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Dedicated to the memory of the talented and once powerfully effective National Crime Authority and its many fine investigators, including Geoffrey Bowen. Their impact on ‘nationally significant crime’ left a lasting impression.

Many hope the more recently formed Australian Crime Commission, now the obvious adversary to Italian organised crime, can replicate the former glory of the NCA in tackling law enforcement’s relentless foe, the Mafiosi, before the game is well and truly lost. Forever.


Prologue

A crack of lightning missed the pilot’s cockpit by mere inches. Close enough to bounce the fourteen-seater Navajo Chieftain twin-propeller aircraft off course, tossing it contemptuously through the thick clouds. Ziggy gripped his controls as if he were throttling an assassin; he let go just long enough to tap the fuel gauge, reading zero. He held a long squint of his sleep-deprived eyes and gawked again: empty of fuel and still fifty kilometres to fly. And overloaded.

He flicked his head behind him to where all fourteen seats had been removed, turning a passenger aircraft into a cargo hold. Now crammed with hessian bags stuffed with marijuana Buddha sticks, a tonne of contraband worth millions. And somewhere among it all was buried the jewel in this planeload, a hundred kilos of pure cocaine, ripe for the nostrils of the rich and wannabe famous. Nice work if you can get it.

Riding shotgun were three nasty-looking heavyweights from the Calabrian Mafia, the N’Drangheta, and their weapons of choice, Browning 9mm semi-automatic pistols with enough clips and ammunition to tease a Taliban’s smile.

Except for a fuel stop half-a-dozen hours earlier, the plane had been in the air for the better part of two days. Hopping over the humid Cape York Peninsula, skipping along the northern Queensland mosquito-coast and jumping each border all the way home to Griffith: the capital of the desert, the capital of drugs and HQ of the Australian Mafia.

Ziggy tapped again, sweating on a correction from his gauge. He must have miscalculated. He snapped a look at Cole in the only other seat on the plane, beside him. He too got the drift, looking at his watch, the fuel gauge and Ziggy’s face. Worry and perspiration covered his face. If they landed safely, they’d be legends.

The weather was also slowing them down: a minestrone of unseasonable southerly winds, tropical rains, fat clouds and turbulence. How were they to know that, tough as they thought they were, Cole and Ziggy were new to this caper?

Nor were the goons in the back to know that they had been magnificently duped. The Australian Crime Authority was tracking their every move, until the lightning severed the satellite signal an hour earlier, sending the cops into a freefall of guesswork.

In ten minutes the three snoozing toughs in the back would wake to face the business end of the SOG swat machine guns and the start of half a lifetime in another confined space. Prison.

Ziggy dropped one hand from the controls to indicate downwards just as the aircraft wavered precariously, left and right. Time to descend on to the specially prepared landing strip five kilometres out of Griffith. The Godfather, Antonio, lay in wait with his army of whiskered soldiers, and a quarry of trucks, flashing their headlights, calling them home.

Like a ‘welcome home’ gesture, a fresh shard of lightning grazed the cabin. Followed by another, as Ziggy sliced through the pre-morning. The succession of jolts gave the Italians an early wake-up call; they were getting fidgety, reaching for their Brownings and peeping expectantly through the only gap in the otherwise blackened windows.

‘Where we?’ yelled the boss of the crew.

‘Home!’ yelled Cole, leaning his head into a fuselage full of body odour before raising five fingers. The reply failed to gain an acknowledgement as each of the Italians crawled over the minimal air space left, working their way across the contraband to the side exit door ready for the unload.

Ziggy’s face was the clearest indication of his panic as the aircraft disappeared into a massive fluffy white cloud that seemed to stretch on forever, blinding him and his navigator. Apart from the rotten luck of the fuel level, Cole was developing a slice of guilts for getting Ziggy on board at the last minute. He’d been quick to raise his hand when the Mafia went looking for a dodgy pilot to help with their importation and here they were, seconds from falling out of the sky. Cole was sure he felt a spluttering cough of a starving engine. Certainly, one way or the other, he was honouring his promise to Antonio to get the drugs home.

Then the nose of the aircraft broke free of the cloud and exposed the twinkling lights of the town below and a smile from the strained face of the pilot. Ziggy snapped Cole one of his customary winks as he eased the craft down to take a line with two pairs of flashing ground lights ahead, one each side of the mulga track. Another run of coughs from the engine came just as the wheels hit the red dirt. They were home, rolling blissfully to a stop.

Ziggy slumped over the controls, breathed deeply and closed his tired eyes. His work was done. The propellers putted to a miserable stop.

‘Open door,’ came the guttural voice from the angry pack leader. Cole almost fell from the cockpit to comply with the demand but not before whistling up Ziggy’s attention and giving him a well-earned thumbs up.

He then sprung the door of the fuselage to free his Mafia mates. Just as the swat team, under the cover of the last of darkness, crawled out of their fox holes and crab-marched across the scrappy terrain. Antonio and his army stood ready for the fast work of unloading. Once southern Italian peasants doing what they knew best: hard, fast yakka, no questions asked … and away.

Antonio strolled over to a stiff-bodied Cole, who was oozing anti-climax, and embraced him, shaking the hand of his great friend.

Then came the roars from behind: ‘Police—freeze! Police— freeze!’ and the rest was a blur.


The next year

Covert operative Cole Goodwin walked hesitantly into a tidal wave of faces at the Melbourne Supreme Court. Just the sort of thing he didn’t need. A courtroom awash with journalists scratching words onto Spirax notepads, and a sea of detectives who had found a half-pressed suit for the day. Most of the gallery were family and friends of the accused, all of them Calabrese Italians. Most minus a suit, and none taking anything more than a mental note.

Each of the Italians Cole knew well, some of them too well. For two years he had eaten with them, sat in their homes and cuddled their kids. For two years he had negotiated and purchased pure cocaine, and truck-loads of marijuana, as well as conspiring to import tonnes of Buddha sticks from New Guinea. Now the game was up; his Italian friends were his enemies. They were all set for the big holiday to the big house.

The too-familiar discomfort of perspiration returned, trickling slowly down Cole’s neck. His Armani tie felt like a noose. He squeezed his way through the oppressive stench, into the heat of a full house that defied the air-conditioning. Every seat was taken, except one, which Sandra had reserved for him. The chit-chat stopped as he stood at the end of the long aisle. Completely alone.

He looked for Sandra’s mop of dyed blonde hair in a room of brunettes. Once spied, he headed her way, hoping for safety in numbers. He noticed Ziggy, now clean shaven and in his suit, standing against the back wall. He gave his customary wink and chewed his gum as if there were no tomorrow. They nodded a mate’s gesture to each other.

Cole felt utterly naked as he shuffled in front of a dozen pairs of knees to get to his pew, watched intently by a dozen pairs of eyes from the duped, now sitting in the dock. The hatred in the air was palpable.

His boss from the Anti-Mafia unit of the Australian Crime Authority, Inspector Mack, leant into Sandra and asked, ‘What’s that cunt doing here?’ He paid no attention to Cole’s uneasy smile and kept looking straight ahead. They never did like each other.

Sandra ignored Mack’s question, and did her best to make sure that her mate was comfortably seated. Cole raised his head tentatively towards the Italian contingent in the public gallery and received three nodded hellos. He smiled momentarily, until a look of such bitterness and betrayal from Antonio had him reduced as low as a Sydney cockroach. Cole turned away to study the wall panelling.

Cole was relieved when the judge’s gavel came thundering down, shifting the feast of eyes away from him, and onto business. He tried desperately to ease back into his hard chair.

After the usual legal niceties, the dockside Italians stood; the upper echelon of the Mafia in Australia, and not a smile among them. Cole swore he could hear a melodic drum roll rippling through the painful silence as he awaited their sentencing.

‘Guilty, your Honour’, ‘Guilty, your Honour,’ over and over, to a cacophony of angry murmurs in the gallery. A tear welled up on his bottom eyelid, whether from relief or regret, he wasn’t sure. From the seat next to him, Sandra reached across and squeezed his knee. He slowly breathed out, a long and deep sigh. They were done, they were dusted. It was over.

The Anti-Mafia unit watched Antonio being dragged from the court, surrounded by a mass of high security. He’d be gone for half a lifetime, twenty years. As he disappeared from life as he had always known it, he flicked back to look at Cole, his face full of malevolence. Clearly, they were no longer great friends.

In no time Inspector Mack was striding commandingly towards the courtroom steps, straightening his tie, and attending his cowlick, as he prepared to face the media. Of course he was, there were brownie points ahead. As the remaining audience battled to clear the courtroom doors, Cole remained frozen to his seat until the anger faded, and the theatre eventually emptied. The tipstaff roused to reclaim his now empty workplace, and headed to the door with a bunch of keys. He stopped for a moment in front of the detective, who was now examining the pattern on the Axminster. He, too, was done.

‘End of a long ride, son?’ the tipstaff asked amiably. His voice held the soothing tone of a man well acquainted with the gamut of emotions to be found in his domain.

Cole looked up at the aged, yet perfectly attired gentleman in front of him, in his ivy green uniform with its gold buttons.

‘You could say that,’ he replied.

‘But was it a great ride, son?’

‘It was a ride, that’s all. There was nothing great about it.’

At that moment, Leigh, one of Cole’s trusted ACA team members, strode back into the courtroom. Suited up, carrying a shotgun and exuding loads of discipline.

‘All clear, mate. Let’s get you out of here,’ he said, directing a weary Cole towards the non-public lift.

Saying his goodbye, the tipstaff found the right key to perform his last task of the day, locking the door behind them with a thunderous bang.

Downstairs in the basement, Leigh and Cole arrived at the court security muster room, tucked neatly away at the back of the judge’s carpark. Leigh checked in his weapon with the uniformed cop, who looked all of twelve years of age. The eager young police officer unracked the shotgun and signed it back into the inventory.

‘You can sneak out the laneway exit if you like. There’s no media there,’ offered the pimply-faced constable.

‘Good on you, champer,’ replied Leigh. He dropped his signature casually on to the inventory as the boy-cop stared long and hard at Cole.

‘You’re that undercover guy, aren’t you?’

The question was ignored.

‘Don’t worry about that, champer,’ said Leigh, who turned sharply and ushered a pensive Cole through the heavy security door, where they both disappeared onto a busy city footpath.
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Cole’s team in the Anti-Mafia unit had started life a few years earlier as a mere handful of detectives with two things each in common. First, they loved being detectives on the hunt, chasing the bad guys, the badder the better. Second, and probably more importantly, they were all mates. Cole might have been the team boss, but only because he was a detective sergeant. In his opinion, and in that of the other four crew members, they were always equal. That was the key to their success.

He had hand-picked each one of them when he was first assigned to the Anti-Mafia unit. The luxury of selecting his crew personally was a trade-off for working in such a pressure cooker environment. His first choice was Sandra, for her brilliance in gathering evidence. Then his old Homicide Squad mate Leigh, because of his unflinching loyalty and strong arm. Attributes he’d called on often. And, of course, there was Spud, mostly due to Cole’s belief that he was the best analyst in the ACA. Last on the team was in fact Cole’s real first choice, if the truth be known; Jude, due to her honours in the good-looks department. Cole was the first to admit he was a flawed individual.

If asked separately, each of the crew would give the same answer as to why they were so tight a team. They shared a table. At least once a fortnight they would sit in one of Melbourne’s many restaurants, usually Japanese, often at the back table of the Osaka in Russell Street, over sushi and sashimi and a magnum of warm sake. But one day raw fish and rice wine was put on hold for a couple of years. Cole and Jude went undercover, posing as an art dealer and his pretty girlfriend, and infiltrated the Mafia.

Tonight’s celebration, therefore, was not only about the gaoling of the worst Italians in the country, it was also a reunion. The team hadn’t shared a hangover for a hell of a long time.

‘So, what’s the bottom line, team?’ asked Cole, who sat as contentedly as that boy who pulled the plum out of the pie.

‘Twenty gloriously long fuckin’ years!’ Sandra declared loudly, as the table erupted into laughter.

‘I think I’ll order another magnum,’ said Spud, as he drained the last of the sake. The mood on the table was blissfully happy.

‘Why, Spudly-duddly?’ queried Sandra. She sneakily popped the last morsel of wasabi-infused tuna into her mouth, and squinted noticeably as the wasabi hit her brain.

‘Coz I believe we’re empty, Detective,’ he retorted as the last drops fell from the bottle neck.

‘God, you’re accurate, for an analyst,’ Leigh said as he inspected the now empty bottle.

‘I got it right most of the time for the last few years, didn’t I?’ Spud replied solemnly.

‘You did, buddy, every time, and I thank you. I’d never doubt your word. Cheers to Spudy,’ said Cole.

The four tiny ceramic cups with their fragrant contents were lifted into the air and emptied simultaneously down four merry and well-fed gullets. Spud caught the eye of the ridiculously humble Japanese waitress and ordered another bottle as a tray of unagi-smoked eel was laid delicately onto the table.

‘Mack wasn’t too pleased to see you today, was he?’ probed Sandra.

‘Is he ever?’ Cole asked in a matter-of-fact monotone.

‘What is it with youse two, champer?’

‘Come on, give. It’s okay now, it’s all over,’ said Spud.

‘Bloody nosy detectives. Alright, alright, anything to shut you up. I had an Asian informer once, a good solid contact—he reckoned Mack was bent. Claimed he found Mack’s name and home phone number on a piece of paper clipped to an address book inside a house he burgled.’

‘Home phone number? Whose house, champer?’

‘His boss’s.’

‘No big deal. What sort of business was his boss in?’ asked Spud as he chowed into some marinated kaiso seaweed.

‘He imported truck-loads of uncut heroin from China,’ replied Cole.

‘Jesus! What happened to his boss?’

‘Found dead in a dumpster as a two-bit drug overdose.’

‘And the informer?’

‘He decided to run back home to Cambodia. Figured it was safer there than here in Australia.’

‘So, who’s got the piece of paper?’

Silence spread across the table and pairs of chopsticks froze in mid-air.

‘I can answer that,’ helped Sandra. ‘Cole walked into Mack’s office the day he started this taskforce and plonked it down on his desk. So it’s ever since that day … that the boss has hated your guts? Why did I never put that together before? Some detective, eh?’ Sandra smiled sheepishly at her colleagues.

‘And you never worried about that over the last few years, champer?’ said Leigh.

‘Funnily enough, I didn’t. It was all to do with Asians. Not Italians,’ said Cole.

The restaurant was now almost empty. The ever-so-polite waitress, dressed in a brilliant red floral kimono, white socks and dainty satin embroidered slippers, shuffled elegantly to the front door. She fumbled through her enormous bunch of keys and locked the front door. Shuffling just as gracefully back to her reception counter, she smiled at her remaining, now quiet guests and busied herself at her till.

‘What do you make of Antonio’s look today, Cole?’ said Leigh, negotiating the last of his sushi.

‘Yeah I saw that too, that was fuckin’ heavy,’ chipped in Sandra.

‘A look to kill,’ said Spud.

‘Hey, pull up, aren’t you the accurate one?’ said Leigh.

Cole fumbled for a piece of eel, dropping it unceremoniously in his lap. He abandoned his chopsticks altogether.

Spud’s comments hung ominously over the table. Their night had ended.
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While camaraderie, hard work and great achievements were the attributes of this team of detectives, each of the crew, if they were to be honest about their success, would say that it all hinged on thorough investigation. There was no room for second guessing or presumptions. Just like there was no room for chasing rabbits down burrows. The Anti-Mafia unit went out of their way to confirm facts over and over along their investigative path. Spud was the driving force with his analytical brain, feeding information to a thirsty team. Despite their thoroughness, Cole knew that just sometimes a coincidence or hunch was worth listening to. As he sipped his warm sake and fuzzed up his tired brain, such a hunch was gnawing away at him. A hunch he couldn’t share with anyone, at least not just yet. He needed a few more sleepless nights and sweaty sheets to work this one through.

[image:  Image]

Three blocks away, an ageing, portly Italian waiter, wearing a pair of ten-dollar shoes, wash-and-wear slacks and an apron that hadn’t seen a cleaner for a while, reached his grubby hand into his trouser pocket. As he got to the front door of the restaurant, he pulled out a set of keys and locked the door, at the same time throwing the security bolts at the top and bottom of the door frame. He turned off the lights, darkening the dining area on Lygon Street first and then killing the bulbs inside his restaurant. He walked towards the rear of the spaghetti bar, stopping halfway at the sight of a single gold dollar coin on the floor. He made quick work of the coin, dropping it safely into his pocket before disappearing into the kitchen. Tucked away in the back of the restaurant, at a table not visible from the street, was the subject of Cole Goodwin’s hunch.

Inspector Mack was on his third short black. His face was jowled and he wore a heavy frown. He sat with the expression of a seriously troubled man, staring helplessly at the electronic organiser he had placed beside his coffee cup.

Opposite him sat the only other man in the restaurant. An Italian at least twenty years his senior, and who carried enormous weight in the Italian community as well as in his stretched dinner jacket. The old Godfather, Antonio’s uncle, was sipping San Pellegrino mineral water and wrapping up their meeting. He spoke in hushed tones. Inspector Mack nodded obediently, as he had done for most of the night.
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Cole parked his car on the street under a magnificent oak tree that had probably been planted when East Melbourne was founded. He stepped out into the moonlight and looked at his poor work, two wheels up onto the gutter. He walked slowly across to his apartment block, pressing the door remote firmly as he glanced back at the flashing of the indicator lights. Two paces further on and he stopped dead in his tracks, listening to the sounds of silence. He was exhausted. His 37-year-old body felt twice that age; he yearned for a holiday on a beach, under a palm tree with a sand bucket and an umbrella drink. The bright city lights were straight ahead of him, at the end of his Victorian street. Possums had the run of the trees. He looked along both sides of the road, observing all the cars. Each one empty. None of the neighbours’ lights were on; it was well after midnight. From where he stood, he could see down the side of his apartment complex, and the three levels up. The beautiful building was constructed in an era when security wasn’t necessary.

He looked at the maze of plumbing and sewerage pipes leading vertically to his top-floor windows. He stood deep in thoughts best left for daylight hours. He studied the ease of breaking into his building, his car, his world. Fatigue and too much sake made him stop. He climbed the stairs to the top level and strolled down the hallway to the door at number thirteen. The sight of it made him stop again and realise just how vulnerable he really was. He opened the flimsy timber panel door with a single key, turned on a light in his superbly designed apartment and closed the door behind him, locking it tight for the night. Or at least as tight as a 70-year-old door could be locked.


17th April

Leigh pushed heavily on the front door of the Australian Crime Authority building, leaving his sweaty handprint on the logo. Facing him was a receptionist sitting pretty in her crisply pressed protective security uniform. Leigh pulled up his stride, pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head and turned to the security officer.

‘My, my, you’re new,’ he said, presenting his very best cheery smile to cover his hangover.

‘And you’re old,’ she said. He dropped the sunglasses to cover his weary eyes as he ferreted around in his pocket for his identification. The pretty security officer smiled at a now befuddled detective.

‘I just meant you’re new … new. I haven’t seen you before, champer,’ he said presenting his ID.

‘I’m surprised you can see anything through those glasses,’ she replied before checking his identification against a list of authorised names. Her thick lead pencil scratched right through Leigh’s name.

‘So you’ve crossed me out, have you?’

‘Well and truly, Detective. Good morning,’ she said, hiding behind her smile. Leigh let out a sigh and turned to face the sterile corridor again.

At the end of the corridor, and up a flight of stairs, Leigh met another front door, this time without a pretty girl but with the latest security-code device. He keyed in his PIN and entered. The buzz of the noisy office staff hit him: a dozen or more detectives hard at it, reaching for telephones, arguing about cases, launching into their workday. A few of them acknowledged Leigh, stating the obvious about his hangover. He waved them away and moved towards the back of the office, home to his own team. Sandra was quietly pulling drawing pins out of police mugshots and an assortment of photographs pinned to a cork board. She carefully placed each photograph into a separate folder, matched to an information report, and stamped ‘Confidential’.

‘Packing up, sweetheart?’

‘Trying to. How do we shove three years into cardboard boxes?’

‘Who else is in?’

‘Everyone.’

Sandra leaned over and pulled off a blown-up photograph of Cole and another of Jude. She stood looking at them. Leigh wandered over and looked at both photographs, as well as a few others of the couple arm in arm in restaurants and walking together in the gardens. Undercover photographs showing a loving couple: all part of their scam. At the height of the covert investigation the two operatives even became ‘engaged’, inviting their Mafia targets to the celebration to enhance their relationship with the Italian mobsters.

‘They were the happy couple, weren’t they?’

‘They were. What a sting.’

‘What a sting alright.’

‘Suckered the Italians.’

‘All the way to gaol,’ offered Sandra. She hesitated, looking for a missing photograph. ‘There’s one missing, the one of Jude and Cole together at their engagement.’

‘Maybe Jude souvenired it. Why didn’t she join us last night?’

‘Real boyfriend troubles.’

‘Ah … so he still thinks Jude and Cole are an item, eh?’

‘Wouldn’t you, if your gorgeous cop girlfriend went undercover with a hunk of a detective and spent her working hours living the high life?’

Leigh didn’t bother answering. He dropped the photographs into a cardboard box and headed off in search of strong coffee. He took the long way around to sticky-beak at who might be in the Inspector’s office. Two steps away from Mack’s door and there was no need for second guesses.

‘I’ve assessed the risk to you, Sergeant, and there isn’t one. And that is the end of it.’

‘You know damn well there’s a risk. No one puts these bastards away without some comeback.’

Inspector Mack raised his voice, ‘I’ll authorise the purchase of a security door for your home in a week or so. That’s all you’ll get. The job’s over.’

Mack’s voice was loud enough for Leigh to hear as he walked past, attempting to merge with the corridor. Cole turned abruptly away from the Inspector and left the room, slamming the door behind him. The rest of the office ground to a halt.

By the time Leigh returned to Sandra’s desk, coffee in hand, at least one box was full, and Cole was at his desk reading a movie magazine.

‘So, I heard the result of your risk assessment,’ said Leigh.

‘Yeah, interesting. There is no risk,’ Cole answered flatly, turning a page.

‘Would you expect anything else? We’re yesterday’s news.’

For the next half hour, Leigh and Sandra worked quietly, filling the boxes, methodically deconstructing their work of the past years. Cole sat reading an article on how romantic movie star couples first met. Sandra peered over Cole’s shoulder every now and again.

‘Good girlie story?’ she asked teasingly.

Cole looked up briefly, as if about to speak, then went back to one particular story.

‘Sweet yarn. Read it some time,’ he said finally. He left the magazine open at the article on top of the desk. ‘I’ll leave it out for you.’

The only other interruption to an otherwise uninspired morning’s work came from Spud. He rushed in from the outer office with an armful of print-outs, his shiny forehead rosy with excitement. He clutched the papers tightly to his chest until he reached Sandra’s desk, where he released them, leaving them to spew all over the cardboard cartons.

‘What the fuck?’ said Sandra as she stood with her hands now placed firmly on her heavy hips, blowing loose strands of wayward blonde hair from her face.

By now Spud was an expert at getting the crew’s attention. He’d long known that detectives could be conveniently deaf when they wanted to be, and the surest way to gather their attention was to rush at them with an armload of papers and then dump them. Coupled of course with a compulsory look of urgency. The three investigators leaned towards the analyst.

‘It’s what you said last night.’

‘What do you mean what I said last night?’ said Cole.

‘Mack’s phone number on the Asian’s sheet of paper,’ whispered Spud.

‘So?’

‘Well, I snuck into work a few hours early this morning and put Mack’s home and mobile phone numbers through my NATSCAN system. You know, the one that records the link of every phone number to every job ever done by the Anti-Mafia unit?’

‘Cut the lecture and get on with it,’ said Leigh.

‘Well, Mack’s mobile number got one hit,’ Spud offered, his smile now stretching from ear to ear.

‘ To whom, may I ask?’ Leigh’s sarcasm was lost on Spud who was enjoying their growing interest, and drawing things out just that little bit longer.

‘A hooker from Surry Hills in Sydney. Last week.’

‘So what? He’s having a root while at a conference in Sydney? Come on, Spud, is that all?’ said Sandra.

‘Maybe,’ said Spud, ‘but I did the background on the hooker. She works at Fluffy BeGood parlour in Paddington.’

Cole smiled as he looked at Leigh, who couldn’t contain himself and burst into laughter. ‘Come on, champer … Fluffy BeGood massage parlour, what a name!’

‘Does it get any fatter than that?’ said Sandra impatiently.

‘I mean, who’s going to walk into a parlour with that name?’ said Leigh, still sniggering.

‘Our boss, by the sounds of it,’ said Sandra.

‘Chill, guys. I’m serious. BeGood is owned by a shelf company with three directors, all square-heads.’

‘And tell me it’s going to get better,’ added Sandra, as she began to search through some of Spud’s print-outs.

‘You’re not chillin’.’

Spud dropped his voice just a fraction to deliver his pièce de résistance.

‘One of the square-heads is also listed at ASIC as the sole director of the Griffith Regional Horticultural Supply company.’

By then Spud had their complete and undivided attention. At that very nanosecond they saw Inspector Mack walking down the corridor towards the kitchen with an empty coffee cup in one hand and his electronic organiser in the other.

‘And I just finished a financial search. The horticultural company’s biggest account is our now incarcerated leader of the Mafia, Antonio,’ completed Spud. He looked as proud as punch as all eyes now focused on the arse end of Mack.

[image:  Image]

The chef gently spooned the two orange roughie fillets onto the brilliant white china plates and added a Caribbean citrus salad with a sprig of fennel to top off his creation. He took half a step backwards to view his work and looked awfully pleased with himself. He quickly pulled the semi-soiled cloth from his waistband to wipe a minute smear from the lip of one of the plates. Once he turned away from the dish, a toey waiter took possession of the two plates and weaved his way into the restaurant, making a bee-line for a table of two against the massive glass window at the front.

Cole and Jude were seated with smirks on their faces as they shared a bottle of pinot grigio. Jude wore a fine black silk blouse with a plunging neckline that exposed her dainty lace bra. Cole took notice as he pulled the wine bottle from the ice bucket. Jude, catching his gaze, ran her fingers seductively along the line of her cleavage before correcting her blouse.

‘You’ve seen it before.’

‘But not a hell of a lot more, unfortunately,’ Cole said, offering up a sad puppy look. They both giggled.

The waiter walked into their fun and placed a plate in front of each of his guests, then fussed enthusiastically over the salt and pepper shakers before leaving them.

‘So how’s the new team treating you?’

‘It’s okay,’ offered Jude, her smile falling away.

‘The change will be good.’

‘You reckon … I suppose we couldn’t keep working together,’ she said.

It had been a week since Jude asked to change crews. A last-ditch effort to try to sort out her private life, now that the undercover operation was over.

‘So … are you going to marry him?’ Cole quizzed.

‘I don’t know.’

‘I’ve heard that before.’

‘He’s so jealous,’ said Jude as she emptied her first glass.

Cole splashed more wine into her glass and then his own.

‘Maybe he has reason to be?’ Cole offered optimistically as he looked above the bottle, now in mid-air, at Jude.

‘You and I never really did anything,’ countered Jude.

‘Well … not everything, but only because you’re engaged, otherwise we …’

‘Maybe,’ said Jude, cutting him off mid-sentence, the smile returning to her face.

They spent a minute glancing cautiously at each other as they pushed their expensive fish around their plates. Neither of them seemed to have an appetite any more. Something was troubling Jude.

‘What is it? Is he giving you that much stick, the boyfriend?’ said Cole.

Jude dropped her knife and fork and leaned on her elbows.

‘It’s not just him, Cole. It’s a whole lot of stuff. I mean, I often wonder what could have happened with you and me.’

Cole reached for his wine.

‘Maybe some things are best left hanging,’ he said.

‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe again, Jude. Lots of maybes.’

‘And that’s my problem, Cole. Lots of maybes.’

The knife and fork got her attention again and she started to eat.

‘Spud rang me an hour ago.’

‘Bloody Spud. I can only imagine what he’s told you.’

‘He reckons Mack’s bent, and Antonio will fix you up.’

‘All Antonio will do for the next twenty years is count the days. Don’t worry about him.’

‘You are such an idiot, Cole. It’s the fucking Mafia. And you screwed them over. They won’t forget.’

‘We screwed them over, remember?’

‘Yeah, but I was just your handbag. You bought the drugs. You suckered in Antonio.’

Cole did his best to avoid the rest of the conversation. The waiter busied himself topping up their wines before he moved on to annoy the next table.

‘What are you going to do, Cole? Your security’s at risk.’

The question was met with silence.

‘What are you going to do?’

Cole rinsed the fish from his mouth with pinot grigio, and swallowed.

‘I have no fucking idea.’
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‘Okay, Boss. I understand. But when are the next promotional exams?’ Leigh asked Mack as they sat in the tearoom alone. Leigh was tracing circles on the table with his empty coffee cup.

‘The sergeant’s exams are twice a year. You know that, Detective. Have you done any preparation?’ Mack asked, uninterested but stuck with yet another silly question from his subordinate. He only half listened as he flicked through a girlie magazine.

Leigh glanced over Mack’s shoulder to the kitchen doorway where Sandra was standing, covertly watching, silently gesturing for Leigh to keep talking.

‘So when do you think I should start studying? And could you give me some advice, Boss?’

As these ridiculous questions were being fired at Mack, Spud was hidden in the Inspector’s office nervously holding the electronic organiser and keying in possible code-names. ‘Dorothy’. Instantly the code-name was rejected. He tried another, ‘Collingwood’, the boss’s football team. No. He placed the organiser back on the desktop and snuck out into the main office area. On the way out he noticed a wad of paper sticking out from the inside pocket of the boss’s sports jacket. Sandra walked past the office door and indicated for him to hurry up. He shooed her away. He pulled out a bundle of share certificates from the coat pocket. The top certificate he could read clearly. It was for the purchase of 2000 blue-chip shares in the buyer’s name of Wall Street Lady. He quickly returned the papers to the inside pocket, patted down the jacket and stepped from the room.

Only three paces from the office door he was met head on by Inspector Mack, who was on the run from Leigh.

‘For Christ’s sake, Leigh, if you want to do the bloody promotion exams, just do them. Stop bothering me with these inane questions!’

Mack frowned at Spud, then at his office door, then at Leigh, failing to join the dots. Spud kept walking, heading directly for Sandra’s desk. Leigh executed the perfect U-turn and followed behind.

‘Yes? No?’ asked Sandra expectantly, with both hands working nervously through her mop of hair.

‘No,’ answered Spud.

The three of them sat in silence, deep in thought.

‘How many codes have you tried?’ asked Leigh.

‘Too many. I’m sick of waiting for him to go to the dunny. I’m sick of his coffee breaks, and I’m sick of your promotion aspirations, Leigh.’

‘What could it be?’ said Sandra.

‘If he really is corrupt, what would a corrupt copper use for a code?’ said Spud.

‘Especially a cop as warped as Mack,’ said Leigh. ‘He’s odd.’

Spud looked at them. ‘I’ve got an idea. Last chance. Give me one more chance.’
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Three hours later Cole parked his squad car in the underground carpark of the ACA building. Jude was in the passenger seat; both were seemingly unable to open the car doors. Cole leaned over to her. He ran his fingers softly over Jude’s cheek, then down her neck and across her chest. She let her head drop onto the back of her seat. His fingers disappeared further into her blouse. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of his touch. Quite suddenly, she grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand from her blouse and looked solemnly at him. She buttoned up two of her wayward buttons, leant into Cole and deliberately straightened a few errant whiskers of his large moustache before getting out of the car, and walking purposefully to the lift area.
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Cole headed for the stairwell entrance, his usual method of entering the office to avoid the gossip of coming and going with Jude. It was then that he spied Leigh loitering at the fire door to the staircase. There was the sound of a fire engine in the distance. Nothing too unusual there, he thought. What was unusual was what Leigh did next. With the handle of a screwdriver, Leigh quickly and very purposefully smashed the protective glass cover of the fire alarm, and depressed the red fire button. He turned to find Cole watching.

‘What the fuck are you doing?’ asked Cole, bemused.

‘Don’t ask. Just follow me.’

The two of them sprinted up the first flight of stairs to the office. Cole grabbed hold of Leigh and said, ‘Is there a fire?’

Leigh whispered, ‘Just pretend there is and shut up. I’ve done the three alarms.’

When the door swung open, a wave of staff carrying boxes gushed out.

‘Get out,’ they said. ‘Get out!’

Cole could see smoke oozing from the gap underneath the door of the stationery vault. The sirens were now so loud that it was obvious the brigade had arrived.

Spud was moving quickly, heading straight for the front door, yelling, at every opportunity, ‘Get out! There’s a fire!’

‘Fuck, Spud, give us a hand to grab our boxes,’ said Cole as he watched more smoke pour from under the doorway.

All Spud would offer was a ‘Shhhh … don’t worry about it,’ before he once again yelled, as loudly as he could, ‘Fire, quick, get out!’

In no time, the only people left standing in the now sealed office were Spud, Cole and Leigh.

‘This better be good,’ said Cole.

‘Come downstairs with me. Sandra’s got the boss down there dealing with the fire brigade. You’ll know more later. Just play along.’

Cole reluctantly followed Leigh, leaving Spud alone in a room that was slowly filling with smoke.
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Spud sprinted into Mack’s office and grabbed the organiser, just as he heard the automatic fire-alarm locks snap into place on the security door. He had the luxury of at least five minutes with the Inspector’s organiser before the fire-fighters unsealed the door.

He moved quickly with his prize into his own room and a tangle of pre-arranged infra-red jacks and leads hooked up to his laptop computer. Fingers trembling, Spud turned on the organiser. He knew the password was up to twelve digits. He also knew he only had three attempts. Get them wrong, and the organiser would automatically shut off for two hours. Game over.

He had come up with three possible passwords. He went for the easiest first, G-E-C-K-O. Rejected.

Two minutes left.

He went for the harder of his options as the fire brigade officers could be heard forcing their way through a sealed door in the next office. Very quickly he keyed G-R-E-E-D-I-S-G-O-O-D and hit enter.

The menu flashed up.

A screen welcomed him on board. Spud fell back into his chair, almost shocked that he had broken the code. He stared at the illuminated face of the organiser and scrolled down the index, selecting the telephone listings. With the touch of four keys on his laptop keyboard, he set up the command for the spy-ware to beam the telephone database to his computer. His eyes locked onto his wrist watch, knowing the clever technology came at a cost. About thirty seconds. And each second was a tick.

He heard the slow heavy jogging of a group of fire-fighters moving along the outside corridor towards the Anti-Mafia cell security door. Nervously he blew air across the face of his watch, as if to push the second hand faster, until the laptop screen flickered a faint blue colour and formed the words ‘task completed’.

Spud pulled the jack from the organiser and ran with it towards Mack’s office, turning it off before crashing his shoulder against the door jamb. Miraculously, the organiser landed squarely face up on Mack’s desk.

Spud heard the automatic locks retreat from the security door. He threw himself in a passable attempt at a stunt roll across the front of the stationery vault door and lay motionless.

Seconds later, four burly firemen bounded through the office. One stopped immediately in front of Spud and yelled, ‘We’ve got the fire, and one’s down. Get an ambulance.’


18th April

Any excuse for a BBQ was the culture in most police environments. Yesterday’s fire at the ACA office, although nothing more than a smoke screen, was a good enough excuse for a mid-week soccer game. After all, the office had to be vacated for the day to allow the carpenters and fire-alarm contractors to make good the security doors and to reset the alarms, as well as the health and safety inspector to satisfy himself that the office was adequately clear of the toxic fumes.

The sausages sizzled and wine corks were pulled at the park immediately opposite headquarters. The office had been divided into two teams, Australia versus the rest of the world, six a side. The other fifty or so staff watched, sipping cheap Beaujolais, eating snags and dribbling tomato sauce down their forearms. Inspector Mack sat proudly at the front of the festivities, just far enough away from the rest of the squad. Alongside in a matching garden deckchair sat his pretentious and rarely seen new wife Dorothy, who was the focus of many curious eyes. Dorothy had elegantly draped their own private card table with a white linen cloth to host the lavish picnic basket she had stuffed with chicken legs, lobster claws and a Caesar salad. Topped off with two chilled champagne flutes to which she added a fine drop of Pomeroy. Mack lowered his glass temporarily to blow the starter’s whistle. The players jogged onto the field to a hearty round of applause and a few catcalls. Dorothy gently squeezed Mack’s arm as he sat down, congratulating him on the well-organised event. Half-a-dozen players dressed in the national green and gold colours took to the field, looking fearfully fit and dangerously threatening. They urged the rest of the world onto the muddy turf.

From behind a fat oak tree, where he had hastily pulled on his soccer shorts to the audible delight of the younger office girls, came a prancing Leigh, Brazilian colours proudly displayed. His arms raised in presumption of victory, announcing over and over, ‘Pele, Pele, Pele, Pele!’ At each call of his name the bystanders prefaced his cheer with the word ‘banana’, much to Leigh’s disgust. Katherine, the office administrator, was next on the field, wearing the all black uniform of New Zealand, and was clearly interested in keeping up with Leigh’s cheekily short shorts. Closely following in his hometown Maltese colours was Spud, dribbling the ball professionally between left and right feet before head-butting it across to Leigh. He was targeting his antics towards the pretty security officer, who seemed more occupied chatting to a younger, tall investigator next to her.

The next round of applause welcomed the Italian pair of the team, Jude and Cole. Both forced, due to recent circumstances, to dress in matching azure Italian colours. The crowd announced a raucous chorus of ‘Mafia, Mafia!’ The loudest cheer of all was reserved for Sandra, the captain, dressed top to bottom in the colours of the Union Jack. She bounded onto the field calling her team-mates to a pre-game huddle. Mack’s second whistle blew and the ball was thrown into the centre as both teams collided in an afternoon of hilarity, poor athleticism and good high jinks.

Across the park, sitting in a car hidden among dozens of other cars, was an unmarked drug unit vehicle. The autumn sunshine silvered the windscreen. Sitting alone behind the steering wheel was the infamous Donny Benjamin, a suspected corrupt investigator, famed for running his own race and his own scams. He turned the ignition and placed the gear in drive, taking one last look into the park. His glance ignored everybody except Cole.


19th April

No need for sunglasses this morning. Leigh was feeling fighting fit, spurred on by his victorious effort of three goals the day before. Before he got to the glass panel reception desk, he checked himself, sucking in the two spare kilos above his belt, and straightening his otherwise firm body. He plastered a dazzling smile across his face, just in time to confront the pretty security officer. The smile instantly dropped away and his belly with it, as he stared hopelessly at the massively built, oily skinned Tongan female who had crammed her vast womanhood into the uniform a few hours earlier and was now squeezed behind the desk. He went through the motions of proving his identity before ascending the stairs and coding himself into the Anti-Mafia unit, shaking his head all the way.

The office wasn’t its usual hive of activity this morning—too many ankle injuries being nursed. Most were happy just to sit around and relive plays of the soccer match or talk about the strange fire. Everyone wondered how a wastepaper basket full of cigarette butts found its way into the stationery vault. Or how the wastepaper basket had burst into a ball of flames. But the most intriguing question of the morning was whose stationery vault key was broken and stuck inside the lock, making it impossible to open the door when the fire started. Most of the detectives couldn’t give a rat’s arse whose or how, preferring the dramatic end to the day.

If everyone was happy about one thing, it was the fact that the fire brigade didn’t have to spray their mega tonnes of water everywhere, as once the stationery door had been prised open, all that was left was a smouldering dustbin full of ashes, which included the now burnt receipt for the spare key cut by Spud earlier in the day.

Passing Leigh and on his way out of the office was Inspector Mack, who looked perplexed. He carried his electronic organiser in hand.

‘I’ll be back in a couple of hours, Leigh. How’s that study going?’

‘Yeah, yeah, good, Boss, and good again,’ Leigh returned as he took his usual chair among his team-mates.

The first thing Leigh noticed was the quiet. Not even a ‘Good morning’ and definitely no mention of the shenanigans of the day before. Spud was tapping away on his laptop, Cole sat alone, still reading his film magazine, and Sandra was taping up the now full cartons. She peered over Cole’s shoulder every now and again at the article he was reading.

‘What’s got you fascinated, Cole, same story as before?’

‘You can read it after Sandra, Leigh. It’s a sweet yarn,’ Cole repeated as he placed the magazine, folded back to his favourite article, in the top drawer of his desk.

‘Help yourself, Sandra,’ he said. She nodded politely, continuing her packing.

Suddenly, Spud jumped up and down excitedly, impatiently waving everyone over to him. Mack’s phone numbers had been fed into Spud’s system and he had a hit. Four pairs of wide eyes were soon staring at an illuminated screen. Spud pointed to a set of telephone numbers. When they remained none the wiser, he singled out one particular number, and more importantly, the subscriber’s name. Giovanni Carbone.

‘I know that name,’ said Leigh.

All too well, in fact, better than his own uncle, or even his own brother. It was the name that was on the very top of their target list during their investigation into the Mafia of the past few years, the name of the only suspect who had escaped prosecution because of his old age. The old Godfather, Antonio’s uncle. And now, it was irrefutably linked to another name he knew well: Inspector Mack. Thanks to the clever work of a smart analyst, a Mr Minit key-cutting kiosk, and five minutes of a fire captain’s time.
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Sandra was running horribly late for a meeting that she had instigated. She jogged up the four steps and into the bar. It was 6 p.m., and she pulled her beige tweed coat in tighter around her. Standing at the side of the bar in a quiet corner were her three colleagues: Cole with a whisky sour, Leigh and Spud enjoying their boutique beers. Sandra’s long Bombay Sapphire and tonic sat waiting on the polished jarrah bench top, the ice slowly melting. She grabbed the glass.

Spud was finishing a story. ‘Wall Street Lady was registered in his wife Dorothy’s maiden name, since its inception, two years ago.’

‘What value is her share holding?’ queried Sandra, slurping her drink.

‘Two hundred and seventy-three thousand dollars so far.’

‘Not a bad bit of lovely,’ said Leigh, using the crooks’ slang for money. ‘Why don’t we tip off the Toeys and get her twisted?’

‘And have us all looking over our shoulders for the next ten years?’ Cole said, knowing only too well that the internal investigations unit, known as the Toe Cutters, had more leaks than a colander. Cole’s world of cops was familiar with the fraternity that existed between high-ranking officers. How they stuck together with their dirty scams, occasionally tossing a sacrificial lamb to the slaughter to appease the media: usually a low-level rookie who’d fucked up. Just enough to keep the threat of a royal commission from the door. Meanwhile the more senior cops, the hierarchy, got away with their fun and games.

‘A wife with shares, so … what are we going to do?’ Sandra asked.

‘His wife owns a trendy café. They can easily explain the cash to buy shares,’ said Cole.

‘What if the amount of share purchases was twice that?’ Sandra asked.

‘Sure … that’s serious lovely for a cop … but not his wife,’ Cole pointed out.

‘What can we do, champer?’

‘What have we done?’ chipped in Spud.

Everybody turned to Spud, who realised he was now the centre of attention. His wiry hair started to stand on end, his bald forehead glowed with heat.

‘What do you mean, Spud? What have you done?’ enquired a worried Leigh.

‘Well, we can’t just sit around holding our dicks waiting for someone to have a go at Cole or Jude,’ said Spud.

‘Surely nothing will happen to Jude; she didn’t carry the drugs. Only Cole,’ replied Leigh. ‘So what have you done?’

‘I’ve put the boss’s mobile phone off,’ Spud answered, stepping back from the other three, as if waiting for trouble.

Sandra reeled back at him before raising her glass, discarding the straw, sculling the remaining contents and slamming it down hard onto the bar.

‘You are a dickhead!’ she said in a raised voice, enough to grab the barman’s attention, of which she made good use by ordering another round of drinks. Leigh broke out in a loud belly laugh, seeing the absurdity of the situation: bugging the boss’s phone.

‘You need a search warrant, stupid. How did you get that?’ asked Cole.

‘I didn’t. As from today the boss’s mobile is off for one week. I’ve got a mate in the phone-tap unit who’s on night shift for seven nights. He’s going to monitor it … covertly.’

The barman interrupted the conversation with a fresh whisky sour, two more Grolsch beers and another tall G&T. Cole’s brain ticked away, trying to find a problem with tapping the boss’s phone.

‘Night shift … one week,’ he echoed, thinking to himself.

‘Yep, perfect, isn’t it,’ Spud said almost bragging.

‘What’s the bottom line?’ Cole asked.

‘No one will know,’ repeated Spud.

‘Anything that can be tracked back to an illegal phone tap?’ asked Cole.

‘No way, Jose. He’ll just have his head phones on and listen and scribble a note for us if anything is dirty.’

The three investigators nodded. It all sounded very simple despite the illegality. They stared at Cole in silence, waiting for their sergeant’s acquiescence. It was as if Cole was scanning his brain, reliving every day of the past few years undercover, negotiating drugs, telling lies, ingratiating himself into the Mafia. He realised that his glass was empty, as was his tolerance for a boss he had long suspected of being corrupt. He also realised that if he allowed the illegal phone tap, he was not only breaking the law, he was also crossing the line in a brotherhood of cops that never sold out another.
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