one of her cigarettes and lit up. ‘I have to kill you.’




  She tried hard to hide her reaction, but it was there in the eyes and the swallow—in the way she reached for the ashtray and tamped the end of her cigarette. ‘Why you?’




  ‘I did the robbery, which makes me your accomplice. I guess he wants to see where I stand. It also gives him a nice hold over me, thank you very much, Carol.’




  The reality was sinking in. She suddenly looked tired and frightened. The lips were pouting again, but this time I didn’t care if they reached the table.




  ‘Come on, Carol, be sensible. There’s no way out of this. If I fail, they’ll just send somebody else. You’re fucked.’




  Her shoulders sagged, her tone desultory. ‘Sounds like the story of my life.’




  ‘Where is it?’




  ‘In a bank box.’




  ‘In Sydney?’




  She gave a defeated nod, and then chained another cigarette. ‘What about the second clause?’




  ‘First the gun. Go say bye-bye to Mum and Dad, and then drive to the airport and turn that car in. I’ll be right behind you.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘And then I’ll drive you to your bank and come in with you to collect. If I lose sight of you, or if you try to bolt, I’ll turn around and come back here for a chat with Murray and Gilda.’




  The Gold Coast airport was tiny, so it was easy to keep an eye on her as she dropped the hire car back. When she came out of the Hertz office, I tossed her bag in the trunk, opened the door, and told her to get comfortable.




  ‘It’s a long ride. Slip your shoes off and relax.’




  ‘Thank you. I’m fine,’ she said, looking straight ahead.




  I figured it was going to be a long, quiet journey divided by moments of hostility.




  It was still only Sunday, so I had four days to get the gun back to Mitchell or Reed. I had no idea how to play that, but that could come later. First thing was to get the Makarov in my possession.




  I decided to take the coast road south to Sydney. It was slower, but there were fewer trucks and more places to eat or stop for the night. It had been three days since I’d had a decent sleep. The idea of a motel was growing on me.




  It was five o’clock by the time we arrived at Coffs Harbour. I was getting drowsy. There was a string of motels on the road leading out of town. I pulled into one called Blue Haven and parked outside the office.




  Carol had been silent.




  ‘What’s this?’




  ‘The timing’s wrong to keep driving; no point arriving in Sydney at midnight. We’ll stop here for the night.’




  I checked in, parked in front of unit five, took her bag from the trunk, and told her to go inside. It was time for a show of force.




  ‘Don’t think about bolting or doing anything stupid or I’ll take my friend here back to Tamborine.’ I laid the Beretta on the small table and watched her face pale. I tipped the contents of her bag onto the bed and checked for a weapon. There were only clothes and shoes, make-up and stuff. I did the same with her handbag. Other than the phone, it was clean. I pulled the battery from the phone and slipped it into my pocket.




  ‘You can take the bed.’




  ‘You’re a regular gentleman, Micky.’




  ‘It’s my major weakness.’




  ‘How about something to eat, or are you going to starve me to death?’




  I hadn’t given it a thought. I realised I was ravenous.




  ‘There was an Indian place not far back: Indian okay for you?’




  She gave a faint smile. ‘I’d eat anything right now, Micky.’




  I let her see me jam the 9mm into the back of my jeans, then opened the door, went outside and got into the car.




  The New Delhi was crowded, mainly with what looked like holiday makers, some with unruly kids. We sat at a table in the far corner near the kitchen and ordered beers.




  ‘How about a truce over dinner?’ she asked.




  ‘I can behave if you can.’




  The turbaned waiter arrived, laid the beers on the table, and handed us menus. Carol opened hers and ran her finger down the list of curries as she read. I sipped beer and watched her. She was nervous and trying to hide it. She’d messed up. That, and the realisation there was no easy way out, was just sinking in. She looked up, saw I was watching her and my menu was still closed. She flushed, sipped some beer, and said, ‘You not eating?’




  ‘What did you decide on?’




  ‘I’m having the butter chicken,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘Do you want to split a naan bread?’




  ‘And some pappadums.’




  The waiter retuned and took our order: butter chicken for Carol, lamb korma for me.




  After he left there was an awkward silence for several minutes. I didn’t know what to say to her and she was obviously going through a major struggle. I didn’t know if she was going to try to bolt or break down and plead. Don’t ask me why, but I started feeling sorry for her. She’d conned me and put me in a bad situation. I’ve just never been good at seeing a woman unhappy.




  A kid at a nearby table started whining and resisting the parents’ attempts to pacify him.




  ‘You ever want kids?’ I asked, tipping my head towards the spoiled brat.




  She looked at me with surprise, then smiled, sneered, and shook her head. ‘What about you?’




  ‘I wasn’t cut out for that. Those schnooks need to give him a slap, instead of ice-cream. It’s part of the trouble today; kids are allowed to express themselves.’




  ‘Is this philosopher Micky speaking?’




  ‘I just think they should slap him properly now, because if he grows into adulthood like that, he’ll be worthless, and one day someone will more than slap him.’




  ‘Were your parents tough on you?’




  ‘I didn’t have any.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  ‘For what?’




  ‘Sorry that you didn’t have parents.’




  ‘You know the old cliché. You don’t miss what you’ve never had.’




  ‘But still ….’




  ‘Your parents seem like nice people. I was surprised.’




  ‘You know, for a minute I thought you were trying to be nice.’




  The waiter brought the pappadums and we lapsed into silence again.




  Carol broke it.




  ‘Where were you before Sydney, Micky?’ She was looking down at her glass, twirling it in her fingers, waiting for me to answer.




  ‘Your friend Lenny didn’t tell you?’




  ‘He’s not my friend. I just know him.’




  ‘Well enough to ask him if I’m a robber: just that much.’




  ‘I didn’t tell him what it was. I just said I needed someone to do a discreet job.’




  ‘Surprised he didn’t jump in himself with a lead like that. You know he’s got the hots for you, don’t you? Is that why you went to him?’




  ‘I thought we had a truce for dinner.’




  I held up a hand of agreement. ‘We do. Sorry.’




  ‘So; before Sydney?’




  She was a chess player, always thinking strategically four moves ahead, and this wasn’t a truce.




  After scrutinising her for several seconds, I said, ‘I’ve been sailing for the past few years. Bumming around, and working for any Lenny who’d hire me.’




  Her forehead wrinkled in surprise. ‘Where?’




  ‘Mainly in the Caribbean.’




  ‘Sounds glamorous.’




  I gave an amused snort. ‘You a Sydneysider, or was Siganto Street home for you?’




  ‘Gosford as a kid, then the inner-west: Newtown, Glebe, Balmain.’




  ‘Gosford’s Central Coast, isn’t it?’




  ‘Central Nowheresville; I couldn’t wait to leave.’




  ‘Do you have brothers, sisters?’




  ‘You ask a lot of questions. Is it easier than answering?’




  ‘Just trying to stay away from the subject of guns and having to kill people. How is your sister?’




  She swallowed some beer, trying to hide her reaction. It was then I remembered where I’d seen the other woman from the photograph before. She was the woman Lenny had been with in the bar about a month after I started. I racked my brain trying to recall her name. So much was going on at that time that I hadn’t paid much attention.




  ‘You thinking of killing her as well?’




  ‘Not at all. Just asking.’




  The kid on the next table started up again, distracting her as she was about to say something. Then it came to me. On Friday, after Mitchell had left and I’d drilled Lenny for information about Carol, he’d spoken of ‘another escort who goes by the name of Heather’. Maybe Lenny was too stupid to realise they were sisters. Maybe he didn’t bother telling me. Maybe he had a reason not to.




  She must have seen the smug look on my face as I put that piece in place. ‘Something amusing you?’




  ‘People.’




  She looked back at the kid, shrugged, and then indicated to a passing waiter to bring more beers.




  The motel room was stuffy. I pulled an old armchair from the corner, and jammed it against the door. She was sitting on the bed, propped against the grubby headboard, eyeing me suspiciously.




  ‘So you’re not going to tie me to the bed?’




  ‘Not unless you want me to.’




  She got up and went into the bathroom, taking her bag with her. There was only one window in there, too small to get through. I tucked the Beretta under my belt, closed my eyes, and fell asleep to the sound of the shower running.




   





  The Honey




  We rolled into Sydney a few minutes before eleven the following morning. It had taken five hours from Coffs, with a breakfast stop on the way. Carol had been quiet, but not hostile or angry, and I’d tried to keep the peace for the duration of the journey. Things would tense up when we got to the bank.




  As we drove through the northern suburbs, I asked her where her bank was located.




  ‘It’s right in the middle of town, in Martin Place. I need to go home and get my keys first.’




  ‘Bullshit! Why wouldn’t you have your keys with you?’




  ‘I just didn’t bring them, that’s all. I didn’t expect to need them.’




  ‘So you’re telling me you were going to return to Sydney, to live here amongst people who want you dead?’




  She lit a cigarette and drew heavily. ‘I didn’t know what I was thinking.’




  ‘Yes, you did. You’re a strategist. Some would say a cunning bitch.’




  ‘Nice.’




  ‘What’s the real reason for wanting to go home?’




  She faced me, and said, ‘I want us to talk. I want to tell you what a huge mistake you’ll be making if you give that gun back to them. Micky, please listen to me.’




  ‘You’ve just had a thousand kilometres to tell me any bullshit like that. What’s different at home?’




  She went quiet as if in thought, smoking her cigarette and staring out of the side window.




  ‘We can work something out, Micky, something where we both come out all right.’




  ‘If you’re so sure, let’s get the gun first, then I’ll listen. I just don’t trust you, Carol. Are the keys at your place or are you just jerking me around?’




  She wound the window down, threw the cigarette, closed it, and straightened her windblown hair. ‘They’re in my bag.’




  ‘I thought so.’




  We were approaching Martin Place. She pulled down the sun visor and touched up her lipstick. I parked in an underground about two hundred metres from the bank, then we walked in silence.




  It took ten minutes to get access to the safety deposit box. Two minutes later we were back on the street, walking towards the parking lot with the Makarov in my pack. It would have been easy to just walk away, give the gun to Mitchell, and tell them she was dead, but I drove to Turnbuckle instead. Not a word was said and she didn’t seem surprised that I knew where to go.




  I followed her inside. She looked around, taking in the missing photograph and the glass fragments on the floor, but all she said was, ‘Drink?’




  ‘Sure.’




  She poured Jameson into crystal tumblers and handed me one. It was early for me and I’d no intention of getting pissed and waking up on the wrong side of a .38. When I sat in an armchair, she sat opposite me with an expectant look on her face. I raised my hands palm-up. ‘So speak. I’m out of here after one drink.’




  ‘What’s the rush? You have the gun. You have me where you want me.’ When I didn’t answer, she asked, ‘Have you killed before?’




  ‘What do you want to say? What’s your great scheme where we both come out on top and Kurt Reed or Mitchell don’t chop us into little pieces?’




  ‘There are ways, Micky, and you know it. We could get on your boat and both disappear.’




  ‘You’re not my type. Anything else?’




  ‘I know you don’t want to kill me.’




  I sipped my drink. ‘What makes you so sure?’




  ‘I’m not saying you wouldn’t kill; you might, but not a woman in cold blood. You’re not the type.’ She tipped the whiskey back and got up to refill her glass.




  ‘You don’t know what type I am.’




  She gave a short, derisive snort. ‘I know men; that’s one thing I do know. And you, Micky DeWitt, are not a cold-blooded killer.’




  When she emptied the tumbler for the second time in five minutes, I guessed it was fear, not thirst. She’d just said she knew men. She also knew men I needed to know about, so I decided to loosen her tongue and see what I could find out. There were three days before I had to face Mitchell. I drained my glass and held it out for a refill. Time to play.




  ‘Do you know men that are? If you know I’m not, then you must be comparing me with someone else.’ I leaned back, waiting for her to speak. She had to play along. In her mind, keeping me entertained was all that was keeping her alive: a modern day Scheherazade.




  ‘Hanging around The Cross, you meet all sorts of people. People come and people go: some are good, others scum. Sure, I knew of one guy had the reputation of being a cold-blooded killer. I didn’t know him, but I’d seen him around. You know how the grapevine works with people like that. Must be the same where you’re from, where ever that is.’




  ‘London.’




  ‘Is Soho like The Cross?’




  ‘Not even close. What happened to the guy?’




  ‘He got whacked. I heard he crossed Brookes over money ….’ Her words trailed off as she realised what she’d said, and how she was destined to end up getting whacked for the same reason.




  ‘He doesn’t like to be duped over money, does he, Carol?’




  She hung her head, her arms resting on her thighs. ‘Fuck.’




  She sighed, stood wearily, and walked into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a bag of chips and a pack of cashew nuts. She poured herself another and held the bottle out, offering me more. I accepted with a shrug. She poured until my tumbler was nearly full and stood the bottle between us. I could feel the alcohol and guessed she could as well, which was why she’d gone for food. She tore open the pack of nuts, put a big handful in her mouth, and chewed.




  ‘Why’d you want to stop Reed from expanding?’




  She held up the index finger of her left hand as she finished eating, and then washed it down with a mouthful of whiskey. ‘Like I told you, he’s a complete arsehole. Kurt is the worst of them. There’s lots of bad bastards hanging round The Cross, but Brookes keeps them in line to some degree. If the Reeds ever take over, it’ll be a free for all.’




  ‘Why do you care?’




  She drank again, reached for chips. ‘I just do.’




  ‘Enough to risk getting killed, it would seem. So why did you try to extort him? Surely if you’d recovered the gun and taken it to him, there would have been some gratuity? Yet you spent ten grand on me, plus whatever else, to achieve what?’




  ‘You could fake my death.’




  ‘Say what?’




  ‘You could fake it. How would they know?’




  ‘How about if they want your head as proof: how am I going to fake that? Anyway, after you screwed me like that, maybe I want to kill you anyway.’




  ‘If you wanted to, you would have done it already, instead of sitting here drinking whiskey and looking at me like you want to fuck me instead.’




  ‘You’ve well and truly fucked yourself; nothing I could do would top that.’




  ‘I have money. I’ll—’




  ‘Then why did you try to blackmail Brookes? Or is that how you got money in the first place?’




  ‘I’ll give it to you. You could sail away and never come back. I’d disappear. We could fake a car crash, which is plausible, given how you drive.’




  ‘So now you want to insult me?’ Despite the seriousness of the situation, the banter was taking on a comic surrealism. I found myself enjoying it. I held out my glass for a refill. She was quick to oblige, refilling her own as well, taking another handful of nuts, and scooping them into her mouth.




  ‘Okay.’ She tipped her head back to stop the nuts spilling out as she chewed and spoke at the same time. ‘What will it take?’




  There was no pout now, no sign of fear, just a hard and knowing look as she locked eyes with me, as she probably had a hundred other guys.




  ‘Let’s say, just for argument’s sake, I was prepared to consider one of your hare-brained schemes. I’m not, but let’s pretend I am. What have you got to offer?’




  ‘Money. Contacts. Information.’




  ‘Okay, tell me about the information: information about what?’




  ‘I hear a lot of things, things that a dishonest person could use.’




  ‘You mean you used to. You’ve lost your Kings Cross privileges. You’re persona-non-gratis, on your way to becoming the recently departed Carol Todd, and the only thing you’re going to hear is the racking of a 9mm slide.’




  ‘Not if we play it smart.’




  ‘We? What the fuck are you talking about? There is no we.’




  ‘We, you and I, Micky, can both get out of this sweet, if you’ve got the stones for it.’




  She was almost cocky as she slopped more whiskey into both glasses. Her speech was slurred and her face carried a loose smile. I sat back and swallowed whiskey and chips. She told me her plan. Just like last time, it sounded simple enough.




  All we had to do was find a fall guy who we say was holding Carol and forced her to call Brookes with threats. That she was a square gee all along, and would never cross him.




  The more whiskey we drank, the more plausible it sounded.




  ‘Who’d you have in mind for the fall guy?’ I asked.




  She lit a cigarette and handed it to me, the tip stained red from her lips. I could taste it as I placed it between mine, and waited for her to light her own.




  ‘Hedges; he’s one of the few who knew about it. He’s known as a grasping arsehole with few, if any, ethics. If somebody told me he’d done that, I’d have believed them.’




  ‘But he’d be afraid of what happened when he got caught, and getting found out would be inevitable in the long run, unless he was going to kill you.’




  She thought for a moment, ‘You lifted his gun from the nightstand, didn’t you?’




  I smoked and waited for her to continue. She had it all planned out, which made me wonder if she was playing me again.




  When I woke the next morning, there was an empty bottle on the floor and an arm across my middle. My head was hammering and I could feel her breath against my chest. I turned my head and breathed through her hair. The memories of the previous night came flooding back.




  Her plan had sounded simple. Put Hedges in the frame by claiming he was extorting Carol and had forced her to call Brookes. Make up some bullshit about him needing the extra cash to feed a gambling and hooker habit. Maybe we’d throw in something about cocaine as well. I tracked them down, grappled with him, and shot him with his own gun.




  All we needed to do was find him, shoot him, and let the cops find the body. I had other choices, but none of them good. I could kill her and hand the gun back to Mitchell, which would square me with them, but really piss off Kurt Reed. I could grab what cash I could from Carol and head out to sea, leaving her in the shit and Meagan at the mercy of Ray.




  My gut told me that even if I killed Carol and gave the gun to Mitchell, I would still be a problem they might try to get rid of. Even if they didn’t, I would always have to watch my back for Reed.




  I didn’t want to run away to sea leaving Meagan in the shit, plus I wanted to stay in Sydney. I felt at home here.




  That left me with killing a scumbag lawyer who worked for the industrial-strength arsehole Kurt Reed, who hated me anyway. Killing the lawyer would also have a beneficial effect on my dealings with Mitchell and Brookes. Meagan would be in the clear; Carol would probably be okay. If she was, and if she did have access to information, then I’d be okay as well. There were a lot of ifs.




  I shook her awake. She groaned, pushed herself up on one elbow, looked at me through blood-shot eyes, and vomited. I rolled away just in time.




  ‘Sorry.’ She retched again, clamped a hand over her mouth, and bolted naked to the bathroom.




  I followed her, turned the shower on full, and guided her under the stream of cold water. She gasped, shuddered, tried to hit me, and hurled again. When her lips were blue and she’d stopped fighting, I turned the water off and wrapped her in a towel.




  ‘Dry off and get dressed while I make some coffee.’




  She hugged the towel to her shaking body, and sat on the edge of the spa-bath looking like death. I wasn’t feeling much better, but wasn’t going to show it.




  There was chaos in the kitchen. I had vague recollections of making fried egg sandwiches halfway down the second bottle, but from the state of the place, we went further than that. There was a bowl of spaghetti with garlic, oil, and cigarette butts, two empty fruit cans that reminded me of a peach-guzzling contest which she won—no surprises there—and an assortment of snack wrappers from Pringles to Rainbow Nerds.




  I dressed while the coffee was heating up. When she hadn’t come into the kitchen after five minutes, I went back to the bathroom and found her asleep in the spa. I picked her up and carried her to the bed; I doubt she weighed more than a hundred pounds. Just before laying her on the bed, I remembered the puddle of cold sick, so I took her into the spare room, dropped her on the bed and threw a sheet over her.




  When I was pushing the vomit-laced bedding into the washing machine, after cleaning the kitchen, I knew somehow I’d reached a decision.




   





  The Kidnap




  While Carol was still sleeping it off, I walked to the Seven-Eleven two blocks away and bought two litres of Coke, bacon, mushrooms, sausages, eggs, and butter. I hate Coca-Cola, but it’s great for two things—cleaning marine toilets and curing a hangover. A good greasy breakfast is a must as well.




  She woke not long after I returned, stumbling into the kitchen, wrapped in the sheet and looking in vain for sympathy.




  ‘Did I vomit on you?’




  ‘Your aim was off.’ I poured a tall glass of Coke and handed it to her. ‘Here, drink this.’ She drank half and put her hand over her mouth as if she was going to hurl again.




  ‘Christ, what did we drink last night?’




  ‘Too much. You ready for some breakfast?’




  ‘I’d settle for coffee and more sleep—or a quick death.’ She looked at me from under heavy lids, realising what she’d just said. ‘Coffee first, Micky: breakfast later.’




  ‘Food’ll make you feel better.’ I unwrapped the bacon and dropped it into a pan.




  ‘I see you’ve found your way around.’




  ‘I’ve been here before.’




  She was too weak to spar with me, so downed the rest of the Coke, and then let out a huge burp.




  When I laid the fried breakfast in front of her, she protested and pushed it away like a spoiled child. I pushed it back and told her to eat. To begin with, she picked at small pieces, slowly building up momentum until she was wolfing it down and looking for more. There was a suggestion of pink in her cheeks and her eyes were fully open for the first time that morning.




  She rubbed the grease from her chin with the back of her hand, asked, ‘How much do you remember?’, and poured a third cup of thick, black coffee.




  ‘Not all of it.’




  ‘Any of it?’




  ‘Some. I know we discussed one of your hare-brained schemes that would keep you alive and me out of the shit. I seem to remember doing something unnatural with peanut butter as well.’




  She flushed slightly and kicked me under the table.




  ‘Part of a dream sequence, Micky. Move on. I remember that we made a deal—’




  ‘Whoa! There was no deal. I wasn’t that pissed.’




  ‘Not at that stage, no, but you did agree—’




  ‘To discuss it further.’




  She was recovering quickly, flashes of cunning Carol showing through the thinning alcoholic fog.




  ‘I said we could discuss it further.’ I knew I was going for it, but didn’t want her to think I was a pushover. ‘Run it past me again, especially the part about me getting rich and not killed.’




  ‘It’s simple. Johno Brookes hates Hedges, so he won’t bat an eyelid when he hears that you killed him. He’ll want to believe that Hedges was to blame instead of me. We just need to come up with a convincing story of how you tracked him down and rescued me.’




  ‘That and kill Hedges without getting caught by the cops.’




  ‘You were going to kill me. What’s the difference?’




  ‘Plenty, but go on.’




  ‘He has this holiday home in Pittwater. It would be the obvious place for him to take me.’




  ‘And I found out about that how?’




  ‘I told you about it as an alternative place for him hiding the gun, in case it wasn’t in Balmain.’




  ‘And how did I guess he was holding you?’




  ‘You beat it out of some two-bit bag-runner working for Reed.’




  ‘We need to come up with something better than that.’




  ‘We will, but right now’s not the best time.’ She was looking pale again.




  We batted ideas about for another hour, not getting very far.




  Now I was sober, I was edgy about being in her house. If Lenny knew, everyone else could easily know. Someone might come looking for her. I told her to go get dressed for a road trip.




  I thought about going to the boat, but left that for an emergency bolt. A large hotel where we would be anonymous seemed a good solution. We checked into the A.N.A. under my name and paid cash.




  At six o’clock, I went for take-away and a six-pack of beer. We were far enough from The Cross to make bumping into someone unlikely, but I didn’t want to chance it, so went alone.




  When I walked back into the room with Chinese, she arched her eyebrows and said, ‘You know, they have a great sushi restaurant on the top floor.’




  ‘Filled with people who might recognise one of us and blow our subterfuge. Fried rice or Chow Mein?’




  She screwed her nose up. ‘Chow Mein—without beer.’




  I handed her the plastic tray of Chow Mein, opened a beer, and stood it beside her.




  ‘I had a thought.’ I said, then sat at the small table, flipped open the rice, scooped some up and chewed. ‘I went to your home. It looked like someone had broken in. There were things knocked over, a couple of pictures smashed. When I quizzed your neighbours, they said you’d left in a hurry with a tall guy driving a black Audi the same model as Hedges. Then I remember the other place in Pittwater, go there, and pop, there you are locked in a room. Hedges comes in with his nine, we grapple, and I shoot him. How’s that sound?’




  ‘You want some Chow Mein?’




  ‘That bad?’




  ‘No, not at all; in fact it is the best so far. I was just angling to get the rice bowl now.’




  We swapped plastic containers and I cracked my beer. ‘So what do you think?’




  ‘It could work. Someone did break-in and trash a few things. That part’s true. And it’s plausible that I would have told you about the second home, just in case he’d moved the gun.’




  We worked on the story throughout dinner and then over a couple of slow beers. Neither of us were in a drinking mood that night, so after watching an in-house movie, we turned in. There were two double beds: no awkward conversation about who sleeps where.




  I stowed my pack with the two guns in it under my pillow and lay down. I didn’t think she would try anything, but after the last con, I wasn’t taking any chances.




  She noticed and said, ‘We have to trust each other, Micky.’




  ‘You can trust me. I’ve kept my end up so far. But—’




  ‘Look, I’m sorry I lied to you. Okay? I didn’t know it was going to turn out like that for either of us. Now it’s different. We’re a team, just like Bonnie and Clyde.’




  ‘Or Mata Hari and Georges Ladoux.’




  ‘I like my version better. You’ll see, we’ll both do okay out of this. We just have to get over this hurdle first.’




  ‘Hurdle? It’s not a hurdle, it’s a fucking great wall topped with razor wire.’




  When she started to undress, I flicked off the light and we were plunged into an eerie hotel darkness.




  ‘Shy?’




  ‘No. Get into bed and go to sleep.’




  ‘So you always sleep fully dressed then.’




  ‘Only when I’m sharing a room with somebody who has a contract out on them.’




  Her feet padded softly on the carpeted floor. Light, and her naked silhouette, flooded the room, receding as she closed the bathroom door.




  The following morning I woke to the smell of coffee and the close proximity of her perfume. The dawn sky, filtered by the heavy drapes, coloured the room in shades of grey. She was sitting on the edge of my bed, wrapped loosely in a white towelling robe, holding a coffee mug in one hand and the Beretta in the other. The bitch had the jump on me again.




  ‘Don’t fret; if I wanted to kill you, I could have easily done it while you were sleeping. I thought this might show you that you can trust me.’




  I winced when she dropped the Beretta into my lap. ‘Is that your idea of foreplay?’




  ‘No time for that this morning, handsome. You have a lawyer to abduct and kill, or had you forgotten?’




  She was cocky and confident again. It was a side of her I liked, but knew I had to be wary of. ‘What time is it?’




  ‘Seven-thirty: time to rise and shine.’




  The Makarov was still in the pack, sealed in its plastic bag. She hard-eyed me when I checked it as she sat in the armchair and sipped her coffee.




  ‘Still don’t trust me?’




  ‘No.’




  Thoughts of what was to come were running through my head. Abducting Hedges would be simple. He was a soft-arsed lawyer, and according to Carol, he wasn’t much of a fighter outside the courtroom. But I had to kill him, not just punch him out.




  ‘You’re looking worried.’ Carol said. She stood and let the robe fall to the floor, sat on the edge of the bed with her back towards me and pulled her knickers on. ‘He’ll be no problem for you, Micky.’ The bra was one of those half-cup, underwired jobs, which she put on and then did some adjusting.




  I continued watching her, as she intended I should. It was a show: temptation, seduction, control.




  ‘He leaves for work at nine-thirty most mornings, so we’d better rock and roll.’ She pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, stood and zipped. She watched as I threw the covers back and got out of bed, still mostly dressed.




  Her overnight bag was packed. All I had was the small backpack with the two guns and some of the cash.




  ‘I’ll check out and see you down in the car park.’




  ‘Let’s leave together like civilised people, instead of two deviant fugitives.’




  ‘We are fugitives, and by tomorrow one of us will be a murderer. I’ll see you at the car park.’




  It was eight o’clock. Carol was driving the Valiant through the thick, slow rush-hour traffic. We left the city in light rain and drove towards Balmain.




  ‘How sure of his routine are you?’ I asked.




  ‘He’s a creature of habit, not a risk-taker. He leaves home at the same time every morning, drives to the car park beside the Opera House, and walks from there. He carries his briefcase in his left hand.’




  ‘He doesn’t stop for breakfast, or ever drive with somebody?’




  ‘Not that I’m aware of. Morning is best, Micky. He often goes out right after work, so it’s hard to predict if he’ll be alone even.’




  When we entered Darling Street, I told her to pull over a block before the roundabout, at the junction of Beattie Street where there was a hardware store. I bought a roll of gaffer tape, a coil of clothesline, heavy-duty plastic garden sacks, and five litres of kerosene.




  I got back in the car and we drove down Beattie and parked a hundred metres past the lawyer’s house. The clock on the dashboard ticked away the seconds. We sat and waited. Carol seemed relaxed, even amused by what we were doing. I was beginning to realise there was a dark side to her that wasn’t immediately apparent.




  ‘Have you got any food in there?’ she said, nodding at the bag between my feet. ‘I’m starving.’




  ‘You should have ordered breakfast, instead of pointing a pistol at me.’




  The café from which I’d first watched the house was just fifty metres away between the car and the house, and appeared to be just opening.




  I pointed and said to her, ‘Go get some takeaway coffees and something to eat. If you hear the horn, get back outside no matter what you’re doing.’




  She smiled as if we were off on a picnic instead of a kidnapping.




  ‘What do you want: a pie, a roll, something sweet?’




  ‘All of that and a proper coffee, not one of those milky designer mayhems: proper, strong coffee. Pin your hair up and pay with cash.’ I handed her a Sydney Swans baseball cap that had been laying on the back seat since I bought the car. ‘Put this on.’




  She put it on, pulled her short ponytail though the gap at the back, turned and smiled. ‘Does it suit me?’




  ‘Fabulous. Now get going before your man is in his car and getting away.’




  I watched her strut to the café looking much younger than the pseudo-sophisticated woman I met for the first time in the bar.




  I wondered what Lenny had told Stella and Meagan to cover my absence. I knew he would easily find a lie. Carol broke my reverie a few minutes later by kicking the door, a carrier bag full of food in one hand, a tray with four coffees in the other.




  I leaned over, opened the door. ‘Who was in the café?’




  ‘Just one guy behind the counter, the owner, I’d guess. I put on an American accent. Want to hear it?’




  ‘No.’ I took a pie from the bag, unwrapped it, wound the window halfway down to vent the steam. It was good and I realised how hungry I was. Carol was demolishing a potato-top, washing each mouthful down with a sip of scalding coffee. I had a brief flashback to two nights previously when we were half full of alcohol, cooking and eating straight from the pan. I shook it away, not really wanting to know.




  ‘What’s up?’ she said, looking at me as she wiped sauce from her mouth.




  ‘Which is the real you?’




  She took another huge bite of pie and asked, ‘Wadaya mean?’ through a full mouth of food.




  Before I could answer and tell her what a lousy American accent it was, I saw movement of the roller door beyond the stucco wall surrounding Hedges’ house. Carol followed my eyes, threw the foil pie-dish in the back, and started the engine.




  ‘Do you mind not throwing your trash onto my back seat?’




  She pushed the gear lever forward and said, ‘Grab this before it spills.’ I took the cup from her as she pulled the Valiant away from the kerb and fell in behind the black Audi.




  There was just the driver. ‘Is that him?’ I asked.




  She nodded, having lost some of her earlier exuberance.




  ‘Stay well back. We only want to close with him at the entrance to the car park. That’s where we’ll take him.’




  ‘Right there in the daylight?’




  ‘Right there. Keep the cap on. Keep calm and do what I say. Okay?’




  ‘Okay.’




  ‘I mean it, Carol.’




  ‘Okay—Okay.’ Her face was serious, but showed no sign of fear.




  We tailed him into central Sydney. The traffic thickened, eased again as we approached the Opera House car park.




  ‘Get right behind him now. Don’t let a car get between us and him.’ She nodded, accelerated past a motorbike, and eased in behind the Audi. ‘Not too close. Just follow him slowly up the ramps until he parks, drive fifty feet past, stop and let me out, then park and get back to his car. Understand?’




  ‘Sure. No worries.’ She didn’t look at me. She focussed on the Audi, which was now just twenty metres in front.




  On the third floor, the Audi slowed and swung into an empty space. Carol guided the Valiant into another empty slot five or six bays ahead. I got out carrying the sap, the Beretta stuck into my belt, and approached Hedges.




  He was checking the doors were locked when I hit him. He was stunned, but still on his feet. The valise hit the ground. He leaned against the car, dazed and confused. I sapped him again, grabbed the keys from his hand, marched him to the trunk, and bundled him in. A car drove past while I was stuffing his legs in. They didn’t even look. He was semi-conscious. I bound his hands and feet with gaffer tape, put two wraps around his mouth, two around his eyes, slammed the lid, retrieved the valise and got behind the wheel.




  Carol was in the passenger seat. ‘That easy, huh?’ She was wide-eyed and turned on by the action.




   





  The Lawyer




  The drive to Pittwater took about an hour. We drank the coffee, ate the rest of the food, stopped at a gas station to get fuel, cigarettes, and more snacks. The way she ate, I was surprised she wasn’t as big as a bus.




  She had the map resting on her legs and gave me directions as we wound through the waterfront roads.




  ‘It’s that big, square, white place on the right.’




  ‘You’ve been here before?’




  ‘No. I’m counting the house numbers. Three more to go, which makes it—’




  ‘That big, square, white place on the right.’




  Carol got out and opened the gates. They were low and unlocked. I drove through and waited while she closed them and got back in.




  It was an ostentatious place with a circular drive around an Italian-style fountain. Neatly trimmed box hedges edged formal gardens and rose beds.




  ‘Nice, huh?’




  ‘If you like this sort of thing.’ I pressed the garage door opener on the key-fob and drove in, closing it behind me. I got out and walked through the internal door.




  ‘Shouldn’t we get him out of the trunk?’




  ‘There’s no hurry. He’s not going anywhere. I want to check this place out first.’




  She shrugged. After looking around downstairs, I went up the wide staircase and found her in the main bedroom.




  ‘I’m buggered,’ she said when I walked into the room.




  ‘Take a nap; we’re here for a while.’




  ‘Serious?’




  ‘About being here for a while, yes… about taking a nap, no. See what food there is. We’ll be here until late.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘I’ll explain later.’




  Back in the garage I noticed for the first time, an old Series 1 Jaguar XJ12. Those old XJs used to be a hobby of mine. I spent a few minutes looking over that Old English White 1973 model, rare as rocking horse shit and in pristine condition. She was gorgeous and I immediately wanted to possess her.




  There was a muffled sound coming from the trunk of the Audi. I slapped the lid, told him to stop whining, and went back into the house.




  Carol was in the kitchen, smoking and eating snacks at the same time.




  ‘Do you ever stop eating?’




  ‘Want some?’ she said, holding out the remains of a peanut bar.




  I took the cigarette from her fingers, took a deep pull, and threw it in the sink.




  ‘Why are we stopping here so long?’




  ‘We’re going to stage one more phone call to Brookes. I want him primed to find out it wasn’t you.’




  ‘But why wait?’




  ‘It has to be at night to make it believable that I could find you and kill him. That couldn’t happen in an hour. Think how this could really play out if he was holding you here. The only person—I assume—that you know can help you, is me. Anyone else is either part of Brookes’ crew or running with Reed. You’ve hidden that little cell phone of yours in a place where he won’t find it. Let’s say in your knickers. Would he find it there?’
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