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In our twenty-year-plus relationship, there were only two reasons why my lawyer, Cy Sackville, ever called me. One was to remind me that I owed him money. In my time as a private detective Cy had bailed me out of gaol, headed off suits for assault, threatened welshing clients with litigation and performed other services. He didn’t need the money and I usually didn’t have it, but Cy said the reminder kept us on a professional footing. The other reason was to invite me to play squash. I hate squash, play it like tennis and mostly lose, even to Cy who is no athletic marvel. He’s had the lessons though, has all the gear and gets lots of practice. He enjoys winning and I see losing as like paying interest on the debt. A twenty-year pattern is pretty fixed but patterns can be broken.
‘I want to hire you, Cliff,’ Cy said.
‘I still owe you money.’
‘This could clear it and then some.’ Cy did his Masters at the University of Chicago and has resolutely hung on to the Americanisms he picked up in his days as a brilliant student. Some, like ‘cool’, meaning uncomplicated, have gone in and out of fashion since he graduated.
I was interested. Getting out of debt is almost as interesting as actually making money. And if I was out of debt I could refuse some squash invitations, or even try harder to win. And working for Cy would certainly mean doing something legal in both senses. Cy is too smart to need to be dodgy.
‘I guess I could fit you in,’ I said.
I could hear Cy’s snort of amusement over the line. ‘I know you’re snowed under with big cases, but if you could get along here at two this afternoon I’d be most terribly grateful.’
‘Give me a taste.’
‘I’m representing Claudia Fleischman.’
‘Is that good?’
‘I suppose in your usual ignorant fashion you haven’t been reading the papers.’
‘Not true. I read that Sampras beat Stich in straights in Munich.’
‘So one millionaire pops it over the net a few more times than another millionaire. Who cares? Claudia Fleischman…’
‘I know who she is, Cy. I was having a lend of you. You’re not exposed to enough irony in your trade. You’re rusty, if you get the pun.’
Cy groaned. ‘I wish I hadn’t heard any of that. See you at two, Cliff. Don’t be late.’
Claudia Fleischman was accused of murdering her husband. Julius Fleischman was a mysterious figure, the only absolutely clear thing about him being that he was very rich. Some newspaper accounts had him as English, others as South African. I seemed to remember that there was dispute as to whether he had become a naturalised Australian. He had a big house in Vaucluse and a slightly smaller one with a lot of land around it at Kiama.
His yacht was one of the biggest and best. Among his other toys were a few racehorses, a Lear jet and a vintage Rolls-Royce said to be worth a million dollars. It might as well have been a 1956 Volkswagen for all the good it was to him now. Three months back Fleischman had been shot to death in his bedroom.. I’d followed the case in a desultory fashion. At first there were ‘no suspects’, then ‘investigations were continuing’ and finally Claudia Fleischman, along with one Anton Van Kep, was up for committal, charged with murder. Motive obvious-the dough. Means, well, Van Kep was the means and if a wife doesn’t have an opportunity to murder a man the law doesn’t know who does. Almost nothing was on the record as yet. To judge from a press photo that was published in defiance of the ban, Claudia Fleischman was a spectacularly attractive woman-thirtyish, tall, fashionably slender, dark. Journalists speculated circumspectly about a love triangle, about a purely commercial hit, about a bungled attempt at intimidation. They didn’t know and the public didn’t know.
Only the cops and lawyers knew anything solid and I was about to join their exalted company. I had to admit that I was intrigued. Summons-serving, bodyguarding and money-minding are all very well and pay the bills, but there’s bugger-all about them that’s ‘investigative’ and it was primarily my snoopiness that had got me into the business in the first place. My ex-wife said that I had no respect for people’s privacy and I’m afraid she was right. My bookshelves gave me away- The Diary of Pete Seeger, The Letters of Ernest Hemingway, that sort of thing, took up a fair bit of space. I had the paperback of the letters of Paddy White all ready to go. How the old bastard would have despised Julius who, so far as I knew, had never read a book, looked at a painting or been to a play in his life.
It was close to midday when Cy called and almost one o’clock when I finished musing about Fleischman, money, life and death. I had a few small things on my plate, nothing that couldn’t be delayed for something more interesting. I ate lunch at my desk-three bananas and a bigger-than-standard glass of wine. Since Glen Withers left me to marry another cop, I’ve found it hard to think of meals as anything other than necessary fuel. The fruit shop in Glebe Point Road has seductive bananas the year round and they’d become my staple food-tasty, easy on the clackers, full of goodness and no plate or cutlery needed. I’d discovered that bananas don’t go really well with any kind of alcohol and that was a plus. Nourishing food that kept my grog consumption down had to be a good thing. I’d even thought of doing the book- A Pi’s Balanced Diet, eight bananas and eight glasses of red wine per diem.

I wandered down William Street and took in a little slice of Hyde Park on my way to Cy’s office in Martin Place. People occupy the park in numbers unless it’s pissing down rain. This December day was fine, a bit muggy-shirt sleeves and drill trousers weather for me, no jacket. I wondered if any of the people lunching on the grass, strolling about or hurrying through were millionaires or murderers. I was pleased with the speculation-it showed I was getting involved and using my imagination. When I’m working on a case and no bizarre ideas or unlikely suspicions enter my head it means I’m not properly wired into it.
Cy’s office is everything it should be- well-appointed but not opulent, suggesting competence rather than ostentation, effective service rather than massive fees, but with those professional touches that showed you why you needed him probably more than he needed you. His secretary hadn’t changed in twenty-plus years. Miss Mudlark, I called her to myself, because she always wore brown. She was a tall, rather angularly built woman, wearing a beige blouse and loose dark brown pants, high heels. Her hair and eyes were brown and I bet she took her coffee with a dash of milk. Her name was Janine. She knew how matters stood between me and Cy and she was tolerant. Our communications were almost entirely banter.
‘Mr Sackville is expecting you, Mr Hardy. Go right in.’
‘Thanks, Janine. Nice outfit.’
‘You always say that.’
‘It always is. Is she in there?’
‘Yes. Try to stay on your feet.’
I knocked and entered in what I hoped was a smooth, confident sweep. Cy was sitting behind his desk and stayed there. A woman was in a chair slightly to his side; not exactly where you’d expect a lawyer’s client to be but not in his lap either. She stayed seated too. That made me, at six feet and half an inch, the tallest thing in the room, but a long way from the most powerful.
Cy checked his watch. A reflex action. I’d done the same a few minutes earlier and ensured that I was on time.
‘Cliff Hardy, Mrs Fleischman,’ Cy said. ‘Claudia, this is the man I spoke to you about.’
She turned her head slightly to look up at me and I suddenly understood what Janine the Mudlark meant. This was a woman to melt your bones. She was nothing like beautiful and much, much more than that. Her dark hair was frizzy and her nose was big, like her mouth. Her eyes had a strange slant and she was slightly buck-toothed. The effect was devastating and utterly unlike the newspaper photographs-better.
She said my name and I muttered hers out of a dry throat. Cy pointed to a chair that more or less put his desk between me and Mrs Fleischman. Good thing too, if I was to do any thinking. I sat down and tried not to let the flash I’d caught of her long legs under a short white dress activate any free-range hormones.
“The committal hearing opens a month from today,’ Cy said. ‘The Crown’s case is that Claudia hired Van Kep and another man to kill her husband. Van Kep, who’s a difficult character to read, says he doesn’t know the true identity of the other man and that it was him that did the shooting. Van Kep is being charged with conspiracy to commit murder. That’s the deal they gave him. He’s their chief witness. He’ll plead guilty and it’ll go through as smooth as you please. He’ll get seven years, serve four at the most.’
Claudia Fleischman watched me as Cy spoke. I looked at her and had trouble concentrating on what was being said. I nodded at what seemed like an appropriate moment.
‘Claudia maintains that Van Kep worked for her husband in some capacity she’s not sure of. She had no dealings with him nor with anyone else as alleged. She loved her husband and had no reason to murder him.’
I said, ‘What do you want me to do?’ I tried to keep the scepticism out of my voice. You don’t cop a seven-year sentence for no reason. A lot of nasty things can happen in gaol.
Mrs Fleischman smiled slightly and looked out the window. She’d caught the sceptical note. Cy replied quickly, trying to get past the awkward moment. ‘Investigate Van Kep. Find out everything about him. What he did for Julius Fleischman, why he’s lying about Claudia and, of course, try to find out who this other man is. It’s not credible that an assassin would work with someone he didn’t know.’
‘That’s true,’ I said. ‘Certainly an experienced one wouldn’t. Has Van Kep got a criminal record?’
‘Apparently not,’ Cy said.
‘Oh.’ That was bad-an inexperienced assassin could make all sorts of dumb mistakes, especially if he was on cosy terms with a woman like Mrs F.
‘Van Kep is both the strength and weakness of the Crown’s case,’ Cy said. ‘If he can be sufficiently undermined, he turns into a liability. Juries don’t like convicting on the word of self-confessed criminals, but they’ll do it if the information holds up.’
‘But Van Kep won’t be a self-confessed criminal,’ Claudia Fleischman said. ‘His trial or non-trial will take place after mine.’ Her voice was rather unusual, like the rest of her- deeper than you’d expect, with a suspicion of a lisp.
Cy nodded. ‘That’s a little spin they’ve put on things. It’ll be up to me to try to get the deal with Van Kep out into the open. The other side’ll try to stop me.’
‘There must be more to their case than just Van Kep.’
‘Yes,’ Cy said. ‘There’s…’
‘I can fill Mr Hardy in on the rest of it, Cyrus,’ Claudia Fleischman said. ‘I’ve had the training, remember? Perhaps you could drive me home, Mr Hardy?’
‘Claudia was a solicitor before she married,’ Cy said.
I tried not to stand up too quickly and not to let the fact that my car was a kilometre away bother me. We were all on our feet more or less together and Cy and Claudia were shaking hands. She bent smoothly, picked up a black leather purse with a strap and slung it over her shoulder. Her dress was plain, high-necked, pleated in front. She wore no jewellery. In her medium heels she was at least four inches taller than Cy who describes himself as ‘short average’-call her five foot ten in her stockings. I shook hands with Cy as well.
‘I’ll send you a contract, Cyrus.’
Cy winched. ‘Do that, Cliff, and be sure to keep me posted regularly. We haven’t got a lot of time.’
I followed Claudia out of the room. We both said our goodbyes to Janine and I pressed the button for the lift.
‘I walked here from the Cross,’ I said. ‘My car’s back there.’
‘I like walking, Cliff. We can go through the park. We could sit and talk there for a bit. I’m dying for a cigarette.’
We rode the lift in silence. In the confined space I could smell her perfume. I had no idea what it was but I liked it and hoped I wasn’t smelling of sweat. The streets were quieter and the people in the park had thinned out. She walked with a long, easy stride; she had the defined calf muscles you see in dancers and sprinters. And Tina Turner. Good shoulders. She headed for a bench in the shade, sat and reached into her bag. Out came a packet of Salem menthol filters. Back in my smoking days I switched from roll-your-owns to Salems when I had a cold. She shook two cigarettes up and offered me the pack. I took one and she lit us up with a gold lighter. I took a deep draw. The cigarette tasted good.
‘You’re not a smoker,’ she said.
‘I gave up ten years ago.’
She reached out, took the cigarette from me, dropped it on the ground and put her foot on it. ‘Don’t be an idiot. After ten years you’ve got your virginity back.’
I laughed. ‘You’re right, Claudia. Tell me about the other bits and pieces of the case against you.’
She looked out at the trees and grass and flowers and the few people sharing the space with us. The breeze was warm and I could smell the harbour. She puffed on the cigarette until it was half gone and then dealt with it the way she had before. I realised that we were sitting close together. Our shoulders were almost touching and I could see the fine dark down that ran below her hairline towards the corner of her jaw. I wanted to touch it and rubbed both sweaty hands together instead.
‘Sackville thinks a lot of you.’
‘We get along. He rescues me from my follies and that makes him feel adventurous.’
‘It’s more than that.’
‘Yeah. I guess we trust each other.’
She drew a deep breath and expelled it slowly. ‘I didn’t love Julius, but I had nothing to do with killing him.’
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She told me that the prosecution had a couple of notes she’d written to her husband that were reproachful, even hostile. They accused him of being autocratic and unsympathetic to her needs. There was a witness, Judith Daniels, Fleischman’s daughter from his first marriage, who allegedly saw her at a motel with Van Kep. She also said that not long before he died, Fleischman had said he was afraid of his wife.
‘Cyrus says he isn’t too worried about the notes and whatever Judith might say. She’s vindictive and neurotic’
‘What does Van Kep say about it?’
She shook her head and the frizzy hair seemed to spring out and settle back. ‘We don’t know. They’re not obliged to tell us more than the general outline of his evidence. We have to assume that he’ll confirm it. He’s lying about everything else, why not this?’
A fat pigeon waddled over, took a peck at one of the cigarette butts and retreated in disgust. I watched it join the other birds and throw its weight around, shoving forward to get a grip on a crust.
‘Tell me about Van Kep.’
‘I know almost nothing about him. He’s tall and blond. I assume he’s of Dutch extraction, although he speaks standard Australian. I suppose he’s about thirty. I don’t know what he did for Julius. I wouldn’t have exchanged more than a few remarks with him.’
‘That’s all?’
She shrugged. ‘I could say that I suspect him to be capable of doing unpleasant things, but that might be just hindsight.’
I wanted to believe her but I didn’t know whether I did. I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter either way. I’d been hired to do a job and I’d get paid however it turned out, whether it helped Cy’s case or not. Those were the rules. But rules didn’t seem to matter too much at the moment. I felt a kind of sadistic need to crack through her hard shell of composure.
‘You shouldn’t have told Cy you loved your husband. If it’s not true it makes him vulnerable every time he asserts it.’
She’d been staring at the ground in front of her shoes. Now she lifted her head and looked straight at me. Those dark, slanted eyes seemed to weigh and assess me according to a finely graduated and completely accurate system. ‘The broken nose and the careless shave and the cheap haircut don’t inspire confidence, but you’re not stupid, are you?’
‘Only sometimes,’ I said, meaning it.
‘I didn’t tell Sackville I loved Julius. He assumed it. Does he have a young, handsome wife?’
‘Yes.’
She shrugged. ‘There you go. Transference.’
‘Why didn’t you love him?’
She was staring at the ground again. ‘That sounds like one of your stupid questions. Love, not love, in love, out of love, what does it all mean really? You can love someone one day and not the next; you can love two people at once and then no-one at all. It’s a cheap word and it’s been debased.’
I couldn’t argue with that. She lit another cigarette and smoked even less of it than the previous one before grinding it out.
‘Your husband must have had some knowledge of Van Kep when he took him on. References or something such. Where are his business records?’
‘I don’t know. I knew almost nothing about his business.’
‘Did he have an assistant, a 2IC?’
She gave me that look again. ‘I thought you’d be poking around in the underworld, using your sleazy contacts to investigate Van Kep.’
I laughed. ‘I spend as little time in sleazy company as I can. The people have b.o. and bad breath and try to borrow money all the time. The real underworld lives better.’
‘You think Julius was a high-class crook?’
‘I assume that of all millionaires until I learn different.’
She smiled. Her head tilted a bit as she did so. The slightly bucked teeth were perfectly shaped and near-white. An ambitious dentist would go mad with indecision. ‘There’s a man named Wilson Katz. He worked for Julius in some very senior capacity. He might be able to help you.’

We walked back to St Peters lane. I unlocked the Falcon and she got in without comment or reaction. To a discerning person, the car bears the signs of having had some money spent on it where it matters. To the undiscerning it just looks old. The interior was hot and I started to sweat as soon as I got in. Claudia didn’t sweat, or if she did it didn’t show. The engine started immediately and ran smoothly but there was no air-conditioning and I’d have to rely on a breeze through the window to cool me down.
‘Vaucluse?’
‘No. I hardly spent any time there and I haven’t been back since Julius died. There’s a flat in Kirribilli. Julius liked to spend some time on the other side of the harbour. He said it made him feel like a true resident of the city.’
I released the brake, engaged first gear and drove quietly towards Forbes Street. ‘Good thinking. If you had a spot at Dover Heights and somewhere on Pittwater and down south you’d have the place covered. What other properties are there?’
She wound down her window and the breeze wafted through. ‘What you really mean is, did he leave everything to me? Why don’t you ask straight out?’
I drove up Forbes Street, stopped at the lights. ‘Did he leave everything to you?’
‘Just about. Solid provision for wife number one and daughter Judith. Enough not to make it worth their while to challenge. Quite a few donations here and there-the fund to build a new synagogue at Bondi, the Fred Hollows Foundation-that sort of thing. The rest to me. Want to know how much?’
‘No,’ I said.

The flat in Kirribilli turned out to be the top floor of a three-storey block housing three flats on each of the other two levels. So the Fleischmans had three times the space of anyone else as well as a roof garden and a view that might not have been as good as the Prime Minister’s or Governor-General’s but would do. Directly across from the Opera House with plenty of the Bridge in sight on the right and a good sweep down the harbour to the left. All this was unveiled for me after I refused the offer of a parking place under the building and left the car in the street. Claudia explained that she didn’t drive and didn’t know what had happened to Julius’ Merc. ‘Maybe Wilson Katz has it,’ I said.
She inserted a security card in the device in the high wall that surrounded the apartment block and the gate slid silently open. ‘Maybe. I couldn’t care less.’
As we climbed the stairs I wondered whether her attitude indicated that she’d always had money or just that she acquired so much of it that it ceased to matter. I had no idea.
‘Julius bought this block a few years ago. From a failed bookmaker, I gather. That pleased him. He had good people work on it and it turned out pretty well. He refused to put in a lift. Said the stairs were good for his heart and my legs.’
She laughed, I laughed and I just managed to stop myself from looking at the limbs in question.
‘He amused you then, Julius? You liked him?’
She didn’t answer. We crossed a broad expanse of carpet to a door where she used the card again. We went into several air-conditioned rooms that contained furniture, paintings, vases and other things that looked like money. I suppose I gawked a bit and when Claudia excused herself I wandered out onto the terrace and up the outside staircase to the roof garden where I experienced the view. Suddenly, among trellises trailing tropical plants and a fountain and oiled teak benches, I felt shabby in my off-the-rack clothes and cheap haircut. And I felt angry for feeling that way. Fuck it, I thought. She probably offed her husband for the dough. It was probably just another dirty bit of business and all the money and the house in Vaucluse and the flat in Kirribilli and the yacht couldn’t make it any cleaner.
‘Why are you looking like that?’
She was standing below me on the terrace looking up. She’d combed her hair, maybe freshened her make-up, and she had a cigarette lit. Every line of her body was graceful, every plane of her face was enticing. Once again I didn’t want to think any of the things I was thinking or believe what I was halfway to believing. I forced a grin that probably came off as pretty ghastly.
‘Like what?’
‘You’ve got a face like thunder.’
It was a tired phrase but somehow right on the perfect afternoon.
‘Probably caused by envy,’ I said.
‘I don’t believe it. I don’t think you envy anyone. Come down. I can’t climb those steps in heels.’
I came down to the terrace in time to see her drop the half-smoked Salem into a pot containing a plant with spiky leaves. She saw me noticing and smiled. ‘Julius hated me smoking. He’d have died if he’d seen me doing this.’
She realised what she’d said and shook her head. ‘It’s almost impossible not to make faux pas.’
I nodded. ‘The case against you isn’t tremendously strong, Claudia. I’m surprised they’ve scheduled the committal hearing so early.’
‘It’s strong enough for them to have taken away my passport and have me reporting to the police once a week. Sackville says he expects them to come up with some more material between now and then. They’ll have to disclose it of course, but we won’t have long to counter it. Julius was a very important man and I’m nobody. The authorities don’t want his murder listed as unsolved. Very embarrassing for them.’
Her analysis fitted the facts but her coolness troubled me.
‘You seem very calm.’
‘I’m not. I’m frightened, but what’s the point in showing it? I’ve got Sackville, who’s said to be one of the best barristers in Sydney, and he recommends you. I’m fighting the only way I can. Here.’
She handed me a card with a couple of addresses and phone numbers written on it. I was being given my marching orders and I took them.

I lost my bearings when I left the building. I’d hardly noticed the garden on the way in but now it seemed to be much bigger than I’d thought, a maze of paths with some pretty tall trees blotting out the skyline and robbing me of any sense of direction. Two paths led back to the building, another ended in a paved courtyard. When I finally made it to the gate it wasn’t the gate I’d come in through. I didn’t care. An electric button opened it and I was out into the sort of air I could afford to breathe.
I was in a small lane beside the apartment block and with the water now in view I knew my way back to the car. I turned into the right street about seventy metres from the car. Bushes grew thickly in the front gardens and overhung the pavement so that I had to bend low to avoid them. At one point I stepped out onto the road to miss the heavy branches. There were a few cars parked along the street and one of them suddenly roared into life. The driver gunned the engine and went into a tight three-point turn for which there really wasn’t room. The noise and the violence of the manoeuvre took my attention. The car, a green Honda Accord, jumped the kerb and almost rammed a brick wall. It lurched back, tyres screaming, clipped a parked 4WD and roared off down the street.
I stood stock still, trying to get the number, but the light was wrong, acrid tyre smoke was hanging in the air and my eyes aren’t what they once were. I reached my car and turned to reconstruct what had happened. It wasn’t hard to do. The green car had been positioned so as to watch the main gate of the apartment block. The driver hadn’t seen me until I’d stepped off the pavement and then he’d got going fast. I tried to visualise the numberplate but couldn’t do it. MRA, maybe. I hadn’t seen it long enough. Then I realised that I had seen the driver’s face. Only a glimpse, not much more than an impression. I couldn’t put a name to it, but I knew I’d seen that face before. Somehow, in some context or other, it was on file in my memory.
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It had been a little over a year since Glen Withers left me to marry a policeman. I’d heard they’d both been promoted and posted to Newcastle, which was nice for them. Glen was a Newcastle girl. I missed a lot of things about the relationship-the sex of course, the companionship, the laughs. On the material level I missed having Glen’s house at Dudley to go to when the only place to be was at the beach and, for a Maroubra boy, that’s just about all the time. I was still in Glebe with the mortgage almost paid off but I’d need a big loan to get the house back into decent condition. Years of neglect had taken their toll. It was worth doing, the place was an asset, but talk about the economic advantages of borrowing money has always confused me, so I just sit pat.
I drove home to Glebe, glad as always to be getting onto what I considered the right side of the harbour and trying not to think of the face I’d glimpsed in that brief blur of action. The only way to trigger memories like those is to think of something else and let it happen. I tried, but the only other thing I could think of was the face and body of Claudia Fleischman, her poise and control. It seemed unlikely that a bell would ring in my head while I was thinking along those lines. I turned on the radio, listened to Mike Carlton being nicer to a politician than I would have been, and ended up not thinking about anything.
My street has changed over the years. Harry Soames, with whom I had an amiable antagonism over music, car parking, drainage and almost everything else, moved out-or, as he put it, ‘up’, to Gladesville. I hope he enjoys the flight path. A few big houses that were divided up into flats occupied by students and dope-dealers have become family residences once again. Fewer motorbikes, more parking space, lots more Illawarra flame trees. My house has just about become the shabbiest in the street, with gaps in its fence, rust in the balcony iron and sagging guttering. A coat of paint would do wonders, they tell me. But if I painted the house the cracked path and lifting tiles in front would look even more daggy and the overgrown garden would lose what I think of as its charm. So I sit pat.
I eased the Falcon into a space between a Celica and a Commodore and cut Mike off in mid-sentence. The mail jutted from the letterbox and I grabbed it as I went past, stepping instinctively clear of the loosest of the tiles. Inside, the familiar smells and sounds told me who and what I was, as they always did. This was why I stayed. The bedroom held memories of my ex-wife Cyn, and Helen Broadway and Glen Withers; Annie Parker had slept in the spare room and the thought of her death from a hot-shot still gave me a pang. I’d killed Soldier Szabo by accident in the living room and O’Fear had played his last card out in the backyard. How could I sell all that to a business consultant?
After Glen left I went a few rounds with Johnnie Walker and Jim Beam until we decided to call it square. Nowadays I didn’t drink hard liquor until after six and I had a flexible limit-three to five drinks. I also didn’t rush it as in the old days, when the next thing my hand would touch after the front door was the cap on a bottle. I flicked through the mail which held no interest and checked the answering machine. The only calls were about a late video and a client explaining why his cheque was a little bit short of a full settlement.
The cat left not long after Glen and I could hardly blame it. It had to be able to do better than Vegemite toast and Weetbix. With the cat gone the mice asserted themselves. I kept hoping that another cat would adopt me the way the last one did. It had wandered in one day and treated the place as its own within minutes, pawing at the window it wanted left open and indicating where it would like the food put down. But so far no takers. The strays didn’t know what they were missing-I’d resolved to treat the lucky cat better, feed it regularly and give it a name.
I took the video out of the machine and restored it to its case. I put the borrowing card on top of the case and picked up a newspaper and a couple of books around the sitting room. I opened the back door and let some air in, also some leaves. Delaying tactics, feints, duckings and weavings. Effective. It was fully 6.30 when I made the drink-a Scotch and ice with a little water. I sat down in the kitchen, reached out to turn on the radio and the name of the driver flashed into my mind. The arrival of the information was so sudden and clear I almost dropped my glass-Harvey Henderson, better known to the police and his few friends as ‘Haitch’ Henderson because of the alliteration and because he spent some formative years in Pentridge Gaol’s notorious H Division.
Henderson didn’t look like a tough guy. He was short and stocky with a moon face and long soft brown hair. But the hair hid a half-bitten-off ear and other scars and I’d heard it said he didn’t have an original tooth in his head. He’d lost many of them in fights and bashings and ‘Corky’ Ryan had removed the rest with a pair of pliers when he was trying to get Haitch to tell him something Haitch didn’t know. Corky wasn’t around any more.
Henderson had served time for extortion, armed robbery and attempted murder in Victoria, Queensland and New South Wales. I’d run up against him years before when I’d been hired by a man who operated a dealership specialising in high-price imported cars and who’d been receiving extortion demands and threats to damage his stock. Henderson was behind it and I’d sent one of his minions to hospital. As it happened, Henderson was put away for something else and my client was satisfied. It was a few years back now and I couldn’t believe Haitch had a personal vendetta against me. That matter had been just one of his many sidelines that didn’t pan out. I thought hard, drank some whisky and couldn’t come up with any other connections between me and Henderson. He did anything and everything, from bodyguarding to body-damaging and body-disposal, standover, blackmail, you name it. His presence had to have something to do with the Fleischman case.
I grabbed the phone, called Cy at home and got his fifteen-year-old daughter. Dad and Mum were at a Law Society dinner. Yes, she’d leave a message for Dad to ring me as soon as he got in, whatever the time. I made another drink, located Claudia’s card in the stuff I’d emptied from my pockets, and called her.
‘Claudia, it’s Cliff Hardy. I have to ask you a question. Does the name Harvey Henderson mean anything to you?’
It would have been better done in person, but I’d got the lead-in about right. Time for her to tense up if that’s what was to happen. I tried to imagine her standing against the big picture window with a couple of million dollars worth of harbour and city view behind her. I had her in the same clothes. All crazy- she could be in the kitchen in an apron cooking spaghetti. I held the receiver close, listened hard. Was there a pause, an intake of breath? I thought so, then I wasn’t sure. The voice, was it a tone or two higher, or was it the phone connection or my imagination?
‘No. I don’t believe I know the name. Who is he?’
I thought fast. She wasn’t the kind of woman you thought about protecting. She’d stood up to a lot so far and could probably stand some more.
‘He’s a criminal. A hard case. He was watching your flat this afternoon. He drove off when he saw me.’
‘My god. Why?’
‘I don’t know. When you go out, what’s the procedure?’
‘How do you mean, the procedure?’
‘Do you walk down to the ferry or catch a cab in the street? Do you ring for cabs? Is there someone who picks you up?’
‘All those things. Why? What are you saying?’
‘I’m worried about Henderson being involved in this. I’ll arrange for someone to keep an eye on you, but it’s too hard to do round the clock. I want you to ring for a cab when you go out, get the number, direct it to the main gate and wait until you’re sure the cab that pulls up is the right one. Will you do that, please?’
‘They’ll think I’m mad.’
‘No, not in Kirribilli. They’ll just think you’re rich.’
I regretted the words as soon as they were out. I got the deep freeze.
‘This is ridiculous. No, I won’t do that. I don’t believe you. You’re dramatising.’
‘Claudia, I…’
The line went dead. Brilliantly handled, Hardy, I thought. Telephone diplomacy at its best. I hit redial. The phone rang for a long time but she didn’t answer. The ice had melted in my drink; the Scotch was just a pale tint in the water and making it darker wouldn’t change anything. I tossed it off and set about cooking a bachelor dinner-salad with French dressing, pasta with pesto and grated cheese- living with those women had taught me something.

I had a glass of wine with the food and poured another when I sat down with a foolscap pad to try to make some sense of the day’s information and events. With any luck I’d get through the night one drink under my limit. My no doubt simple-minded procedure is to list the names of the people involved, all the relevant information on them and to draw arrows between them all pointing in all directions, noting on the shafts the things that connected them.
Sometimes this can be time-consuming and cover many sheets. Sometimes laying it all out like this triggered brainwaves and stimulated me to leaps of imagination. This time it took a few minutes and yielded virtually no results. I knew almost nothing beyond superficialities about Julius and. Claudia Fleischman. I knew still less about Robert Van Kep, Wilson Katz and Judith Daniels. The only person I knew anything solid about was the new participant, Haitch Henderson. I had another entry on the pad-’other man’, signifying the alleged accomplice of Van Kep. I drew an arrow between this entry and Henderson, but I didn’t think it was going to be anywhere near that simple.
I finished the wine and no other thoughts came other than the obvious one-dig for details on all parties still alive and available. Being kind to my liver and waistline, I resisted the fifth drink and made coffee instead. The dishes went into a newly-acquired dishwashing machine, a factory second with a scratch on the cabinet, bought cheap. I only ran it once a week and didn’t feel too bad about its environmental impact. As I waited for the coffee to perk I made a list of the things to do the next day. Top of the list was to fax Cy a contract and try to get a solid retainer out of him, despite being in the red. I’d have to try to get that past Janine and the odds were evens at best.
I drank coffee, had a shower and slopped around in a sulu someone had brought back to me from Vanuatu. I put on a cassette of the soundtrack from Local Hero and spent some time cleaning, oiling and checking the action of my Smith amp; Wesson. 38. The gun was very dusty and dry from disuse and it felt heavy and awkward in my hand, but with Haitch Henderson in the picture, it seemed like a good idea to get familiar with it again. I handled it, picking it up, aiming it, lowering, swinging it around, gripping and re-gripping until it felt like something I might be able to use, if I had to. I rewound the tape and listened to ‘Going Home’ three times.
Cy rang just before midnight.
‘Good eats?’ I said.
‘I forget already. What’s up?’
I told him about Henderson and how badly I’d handled Claudia over the phone.
He groaned. ‘What’s the good news?’
‘There isn’t any. I’ll need to slot someone in to keep an eye on her, at least for a few days until I can do something about Henderson. That’s going to cost.’
‘Do it. Tell Janine what you need up-front and I’ll OK it.’
Well, that was good news for me at least. I gave Cy a run-down on what I’d be doing next and he told me he had a meeting scheduled with the prosecutor. We agreed to keep each other fully informed.
‘I suppose you’ve got one of those fucking foolscap pads all covered with doodles?’
‘Right.’
‘And an arrow linking up Henderson and the supposed other man?’
‘Right again. But I don’t think it’s going to be that simple.’
‘Christ, I hope not,’ Cy said.
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I left a message on Pete Marinos’ answering machine asking him to arrange an arm’s-distance minder for Claudia Fleischman. Pete has been a lot of things in his time-footballer, disc jockey, stand-up comic-and now he employs all his talents as a private enquiry agent. He can talk his way in and out of tricky situations better than anyone I know and, at about five foot six with curly hair and soft brown eyes, he looks harmless. He isn’t. If he didn’t do it himself he’d find someone to keep discreet watch on Claudia without her being aware of it. I told the machine that Cy Sackville was employing me-that would give Pete confidence and convey the seriousness of the matter. Unlike a lot of people in our game, Pete plays it straight and wouldn’t sell any information he got to the tabloids.
I went to bed very sober, feeling upright and glad to be working on something solid, even if it had disturbing aspects, or perhaps because of those aspects. One of my favourite writers is Graham Greene and I’ve read that fending off boredom was one of his big problems. Same for me, especially in these unattached days. Greene did it with drink, travel and writing and good luck to him.
Although I was tired, I lay sleepless for a while thinking of Claudia Fleischman’s toothy good looks and wishing I could have done the surveillance on her myself. Instead of which I’d managed to piss her off. Still, it was early days and the lady just might be a cold, calculating murderer. That was a little too disturbing and I tried to focus my mind on something else. A light southerly got up and a branch I’d meant to trim away weeks before started brushing against the bedroom window. It sounded as if someone was scratching at the pane, trying to find a way in. I drifted off to sleep and into a dream in which I was digging a deep hole in my tiny backyard. That dream ended; I dreamed something unconnected and then in a third dream I was in the backyard and falling down the hole. No more dreams after that.

In the old days, gathering background information on people like the Fleischmans and Katz and the dirt on characters like Robert Van Kep and Haitch Henderson took legwork, contacts and hard currency. You spent time in libraries, hung out in newspaper offices and bought drinks for reporters and cops. Now all it takes is a few phone calls and faxes to the right numbers, the reading off of your credit card numbers and the writing of cheques to organisations with names like Information Services Inc, and Access Database. When I left the house at a bit before ten the next morning, I was confident that my fax machine would soon be chattering and that I’d have a file half an inch thick before noon.
I took a ‘Close the Third Runway’ flyer out from under the windscreen and put it in my pocket.
‘You’ve parked me in!’ The speaker was a tall, skinny guy I’d only seen a few times before-a new arrival in the street, a stranger. He wore a cream linen suit and carried a briefcase pretty much the same colour, probably had them to match all his outfits. His vehicle was a big blue Toyota Land Cruiser that looked as if it had never been off the tarmac. It had wide wheels, a bull-bar and other chrome accessories whose functions I could only guess at. The distance between the front of my car and the back of his was about a metre. The Toyota hadn’t been there when I’d arrived home. I walked forward and saw that his bull-bar was about the same distance from the car in front-a red Commodore which also hadn’t been there when I’d parked.
I pointed at the Commodore. ‘He or she parked you in, mate, not me. Anyway, I’m off, so you’ll be all right.’
But he wanted a fight. ‘Your old heap wasn’t there when I got home last night.’
The Falcon is old by some car owners’ standards but not by mine, nor is it a heap. Everything works most of the time. I took in a deep breath. ‘You’re new around here,’ I said. ‘Parking’s a bit of a problem for all of us and we try to get along. Now I suggest you hop into your magnificent chariot and warm it up while I back up and give you all the room you’re ever going to need. OK?’
‘You think I can’t get out of there?’
I was in no mood for a mine’s bigger than yours session. ‘My friend, you said you were parked in…’
‘Stay there. I’ll show you.’
He opened the door, threw his briefcase inside, climbed in and started the engine. The 4WD gave out the sort of masculine roar he no doubt liked and I stepped across to the other side of the road to admire his technique. He turned the steering wheel hard, gunned the motor and put the Toyota into reverse. His judgment was lousy; the vehicle lurched back and the heavy rear bar thumped into the front of the Falcon. I didn’t have time to swear because the collision was followed by an explosion. The Falcon’s windshield and windows blew out; the front seat disintegrated and the roof bulged and then split with a shrieking sound that blended with the noise of the shattered glass. The Toyota driver panicked; he gunned the motor, shot forward and tore a rear panel from the Commodore as he rabbit-hopped away from the kerb. He stopped in the middle of the road and I could see his shoulders shaking as he held onto the steering wheel.
Suddenly the street was full of people, including the owner of the Commodore, who tore open the door of the Toyota, dragged the driver out and began to scream at him.
‘You fucker! Look what you’ve done to my car! You stupid cunt!’
He didn’t pay any attention to the Falcon, which looked as if all the air inside it had suddenly expanded a hundred times and burst the car at the seams. I told the people milling around to stay back in case the car caught fire, but after a few minutes it didn’t seem likely to happen. It wasn’t that kind of a device, but if I’d been behind the wheel when it went off I’d have been in several pieces on the road. A woman offered me a cigarette and I took it automatically. She lit us both up and said she’d called the police. I thanked her and smoked the cigarette. Some of the people in the street knew what I did for a living. Some were interested, some were amused, some disapproved. I could hear them muttering about ‘private eyes’ when the first of the police cars arrived. The Commodore owner had calmed down after taking in more of the scene. He and the 4WD man were apologetically exchanging information. Any minute they’d be asking me the name of my insurance company. I drew on the cigarette and wondered if I’d be able to prevent myself from punching the first one to ask.
The police performance was about average. They took down details, inspected my ID and various licences-driver’s, private enquiry agent, gun carrier. The uniformed men weren’t happy and the two detectives who arrived a bit later were even less so. Detective Senior Constable Deakin, a short, intense individual with an aggressive style, pressed me for details of the cases I was currently working on. I wasn’t forthcoming. We were over by my front fence by this time. The police had dispersed the crowd. The Toyota had driven shakily off and a tow truck was hoisting up the Commodore-the rear axle had suffered some serious damage.
‘You put these people’s life at risk,’ Deakin said, waving his arm at the houses in the street.
‘Not really,’ I said. ‘That was some sort of anti-personnel device. Very specific. Very clean.’
‘Clean!’
‘It would’ve killed me and no-one else, It was just bad luck the other cars were involved. My good luck.’
Deakin didn’t seem to like the idea of my having any kind of luck at all. He walked over and inspected the Falcon from stem to stern. ‘A write-off,’ he said. ‘This might be some kind of clever insurance stunt by you.’
I was over the shock by now although if there had been anything handy I would have broken my no grog before six rule on the spot.
Somewhere along the line I’d finished the cigarette and dropped it. Now I wanted another and the urge made me angry. This little pipsqueak was pushing too hard. I crowded him against the fence, not exactly shouldering him but almost. ‘What about you, arsehole? You’re a copper, you’ve arrested wife-beaters and nutters. What if one of them comes along and fire-bombs your joint? It happens. I’ve fuckin’ seen it. Now back off me.’
‘Easy, Cliff.’ I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to shake it off or hit its owner. Ian Sangster, the medico who’s patched and pilled me for years and whose practice was a block or so up Glebe Point Road, was smiling at me and easing me away from the detective.
‘I’m Dr Sangster, officer,’ he said to Deakin. ‘Mr Hardy is a friend and patient. Someone told me what happened and I came down just in case I was needed. The man’s in shock.’
Deakin slid around me and pulled himself up to his full height. ‘All right, doctor. I’ll leave him in your care. When he’s making sense, tell him to come to the station and make a full statement. We’ll send a technical team down here to go over the car.’
Sangster nodded and Deakin and the other detective and the uniformed men left. Sangster, an unrepentant smoker, pulled out a packet of cigarettes. I gestured for one and he obliged. We smoked for a few minutes before Ian took a close look at the car.
‘That would’ve been the end of a steady bulk bill,’ he said. ‘Let’s go inside and I’ll look you over.’
I took a draw on the cigarette, realised what I was doing and threw it away. Sangster grinned at me and I laughed. The tension I’d felt building up inside me broke. I gave the Falcon a pat and we went into the house. I heated up the breakfast coffee while Sangster tested my blood pressure.
‘Bit high.’
‘Two bloody cigarettes,’ I said. ‘I’m OK.’
‘Dare I say it, you’re getting a bit old for this sort of thing.’
I poured the coffee, black for me, white with three sugars for Ian. He had another cigarette going. ‘I haven’t had an attempt on my life for five or six years. Makes me feel young again.’
‘Hopeless case.’ Sangster drank his coffee quickly and left, telling me that if I needed a medical certificate for anything or a commitment order he’d oblige for a consideration. I hurried him out and called a cab. I wanted to be away from the house before any media got there. The cab came quickly and I rode into the office.
An idealist and deep thinker might have been concerned about how and when my presence in the Fleischman case came to be noted, but I was worrying about why someone would want to remove me from the matter so permanently.
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Three flights of stairs can have a significant effect on your thinking, particularly after you’ve received a bit of a shock. As I walked along the lifting lino to my office door I realised that I was concentrating my thinking on Haitch Henderson. A car bomb was his style. If that was true the questions followed: was Henderson involved as a principal, for example as the ‘other man’, or was he working for someone else? If so, who and why? I stood outside my office door with the key in my hand and hesitated. The filing card taped to the door with CLIFF HARDY PRIVATE ENQUIRIES printed on it in my best Clovelly Primary School letters, was undisturbed. There were no unusual scuff marks on the floor or signs of illegal entry, but I was anxious. If you’re serious, why not go for a good old one-two?
I decided that was ridiculous and that whoever had set the high-tech bomb would have been confident of a result. I opened the door and went in to the accustomed smells of dust and No Frills disinfectant. The light was flashing on the answering machine and paper had spewed from the fax to form a slightly untidy pile on the card table I’d rigged up behind it. I ignored both forms of communication. First things first. One of my random thoughts in the cab had been about the Falcon. I was in business after all, and it was my habit to regard the economy, as far as it affected me personally, as being in permanent recession and bankruptcy a constant threat.
Ian Sangster had persuaded me to corporatise myself a few years back and I’d done so with considerable misgiving. So far I considered it a lineball between what I’d saved on tax and what accounting fees had cost me. My accountant had stressed to me that the Falcon was my chief piece of capital equipment and the necessity of keeping a close record of every cent spent on it. Was the insurance fully paid up? The papers were on file; I knew I’d seen them recently, but I just couldn’t quite remember writing the cheque. I yanked open the filing cabinet drawer, riffled through the pristine folders in the CLIFF INC section and found the insurance file. The car was comprehensively covered-renewed three weeks ago. I made a two-finger gesture in the direction of where insurance companies conglomerate and got down to some professional analysis.

The material on Julius Fleischman was surprisingly thin, given his wealth. My source opted for a South African origin, with Australian citizenship being granted in 1993-more than twenty years after he first set up business in this country. He was sixty or sixty-four years of age (apparently official documents differed), chairman of the board of Fleischman Holdings Incorporated, a director of this and that, a former economic adviser to several ministers in the previous Coalition government. He had an honorary doctorate from Bond University and was a founding member of the Economic Liberty Society, a business-funded right-wing think-tank that sponsored a magazine, The Mercantilist, radio programs and awarded scholarships in business studies at several universities. Member of the Royal Sydney Golf Club and the Australasian Sailing Club.
Fleischman Holdings was a private company, so its economic solidity couldn’t be judged without inside knowledge. My source asked if I wanted to ‘go this route’. There were substantial mortgages on all of Julius’ known major property holdings-houses, the flats at Kirribilli, the yacht, the plane. That didn’t necessarily mean anything in tycoon land. His interests were given as ‘culture, wine-making, photography, golf. He had been a member of various clubs and a patron of things like the Sydney Opera Company and the Australian Ballet. I read through it all and came out with not the faintest idea of what sort of a man Julius Fleischman had been. The photograph showed a lean face, high forehead, goatee.
When looking at photographs, searching for an insight into the subject, I’d formed the habit of applying one word and trying to extrapolate from that. For Fleischman I came up with ‘discipline’. He looked like a disciplined man and in my experience disciplined people like applying their ideas of discipline to others.
Judith Daniels, nee Fleischman, was more interesting on the surface. Daniels it might have been recently (she’d divorced Mr Daniels a few years back), but it had been Strickland and Katz before that. Katz made me sit up. Judith had married Wilson Katz a few months after her divorce from Weston Strickland had come through. She was then twenty-two. The first marriage had lasted two years. Katz was history as a husband two years later. Daniels, following eighteen months later, had scored three years before being filed away. Judith was now thirty, just. I flicked through the pages to the material on Claudia. Thirty-three. Dangerous situation.
Judith didn’t seem to do much with herself except be ‘seen’ at exclusive places with wealthy people. Her mother and father had been divorced within a year of her birth (there was no information on the first Mrs Fleischman) and Judith had gone to boarding and finishing schools and ‘studied’ abroad. To judge from her photo, what she’d studied most was how-to-be-a-top-person. She was very good-looking-dark, Semitic, with luxuriant hair and a full figure that she’d have to watch if she wanted to keep wearing size twelves. She lived in Woollahra when she wasn’t in Paris, London or LA. Her money came from Daddy and her exes. She drove an Alfa Romeo sports car and had been booked for speeding twice and prosecuted for causing a serious accident while driving under the influence. Fine, community service, suspended sentence. I jotted addresses and telephone numbers down in my notebook.
Wilson Katz was an American, aged forty, who had run his own advertising agency in Sydney until he had joined Fleischman Holdings as personnel manager. At the time of Fleischman’s death he was on the board as vice-chairman. He looked to be medium-sized, fleshy. He sailed with the Sydney amateurs, played golf at the Lakes and had an interest in a Mudgee vineyard. Surprisingly, he was the author of several books- Selling Yourself (1989), Doing Business in Asia (1990) and Playing Poker for Serious Money (1992). All published by Upfront Press-not a household name. Patrick White had said that a writer gives himself away with every word. I made a mental note to get hold of Mr Katz’s revelations.
The phone rang before I moved on to the pages about Claudia. I let the machine pick it up, listening for the umpteenth time to my recorded message. It sounded more world-weary and disillusioned than I’d ever intended. Then Claudia’s unmistakable voice came on the line.
‘My limit for leaving messages, for recorded voices is two, so this is the last try. Again, sorry I was so shitty last night…’
I snatched up the phone. ‘I’m here. I just got in and haven’t played the messages so you can pretend this is number one.’
She laughed. I could see the teeth and the slight inclination of the head and a light sweat broke out on my body. ‘I’ve spent some time looking into the street to see if you’ve put your watcher on. There’re a couple of possibilities but I can’t really tell.’
‘You’re not supposed to. He’ll be there though.’
‘Thank you.’
‘Why the change of heart?’
‘I’m like that. Sometimes everything that’s happened lately seems unreal. Then it hits me-Julius was killed and I’m accused of murder. That’s as real as it gets.’
‘You’re right there.’
‘I’ve been thinking. I’ve never heard of any Henderson. Julius had a computer here that he wrote letters on. I’ve checked the disc-there’s no Henderson. What is it exactly that you’re doing?’
I glanced down at the sheets of fax paper. I’m snooping on you and yours, darling, I thought. ‘I’m fishing around for connections between Van Kep and other people. I’m looking for people who might want your husband dead and you in the dock for it.’
‘Then you believe me.’
‘Claudia, I’ll be honest with you. I don’t believe anybody about anything. That’s the way I’ll play it until… unless something forces me to think differently.’
‘You want to believe me, though.’
I sucked in stale air through what felt like a stale mouth. ‘Yes.’
‘That’s something I suppose. I haven’t been getting too many votes of confidence lately. I’ll have to make do with that. What people?’
The beep of an incoming call distracted me. ‘What?’
‘You said you were looking for people who wanted Julius dead. Like who?’
‘Well, I’m going to try to get to see Wilson Katz as soon as I ‘can.’
‘Oh him. He adored Julius, worshipped him. He called him Captain, would you believe?’
‘I see that he was married to Fleischman’s daughter.’
‘For a while, one of many. I could tell you a bit about that, and about her.’
I took a risk. ‘I think you should. I think you should tell me everything about everybody who’s even remotely involved. I want to know everything about your marriage, day by day. Otherwise I’m working in the dark.’
I waited to feel the drop in temperature as before but it didn’t come. There was a long pause but when she spoke again her voice was still the same, smoky, with the almost lisp. ‘I didn’t expect anything like this.’
You could make anything you wanted of that. I kept quiet and turned over pages until I came to Claudia’s photograph. The grainy, poor quality of the print didn’t take anything away from her. The picture showed her at a party of some sort; she was wearing a simple dark dress and her hair had been piled up somehow. Her neck looked stately and her mouth was a wide, dark slash. She held a champagne flute as if she didn’t quite know what to do with it.
‘Would you like to come over here tonight? We could talk.’
‘Fine. Would you like to go out for a meal?’
‘Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps. We’ll see. I…’
‘OK. Would seven o’clock be right?’
‘Yes.’
I was suddenly aware that she was saying less and less with each utterance, which can be a sign of distress. ‘Are you all right? What are you doing today?’
Another pause. I could almost feel the effort she was making to get a few more words out. ‘I’m all right, yes. I’m not doing anything much. I’ll see you at seven then. Goodbye.’
I put the phone down, very unsure of what I was letting myself in for, but certain I’d be there at seven sharp unless I got hit by a bus or a bullet.

The phone rang and it was a reporter from Channel 10 asking for an interview. He’d been to Glebe with a crew and they had footage of the police technical boys working on the Falcon before towing it away.
‘Dramatic,’ I said.
‘They say a couple of high-power blast grenades were used. We need to talk to you, Mr Hardy. Who tried to kill you?’
‘You’ve got it wrong. Somebody wanted to kill the car. Sorry, mate, no interview. Thanks for the information.’
‘Huh?’
‘You’ve told me what happened and where my car is. Very useful. Thanks again.’
I hung up. On television, private eyes go straight for the jugular. If a Harley Davidson’s been spotted in the alley the gumshoe heads directly to the toughest biker bar in town and wraps a pool cue around the neck of a seven-foot behemoth with a beard down to his Nazi chest tattoo. Not me. I had a meeting with the client at seven and it was my responsibility to be fully functional when I got there. That meant leaving the places where I’d have to go to get a line on Haitch Henderson until later. I phoned Fleischman Holdings and asked to speak to Mr Katz’s secretary.
‘Mr Katz’s office. Kathy speaking. How can I help you?’
‘My name’s Hardy. I’m a private investigator working for the barrister defending Mrs Fleischman. I’d like to see Mr Katz in that connection at his earliest convenience, please.’
Kathy said, ‘Just one moment,’ and I waited through fully two minutes’ worth of classical music that sounded like a string section trying to put a percussion section to sleep and vice versa.
‘Mr Katz could see you at 2.15 this afternoon, Mr Hardy. Would that be suitable?’
‘Definitely,’ I said.

Fleischman Holdings was housed in a fifteen-storey building a block from the Stock Exchange. The company had three floors-the top three, naturally. I wondered whether it owned the building or rather, given what I’d learned about Fleischman’s operation, had a mortgage on it. Expecting to be calling on people, that morning I’d put on a grey lightweight suit, Italian slip-ons bought on special and a freshly dry-cleaned pale blue cotton shirt with a buttoned-down collar. No tie. I entered the world of polished steel, chrome, and glass and rode the lift up to the thirteenth floor. The view was spectacular, the carpet was thick, the service was efficient. A heavily made-up young woman wearing a shiny cream suit and with her blond hair pulled back into a tight roll, took my card, pressed buttons and then escorted me to a waiting room that had a 180-degree view, armchairs, pot plants and coffee machine.
‘You’re a fraction early, Mr Hardy.’
I looked at my watch-2.14 and ten seconds.
‘So I am.’
‘Mr Katz will see you very soon. Would you like coffee?’
I shook my head. ‘No thanks. I’ll just feast my eyes on the stock exchange for a while.’
She forced a smile and left the room. I walked to the full-length window and looked out on the best city view in the world. Under a blue sky the harbour was poetic; the parks were green and fresh looking and the buildings seemed to frame the natural beauty and not diminish it.
‘Mr Hardy.’
I turned slowly and felt my hand reaching out towards a handshake as if it was acting on its own accord. The man who’d entered the room without a sound was a couple of inches taller than me, six foot three at least, and built like an athlete-wide-shouldered, lean-hipped, spare. He had regular features, an even tan and white teeth, but nothing was overdone. His hair was dark and short with a bit of grey in it at the front and sides. We shook hands. It wasn’t that he was charismatic or commanding. There was nothing aggressive or forceful in his body language, but he had somehow taken charge and compelled that handshake.
‘I’m Wilson Katz.’
‘Thank you for seeing me at such short notice. I imagine you’re a busy man.’
‘Always.’ He stepped aside and moved an arm, indicating I should precede him and the direction I should go. I forced myself not to oblige and stood still.
‘I won’t take much of your time. We could talk here.’
A wrinkle of irritation appeared on the almost unlined face and then was quickly smoothed away by a slight smile. ‘No, no. My office is more comfortable. You can have my undivided attention for fifteen minutes, Mr Hardy. Then I’m afraid I’m off to a meeting.’
The accent was American, East Coast, eroded by time spent in Australia. He wore dark suit trousers, a cream shirt and a burgundy tie-the uniform of the money-makers. Suddenly we were, subtly, like two boxers circling each other in the ring. He was trying to feint and baulk me into his corner and I was resisting. I won. He shrugged and led the way out of the room, across the corridor and into an office that had no name on the door. I bet that all the underlings’ offices did have names on the doors. Cute.
‘Have a chair, Mr Hardy, and let me know what you want from me.’
I unbuttoned my jacket, sat down and crossed my legs. The office was austere but stylish with a couple of paintings on the wall, a bookcase, a desk that looked as if work got done on it and chairs that were comfortable, but not so comfortable you felt like settling in. Sitting very upright with his back to the magnificent view, Katz somehow looked invulnerable, as if he could whistle up help from all over the place to solve any problem he might have.
‘If Claudia Fleischman didn’t have her husband killed,’ I said slowly, ‘then there’s someone or some people walking around out there who did. I was wondering if that made you nervous, Mr Katz?’
His pale eyes opened wider and he stared at me as if I’d spoken in Urdu. ‘I confess you’ve surprised me. That’s quite a neat little question. Really bores in, doesn’t it?’
‘What’s the answer?’
‘Like I say, that’s new territory for me. I’d have to think about it. I’ve been assuming Claudia did it.’ He smiled. ‘Lucky I’m not eligible for jury duty, huh?’
I decided then that I disliked him, but it might just have been his supreme confidence that annoyed me.
‘Things must be rather difficult for you just now,’ I said. ‘Mrs Fleischman being the heir but also suspected of murdering your boss. I suppose everything is on hold, business-wise.’
‘Not at all. You obviously don’t understand business to say that.’
‘True, I don’t. I know a bit about people, though. Do you think Mrs Fleischman is stupid?’
I could see he was tempted to be flip but he didn’t want to hedge another question. ‘No. Julius wouldn’t have married a stupid woman.’
Interesting angle, I thought. He probably knew exactly what Julius thought about Hunter Valley reds and jockey versus boxer shorts. ‘Only a stupid woman would do what she’s accused of.’
‘I guess things went wrong with her plan.’
I stood up. ‘I don’t think so. Well, thanks for your time, Mr Katz. You’ll make your meeting OK.’
He half-rose, then sat down harder than he intended. ‘That’s it?’
‘Yes, unless you have something you’re burning to tell me.’
The eyes weren’t wide open now; they were shuttered and probing. ‘No, of course not.’
‘Fine.’ I nodded and left the room. There was no-one in the corridor or the waiting room and I stood by the door and listened. After a few seconds I heard water running and realised there was only a thin wall between me and Katz’s en suite bathroom. He wasn’t getting himself a glass of water, that was for sure. Miss Cream Suit would be trotting down with the Evian if that’s what he wanted. His hands and face had looked clean enough to me, so why was he splashing about in the bathroom? It seemed I’d rattled Mr Katz’s chain a little, which was all I’d hoped to do.
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A private detective without a car is like a ship without a sail, like a boat without a rudder, like a fish without a tail. I caught a taxi to Metro Car Hire in Surry Hills and rented a silver grey Toyota Camry with a sunroof, CD player, air-conditioning and mobile phone. The Falcon needed driving, the Camry only needed steering; everything else it seemed to do itself.
Experience has taught me that it’s useful to see where people involved in a conflict live. The houses can sometimes tell you something about them, the locations themselves can be significant. Or maybe I just fancied driving around for a few hours in the flash car before I called on the client.
The Fleischman pile in Vaucluse was everything you’d expect-white, bigger than anyone would ever need, perched high and commanding a view to make a real estate agent drool. I parked in the street and strolled past the high iron gates, which were well fitted out with an electronic security system, getting a good view into the grounds that looked a little under-gardened for their grand design. I caught a glimpse of a tennis court surrounded by a high brushwood fence with cyclone mesh on top of it to catch mistimed lobs; I couldn’t see the swimming pool but it’d be there all right. There was a three-door garage and a gazebo. From further down the street I looked up to a partial view of the back of the house and could estimate its actual size. Big, very big. Plenty of glass and worked stone, an attic or two and some palm trees. A dream come true.
I stared at the house and wondered how much time Claudia had spent there and what she’d done in the place. That led to speculation about why she’d married a man who’d want such a house. Dangerous ground. I hopped back into the air-conditioning and drove to Woollahra. Judith had positioned herself safely away from where anyone could accuse her of living in Bondi Junction rather than Woollahra. Her apartment was in a big block with a high wall and some massive plane trees to shield it from non-residents. There didn’t seem to be anywhere to park a car off the street. No doubt that would have seemed odd to Daddy, but my guess was that the locals had the area privately patrolled. No chance here of a peek to judge the taste of the occupants. The security looked good.
I parked on the other side of the road in the shade of some more trees and, on a whim, dialled up Judith’s number on the mobile. It was 3-30 p.m. but the voice that answered the phone had drunk its way well past six.
‘Yes? Who’s this?’
‘I’d like to speak to Ms Judith Daniels.’
‘Speaking.’
‘I’m working for Claudia Fleischman’s barrister as a private investigator, Ms Daniels. I wonder if it would be possible for me to have a few words with you? I wouldn’t take up much of your time.’
I could almost smell the gin in the pause that followed. She started to say something, evidently thought better of it and slammed the phone down. I replaced the handset carefully and watched a few leaves settle gently on the bonnet of the Camry. It was my day for upsetting the folks with the money. Not unpleasant. Idly, I pressed the button that opened the hatch on the CD player. There was a disc in place and I lifted it out. Before I could see what it was there was activity across the street.
Judith Daniels, with a scarf over her hair and dark glasses, wearing white stretch pants and a black shirt, rushed through the security gate and threw herself into the red Alfa Romeo sports car parked outside the building. She kept turning the key after the engine had started and the machinery shrieked in protest. She took off from the kerb in a fast lurch then almost turned into a tailspin. She fought the wheel, got the car under control on the wrong side of the road, and accelerated away. If there had been any other traffic her trip would have ended right there.
I U-turned illegally but sedately over double lines and followed at a safe distance and speed. The sports car had to stop at a set of lights only a couple of blocks away, and it was child’s play to hang back and move through the left-hand turn behind her. Her driving settled down after a while. An experienced drunk driver can put on a pretty good show of being sober but I was hoping like hell that she didn’t hit anything or attract cop interest. I wanted to know where she was going. The direction was north-east and in that direction there isn’t all that far to go.
Judith kept up the pace along New South Head Road through Rose Bay and I wondered if she was headed back to where I’d just come from-Vaucluse. But she pushed on and my next thought was that she might circle back at the top and end up at The Gap. Nasty thought, morbid nature. Wrong. She swung off into one of the streets that creep down towards the water at Watsons Bay. I followed, just keeping her in sight around the bends. She stopped outside a tall, narrow white house that commanded a view across Port Jackson towards Middle Head. I crawled past and saw her run up a flight of stone steps. The door opened and Judith was pulled roughly inside the house by a hand at the end of an arm in a white sleeved shirt. I couldn’t see the man’s face or any other part of him, but his body language was distinctive. Rough, very rough.
I continued on until the road ran out at the military reserve. I three-point turned and came back, checking that I’d got the number of the house right, seven, and the street name, Sandhill. The house was nothing special, two-storeyed but cramped on its skinny site. The elevation and the view would put a rental and price ticket on the property that would make its original owner mumble in his grave. Not for the first time, I wondered why moneyed people were so obsessed with expansive water views. I can see a bit of Blackwattle Bay from the back of my place when I hoist myself up a bit on the fence and that’s enough for me.
I drove on, stopped and wrote down the address. All this wasn’t brilliant detecting but at least I’d established that the formerly married Wilson Katz and Judith Daniels were, quite separately, edgy about something or somebody. Nice to be a catalyst at least. It would be something to talk over with Claudia. Two more things: the Toyota Camry had to be a candidate to replace the Falcon if I couldn’t get another of the same vintage; and Judith Daniels must have phoned ahead, either from her apartment or from the car-the owner of the white-sleeved arm had clearly been expecting her.

I drove down Old South Head Road towards Dover Heights and Bondi-much more my speed. The traffic was light and it wasn’t difficult to sneak a few looks to the left and see the ocean rolling in. I’d thought about moving to Bondi some years back but the idea had never really taken root. I wasn’t sure why. I suspected I’d feel reproached by all that sky and sea and fresh air every time I took a drink or ate a hamburger. For me, exercise and nutrition are an option; in Bondi they feel like an obligation.
It was getting on towards the alcohol hour but not quite. I parked in Campbell Parade and went into the closest coffee shop. Over two long blacks I thought about the slim pickings my source had given me on Claudia Fleischman, nee Rosen. She was born in Sydney in 1963, the only child of Claus Rosen and his wife Julia Levy, both Holocaust survivors- both shipped, parentless, out of Germany in the ‘30s to relatives in Australia. Claus and Julia both became doctors. They met, married, prospered and had Claudia. The Rosens died in a car accident in 1990.
Claudia had done a BA and LLB at Sydney University. She enrolled for a PhD in Law while working part-time as a solicitor for an Eastern Suburbs firm and part-time as a tutor at UNSW, but she’d never submitted a thesis. She married Julius Fleischman nine months after her parents’ death. The file had included a graduation photo of Claudia. Three strikingly handsome people on top of the world-Claudia and her Mum and Dad. There was also a wedding photograph. Fleischman, tall and distinguished-looking but, to my eye, pushing sixty, was standing with a woman in a long white lace dress that didn’t quite suit her full, flowing figure. She’d lifted her veil, but for all the expression on her face she might as well have left it down. The very picture of a mystery woman, and the information I had only deepened the mystery.
I’d only glanced at what the databases had turned up on Van Kep. Perhaps unfairly, I’d bracketed him with Haitch Henderson as tomorrow’s problem. Now I had a third person to slot in there-white-sleeve of Watsons Bay. I could visualise the arrow on my diagram connecting him to Judith and her to Wilson Katz. Katz was connected to Fleischman and who else? Over the years I’d managed to convince myself that plotting these links ultimately provided explanations, motives and reasons. Sometimes they did; other times you found out what was really going on when someone hit you with a brick. The idea is to anticipate what might happen next and be prepared for it, to avoid the brick. Sometimes it works.
I paid for the coffee and killed some time by strolling on the concourse. The whole area has been beautified since the old days and they’ve done a pretty good job of it. But the sea and wind will fight back and some of the shrubs won’t flourish and some of the grass will die and some of the paint will flake off. Bondi wants to be a bit shabby, and there are quite a few of us who like it that way.
I arrived early at Kirribilli to see if I could spot the man Marinos had put on Claudia. It wasn’t easy. The cars parked along the street were either empty or occupied by people going about their ordinary business-a man was listening to a stock market report on the radio in an Audi; a woman was behind the wheel of a Corona station wagon waiting impatiently for someone to come out of a house, probably her husband; a man was working on the engine of a Hiace van and the sweat on his face and anger in his movements couldn’t have been anything but genuine.
Eventually, I located the watcher and I had to give him high marks for ingenuity and agility. He’d climbed a fence opposite the apartment block and taken up a position, well-concealed behind shrubbery. One long step up would put him on the brick pillar where the dividing fence between two properties ended and a manageable jump would leave him on the footpath just across the street from the security gate. I had to assume that one of the cars parked nearby was his. I only spotted him when he swatted at an insect. I’ve done a fair bit of shrubbery sitting in my time and my guess was a fly somewhere near the ear-no man alive can withstand that.
I strolled up and leaned against the post. ‘My name’s Hardy,’ I said. ‘I asked Pete to put you on. You can knock off now. I’m going to be spending the next few hours with the lady myself.’
A voice came from the foliage. ‘Right. I’ll just wait until you’re in there and then I’ll disappear.’
‘Been having fun?’
‘I’ve got a Walkman. Been listening to the races.’
‘Good luck. Many callers over there?’
‘I’ll report to Pete, Mr Hardy. Check with him.’
‘You’re a pro.’ I went across the street and pressed the button for the Fleischman apartment.
‘Yes?’ The almost-lisp.
‘It’s Hardy.’
‘So it is. Come on in.’
I hadn’t realised, but should have known, that Julius would have good security-closed-circuit television giving the resident a good look at the caller. Essential. I went through the garden and pressed another button to gain admission to the building. Halfway up the stairs I realised that I’d come empty-handed- no flowers, no wine. Living without a woman had eroded my sense of gallantry. Just have to rely on the good old Hardy charm. I rang the bell beside the door and there was a pause after I heard the approaching footsteps. I guessed she was looking at me through the spyglass. That made three levels of security Julius had installed between them and the street and I wondered how she felt about that.
The door opened wide and welcoming. Claudia stood there in a tight black dress with a short skirt. She wore high heels and dark stockings and her hair was piled up with some wisps free and hanging down. At that moment I thought I understood Julius’ strategies-I’d have wanted to give her Fort Knox style protection too, if she’d been mine. She examined me as if I was a painting on a wall.
‘You’re all right? You’re not hurt?’
I shook my head. She reached out and took me by the arm, drew me inside. ‘It was on the TV news. They showed a picture of your car and I nearly died. Come and have a drink and tell me what happened.’
We went out onto the balcony where she had a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label, ice, soda and low-calorie ginger ale. The air was still warm after a warm day but the light breeze was fresh. Good drinking conditions. I had a generous whack of the Scotch over ice while she had half my amount drowned in ginger ale. We sat, pointing ourselves towards the bridge. I told her about the grenades and how by good luck I’d managed to keep my arms and legs attached to the other bits.
‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘Does that sort of thing happen to you often?’
‘No. And not lately. I’m not working on anything else important, Claudia, and I don’t have a backlog of desperate enemies. It has to be to do with you.’
She sipped her concoction. I realised how much I’d needed a drink when I saw that most of this one had gone. I swirled the ice cubes.
‘I suppose you feel you have a right to ask me anything now that you’ve risked your life for me?’
‘I wouldn’t put it like that.’ I reached for the bottle, poured myself a judicious measure and added a little soda water. ‘But I’ve done a little preliminary work and all I’ve come up with is questions, about you, about Wilson Katz, about Judith Daniels. I’ll be needing answers and you must have some of them.’
‘I’m sure I do. I’ll tell you everything I can, but can we go out for a while first? It’s been so long since I’ve done anything normal like going out for a meal.’
‘Of course we can and let’s keep it normal. I won’t ask any questions while we’re out.’
She stood up and plucked at a few of the hanging wisps, making them wispier. ‘That’s good, because you’re in for some surprises, Cliff.’
‘I like surprises,’ I said.
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We went to the Malaya restaurant in North Sydney. Claudia said the other similar establishment in Broadway was one of her favourite places when she was a student and she wanted to try the north-of-the-harbour version. I’d been there once or twice and liked it well enough although South-East Asian food isn’t the delight to me that it is to some people. We sat on the mezzanine floor where we could look down at other diners and out a big window towards buildings where the lights were just beginning to show up as darkness spread over the city. Claudia had put on a white silk jacket over her dress. Now she slipped it off and arranged it carefully on the back of her chair so it wouldn’t crease too much. It looked like the gesture of a person used to taking care of her clothes rather than one who had so much money it didn’t matter.
‘I want short soup, prawn sambal and boiled rice,’ she said.
‘I bow to your expertise. What d’you want to drink?’
She shrugged. I noticed how smooth and shapely her shoulders were, not bony, not fleshy, just right. It’s rare to see perfect shoulders. ‘Doesn’t matter. Any dry white wine with mineral water to dilute it.’
‘Okay. I can remember when we used to order a couple of bottles just to save the waiter the trouble of coming over again. Now we have to think, what is it? Two standard drinks per hour or whatever?’
‘You can drink as much as you like. A couple of spritzers’ll do me. I can drive the Camry. I’m not sure about that Falcon of yours. Was it a manual?’
‘Yeah. It was.’
I put the. 38, which I’d oiled and cleaned, in the pocket of my jacket. I took the jacket off and hung it on my chair like Claudia. The lightweight harness I slid round further under my armpit. At a glance it wouldn’t look much different to a pair of rather unusual braces. Claudia watched but said nothing.
The drink waiter came and I ordered a bottle of Chardonnay and the mineral water. Claudia ordered the food and she added mixed vegetables. The wine arrived. Claudia gazed around the room and down below. She took her first drink and it seemed to relax her. She smiled, or maybe just relaxed her mouth and the forward thrusting teeth did the rest.
‘What are you looking at?’ she said sharply.
‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I broke up with the woman I’d been with for a few years not so long back. I was probably staring at you. It’s so good to have such attractive company.’
‘Thanks. I’m glad to be here with you, too. You’re holding together pretty well. You’re what-late forties?’
I nodded. ‘Fairly late.’
Peter Corris
CH19 — The Washington Club
‘Good bones,’ she said. ‘And hair. They’ll see you through.’
The food came in bowls and dishes and an insulated bucket along with chopsticks at which I’ve never been a master. We worked our way through it, communicating well it seemed to me, but talking about nothing in particular. About halfway through Claudia reached across the table and touched my arm. I’d rolled up my sleeves-the sambal was having an effect on the sweat glands.
‘Look,’ she said. ‘It’s Malcolm Turnbull.’
It was. He arrived with a woman and another man and they fell into intense conversation, only briefly interrupted by the ordering of food and drink.
‘A republican cell without a doubt,’ I said. ‘I kicked in some money to that cause. They’re probably eating it right now.’
Claudia laughed. ‘So you’re a republican. Well, well.’
I was onto my third glass of wine and emboldened. ‘I bet you are too. Admit it.’
‘Of course I am. I…’
It wasn’t the wine or the food or the atmosphere. Her every movement-the deft use of the chopsticks, the curve of her wide mouth, the lift of her heavy eyebrows-was having an effect on me. ‘Claudia, why…?’
In one smooth movement she put her chopsticks down and placed her right index finger over the slightly raised scar that runs from the left side of my chin up to my lower lip, the result of an uppercut delivered with a split glove by Clem Carter at the state junior amateur boxing titles. ‘No questions,’ she said. ‘Not now. Questions later. Drink some mineral water and eat some vegetables. The sambal’s a mite too hot for you.’
I gripped her hand and felt that it had a film of sweat on it like mine. I grinned at her.
‘We’re both sweating and the place is air-conditioned.’
‘It’s good for us. Clears the toxins from the system.’
‘Do you believe that?’
She laughed. More wisps of hair escaped. I wanted to tuck them back, and to touch that down running to her jawline.

We left at least one standard drink in the bottle, maybe two. We walked through the courtyard in front of the restaurant and sauntered up the main street towards the all-night parking station where I’d left the car. The cool air cleared my head and after a few metres I was alert and watchful. Claudia, walking very close, occasionally brushing me with her shoulder or hip, could feel it in me. ‘What’s the matter, Cliff?’
‘Just being careful. We’ve had a few incidents, remember?’
‘Mm. I was trying to forget all about it. All of it. But I suppose that’s impossible.’
Tentatively, I put my arm around her and squeezed gently and briefly. ‘Stay where you are as long as you can. I’ll do the worrying.’
She reached around and patted my chest. ‘Where’s the gun?’
It was back in the holster, near my left armpit. ‘Where it belongs.’
‘Have you used it much?’
‘No. As seldom as possible.’
‘That’s good. I hate guns.’
‘Me too.’
We reached the car park. It was one of the few places still around where you handed in your ticket and an attendant fetched your car. That’s why I’d used it. The Camry came up the ramp and I forked over some more money. The outing would be paid for by Cy Sackville who would in turn charge it up to Claudia. It presented me with a nice conundrum of etiquette that Emily Post probably couldn’t help with. I had more serious things to worry about, like where was this evening headed and how would my feelings for this woman affect the job I was supposed to be doing for her?
We didn’t talk much on the drive back to Kirribilli. Claudia asked if I minded her smoking in the car. She could have lit three at once as far as I was concerned and I almost told her so. She wound down the window and blew the smoke out discreetly. After stubbing the cigarette she opened the CD player and took out the disc.
‘Edith Piaf,’ she said. ‘Is this yours?’
‘It was in there when I picked up the car.’
She found the case in the glove box and laughed. ‘I remember this. It was a Nescafe give-away. You had to answer some dopey question. The first prize was a trip to Paris but they gave these away by the hundreds.’
‘Did you enter?’
‘No. I mentioned it to Julius. He said we could go to Paris anytime we wanted to. The next day he went out and bought a couple of Piaf CDs.’
She put the disc in the player and pressed the right buttons. The strong, vibrant voice filled the car as we turned into her street. I parked outside and she touched my arm.
‘Don’t turn off. I want to listen.’
Non, rien, rien
Non, Je ne regrette rien
‘You’ve got it all inside,’ I said.
‘Shush, this is better.’
Her head moved down onto my shoulder and we sat there on the looks-like-leather seats, listening to the music that evoked Paris in the rain and the incredible voice with all its hopeful spirit demolished by sadness and dashed hopes. By the end of the record her hand was lying between my legs, gripping my erection, and I’d cupped her right breast and was breathing in her perfume from her hair. It was probably French but could have been Serbo-Croatian for all I cared. There was a faint touch of mentholated tobacco in the mixture and there was nothing wrong with that either.
Somehow we got out of the car when the music stopped and somehow I remembered to set its state-of-the-art alarm system and steering locking device. We were joined at the knee, leg, hip and shoulder as we went through the security gate. In her high heels, the height difference between us was minimal and the arm I had wrapped around her was enclosing warm, firm flesh under smooth, silky fabrics. Rampant erections are rare events for men in their late forties, but I was having considerable difficulty in walking.
By unspoken mutual consent, we kissed before she used her card to get through the door to the building. She tasted of wine, spices, tobacco and that other flavour that you’ve either been lucky enough to encounter or you haven’t. I ran my tongue over her big, thrusting teeth and then I felt her catch my lower lip in them and bite gently.
‘Claudia,’ I said with the whisper of breath I had at my command.
‘Don’t talk. Just come inside and fuck me.’
I held her hand as we went up the stairs and suddenly there was a kind of innocence along with the erotic charge, which only made it all the stronger. We went straight into the bedroom-big and minimally furnished with a queen-sized bed. A dim bedside light. We kissed until it hurt and then started to take our clothes off. She kicked off her shoes and pulled down her pantihose. She wore a skimpy white lace bra and lace panties to match. When I had my shirt, trousers and socks off she advanced and slipped her hand inside my underpants. I groaned and had trouble standing.
‘I haven’t got any condoms or anything,’ I muttered.
‘It’s all right, I have. I like your cock. Do you want to fuck me?’
‘Jesus, yes.’
She worked the underpants down and freed my hard cock. ‘How?’
‘Any way.’
She unfastened her bra. She had a light tan but her full, brown-nippled breasts were white. I slid my hand down her rounded belly past her navel and felt the soft hair beneath. Then my fingers were probing into her, opening her and feeling the heat and moisture. Her pants slipped down but whether I did it or she helped I don’t know. Then she was lying on the bed with her legs spread, with her hand still on my cock, pulling me down towards her.
‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘Soon.’
Soon was a long time in coming but I didn’t object. We did most of the things with our hands and mouth that are available to do. She was eager and it had been a long time since I’d fucked and we almost blew it several times but managed to delay the pleasure and slow the pace. Eventually she crouched over me and lifted my hands onto her breasts.
‘I want to be on top. Do you mind?’
I was incapable of speech. I shook my head. She got a condom from a drawer in the bedside table, opened the package and rolled it on. She was in control, holding me in the right position and at the right angle for her to slide down onto me. The sweetness and warmth of it made me close my eyes. It was like being bathed in honey. Her breasts were firm and smooth in my hands and I had the smell of her in my nose and the taste of her in my mouth. She moved up and down, slowly at first and then faster, dropping her weight onto me. I pushed up, wanting to meet her out there somewhere in that place where two people fucking happily go for a little stretch of time. I came in a hot rush that ran through me and made me shout something up at the ceiling. I heard her cry out too, but whether it was with me or before or after I didn’t know or care.

We lay with the sheet half over us, both sweating, with our legs mixed up and our hands still exploring and enjoying what we found. Her hair had come loose and was lying on the pillow around her head in a dark mass. I ran my finger along from her small ear lobe to the point of her jaw, feeling the soft hair.
‘What’re you doing?’ she murmured.
I brushed the hair up and down. ‘What I wanted to do from practically the first minute I saw you.’
‘I thought you didn’t like me. You were so stern.’
‘Me? Stern?
‘Yes. Mr Rock Jaw. Mr Broken Nose. Mr Hooded Eyes. Do you know when I decided to trust you?’
Flippancy and banter had become the common currency in my relationship with Glen Withers. I only realised this some time after she’d gone. Now I resisted the impulse to joke. ‘Tell me.’
‘When you said you wanted to believe me.’
‘I’m glad I said it then. I meant it. And I mean it all the more now, of course. If that’s not pressuring you. Maybe this is just an episode for you, but I’m old-fashioned and…’
‘Next time you allude to your years I’ll hit you in the balls.’
I kissed her and let my tongue play along the gap in her teeth.
‘You like that? My gappy teeth.’
‘It’s wonderful.’
‘Julius wanted me to have them veneered. They could fill it up.’
‘He must have been crazy.’
‘He was worse than that.’ She took my hand and put it on her breast. I plucked at the nipple and felt it stiffen. ‘Are you ready for your surprise, Cliff?’
I grunted. I was getting aroused again and words didn’t seem to matter.
‘I hired Robert Van Kep. But I hired him to protect me from Julius, not to kill him.’
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Claudia wasn’t into cliches. She didn’t put on my shirt, leaving the buttons undone, or wrap herself in the top sheet. I pulled on my shirt and pants and she wore a black and silver kimono-style dressing gown. With her hair down and her make-up disturbed and her big mouth puffy from our kissing, she looked older and younger, more naive and more experienced, a walking contradiction. She had beautiful feet, shapely with high arches and straight toes. Odd what you notice in a heightened emotional state. My mind was buzzing with warring reactions: I felt that I’d go the distance for her, tell any lies, destroy any evidence, just to get back to where we’d been. Against that was the scepticism of twenty years of handling people with problems, my knowledge of their deviousness, delusions and capacity for self-deception.
We went into the kitchen without speaking and I perched on a stool while she made coffee in a plug-in machine. She spooned the coffee into the filter paper and poured in the water. The suspicious, sceptical Hardy waited for her to speak. An old ploy-first remarks after a dramatic statement can be very revealing.
‘Nothing wrong with your prostate.’
I was totally surprised. I’d had no idea of what she might say and I burst out laughing, totally thrown.
‘What?’
‘You’ve gone about five hours without a piss. A whisky, a couple of glasses of wine, some water. Your prostate’s okay. I’m talking as a woman who knows about older men.’
Well, what do you deduce from that, Cliff? I could feel her taking control. I couldn’t mention age difference, but she could. She’d made me laugh and anyone who makes you laugh is on your side, aren’t they? She leaned back against the bench while the coffee maker bubbled and took her cigarettes from a pocket in the kimono. She lit up, took two deep drags and put the cigarette out in the sink. Then she ran a glass of water and rinsed her mouth, turning away from me to spit the water out.
‘I know it stinks,’ she said. ‘I want you to kiss me but I needed it.’
I went across the smooth quarry tiles in three strides and grabbed her. She seemed to flow towards me and I could feel the need in her, or thought I could. If she was faking this she was a loss to the acting profession. I didn’t care. We kissed fiercely and the coffee maker hissed as the last of the water passed through.
She pressed her head against my shoulder and gripped my ribs in a strong hold. ‘I’ve told a lot of lies,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t know if I can… untell them. Can you do that, Cliff?’
Her perfume was overlaid with the smell of sex and smoke and coffee. I rubbed the top of her head with my chin and felt the whiskers snag in her hair. ‘You can do anything,’ I said.

‘I was never in love with Julius, whatever that means. I liked and respected him though. You see, I loved my parents very deeply, too deeply. I thought they were both wonderful. They adored each other and me. It was all a bit unhealthy really.’
We were in the sitting room with our coffee and Claudia was fiddling with a cigarette. She looked at me directly.
‘I don’t mean there was anything wrong,’ she said quickly. ‘No molestation or abuse or anything like that. It was just that we were too exclusive of other people. I measured everyone against them, all relationships against theirs and found them wanting. The couple of boys I went out with and went to bed with in my student days I found pretty pathetic compared with my father. That’s not healthy.’
‘I see.’
‘They didn’t have any family here. The people who’d taken them originally had died or were far away. Like me, they didn’t have many friends either, hardly any. But Julius was one, or at least I thought he was. I had a flat close to my parents’ house and I saw them a lot, so I saw Julius quite often as well. When they were killed he was the one who gave me the news. Losing them knocked the guts out of me for a long time. Julius was there. He was a sort of replacement figure, I suppose. He was kind and strong and he wanted me, so I married him. It was a terrible mistake. He desperately wanted a son. I’m not interested in children and that caused lots of problems. Have you got any children, Cliff?’
I shook my head.
‘Why not?’
I pondered the question while I finished my coffee. The whisky bottle wasn’t far away and I was beginning to feel I’d have to bring it closer soon. ‘It sounds lame,’ I said, ‘but I can quite honestly say that the matter never came up. I was married for a while but she was a career woman and the marriage went bad pretty early. The women I’ve known since then have either had children of their own or not wanted them. My childlessness is circumstantial.’
‘Do you want a drink?’
Observant of her. My eyes must have been straying. ‘Yes.’
‘Help yourself.’
I poured some whisky into the glass I’d used before and added a little of the water produced by the melted ice. She held out her coffee mug and I gave her a healthy slug.
She sipped, then spoke very slowly. ‘I can’t prove any of this, but I believe that Julius had some kind of hold over my parents. I believe that he told them he wanted to marry me and they opposed him. I believe that he worried them to death.’
I was glad I had the Scotch. I drank some and felt it slide down, warm and comforting. I wished that we weren’t talking this way. I wished we were discussing driving up to Medlow Bath to stay in the Hydo Majestic for the weekend, or flying to the Barrier Reef for the snorkelling and sun-bathing and gins and tonic.
‘You think I’m mad, paranoid or something.’
She’d pulled her hair back and caught it behind with a clip of some kind, all except for those strands and wisps that were doing their own thing again. I’ve seen and dealt with a lot of disturbed and delusional people and usually you can spot them. It’s not that the eyes glitter or the lips twitch, it’s more a sense you get that they are not really talking to you at all, that they’re engaged in an ever-lasting, ever-circling dialogue with themselves. I felt nothing of that about Claudia Fleischman.
Against that, she’d lied pretty comprehensively to the police and to Sackville and to me, by omission. If I was going to accept what she told me now I’d have to start from scratch with her story, clear away all the undergrowth and get to what was left standing. I drank some more Scotch and forced myself to think of the latest turn of events. Women fifteen years younger than me are not generally falling at my feet. I had to consider that Claudia had put on her little black dress and her perfume the way tennis players put on their sneakers and sweatbands-the better to do a job they know how to do. There was no way to come at it gently.
‘Two questions,’ I said. ‘Why did you have these suspicions about your husband and why did you lie about Van Kep?’
‘And if I satisfy you on those two points you’ll fuck me again?’
‘Claudia…’
‘I know how all this must look to you.’
‘No, you don’t. I’ve spent twenty years dealing with things that sometimes weren’t what they seemed and sometimes were exactly that. For better or for worse. I’m sorry if I’m starting to sound to you like a professional investigator and not… something else. I’m a bit confused. Bear with me.’
She lit the cigarette, which looked a bit tired after the work she’d already put in on it. She tried to puff but she’d made a hole in the paper and it wouldn’t draw. She put it out in the glass ashtray and it lay there like a long white worm with its back broken. ‘I inherited the house in Edgecliff. I just let it stand empty for ages and didn’t do anything about it until after I was married. Julius told me to put a professional on the job but I wanted to tidy things up myself. The house turned out to have a big mortgage on it. That didn’t surprise me too much. They’d always lived well, taken trips overseas and they were big donors to various causes-Amnesty International, things like that.
‘But even to a non-accountant like me it was obvious that they’d let the practice dwindle in recent years and my mother had virtually retired. At first I suspected that Dad had stopped charging his patients or something. It wouldn’t have surprised me. But it was more than that. He’d virtually had a nervous breakdown. I found some of the medical stuff. All hidden from me, of course. He was taking lots of pills to keep going, so was she. It was as if something had knocked the stuffing out of them. There were barbiturates and other things in Dad’s bloodstream when he died. I found that out later. The coroner more or less hushed that up. I thought it was a professional courtesy. The doctor who did the autopsy didn’t make much of it.’
‘That happens,’ I said.
‘I know. But my father wouldn’t have driven a car with his beloved wife beside him in a drugged state unless he was almost out of his mind over something. He just wouldn’t.’
‘I can see how distressing all this must have been. But what’s the connection to Fleischman?’
‘My father had kept a journal. It was this thick but tiny book and the writing was minute. The entries were in Yiddish and I’m a real Yiddish dunce. I picked up some along the way from my parents who spoke it sometimes and left notes for each other in it, but I can’t really read it. I just flicked through the notebook. I suppose I was thinking that I’d get someone to translate it for me some day. But as I did that I began to understand a few words and phrases about Julius. I dug out a dictionary and learned the words for “enemy” and “liar” and “demon” and that’s what my lovely, kind humanity-loving Dad was calling Julius. I also knew the words for “afraid” and “daughter”. Dad wrote, “This demon will never have her, never.” Something like that.’
Her hands holding the coffee mug started to shake. She’d lost colour in her face. Her mouth went almost white. I moved forward, took the mug from her and raised it to her lips, cradling the back of her head with my other hand. The tousled hair looked hard and brittle but was actually soft and almost fluffy. Another contradiction. I held the mug to her lips and tilted her head.
‘I believe you,’ I said. ‘I want to hear it all. Drink a bit of this, you’ll feel better.’
She sipped the spiked coffee and some colour came back into her lips and cheeks. When she spoke the words tumbled out.
‘As I say, the journal was hard to follow but I matched it up with the financial and medical records and the change in my parents’ behaviour and health and everything dated from very soon after they met Julius. Very soon! I was freaked. Really crazy. This was right when the baby-having stuff was going on. Julius could tell something was wrong. I got sick. I was vomiting all over the place. I was afraid of him and I told him I thought I was pregnant. He was kind again for a day or so. Then I got really sick. A doctor came and I was out of it for a few days. I’d put Dad’s journal in a filing cabinet I had in my study in the Vaucluse house. I’d locked it in. But when I recovered from this bout of whatever it was, the journal was gone. Julius told me that he’d put an accountant onto the job of sorting out my parents’ affairs.’
I took her hands and we moved across to a two-seater couch. I fetched the drinks and we rearranged ourselves. She was leaning against me now, her head on my shoulder, rubbing against it slowly as if the movement comforted her. Despite all the distress she was documenting, or maybe partly because of it, I was becoming aroused again. I moved to keep the evidence from her. Her kimono opened and I could see her breasts, white, full and firm, nestling inside the black fabric. I stared at the ceiling rose.
‘Go on, Claudia. I’m listening.’
She sucked in a deep breath and a tremor ran through her. ‘I’ve thought about this for so long and in such a Crazy state that I’m not sure any more of what’s true and what I’ve imagined. Do you understand?’
‘I’m a bit of an imaginer myself,’ I said.
‘Have to be in this game. Sometimes, what you imagine can turn out to be as true as what you know, or think you know. I understand.’
‘I believe that Julius was deeply suspicious of me. I think he knew what was in Dad’s journal and how damaging it was to him. He knew I didn’t understand Yiddish very well but he didn’t know how well. I think he had a doctor keep me in a sort of stupid state while he thought about what to do. I’ve got no evidence for any of this.’
‘Okay.’
‘I’m basically a very strong person physically. I’d hardly ever been sick before this. Nothing much worries me-antihistamines, antibiotics. I’ve drunk a lot at various times and I’ve never had a hangover. I can drink strong coffee at midnight and still get to sleep. I took the pills and things but somehow I came up out of the bog they were trying to keep me in. I surfaced one day and I heard and saw Julius abusing Van Kep for some minor thing he’d screwed up. Van Kep didn’t like it. And at the same time Julius had to leave Sydney on business. He didn’t tell me, but I picked up an extension phone in the house and heard him make the arrangements. I pretended to be as dopey as I was supposed to be and he left.’
Her body was warm and yielding against mine and I wanted to tell her that she had nothing to worry about, that I’d solve all her problems and… I jerked back from this nonsense and forced myself to put a sensible question to her, one that would anchor us in harsh reality.
‘How long before he was shot was this?’
She tensed a bit and then relaxed. ‘It must have been a couple of days. A week at most. He went to Adelaide. The next bit’s hard to tell you. Do you want to hear it?’
‘I have to hear it.’
‘I seduced him, Van Kep. I fucked him four times in one night and I gave him five thousand dollars to protect me from my husband.’
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‘What’re you thinking?’ Claudia said. ‘Tell me the truth.’
‘There’s so many questions. What did Fleischman have on your parents? Why was he so worried about you getting hold of the journal? And the big one-if Van Kep killed him, for whom?’
‘Are they your only questions, Cliff?’
I knew from the tone of her voice what she meant, but I was concentrating now, focused, as the sports commentators say much too often. ‘Christ, no. Who was watching you and who tried to blow me apart? But those are the primary ones, the ones that need to be answered to get a grip on this. Did you look for the journal after Fleischman was killed?’
She nodded, but she was frowning. ‘Everywhere. No sign of it. I’ve assumed whoever killed him took it.’
‘You’ve got no idea who this other man might be?’
She went rigid and the gentle rubbing of her head against my shoulder stopped. ‘How could I? I didn’t have anything to do with.. ’
‘I know. I know. I just thought Van Kep might have mentioned needing help. Something like that.’
‘No! No! All I asked him to do was to keep an eye on Julius, make sure he didn’t hurt me or try to take me away or anything while I got things together to leave him. That’s all! He said he’d do it. He said he hated Julius, he…’
She didn’t cry much and she didn’t actually collapse, but letting all this loose drained her. She’d been holding it in for a considerable time, telling no one, rehashing it over and over until it was like a permanent thread through her every thought and action. She’d called on her wits and reserves of nervous energy to see her through the police investigation and the charging procedure and the meeting with Cy Sackville and the first encounter with me. She told me she’d devised little mental games and pretences to keep her courage up, and now it was as if the props and supports had fallen away. Her hard drinking days must have been well behind her because, together with the emotional turmoil, the laced coffee on top of what we’d had before seemed to slow her down and bring her to a stop.
I put her to bed in her kimono. Before she went to sleep she told me where to find a spare security card. I sat on the side of the bed in my pants and shirt and bare feet and smoothed some damp strands of hair away from her face. The slanted dark eyes looked up at me and I could sense all the same emotions that were affecting me flowing and cross-currenting in her. Doubts, suspicions, sexual strings, a need to believe and trust. Her eyes closed and she went to sleep with her mouth falling slightly open, exposing the extraordinary teeth and making her look young and vulnerable.
When I was sure she was under I got up and left the room, leaving on a bedside lamp turned towards the wall so that it created a pale pool of light. I prowled and snooped, taking care not to wake her. Few people welcome being probed the way a professional like me can do it. From long experience, I know the subterfuges, the strategies, hiding places, the ways the secrets are coded. Within an hour, I knew more about Claudia Fleischman, I suspected, than any other person living or dead had ever known about her apart from herself. What I found confirmed what I had from the sources and what I’d learned from her. She’d been a brilliant student and had got first-class honours for her combined degree. The sky seemed to be the limit for her as an academic or a legal practitioner. Then, with her parents’ death, the bottom fell out. She had several photographic albums and I was able to observe Claus and Julia Rosen over time, almost as if I had known them. Both were strikingly handsome, with regular features and alert, intelligent expressions. He had a full head of dark curly hair well into middle age and his wife’s looks seemed to improve with the years. It was hard to tell which of the two Claudia most favoured.
She kept no diary as such, but had fallen years ago into making diary-type entries in an appointment book and keeping the books. I skimmed through a few and noted the names of three or four men (presumably the found-wanting lovers), but very few people who appeared as friends or even close acquaintances. As she’d said, she was very rarely unwell and when she was a couple of times over a long stretch, it clearly annoyed her. After her parents were killed the entries stopped.
She wasn’t short of money but there was none to spare. The sale of her parents’ house had yielded only thirteen thousand dollars after the mortgage had been paid out and, although she’d saved money when she was working, the savings had been eaten into by several trips-to Vanuatu and New Caledonia-and by payments to a psychologist. She hadn’t told me about that. I browsed through her credit card statements and cheque book stubs. The statements are hard to interpret because a place that deals in fantasy underwear and marital aids can trade as ‘Products Incorporated’, but my snap judgment was that she hadn’t spent much money on having fun. The Pacific Islands trips seemed to have incurred expenses for sightseeing tours. I found only one example of concealment. The bank had sent her a new cheque book before she’d used all the forms in the previous book. Ten days before her husband died, Claudia had written a cash cheque for five thousand dollars in this new book and hidden the book inside a pair of knee-high boots. You don’t have to be a fetishist to take an interest in knee-high boots-funnel-web spiders and private enquiry agents are very aware of their potential.
I finished my search, checked on Claudia- still sleeping-and went into the living room. It was after midnight but I phoned Cy Sackville at home. The answering machine picked up but I cut the call without leaving a message and did it again and again until Cy came on the line.
‘Jesus. What is it?’
‘Who, mate. This is Hardy.’
‘Cliff, it’s very, very late. I’m due in court tomorrow morning.’
‘We never sleep. I have to tell you things. This has all got very strange. Claudia’s telling me a different story from what she’s said up till now, and I believe her.’
‘Where are you?’
‘At her place.’
‘Cliff, you haven’t?’
‘Not important. The thing is, she…’
Have to hand it to Sackville, he was lightning fast in recovery. I could see him taking a sip from the water he kept by the bed, looking at his Rolex, blinking, tapping into his stockpile of energy. ‘You shouldn’t talk on the phone. The police might be bugging her.’
‘Or someone else.’
‘Ah. Right. I’m not far away. I’ll come over.’
‘No, not necessary. I just wanted to let you know that we’ve got problems and possibilities.’
‘Just what I love at one o’clock in the bloody morning. I’m awake now. I’m on my way.’
Cy lived in Neutral Bay, only a five-minute run at that time of night if you knew the directional lurks. I poured some coffee, still hot in the machine, and added a judicious shot of the Scotch. The speaker and camera for the security gate were activated by switches on the wall near the door. I wandered over there and began pushing buttons. The area in front of the gate came into slightly grainy, black and white view. Idly, I wondered what Sackville would be wearing for such an impromptu call. I bet on a tracksuit, sneakers.
It took closer to ten minutes before he arrived and I was all wrong on the dress code. Cy wore rumpled jeans, a white business shirt and espadrilles-you can never tell. His face was dark with stubble and I realised that I’d never seen him other than very closely shaven. With his dark, receding hair sticking up and his slight gut bulging at the waist of the too-tight jeans, he looked nothing like the sleek barrister feared by prosecutors and uncertain witnesses. He took off his distance glasses, put on his specs for close work and peered at the name tags. I grinned as I watched, took a sip of the coffee.
The buzzer was louder than I’d expected and I worried that it would wake Claudia.
‘You’re in, night owl,’ I responded. ‘Push the gate.’
He did. The gate opened and I’d half-turned away when I heard the three popping sounds, close together. At first I thought it was some kind of audio bleep. I swung back to look at the screen and say Cy sliding down with his hands clutching at the gate. His head jerked and his glasses came off. Dark splashes appeared on the back of his shirt as he hit the ground. He twitched a couple of times and then lay very still.
I shouted his name, ran across the deep pile carpet and threw myself at the telephone.
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I rang 000 and raced down the stairs and out to the gate. Cy was lying face down; his head was holding the gate open. I crouched beside him and felt for his pulse but I knew it was no use. The shooter had put three bullets in a tight pattern through his back and into his heart. The entry wounds were small but I could tell from the blood and the tissue spattered around the gate that his chest had been blown open.
The noises I’d heard had been the impact of the bullets. The shots themselves had been silenced and had attracted no attention. The sirens brought out the first onlookers. Lights came on in the house behind the garden where Pete Marinos’ man had been placed and in other houses on that side of the street. Behind me I could hear windows opening onto the balconies in the apartment block. I ignored it all and stayed close to my ambitious, achieving friend of more than twenty years who’d gone out on many limbs for me and never once let me down. His hair was thinning slightly on top and his scalp showed through palely in the light above the gate; I knew Cy had had a horror of going bald. Wouldn’t matter now.
The paramedics arrived and they moved me aside from the body gently, talked to me in calm voices and confirmed what I already knew. They knew their business. People had started to appear on the footpath and from the apartments. The ambulance men waved torches at them and held them back until the police showed up with flashing lights, staticky radio signals, guns on hips and that authority most citizens respect, especially in high-priced places like Kirribilli.
I must have given them Cy’s name and profession and address and done the same for myself but I was barely aware of what I was saying. I was thinking, with no particular logic or orderliness, of Cy’s wife and his kids and even of Miss Mudlark. Who could say who would miss and grieve over him the most? Kids recover; wives re-marry. I was light-on for friends and always had been. I was missing him-the sporting challenges and bullshit that structured our relationship-already. I remembered that my ex-wife Cyn had liked Cy and she had detested almost everyone else I knew. That mattered. I felt the anger building inside me and a determination to find the person who’d done this and make him pay.
A youngish plainclothes policeman was talking to me as more men turned up to whom the death of Cyrus Sackville was a job to be processed and filed-a man from the Coroner’s office, presumably, scientific police types, a photographer. The detective had to grip my arm to get my attention. I realised then that I was barefooted and my feet were cold.
‘Mr Hardy. Mr Hardy! Are you all right? I need to see some ID.’
I jerked my thumb back over my shoulder. ‘It’s all up there in her flat.’
‘Her?’
‘My client.’
‘I thought you said Mr Sackville was your client?’
‘Did I? Fuck. I don’t know what I’m saying.’
‘Have you been drinking, sir?’
‘Yes. All my fucking adult life and a bit before.’ For no reason I pointed across the road to where the rented Camry was parked. “That’s my car.’
The detective made a gesture and I saw a uniformed man walk towards the Camry. They were bound to take it away for testing. Two fucking cars gone in the space of one day, I thought. A record.
‘We’d better go up to this flat, Mr Hardy. You can get some more clothes on and we can talk.’
His face was a lean, pale smear, way off in the distance. I was experiencing the sort of perspective-altering vision you get as a kid in the classroom and grow out of. He’d been with me for at least fifteen minutes and I felt as if I was seeing him for the first time and not clearly. I shook my head, trying to pull myself together. ‘Have you got a cigarette? I’m sorry, your name didn’t register.’
‘Detective Sergeant Craig Bolton. I’m sorry, I don’t smoke.’
‘It doesn’t matter. Neither do I. Someone has to tell his wife.’
‘His wallet was in his pocket. We’ve got all the information we need. An officer will go there now.’
I was getting it all straightened out now, making the connections, but craziness still wasn’t very far away. ‘You’re going to want a statement, aren’t you? And I shouldn’t say anything without having my lawyer present. And he was my fucking lawyer! For more than twenty years. What do you say about that?’
I was a nearing fifty years of age mess and Bolton was a much younger diplomat, psychologist and total professional. He took my arm and steered me back along the path towards the apartment block. ‘I say we go inside and have some coffee or you finish your drink,’ he said. ‘And we sort a few things out.’

It didn’t look good when Bolton and I entered the apartment. Some of Claudia’s and my clothes were strewn around; there were signs of drinking and expert examiners would probably be able to tell that the place had been searched. And, I was barefooted with my half-open shirt hanging out of my pants. Not a scene to inspire confidence in a suspicious policeman. I put my shoes and socks on and tucked in my shirt. I showed Bolton where Claudia was sleeping and it didn’t take much imagination to see what else had gone on in there.
There didn’t seem to be much point in pretending that I was a celibate teetotaller, so I poured myself some Scotch and sat down in the living room while the detective prowled a bit-into the kitchen out onto the balcony. He came back in and combined the sceptical look with a frown. He still looked young and green to me, but he probably wasn’t.
‘You couldn’t see the gate from there. How did you know what had happened?’
I pointed to the TV monitor mounted on the wall.
‘That’s linked to the gate. I saw what happened on that fucking screen.’
‘Take it easy.’ He walked over to the security control box, studied the mechanism for a few seconds and activated the TV. I got up and joined him in time to see Cy lifted onto a stretcher and taken away.
‘I’m going to get the bastard who did this.’ I said.
‘No you’re not. You told the uniformed officer you were a private detective, that right?’
‘Yes.’
‘Licensed for a firearm?’
‘Yes.’
‘Where is it?’
I had to think. It seemed so long ago. I recalled putting the. 38 back in the holster in the street and then hanging it over a chair in the bedroom. The Scotch hadn’t calmed me and I was starting to feel the anger building again.
‘Listen,’ I said. T don’t want to get nasty here. That man had been my friend for more than twenty years. If you’d been there when they turned him over you’d have seen how little of his chest was left. Didn’t you see the blood and the tissue, for fuck’s sake? He was shot with a rifle, low calibre, high velocity. Don’t ask me to go into that bedroom and retrieve my fucking. 38 pistol. I just might punch your head in.’
Bolton was no fool. He studied me for a full minute, then he walked away, picked up my glass and handed it to me. The TV monitor went blank and he clicked it on again and studied the image carefully. ‘You wouldn’t get any sight of where the shots came from on this.’
I sipped the drink and fought for control. ‘That’s right. I heard the impact over the intercom and I saw the results on his shirt. But I’m no ballistics expert. The shooter could have been anywhere out there-left or right, high or fucking low. I don’t know.’
‘Finish your drink. We’ll have to go down to North Sydney.’
I put my glass down on the low table. ‘I don’t want it. Just a second and I’ll get the pistol for you.’
I went into the bedroom. Claudia was still asleep and she looked very comfortable, also highly desirable. The sheet had ridden down on one side and she’d kicked one leg free of it. I could see the whole length of the inside of one long, perfectly shaped thigh. The skin was smooth and tight and, despite everything that had happened, I could feel myself getting aroused. I adjusted the sheet and she didn’t move. I picked up the holster harness and my watch and left the room.
Bolton was standing near the doorway that led to the kitchen-good ducking away spot. I held out the holster to him. ‘Cleaned last night, but not fired this year or last.’
He took the harness and handled it as if he’d seen such things before. ‘Okay. You say the lady’s your client?’
‘Actually,’ I said, ‘she was Cy’s client. He’s the… victim and I’m… I was his client. It’s all very complicated.’
‘I can see that. You’re cooperating and I won’t push you. I’d like the lady’s name.’
‘Claudia Fleischman. She’s awaiting trial for the murder of her husband.’
‘Jesus Christ,’ Bolton said, ‘OK, I’ll get a policewoman in here to keep an eye on her. We’d better get going. The bloodhounds can’t be far off.’
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Bolton said he’d need to talk to Claudia at some point but for now he let her sleep. He allowed me to write her a note. How do you tell someone her lawyer’s just been murdered and her new lover’s off to the police station and will be back sometime, all in a note? I did the best I could, told her not to be alarmed if a policewoman was there, propped the note up on the bedside table centimetres from her head and left a card in case she’d lost the first one, with my home address and phone number on it as well as the office and mobile numbers. I said I’d phone her as soon as I was clear and that I wanted her to stay where she was or come to me and go nowhere else. There was no way for her to feel safe or act as if she was. I hoped she’d remember my advice about her personal security. If I’d known her better I could have suggested the name of someone to come over arid keep her company. Maybe, but my snooping tended to make me think that there wasn’t any such person. That didn’t make leaving the flat any easier.
As police stations go, North Sydney was better than average. The lighting was muted rather than the harsh brain-searing stuff which used to be standard and you still get sometimes, and the room they put me in had been softened down by a couple of bright prints on the walls and a pot plant or two. If you really want to intimidate someone, you interrogate them under a light in the middle of a dark room, where they come to feel danger and threat in the space around them, especially behind. Here, the desk with the chairs on either side of it was tucked in a corner, almost cosily. The video equipment looked to be state of the art. There was no sign that anyone had ever smoked in the room since it had undergone its last revamp. That’d be a problem for some people, but perhaps they interviewed the really tough guys who smoked cigarettes somewhere else.
‘Your car’s been searched and sniffed at, Mr Hardy,’ Bolton said, before he activated the recording. ‘Seems no reason to impound it. It’s here for when you need it.’
I took the electronic alarm and locking device out of my jacket pocket and showed it to him. ‘You mean your people by-passed everything? I’m impressed.’
Bolton smiled and flicked a switch. Machinery hummed.
‘What about my gun?’ I said.
Bolton frowned and turned the hum off. ‘When this is over we can talk about that, OK?’
I shrugged. Flick. Hum.
‘North Sydney police station. Detective Sergeant Craig Bolton OIC. Interview with Mr Cliff Hardy of…’
Bolton recorded the date and time of the interview, my address, PEA licence number and other formal details. As he was running through the circumstances that had led to the interview I realised how tired I was. I felt my head growing heavy and my body started to cry out for a level surface to stretch out on. Bolton switched off the machine.
‘Are you all right?’
‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m tired. It’s been a bastard of a day and a hell of a night. I’m whacked.’
He pressed a button on the desk and a voice came over the intercom. ‘Yes, Craig?’
‘Two coffees in here, please. Strong. Sugar and milk on the side. Quick as you can.’
‘Coming up.’
‘The departing chief here installed the machine as a gift to the station,’ he said. ‘Makes good coffee.’
I grunted my thanks.
Bolton grinned at me. The frown line stayed, even though he was almost smiling. It gave him an ambiguous, hard-to-read look. ‘I never knew a murderer who felt like a kip afterwards, unless he was all bombed out on drugs. Relax, Hardy, I’ve checked you on our computer and spoken to Frank Parker who vouches for you. You’ve got nothing to worry about.’
Frank, now a Deputy Commissioner in the New South Wales Police Force, was an old friend. ‘Just a dead mate and a lady in very serious trouble.’
‘Maybe you’d like to tell me something about that.’
A uniformed constable knocked and brought in a tray with two-mugs of coffee on it along with some mini-cartons of long-life milk and sugar cubes wrapped in paper. I took mine with everything-three milks and three sugars. By the time I’d stirred the milk and sugar in the drink was warm rather than hot but I drank it anyway. Whoever had prepared it had taken Bolton at his word-the coffee was very strong and I could feel the caffeine and sugar kicking in as Bolton flipped the switch again…

It was 2.30 a.m. when I left North Sydney. The Camry was in the station car park and the electronic gadget and everything else worked just fine. The ignition key was in my pocket but the car had a few more kilometres on the clock than when I’d left it. Made you wonder how good these security gizmos really were. I sat behind the wheel for a few minutes, mulling over what I’d told Bolton and wondering what to do about Claudia. Bolton had been easy, almost friendly. I worried about that. In the old days there’d have been shouts, threats, cigarettes offered and denied, shoes against chair legs. I felt as if I was getting late-’90s treatment and didn’t know how to cope with it.
In keeping with the times, I’d played it selective but pretty straight. I’d begun by pointing out that Cy was a high-profile criminal lawyer of longstanding. Matters he’d worked on in the past or other matters on hand could have explained the attack and I had no knowledge of such things. His death didn’t necessarily have anything to do with my current case. Bolton gave that short shrift and pressed for details. I’d mentioned the grenades in my car (I knew he’d find out about them easily anyway) and the surveillance I’d mounted outside Claudia’s flat which had been all at the wrong time and to no effect. I’d told him about the car I’d seen speeding away after my first visit, but not that I’d identified Haitch Henderson as the driver. I said I’d paid calls on various people connected with the case but declined to name them or provide any details. Getting back at me for that, Bolton had hung on to my gun for testing-minor sparring.
In days gone by he’d have held me overnight, just on principle, but times had changed and Bolton appeared to be working to the spirit as well as the letter of the law. The record of interview had been fed into a computer and I signed the printout. He said he’d see me again and expressed the hope that I’d cooperate in every way, including securing him an interview with Mrs Fleischman. No leer, no wink.
It had been a big night for technology and I decided to stick with it. I used the car phone to ring Claudia. Fittingly, I got her answering machine message: ‘This is Claudia. I’m not taking calls just now. Leave a message after the tone if you wish.’
Not welcoming.
‘Claudia, this is Cliff. I’m on the car phone. Just out of the police station. I’m assuming you’re still asleep…’I waited. No response. ‘Okay. Please do as I say in the note. I’m going home to get some sleep, but I’ll be in touch later today. We’ve got lots to do. Stay strong.’ If the policewoman was there and heard the message, so what?

I drove out of the car park, getting a curt nod from the tired-looking constable on duty. We had that in common-tiredness, if not youth. Not a lot of traffic at that time of the morning, which was just as well. My reflexes were slow and I drove automatically, scarcely registering the stops and turns. I had trouble finding the bridge toll and almost missed the bin as I tossed it in. The action reminded me of basketball games I’d played in the Police Citizens’ Boys Clubs when I was a kid. They’re called something else now. The old name smacks of biases and prejudices that are supposed to have been swept away. Good to think so, but the changes could be cosmetic. I wondered if average-sized kids could still play the game. It used to be a lot of fun and that basket was a high, tough target for sub-six foot adolescents.
As I drove towards Glebe I was aware that although lots of things had apparently changed, I was still the same as far as women were concerned. I’d never been a casual screwer and had often wished I was-less involvement, fewer complications. Claudia Fleischman had got to me in some deep, connecting way. It was more than just her physical attractiveness and personality. I was drawn to her strengths and weaknesses. I had the old feeling that lay behind several of my relationships-that I could help this woman and be helped by her. She needed a supporter and I needed connections to other worlds-to higher education, to Europe, to Jewishness. I’d felt this kind of attraction, and been right, and horribly wrong, in pursuing it before.
Two TV crew vans were parked in the street near my house along with sundry other reporters’ vehicles. I could image what the more antagonistic of my neighbours were thinking. By necessity, journalists have little respect for privacy, traffic laws or noise pollution regulations. I’d turned into the street and committed myself to going on before I spotted them. No time or space for a three-point turn and a hasty retreat even if I’d been in the mood for it. I nudged the Camry up against a Tarago van that was parked where I’d left the unfortunate Falcon the night before. I wound the window down as they came at me, males and females, like seagulls swooping on a crust.
‘Mr Hardy, you’ve been attacked twice today…’
‘Who was killed tonight in Kirribilli…?’
‘Are you involved in…?’
I reached through the window and grabbed the nearest of them by the collar. I jerked his head in, forward and up so that it was banging against the roof of the car.
‘You tell the driver of that Tarago to move it or I’m going to ram the fucking thing! Now!’
I shoved him off and the others fell back as he reeled away. I backed off a metre, put the gear in neutral and revved the motor. A man jumped into the Tarago and swung it away from the kerb. I slid into the space, got out of the car and locked it before turning to the reporters. The cameras were running, the mikes were thrusting forward and several held their mini-recorders out in front of them like divining rods. I picked out one of these, a tall, spindly guy in a white denim jacket and wearing shoulder-length hair, and beckoned him forward. When he was within reach I grabbed his arm and used him as a battering ram through the mob. The element of surprise got me passage to the gate.
I’d been in these situations before and knew how threatening I could look if I got the body language and facial expressions wrong. I tried to stay loose and to keep something like a tolerant grin on my dial.
‘What’s your name?’ I said over the babble.
‘Todd.’
I opened the gate and went through, shoving Todd away, keeping him outside. I grabbed his hair and brought his ear closer to my mouth. ‘Tell them I said no comment, Todd. And anyone who touches this fucking gate is gone for trespass.’
I let him go, banged the gate shut and went up the path which is so overgrown all the cameras would be getting was branches and shadows. Hardy handles the media and scores his first win of the day. But in fact it was the next day and the day that had just slipped away had taken a lot with it. I felt physically and mentally sore as I slammed the door behind me and faced the old familiar smells and sounds.
I was dog-tired but somehow I didn’t want to go upstairs and climb into my bed with the sheets and pillow covers overdue for a wash and the mattress settling into a one-person-only shape. When Glen was around the bedroom had a kind of symmetry-two clothes racks, books and magazines on both sides, coffee mugs, massage oil swapping from one side to the other, stains on the surfaces. Now one clothes rack was empty; the globe in the reading light on one side had been dead for months and the dusty massage oil bottle was in the chest of drawers.
For the first time I noticed that there was blood on my shirt and trousers. I had a shower and dropped the clothes into an old topless Esky where I put things destined for the dry-cleaners. I had a shower and wandered about with a towel around my waist, rejecting the idea of wine, Scotch or coffee. I thought about taking my unlicensed Colt. 45 out from its hiding place in the cupboard under the stairs and rejected that idea too. If I’d known who to shoot maybe I’d have done it, but I hadn’t a clue.
That led me to thinking about Cy and the times we’d called each other and left affectionate, abusive messages on the answering machines. I noticed that the light was blinking on my machine and I pressed the PLAY button, expecting to hear nothing but routine communications.
‘Cliff this is Claudia. The policewoman was OK. She’s gone now. It’s two o’clock. I got your note. That’s terrible about Cyrus. I’m so sorry. And I know he was your friend. It couldn’t have anything to do with me, could it? There were a whole lot of reporters at the gate but the security people got rid of them. I know you’ll be busy so I’m going to knock myself out with a Mogadon until the afternoon. I’ll be here. Please call me. Again, I’m terribly sorry about Cyrus. If there’s anything I can do you must tell me… In fact, I think I need you to tell me what to do next, anyway… I’ll wait to hear from you.’
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‘We never sleep,’ I’d told Cy, but I did-until late in the morning. I came up from the deep sleep more fresh and eager than I’d felt in many weeks and I knew the reason why. I surveyed my body as I dressed-not too bad, love handles but not out of control, more grey hairs on the chest than on the head and overall muscle tone reasonable. Not finished yet. I did a few perfunctory exercises-stretches, knee bends, nothing serious-and then I was reminded of Cy and his extensive exercise sessions before our squash games. They’d exasperated me slightly and made me anxious to have a whack, probably a piece of smart strategising by Cy.
I shaved carefully, something I’d neglected lately, and ate breakfast which I rarely do-an almost-past-it orange, toast and two boiled eggs. After two cups of coffee I was ready to face the paper, but Cy’s death had just made the Stop Press and the details were minimal. There was nothing about me, and if the TV boys and girls had got some meaningless footage, dressed it up somehow, and run it early I didn’t want to know. I brushed my teeth several times, regretting the chips and discolourations-talismans of fights, poor dentistry and bad habits-and got out my notes and diagrams to review the state of the matter.
Nothing had changed. There were no new names to add to the equations, only one to subtract. Perhaps Cy’s death had nothing to do with the Fleischman case. For all I knew he could have been representing someone with some connection to Neddy Smith, in which case anything was possible from any angle. But I didn’t think so. Why hit him just there and just then? Why not as he got into the car or got out of it? My gut feeling was that this was directly related to either Fleischman’s death or Claudia’s future. Was it a warning? If so, from whom and with what intent? It pained me to reach the conclusion, but I decided that my courses of action remained the same-protect Claudia, find Haitch Henderson, identify white-sleeve of Watsons Bay and, if possible, communicate with Anton Van Kep.
Hardest things first, always. I phoned the office of Deputy Police Commissioner Frank Parker and after exchanging wisecracks with his secretary, Abigail, secured an appointment with him for early that afternoon. I didn’t kid myself about my persuasive powers, the police bureaucracy is as impervious to plea and reason as any other; Frank had no doubt monitored the conversation and intervened himself. He’d know that I knew. He might even know what I wanted. It was impossible to wrong-foot Frank. Just to be evenly balanced with him was good going.
Frank Parker had secured his promotion after the last ICAC enquiry had cleaned out most of the dead wood and rotten apples above him. Frank believed in the cop culture and had done his share of verballing and corner-cutting in the old days, but he had managed to keep himself clean while not stepping on too many toes of the dirty. I owed him more favours than he owed me when you added them up but in Frank’s eyes he’d incurred a debt to me he could never repay- I’d introduced him to the woman who became his wife.
Hilde Stoner had been a lodger in my house, a dental nurse and an all-round terrific person. Some bad business in Bondi had brought me into contact with Parker and through me he met Hilde. His marriage had collapsed; she was looking for more in life than crowns and root canals and they never took a backward step. They’d been married for going on ten years and had a son, name of Clifford, poor little bugger. Frank knew and I knew that it was Hilde and the boy that had got him off the bottle and kept him back from all the rancid deals that come the way of cops, whether they’re straight or bent. It was good to have someone of influence feel that grateful to me, even if I’d done nothing to deserve it, except put in the odd good word-and stand aside myself, of course.
The phone had been ringing pretty steadily-journalists seeking interviews. I ignored the messages and wiped them as soon as they’d finished talking. Three faxes came through in similar vein and I tore them into strips to use as scrap paper by the phone. I knew it’d be the same at the office and I didn’t want to go there. I phoned Pete Marinos and made sure the watch was being kept on the Fleischman apartment. Then I took out the Colt, cleaned and loaded it and put it in a plastic shopping bag which I carried out to the car. There was some evidence of the events of yesterday-fragments of the busted Commodore tail light, oil spill from something that had been fractured in my Falcon, two cigarette packets, a rash of butts and some soft-drink cans from the last night’s visitors. No blood or tissue, making the Glebe asphalt a hell of a lot better than the trendy paving outside Claudia’s front gate.

Frank was standing by the window in his office in the Darlinghurst Police Centre, looking towards the city. There were a surprising number of trees to be seen in that direction. He swung around as soon as I entered and stuck out his hand.
‘Gidday, Cliff. You look pretty good, considering.’
We shook and I joined him by the window.
‘Considering what?’
‘Oh, years on the clock, bottles and glasses, blast grenades, things like that.’
I grunted. ‘You heard about Cy?’
‘Of course. I’m sorry, mate. He was a good bloke-great bloke in fact, for a fucking lawyer.’
He sat on the edge of his desk which was untidy, covered with papers and reports and all the other snowstorm of bumf that descends on bureaucrats. Essentially that was what Frank now was. He was about my height and weight, a few years older but he didn’t look it. He and Hilde were passionate tennis players and they exercised so as not to lose their suppleness. Me, I exercise hard when I’ve got the time and so far I’m holding up reasonably well. Although Frank paid his dues as a beat policeman and detective, he didn’t get his nose broken in the boxing ring, cop malaria in Malay when fighting the Chinese communists and stop a lot of fists and several bullets. That’s my explanation for my treadmarked face.
‘What can I do for you, Cliff?’
‘You know I was working for Cy on Claudia Fleischman’s defence?’
Frank nodded.
‘She didn’t do it, Frank.’
‘You sure that’s not your dick talking?’
There were never any punches pulled between Frank and me. That’s how we both played it and oddly it worked. We both thought that pussyfooting causes more misunderstandings and resentments than directness. Frank would have learned things from Bolton when he knew I wanted to see him, and he wouldn’t hold back from drawing obvious conclusions.
‘Let me rephrase that,’ I said. ‘I believe she didn’t do it. I also believe that Cy’s murder has something to do with the Fleischman case.’
‘Evidence?’
‘Scrappy.’ I sucked in a breath and gave him as good as he’d given me. ‘I know the police are under pressure to settle the Fleischman thing and that you’ve got a neat package with Van Kep and all. I say it’s bullshit.’
‘Okay. What d’you want?’
‘How’re Hilde and the boy?’
Frank shook his head. ‘Cliff, that’s not worthy of you.’
‘Humour me. I’ve lost one of my best friends and, as you say, my dick’s involved.’
He opened his hands. ‘Ask.’
‘I want to have a talk with Van Kep.’
‘Jesus, Cliff. I can’t do it. He’s a protected witness.’
‘He’s a lying turd. Claudia hired him to protect her from Fleischman. Someone turned him around and he killed Fleischman and lumbered her.’
Frank shook his head. ‘You’re way off. Van Kep couldn’t kill anyone. They’ve done extensive psychological tests on him. The muscles and balls are all for show-he’s a physical coward, doesn’t know whether he’s AC or DC sexually and is as dumb as shit with just enough brains to act bright.’
I could have told Frank about Haitch Henderson then, suggested him as the trigger-man, captured his interest. I didn’t. I wanted Henderson for myself, and something else, something unexpected, was building inside me. I was noting Frank’s shirt, white with a thin grey line in the weave; his tennis club tie and the double-breasted blazer on a hanger on a low clothes stand in the corner of the office. In the old days Frank used to drop his single-breasted Grace Bros suit coat over the back of his chair and feel in the pockets for pens and failed lottery tickets to scribble on. I was aware of the difference between a career and a living, between a marriage and what was probably going to be just another ‘relationship’, with all the trouble that can involve. I bubbled over.
‘Fuck you, Frank. You’ve got it soft. You can coast to a pension or a fucking payout that’ll keep you in Slazenger Topspins for life. I’m still out there trying to make shit fit.’
Frank stared at me for what seemed like a long time; his long, lean face was set in hard lines with all the friendship gone out of it. I knew that desk jockeying wasn’t to his taste and that he’d taken the position because it was his due and because, with a wife and child, it didn’t make sense for him to be sitting in cars with shotguns or walking up to houses with shuttered windows. I’d scored a bullseye and I was ashamed of it.
‘Frank, I’m sorry. I…’
‘Don’t worry about it. There’s a lot in what you say and you don’t know the half of it. This fucking job’s mostly paper shuffling and what isn’t is just politics.’
I eased up out of my chair. ‘I know. I shouldn’t have asked you.’
‘Sit down! Let me think. You made the appointment with Abigail, did you talk to anyone else?’
‘No.’
‘Sign the book downstairs?’
‘Come on, Frank. I wrote David Ritchie of Burnt Ridge, Kempsey.’
Parker nodded. It was a favourite false name of mine. David Ritchie was the real name of the Aboriginal boxer, Dave Sands, who was killed in a truck accident in 1952. It was one of the regrets of my life that I was too young to have seen him fight. People whose judgment I respected said he was the best ever. Frank had seen him at Rushcutters Bay and was one of the praise-singers.
‘Okay,’ Frank said. ‘Abigail’s reliable, but I’m still putting my arse on the line here. If you fuck up… Hilde’s told me how women can turn your brains to shit.’
‘Don’t do it if you don’t want to.’
‘Fuck you. On the way out you’d better be the invisible man.’
I nodded. He was still working himself up to do something dangerous and I gave him the time. Again, I felt guilty about putting him in the position, but an image of Claudia-frizzy hair and dark red parted lips-came into my mind and I held my ground.
‘D’you think the same guy did the hits on Fleischman and Sackville?’
I wanted to say, Yes! Yes! But I couldn’t do that to him and he was leaning forward slightly in his chair, watching me intently. I rubbed my closely shaven jaw where the bristles were just starting to break through. The Claudia image had gone and I was left out there where the only signposts are the ones you write yourself.
‘I honestly don’t know, Frank. I haven’t got any details on how Fleischman got it yet. I read about it at the time but the details didn’t stick. If it was a handgun at close range, no way.’
‘Rifle. Two shots through the pump from about a hundred yards or so.’
‘It could be the same shooter.’
Frank sighed, swung away, gazed out the window and swung back again. ‘Have you got your notebook handy?’ he said.
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It didn’t surprise me that I saw no-one I knew on the way out of the building. For one reason or another, many of the cops I used to know have left the force and the new breed seems more interested in computer spreadsheets and printouts than in clocking faces. There seemed to be more women on the premises than I remembered from my last visit and several Asian faces. Some of the better old hardheads like Grant Evans, who’d stretched the rules for me a few times when I first got into the PEA game, would have struggled to accommodate these developments and made the adjustment more or less. But Grant had gone down to a force nine coronary a few years back, and I didn’t like to think how close we were together in age.
The needle on the parking meter swung into the expired zone just as I reached the Camry. I gave it the finger, deactivated the alarm, opened the door and the mobile phone buzzed.
‘Hardy,’ I said, crouching into the car.
‘Cliff, this is Claudia. I’ve been trying to get you on the other numbers, but… ‘
There was an edge to her voice, not hysteria or panic but in that territory. I sat behind the wheel and tried to project reassurance. ‘Okay, Claudia. I’ve been running about. Where are you, at home?’
‘Yes, yes. Kirribilli, although nowhere feels like home any more.’
‘I understand. I’m coming over there now. Is that what you want? Is there something wrong? Something I can deal with?’
‘Jesus, wait a minute till I get a cigarette.’
I hung on, hoping the call wouldn’t drop out. I’ve got no faith in mobile phones. A parking attendant rounded the corner and began checking the meters. Ten or so before she got to me-nine, eight…
Claudia was back on the line, sounding more calm but more angry. ‘Those bloody journalists. Christ, I hate them.’
Seven, six…
‘What’s happened?’
‘We had a power shut-down here for an hour this morning and it turned my answering machine off. A call came through just as I was waking up from the Mogadon. The phone kept ringing and I couldn’t understand why and I answered it.’
Five, four…
‘Yes. Who was it?’
‘I forget her name. Some smarmy bitch. She sounded so pleased to have got through to me. She had a story just on that account I suppose. I was dopey. I could hardly understand what she was saying. I probably sounded drunk. Cliff, are you there?’
Three, two…
‘I’m here.’
‘She said… Jesus, she talked about how the murder of my lawyer would mean a delay in the trial. I hadn’t even thought of that! I can’t remember what she said, I was still too fuzzy, but I could grasp the implication.’
One…
‘Cliff, they’re going to say I did this too! To gain time… ‘
‘That’s ridiculous.’
The attendant glanced at me as I waved at her. She took it all in-the car, the mobile, the agitation-and took her revenge. She must have been Sydney’s fastest infringement notice writer; she had the ticket made out and under the wiper and was past me and moving on before I could say a word, not that there was anything I could say with the phone to my ear.
‘Cliff! Cliff! Are you listening to me?’
‘Yes, of course. That’s all crazy. You don’t have to worry about that.’
‘But I abused her when I got her drift. God only knows what she’ll write about me. And I will have to get another lawyer, won’t I? And he might not want you to… I just don’t know what to do.’
‘We can fix all that,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry. I’m on my way.’
‘No. No, don’t come here. I can’t stay in this place. You must have things to do. I’m going to go away for a few days. I need to think about everything.’ The sharp edge was back in her voice. Along with the huskiness it made her sound slightly frantic.
‘Don’t do that,’ I said urgently. ‘You can come to my place. We.. ‘
‘Don’t be mad! I need to think about you among other things. Can’t you see that? You can’t run around doing what you have to do and baby-sit me as well. I’ve got to get myself together. I’ll call you, Cliff.’
‘Claudia, don’t… ‘
She hung up. I swore, dialled the number and got the engaged signal. I looked in the rear-vision mirror and saw the parking attendant coming back. Can you be booked twice for the same offence? I didn’t know and didn’t want to find out. I slammed the phone down, started the car and drove off. I headed up towards Oxford Street and stopped outside a pub. I looked longingly at it. It was an old-style Sydney pub with one of the Resch’s pictures, showing a slender woman in a grey evening dress sharing a drink with a bronzed bloke in a dinner suit. These days, in that neck of the woods, the bloke was more likely to be in the dress and the woman in the suit. The thought amused me as I removed the parking ticket and dropped it on the passenger seat. I crossed the street and bought a take-away coffee.
I phoned Pete Marinos and got him in person for once. I told him that Claudia Fleischman was about to take off somewhere and that I wanted his watchdog to stick with her all the way.
‘Can do, amigo.’ Pete likes to play the all-round wog.
‘This is serious, Pete. She’s supposed to report to the cops regularly. She could be running out on that. She could be in danger. Is this guy any good?’
‘He’s good. Where’s she going?’
‘I don’t fucking know!’
‘Take it easy, Cliff. I heard about Sackville. I get the picture. My man has to know if it’s interstate, overseas or what.’
‘Is it the same guy I found in the garden?’
‘Yeah. But… ‘
‘Interstate just possibly, not overseas. No passport. Mostly likely Sydney local or environs-you know, Blue Mountains, like that.’
‘OK. I’ll give you his mobile number. You can stay in touch with him if it’s in range.’
I wrote down the number and slowly drank my coffee, trying to remember how I handled all this stuff back before pagers and car phones and faxes. As far as I could recall, I put many miles on the odometer of the Falcon before last, got very sore feet and lost plenty of coins in vandalised phone boxes. I remember Cyn, my ex-wife, looking at the dusty car with its coat-hanger aerial and the overflowing ashtray and the box of twenty-cent pieces and shaking her head.
‘Why do you do it?’ she’d said.
She was an architect, worked in a smart office in Edgecliff, drove a Fiat. People came to her, she didn’t have to go to them.
I can’t remember my response. Anyway, it didn’t convince her and she was soon on her way out of the marriage and headed back to the North Shore whence she hailed. Nowadays, I’d been told, she had an advertising executive husband, a couple of kids and was a competitive sailor. I could imagine all that and wished her well. She’d have been surprised at the Camry and the mobile phone, but not at my sexual involvement with a client, the parking ticket or at my decision of what to do next. The responsibility for the break-up of the marriage was a fifty-fifty split.

Haitch Henderson had a son named Noel. I’d found this out when I’d come up against Haitch the first time. Noel’s mother was a prostitute and Haitch wasn’t proud of the connection. But there’s a little good in everyone, even a low-life like Haitch, and he’d accepted the boy and provided for him after a fashion. The fact that Noel, as a teenager, had adopted pimping and drug selling as occupations wasn’t Haitch’s fault, unless you believe that criminality is passed on in the DNA. I’ve never been able to decide on the point.
Peter Corris
CH19 — The Washington Club
I knew that Noel did business in a block of flats in Earlwood. The flats were in a building mounted high up above the Cooks River, high enough to make it look, on a good day with a blue sky, like something other than the industrial sewer and stormwater drain it was. Noel owned at least three of the flats, rented a couple more, scattered through the block, and he kept whores in them, selling drugs in different flats listed under different names with different phone numbers, as the spirit moved him. The women were available on call or for home services and there wasn’t much they wouldn’t, or weren’t obliged, to do. The drugs were supposed to ensure their loyalty, but one of the women had kicked loose and told me about the operation. Although not proud of the strategy, I’d been planning to use Noel to get certain messages through to Haitch back when I had him in my sights, until other events overtook me. That was yesterday, this was today.
I knew Noel by sight; he resembled his father in that he looked soft and mild. He wasn’t, but he hadn’t the direct hardcore toughness of Haitch. Noel’s style was more vicious and oblique. Courtesy of my informant, I’d learnt that Noel had an absolute obsession about the Citroen Goddess, never drove anything else, and kept several of them in a garage somewhere to recycle the parts.
‘His fuckin’ car’s the only fuckin’ thing he loves,’ she told me.
I drove to Marrickville, crossed the river into Earlwood, and drove up to the big block of flats occupying the whole of a high bluff overlooking the river, the Marrickville golf course and the quiet park where not long back one notorious drug dealer had shot another to death.
Resident parking was provided for in the form of steel-framed, perspex-roofed carports grouped at the east end of the building near a thick stand of wattle trees which had somehow survived the developer’s assault. There were twenty-four spaces, only seven or eight occupied-no Citroen.
I drove off and parked a few streets away under some plane trees that hung low over the road. Then I thought about car thieves and joy-riders and moved to a spot between two other cars that caught a bit of the street light. I locked up tight and walked back to the flats. One of the carports looked as if it hadn’t been used that year or last. The oil stains were old and faded and grass had broken through the concrete in several spots. I took up a position near a tree beside this spot and had a view of most of the other slots and a clear sight of the arrival of any car calling this place home.
I used the mobile to call Pete’s man.
‘The mobile telephone you have called is not answering. Please call again later.’
That could mean the phone was out of range or had been switched off or was subject to some kind of interference. It told me nothing and didn’t make me any happier.
Waiting more or less patiently is something I’ve learned to do but never enjoyed. I took out the Colt, leaned back against the tree trunk and prepared myself. I looked around, made sure I couldn’t be observed, and checked the Colt over, making sure the safety catch was on. There’s probably as much villainy in Earlwood as anywhere else, but the usual atmosphere is quiet. The last thing I wanted to do there was fire a gun.
Leaves fluttered down on me as I checked the gun and I reflected for the umpteenth time on how all the senses sharpen up for this kind of activity. I could feel the leaves hit, count them, and felt I could tell a difference in their weight. Nutty, but that’s the way it feels. Athletes talk about an adrenalin rush as if they actually experience it but I can’t say I ever have. With me it’s this honing-up of everything. It feels scary and good at the same time and there’s nothing else quite like it. It’s possible that I’m hooked on the feeling and will stay in this kind of work longer than I should. I don’t know.
Traffic zipped along the road and over the bridge; kids kicked a football in drug-death park; I could hear the tyre noise and the thump of boot on pigskin clearly. There was no activity on the river. Old-timers recall swimming in it, catching fish fit to eat in it, kids playing on its sandy banks, but that’s all long past. I was seeing things near and far with unusual clarity and could even spot a couple of golfers indulging in their peculiar masochism in the distance.
After fifty-three minutes of this I had something to watch. A tall, blonde woman wearing a miniskirt, high heels and a silk blouse, trotted across the concrete towards the brick pillars that marked the entrance to the area in front of the carports. She lit a cigarette and puffed on it as she adjusted her sunglasses, consulted something from her shoulder bag and tugged at her pantyhose. She checked her watch, readjusted the shades, looked back at the flats and waved and had trouble standing still. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other and, just as I’d done a while before, looked around to see if anyone was about. She couldn’t see me in the shadows. Satisfied, she blocked her left nostril with her little finger and sniffed hard. She repeated the action with her right nostril. Her head jerked back as she sniffed. A white Mercedes pulled up and she got smoothly into the front passenger seat- one of Noel’s girls for sure.
More leaves fell; the footballers left the park and the traffic got heavier as streams of cars headed into the suburbs. The golfers vanished into a soft, blurry haze. At twelve minutes past six a powder-blue Citroen Goddess purred through the gate, swung in an elegant arc and slipped into a carport about five spaces away in the area reserved for the occupant of unit nineteen. The driver got out, activated the alarm and ran his eyes appreciatively over the classic lines of his car. He bent and stared at the rear mudguard, straightened up, evidently satisfied, and strolled towards where I was waiting with an unlicensed gun in my sweating hand and not a legal leg to stand on.
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‘Hello, Noel. Got a nice girl for me?’
I stepped out of the shadows and came straight up to him. He was wearing a double-breasted tan linen suit, chocolate coloured T-shirt, brown slip-ons. Five-ten, about thirteen stone, flab on him. He barely glanced at me. His round, pasty face was ill-tempered.
‘Fuck off.’
I was close enough now to bring my heel hard down on his shin and stamp on his foot. That got his attention; his head flew back and his shades slipped askew. I hit him harder in the ribs with a short left than I’d intended but his fat softened the punch. It winded him though and he sagged away from me. I grabbed his prominent right ear and let his whole weight pull against it. That brought him upright again, smartish.
‘We can do this a bit more or we can stop,’ I said. ‘Up to you.’
‘What the fuck do you want?’
He was trembling. Scared. Good.
‘A talk. I don’t want your money or your drugs or your girls but I’m very, very serious. I’ve got a silenced Colt on me and you can be face down in the bushes ten seconds from now and no-one the wiser if that’s the way you’d like it.’
‘Shit. I’ll talk to you.’
I released him, took the pistol out and used it to tap his sunglasses straight. I held it by the barrel so he couldn’t see that there was no silencer. But he was beyond such details, sweating into his smart T-shirt and giving off a sour smell I couldn’t identify.
‘We’ll go up to your flat, nice and quietly. With a bit of luck I’ll be off in half an hour or so and all you’ll have to worry about will be a bit of lost skin, some sore ribs and a red ear. The strides’ll need a dry-clean.’
He glanced down at his leg. Blood from where I’d raked his shin had seeped through his trouser leg, turning the tan linen dark brown. He turned a little paler himself. ‘Okay, okay. Fuck, who are you?’
‘No questions from you. Let’s go in.’
He hobbled a bit, leaned to one side, protecting the ribs and rubbed at his ear a couple of times, but I could sense that he was regrouping. He wasn’t fit and didn’t look agile, but the Henderson nastiness was worth a lot of that stuff. I judged that he’d be dangerous as long as he remained conscious. He used a key to unlock the heavy security door and had to produce another key to get us through the grille door at the top of a set of stairs. I was reminded of the security arrangements in Kirribilli and how they’d been of no use to Cy. Anger at that was a help. When he hesitated at the grille door, fumbling for the key on his heavy ring, I reached forward and took a grip on his longish, pale hair. I pressed his head forward until it touched the bars. His sunglasses fell off.
‘You’ve got a lot of keys there, Noel. Pimp keys, eh? I’ll stick them up your nose one by one if you don’t open that fucking gate and get moving.’

Noel’s flat was on the third floor. It was a large space, very light and airy with a wide balcony. Noel was living off the immoral earnings at a pretty high level. The furniture was expensive, over-ornate and there was too much of it. This late in the day the bar was tempting but I stuck to the business in hand. I shoved Noel down into one of his plump armchairs and stood over him as he peeled the blood-soaked trouser leg away from the wound.
‘Let me wash this,’ he said. ‘I could get an infection.’
‘You are an infection. You can wash your whole body later. You might have a few more wounds to take care of if you don’t talk to me.’
The blood flowed again and soaked into his silk sock. He held his foot so it wouldn’t drip on the pale carpet. ‘I said I’d talk to you. What the fuck about?’
‘Your dad.’
‘Haitch? I haven’t seen him in… ‘
‘I have seen him. I know how close you two are. You know where he is, Noel, and you’re going to tell me.’
This was the hard bit. I’d been told that Noel was deeply attached to his father and terrified of him as well. He was scared of me, too, and that had got me this far, but it was a matter of which fear was the greater. I watched his face process the alternatives. The older fear won out. Noel summoned up his small reserve of grit. ‘I don’t know where he is,’ he said.
Someone told me once that obsessions are the strongest things human beings experience-stronger than fear, love, hate, lust. I was being given a chance to put the proposition to the test.
‘I don’t believe you,’ I said. ‘Stand up and take off your jacket.’
‘What?’
‘Do it, or I’ll start knocking out your teeth one by one.’
‘What’re you, some kind of queer?’
He was getting braver the way an unimaginative person can. I kicked his lacerated shin. He yelped, stumbled up and shrugged out of his jacket. I took it from him and shoved him hard back down into the chair. His car keys and the remote control locking device were in the left-hand pocket. I took them out and dropped the jacket on the floor. He stared up at me as I juggled the keys in my hand.
‘Unless you tell me where I can find Haitch I’m going to take that flash car of yours and bang it into everything I can find. Pieces’ll fall off and I’ll drive over them. Then I’ll break every bit of glass in the fucking thing and redo the upholstery with my Swiss army knife. Not sure what after that, but I’ll think of something. When I finish with it you’ll have to pay someone to take it away.’
He might not have been able to imagine much, but this got to him. His eyes moistened and he shook his head slowly from side to side.
‘You wouldn’t,’ he whined.
I grinned at him. ‘Revenge for the Rainbow Warrior?
‘What?’
‘Remember the Greenpeace ship that got blown up in Auckland harbour by the French spooks? Remember that, you dumb shit? I’m a dolphin lover. I don’t like the French that much and I don’t like French cars. I’ll do it with pleasure.’ I juggled the keys. ‘Your choice, Noel.’
‘You might fucking do it anyway.’
I had him. That amounted to an admission that he knew where his father was. He just needed playing a little more.
‘No. We’ll go there in the Citroen. You can show me what a great car she is. When I’m sure it’s the right place, you’re on your own and Haitch never knows you put him in.’
He licked his loose lips and his eyes moved around the room. I judged that he was reassuring himself that he was a man of substance, a man with things to protect, his own man. The phone rang and his answering machine picked up the call. Probably more money. He couldn’t afford to sit here protecting someone else, anyone else.
‘OK. Let me listen to my messages and make a few calls, have a drink. Then I’ll take you there.’
‘No calls. No drink.’
‘Fuck you! How the fuck are you going to tell if he’s there or not, smartarse? What about that?’
I thought about it for a split second. All I had to go on was the glimpse of the green Honda and the possible identification of half of the number plate. Haitch could have changed cars, or plates. But I couldn’t let Noel see anything from me but total confidence.
‘I’ll know, Noel,’ I said. ‘Don’t you worry about that. Tell you what, I’ll let you clean up your leg. One good turn deserves another.’

An hour later the Citroen was eating up the kilometres heading west towards Rooty Hill. Noel was an aggressive, inconsiderate driver and I’d several times had to snarl at him to drive like a human being. He was one of those people who shouldn’t drive, the way some shouldn’t drink or play poker machines. No control. He clearly loved the power he thought he had at his command, but it was commanding him. After we’d struck our deal, he’d smoked three or four cigarettes in quick succession, but he didn’t smoke in the car. You don’t shit on the one you love.
I’d forced him to tell me where we were going by the simple strategy of poising my Swiss army knife over the superbly designed bonnet of the car. Truth was, I admired these vehicles myself, but I’d have made like Zorro on the duco if I’d had to. I’d kept an eye on Noel while he cleaned himself up in the bathroom and I’d seen him take something from the cupboard that didn’t have anything to do with his leg. But what the hell? He seemed a little more cheerful for it and when he told me that Haitch was living where he kept his spare Citroens, I was inclined to believe him. If he was still worried about Henderson twigging to who’d fingered him it seemed to be low on the list. Put it down to the pills.
Rooty Hill is a suburb that retains something of the look of a country town. The main street has trendy paving and some of the amenities we can no longer live without, like patisseries and bottle shops, but the corner pub has a peppercorn tree in the side yard just like country pubs did in the old days. The housing is a mixture of good but ugly and not so good and more ugly. Some of the low-grade houses had three and four cars parked in the drive and out in front, indicating adult kids living at home. When I was young, working children living at home paid board; now, I understand, they only connect the word with the surf.
‘At the end of this street,’ Noel said, pulling in to the side of a dirt road he’d turned onto.
The light was fading but there was at least twenty minutes more of good visibility. The road sloped steeply down. ‘How many ways in?’ I asked.
‘Two. This is the back way.’
‘I know about the green Honda, Noel,’ I said. ‘If it’s there you can piss off, if it’s not, we wait.’
Noel nodded, resigned ‘Have to get a bit closer, but I don’t want to get too fucking close.’
‘You can roll it if you like,’ I said. ‘Just remember, any funny business… ‘
‘I know.’ Noel released the handbrake.
‘I’ll torch your spares, too, if you fuck me around.’
The Citroen rolled for a hundred metres and stopped. Noel’s hideaway was a fibro structure that might once have served some useful purpose as a works depot or warehouse but now it was weed-choked and derelict-looking with a sagging roof, stained walls and slumped foundations. I felt disappointment and rage run through me and struggled to restrain the strong impulse to hit and hurt him.
‘You lying little prick,’ I said. ‘Haitch wouldn’t hole up in a dump like that and you wouldn’t keep your precious Citroens in it either.’
Noel smirked. ‘That’s all you know. What you can see is just a fucking shell. It’s all fixed up inside. Cost me a packet to do it.’
‘Is that right? Then you’d better tell me about the alarm system.’
The smirk disappeared; he hadn’t counted on this. I reached across and pulled the ignition keys from the lock.
‘No!’ he yelped.
‘Your choice.’
He told me about the sensors, and where they were located. I nodded and released the handbrake. The heavy car shot forward and slewed towards the rocky edge of the road. Noel swore, yanked the wheel around and hit the brake.
‘Why the fuck’d you do that?’
I squinted into the gathering gloom. From this position I could see a flat area near the back of the building. I pointed towards it and dropped the keys into Noel’s lap.
‘That looks like a Honda Accord to me. I’ll say goodbye now, Noel. But if a telephone rings down there in the next few minutes, my offer stands.’
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Sneaking up on a place that’s got good security and is housing an armed and dangerous man isn’t a lot of fun. In the First World War they used to fill the troops up with rum before sending them over the top. The way I was feeling, that didn’t sound like a bad idea. I was out of practice at this sort of thing. My days of jungle fighting in Malaya were well behind me and, as I moved down towards the building, using trees and high grass for cover, I felt as if I was carrying a sign saying ‘Intruder Coming’. Every twig I put my foot on seemed to crack like a. 22 shot.
But I had the increasing darkness on my side and I made it to the rusted cyclone fence where Noel had said the sensors were planted. There was just enough light for me to confirm something of what he’d said. The wire was rusted in spots but it had been strongly patched by more wire painted brown to look rusted. The uprights were solidly anchored in concrete and, although there were rusty strands and mended ones, the barbed wire on top of the fence would do the job it was intended to do.
Haitch had driven through double gates and locked them behind him. I had to assume that the whole perimeter was protected by the sensors and that any disturbance of the fence would set off an alarm. Fair enough. In Malaya they taught us to turn the enemy’s strengths into weaknesses. Sometimes we managed to do it. There was a lot of rubbish lying around outside the fence and I located a three-metre length of rusted iron pipe as well as some dried-out cardboard boxes and a rotted mattress. I made a pile of strips torn from the boxes and stuffing from the mattress, along with leaves and sticks, and set fire to it. When the blaze was going strong I upended the pipe and let it crash down on the fence.
An alarm sounded inside the ramshackle building; light came on and Haitch Henderson stuck his nose out through the front door. He came a little further out, far enough for me to see that he was carrying a sawn-off shotgun. I saw his reaction as the fire spread, consuming grass near the fence and leaping up to lick at the dry grass caught in the wire. It must have looked pretty alarming from where he stood. He disappeared, the alarm stopped ringing, and I ran forward to take up a position near the gate, hunched down behind a straggling oleander bush. Haitch came out again with the shotgun in one hand and a fire-extinguisher in the other. He unlocked the gate, ran towards the fire and sprayed foam over it. I slipped through the gate and sprinted for the tacked-on front porch with its overhanging iron roof.
Haitch soon had the fire out. He stood and looked at the pipe, shook his head and came back through the gate. He locked it and tramped up the cracked concrete path. I had to make a judgment as to whether to take him inside the building or outside. Outside was dark but familiar after standing there for a few minutes; inside was an unknown quantity. When his foot hit the first step I thumbed the safety off, stepped out and let him see the Colt.
‘Put the shottie down, Haitch, and the extinguisher. You won’t need them.’
I could see his face in some light coming from the side of the building. He was fatter than I remembered, and the hair worn long over his missing ear was grey. He dropped the extinguisher.
‘Hardy, you cunt. What’re you doing here?’
‘Telling you to drop the shotgun.’
‘You haven’t got the guts to shoot me.’
It all happened very quickly. I heard what he said and for a split second I thought it might be true. I knew he had the guts to shoot me and when he swung the shotgun up that ended all thinking. I shot him twice in the chest. Impossible to miss at the range and I was braced for the kick of the pistol. The two shots sounded like one and anyway were drowned out by the shotgun blast. He’d squeezed one off with the last movement he’d ever make. The shotgun flew out of his hands and into the long grass. Haitch almost left the ground himself; the impact blew him back, flicked him around, and he melted down into the crumbling concrete path with his back towards me.
‘Jesus,’ I gasped, ‘why did you do that?’
I lowered the pistol, went forward and checked him the way I had Cy Sackville, with the same result. The two bullets had punched through him and his life was over. It wasn’t much of a life but I was sickened by taking it. I squatted down and felt the sweat that had broken out on me at some point cool and dry. I realised I was muttering to myself, though what I was saying made no sense. I sucked in deep breaths of the air that smelled of wood smoke and cordite and looked around me. That feeling of fine-tuned senses that had been with me throughout was still there. I felt I could hear every sound for miles around and somehow it registered that there were no sirens, there was no noise at all. The faint light glinted on the casings from my shots, lying on the concrete just below the steps. Crucial evidence, vital signs. I got to my feet, moved forward, bent, picked up the bits of metal and dropped them into my pocket.
I must have realised what I was going to do when I tampered with the evidence like that, but I wasn’t conscious of any thought-out procedure. It just seemed to flow naturally. I went into the building and saw what Noel had meant. The facade was exactly that. The inside had been lined, rewired, painted, redesigned. There was a large slab floored workshop where three motor bodies sat up on blocks. They were covered with tarpaulins but the shape was distinctive. Being careful not to touch anything, I moved past the cars and a big roller door to an area at the back of the place that had been wired and plumbed and fitted out as living quarters.
This was more Haitch Henderson’s style. There was a mid-size bed, an easy chair and TV with built-in VCR. No greasy gas ring for Haitch; the room had a microwave oven, bar fridge, pop-up toaster and electric snack-maker. There was Scotch, vodka and gin on a tray on top of the fridge. A man can only take so much. I tore a paper towel from the roll in a wall rack and used it to hold and open the bottle of Haig. I took one long swig and swallow and then a shorter one, tasting the liquor this time. I realised when I set the bottle down that I’d been shaking slightly the whole time. The whisky helped, but I resisted the temptation to have some more.
I started to investigate the place in earnest. In cupboards and the fridge Haitch had enough provisions for at least a week of comfortable living. In an annexe I found a washing machine and drier and a well-stocked freezer that added several weeks on. Henderson’s personal possessions were arranged neatly and systematically on a clothes rack beside the bed, in a suitcase and overnight bag under it and in a small chest of drawers. His wallet was on the bed. I used a blade on my Swiss army knife to lift and turn the various items. His whole life in its current phase was laid out for me to look at and it wouldn’t take very long. For a better person than Haitch, this would have seemed sad. The box of shotgun shells reminded me that it wasn’t sad at all.
From a few receipts and other papers I pieced together Henderson’s life over the past few months. He’d been living in Melbourne until very recently. As an old hand, he had no cheque-book stubs or bank passbooks, but I found an autobank slip he’d evidently neglected to destroy. Careless. A week back he’d withdrawn four hundred dollars from an account that had a balance of just over thirty thousand. Twelve hundred and twenty dollars were in his wallet along with a keycard in the name of A. J. Saunders. Haitch was in the chips and it could only be for services rendered. Services to whom was the question and I focused my search on answering that question. I pocketed the card. There was no little black book or microfilm hidden in the heel of any of his three pairs of shoes, but two things invited explanation-a key and a phonecard with a number written on it.
The keys to the Honda and to the building were on a ring beside the beer can that Henderson had been drinking from when I disturbed him. This single key was in a compartment of his wallet. The phonecard had the look of the autobank slip-something intended to be thrown away and overlooked. I sat on the bed (if the forensic people had a way to identify a bum print on a bed they were welcome to take me) and thought over my options. To go to the police would involve me in a complex and time-consuming process that might end with me spending time in gaol. I rejected that. It was a sure bet that Noel kept more than his spare Citroens here. There had to be drugs around the place somewhere and I considered searching for them, leaving a trace and arranging things to look as if Haitch had died defending his son’s stash. Cute, but I didn’t have the time for it.
I decided to leave things as they were. On a bench in the workshop I found a dismantled and possibly defective US-made blast grenade along with a magnetic clip, some wire and a couple of low-tension springs. I threw back the tarpaulins and searched the workshop and the cars thoroughly but there was no sign of the sort of weapon that had been used to kill Cy and, possibly, Julius Fleischman. Someone else involved or a hiding place? ’The questions were stacking up fast. I scooped the parts of the grenade and other material into a plastic shopping bag and set it by the door to take with me. I didn’t want any connections between myself and this place. I replaced the tarps, went back to the living area and took the twelve hundred dollars from the wallet. Someone was spending money to kill me and I was going to spend some of the same money to find out who.
In for a penny, in for a pound. I took the car keys from the ring and went out to the Honda. A soft, warm rain was falling; cloud had drifted over and made everything much darker and cooler than it had been before. I scarcely glanced at the body in the grass and felt nothing about it. The car started easily; the petrol tank was almost full and the windscreen-wipers worked smoothly. I drove away from the place mentally checking off a list of my illegal acts that night-assault, abduction, arson, possession and use of an illegal firearm, theft of money, theft of motor vehicle, some degree of homicide. Not a bad score, and my PEA licence was forever forfeit if the police found out.

The Honda handled well, the rain stopped and I made good time driving back to the city. I was thinking clearly enough, making decisions, plotting courses. I was tired and very hungry because I hadn’t eaten anything since that solid breakfast. The warmth of the Scotch in my almost empty stomach was fading but I didn’t want to risk any more alcohol in the keyed-up state I was in. I drove to Marrickville and left the Honda in the car park of the RSL club with the doors unlocked and the key in the ignition. I wiped down everything I’d touched and then wiped it all again and checked that I hadn’t left any trace of my presence. With any luck the car would take a long trip and never be seen again.
It was getting on for eleven o’clock and things were quiet in Marrickville. Some arrivals and departures at the club, a few strollers, light traffic. I walked down Illawarra Road and across the bridge over the Cooks River. At the midpoint I dropped the Colt over the side and heard it splash. I’d had it a long while, had only used it a few times and now I’d killed a man with it. I was glad to see it go and it was a sure bet that it wouldn’t be lonely in the toxic mud at the bottom of the Cooks River. It was a firearm graveyard. A politician, when queried as to whether he favoured cleaning up the river, said it was ‘a big ask’, and, as far as I knew, that’s as far as the proposition ever got.
The Camry was sitting quietly on the edge of the pool of light. I stopped a hundred metres away, stood in the shadows for ten minutes and tried to register and monitor every shape and sound in the vicinity. When I was satisfied no-one was taking any interest in the car I approached, zapped it with the remote-controller, got in and drove off-signalling, seat-belted, keeping to the left. The model driver and citizen and car-phone user. I dialled clumsily.
‘Yes?’
‘This is Hardy. I spotted you in the garden in Kirribilli the other day. Pete gave me your mobile number. Where are you? What can you tell me?’
‘Mrs Fleischman’s at Bluefin Bay, Mr Hardy. She’s in a house near the water. She got a taxi to Palm Beach and came over by water taxi. I’m glad you called. I don’t know what to do. I’m stuck here until morning, sleeping under a fucking tree, unless I phone a water taxi to get me back.’
I turned left out of Addison Road. The pub on the corner was like a beckoning finger but I resisted and drove up towards Enmore. ‘I don’t know much about that part of the world. What’s your name?’
‘Vinnie Gatellari.’
‘You say she’s alone, Vinnie?’
‘Looks that way. Nice house. They go for about half a million up here.’
‘You’d say she’s safe?’
‘Who is?’
‘Yeah. I reckon you can leave, Vinnie. Thanks. Tomorrow, could you try to find out whose house it is and a phone number? Pete’ll okay the expense. And hang around if that’s okay. I don’t want her getting away.’ I gave him the number of the car phone.
‘Thanks, Mr Hardy. I’ll get back to the peninsula and work on it first thing tomorrow. You’ll hear from me.’
I believed him. He was coming across as a good man and I could see why Pete valued him. A company man, though, a facilitator, maybe not a doer. I’d many times been offered jobs in big agencies with more money than I’d ever make on my own and turned them down because facilitating wasn’t my game and I had the scars to prove it. Cy had mocked me but understood. Not many people did.
That seemed like enough for now: leads to follow and Claudia located. I headed for Glebe, some food and drink, and, provided I could keep blocking out the shotgun and the Colt and the way Henderson jerked and fell and died, sleep.
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I woke up worrying about who had hired Haitch Henderson. Just because one killer was out of the picture didn’t mean there couldn’t be another to take his place. And Haitch’s sponsor obviously had resources. Enough to get someone better perhaps. I was also worried about Noel. If he managed to identify me somehow and he was in touch with whoever hired Haitch or worked with him, I would be in trouble. That was a possibility. On the upside was the extreme unlikelihood of Noel giving his information to the cops.
I was mulling this over, having flicked through the paper and found nothing about a dead man being discovered at Rooty Hill. I had my ear cocked to the radio for the same reason and had to turn it down when the phone rang.
‘Mr Hardy, my name is Leon Stratton, I’m an associate at Sackville and Sackville. I think we met once, briefly.’ Cy had gone into his father’s firm as a partner and kept the two names, although his dad had been dead for many years.
‘I believe we did, Mr Stratton. Cy’s fiftieth birthday, was it?’
‘Yes. As you can imagine we’re all in a state of shock here, but things have to be carried forward. I’m sure you understand.’
‘Yes. I was planning to contact someone in the office today. Mrs Fleischman… ‘
‘Can be assured of our continued support if she wishes. I’d be happy to take the matter on if she is agreeable. I’ve been trying to reach her by telephone but with no success. I don’t suppose you happen to know where she is?’
I tried to get Stratton up on the mental screen. A tall, pale individual. Youngish, which for me means less than forty-five. Nothing else. He’d be bright, Cy didn’t hire duds. He’d do, the question was how to play him. The best way to deal with someone like a lawyer is to tell them something they don’t know. I told him about the reporter who implied that Claudia would benefit from Cy’s death.
‘That’s absurd!’ Stratton said.
‘Yeah, but it upset Mrs Fleischman and she left Sydney for a time. I know where she is in a general sort of way. Not the specific place. I’m hoping to get a phone number today.’
‘I see. Well, I know the faith Cy had in you and if Mrs Fleischman wants to retain our services, I can tell you that I want you to continue as Cy instructed. Of course, we’ll have to get the hearing date set back so I can prepare properly.’
Couldn’t be better. I thanked him. Told him I’d be in touch with a number for Claudia as soon as I had it. Then the hard bit. ‘How’s Naomi?’
‘Distraught, but she’s got a lot of family support and she’s bearing up well-for the children… I talked to the police but they don’t seem to know very much. Are you…?’
‘I don’t know who did it, Mr Stratton, or why, but I’m sort of getting closer to it, I think. I’ll do everything I can to get him.’
He tried to cancel the emotion from his voice with a forced cough. ‘I’m sure you will. I’ll be glad to hear from you. In case you haven’t seen the notice, the service at the Chevra Kadisha’s the day after tomorrow. Then Rookwood.’
He rang off and any brief satisfaction I’d got from having his confidence and still being on the job ebbed away as I put the phone down. I hate funerals.
I examined the three items, not counting the grenade and associated bits and pieces, I’d taken from the Rooty Hill workshop. The autobank slip told me nothing-Commonwealth Bank in George Street, used by thousands of people daily. The key was a kind I’d seen all my life-grey, flat, with a minimum of notches. Number C20. It was a locker key of some kind, could be a workplace locker or one at a gymnasium or a swimming pool or even a school. No way to tell. The phone number promised more. I looked up the prefix in the dictionary and felt that small thrill that comes with some degree of enlightenment. The numbers indicated that the subscriber lived in Watsons Bay.
I poured a second cup of coffee and rang the number.
‘Hello. Yes?’
‘Is this 337 4343?’
‘Yeah, who’s this?’
‘Telecom, sir. Checking on a crossed-line problem with another subscriber. You are Mr…?’
The line went dead abruptly. Long shot, no luck. The voice was standard Australian with a hard edge, confident, aggressive. I had a feeling that I recognised it and then decided I was wrong. I replaced the phone thinking about white shirt-sleeves and Judith Daniels with her scarf and shades and her load on, risking life and limb to get to Watsons Bay. Why? I looked at the key again. It was well worn, polished smooth by handling and use. The C20 cut into it had almost been obliterated. Maybe if I took it to a clairvoyant she could place it between her palms and visualise the bank of lockers and the owner.
The phone rang again and I snatched at it, hoping for Claudia. The sexual reawakening had left me edgy and anxious on that score; I wanted more scenes, not a slow dissolve. Instead, I got Detective Sergeant Craig Bolton. I realised as I heard his voice that I was edgy and anxious about him as well. I waited for him to suggest that they’d found some connection between me and a dead man at Rooty Hill and that I’d better come out with my hands up.
‘I wondered if you were still working on Mrs Fleischman’s behalf?’ Bolton said.
‘I am, yes. One of Cy Sackville’s people has confirmed that.’
‘I see. Have you learned anything… useful?’
Trying to pick my brains. Fuck him! ‘No. Can you release my pistol to me?’
That surprised him. ‘D’you think you need it?’
‘Did you see my car?’
‘I take your point. Yeah, you can collect the gun. I hope we can count on your cooperation in all this, Mr Hardy?’
‘Of course, sergeant. Where’s the gun?’
‘I’m on my way to Liverpool on another matter. I’ve got about ten other matters, you see. I’ll drop it off at Glebe. OK? Be there within the hour.’
I thanked him. Shrewd. I’d have to check in at Glebe and Bolton would get a report on my appearance, behaviour, method of transportation. But I’d have the pistol and hadn’t told him a bloody thing. I’d call it even.

So far the Fleischman case involved three deaths and I was no closer to knowing what was going on. A priority was to make sure Claudia and myself didn’t make four and five. I had no solutions but at least I had options. For my next move, I had two choices-Watsons Bay, or to act on the information Frank Parker had reluctantly and dangerously given me on the whereabouts of Anton Van Kep. I was intrigued by the voice over the phone, Judith Daniels’ behaviour and the white shirt sleeve. Besides, I needed to make a few preparations before going after Van Kep. Give me a choice and I’ll opt for the beach every time. Watsons Bay it was, after a phone call to Daphne Rowley.
Some time ago I struck up a drinking acquaintance with Daphne, who plays a mean game of pool at the Toxteth Hotel and likes a beer and a chat. She runs a small printing business in Glebe Point Road. Very high tech, very leading edge. I used to be a fair snooker player and I have my moments at pub pool but Daphne can always beat me. As a consequence, she’s well disposed towards me and will do little jobs if time permits. I rang her and placed an order. She chuckled and said the stuff would be ready by late afternoon. She said I’d need a four-wheel drive to complete the picture.

At the Glebe station, just around the corner from Daphne’s, they treated me with polite disdain. I showed ID, signed forms and they gave me back my gun. I couldn’t miss the plain clothes detective pretending to check something at a table behind the desk. He looked me over well and truly and would be telling Bolton how I looked and acted. I played it friendly. When I left the station a female officer picked me up, tracked me to my car and I could almost hear the brain cells clicking as she sauntered past on the other side of the road mentally registering the registration of the Camry. I took off my jacket, a white denim number cut like a sports coat, and put on the holster. I’d bought the jacket when I was with Glen, happy and contented, eating well and somewhat heavier than I was now. It was loose, plenty of room for the gun without creating a bulge. In general, you don’t need a jacket in Sydney in December, but when you’ve got a gun to hide you do-one of the irritations of the profession.
Mindful of what Daphne had said, I drove to Darlinghurst and swapped the Camry for a 4WD Nissan Patrol with all the trimmings. It had a tape deck rather than a CD player, with no tapes provided. Adieu, Edith Piaf. I kept the same mobile, though. I didn’t want to lose touch with Claudia or Vinnie Gatellari. I tried Gatellari on the drive to Watsons Bay and got the no-go signal. Worrying.
I’d had some very good times at Watsons Bay with Frank Parker and Hilde, Glen Withers and other people. Fish feeds at Doyles or the pub, swims at Camp Cove, taking in the fishing village feel of the place that modern developments haven’t quite managed to eliminate. Not a bad spot to hide either-lots of high-rent transients and visitors, a law-abiding, own-business-minding population. Good fishing. Bus, ferry and two road routes to the city. A status-quo inclined police force so I’d been told. The sort of place Haitch Henderson might have used as a bolthole or base. He didn’t, but he had the phone number of someone who might have. Bolthole from what? Base for what? It would help to know.
I drove slowly down Sandhill Street and cruised past number seven. Judith Daniels’ sports car was parked outside. Since I’d last seen it, the car had acquired a long, deep scrape on the driver’s side. No surprise, given the way she drove. I parked more or less outside the house on the other side of the street. Clearly, there was no back access. The houses were built closely here, front to back on the steeply sloping land. The house behind the one I was watching would face the street above. No lanes or right-of-ways. That wouldn’t stop a bit of fence-jumping of course, but a fence-jumper has to come out somewhere and the person with the vehicle has the advantage.
Still, I wondered how to tackle the situation. Marching up to the door and knocking didn’t seem like such a good idea and this was no place for my Rooty Hill fire trick. I resorted to the technology again and dialled the number. Plenty of rings and then that almost-familiar voice.
‘Yes?’
‘Could I speak with Ms Daniels, please?’
‘Who the hell is this?’
‘Tell me who you are and I’ll tell you who I am. I’m right outside.’
Silly thing to say, but I couldn’t think of anything else. I hung on to the phone and waited for a response. He shouted something but he wasn’t talking to me. Then the front door opened. I half-expected to see Judith Daniels come trotting out. Instead a man in a white shirt, with the long sleeves buttoned at the wrist, rushed out and took the steps down to the street three at a time. He was big, he moved fast and fluently and he was carrying something in his hand that wasn’t a mobile phone. He vaulted over the gate and headed straight for me.
I scrambled out of the car, pulling the. 38 from its holster and straining to see what sort of a weapon he had. He was halfway across the road before I recognised it as a taser, a stun-gun. I raised the pistol.
‘Stop right there. Drop the taser or I’ll put a bullet in you.’
He stopped, flicked long straight black hair out of his eyes and stared at me. ‘Fuck me dead! Cliff fucking Hardy.’
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Rhino Jackson had been in the PEA game about the same length of time as me. Our paths had crossed more than once and the encounters had never been friendly. He was something of a drunk, something of a thug, but reasonably honest. One thing was for sure, he was ruthlessly, professionally, violent, a better man to have on your side than against you, which was why bodyguarding was his main line of work. For him, a stun gun was a mild instrument of control. As I looked at him I remembered hearing that he’d been burnt in a factory fire some time back when he tried to carry a whole filing cabinet out of the blaze by himself. Jackson was good-looking in a craggy sort of way and vain. The long sleeves were probably to cover scars.
I lowered the. 38 ‘Hello, Rhino. I thought I knew the voice on the phone.’
‘That was you the other day, too, wasn’t it? What the fuck are you playing at, Hardy?’
I felt silly standing in the middle of a sunny suburban street with a gun in my hand. I holstered it. ‘Like I say, you tell me and I’ll tell you. Or was it the other way around?’
‘You always were a clown. I’m providing security for Miss Daniels.’
‘Sure. You’re in Watsons Bay and she’s in Woollahra. Great security.’
‘She’s here at my joint some of the time and I’m there some of the time. Shit, I don’t know what fucking business it is of yours.’
‘It is, believe me. Let’s go inside. I won’t touch her, I won’t even look at her. I just want to talk to her.’ I grinned at him, sensing that he was as relieved as me that there was no real trouble here. ‘Got anything to drink in there?’
‘Every fucking drink you can think of. The lady’s a lush. How about you put the gun in the car as a sign of good faith?’
‘Okay.’ Jackson wasn’t a killer and although, like all of us, he sometimes walked a narrow line, he wasn’t a crook’s hireling either. I opened the Nissan and put the. 38 under the driver’s seat. We walked across the street; he opened the gate and went up the steps into the house. I followed him. He was bigger than me and stronger but he seemed to have lost something of his old bounce. He rubbed at his right forearm with his left hand. The burns.
We went into the house and into a strong smell of cigarette smoke, which is getting to be a rare thing. There was a short passage and Judith Daniels stood in the opening to a door on the left. She wore black slacks and a red silk blouse, high heels. She was smoking and she held a glass in her other hand-one of those two-fisted drinking smokers, right, left, right, left. Jackson was right; she was good-looking, arresting even, but the booze was beginning to soften her features and move her towards her first facelift.
‘Who’s this?’ Her voice was Eastern Suburbs polished and clipped, with only the slight suggestion of a slur. She was a biggish woman, five foot eight or nine, solidly built. She could probably hold quite a few of whatever she was drinking before it showed.
‘Name’s Hardy. He’s a private detective, Judith. Says he has to talk to you.’
Judith? Well, well. But who was I to comment?
She disappeared into the room. I looked at Jackson; he shrugged and rubbed his forearm. We followed her into a small room that seemed to be set up for watching TV, drinking and, just possibly, fucking on the big couch. Judith Daniels was behind a portable bar pouring orange juice into a big tumbler. When she had the bottom well and truly covered she added champagne until the glass was almost full. She took a sip and added some more champagne until it was absolutely full. She raised it to her lips without spilling a drop. A good trick after three or four of them. She picked her cigarette up from the edge of the bar and took a drag.
‘You’d better give the man a drink, Reg,’ she said.
Reg. You learn something new every day.
Jackson looked embarrassed. ‘What’ll you have, Hardy?’
It was just past eleven o’clock. ‘Beer,’ I said. ‘Light, if you’ve got it.’
Judith Daniels sneered. ‘Another pleb. A pleb and a wimp.’
‘Shut up,’ Jackson said. ‘The man’s working.’
The look she shot him showed that she liked it. Rhino had a reputation of being rough with the women, nothing far-out, just a bit physical as required. He took a can of Tooheys Light and one of draught from the bar fridge. Handed me mine, popped his own and leaned back against the wall. She moved slightly closer to him, blowing smoke well away from him.
‘So, he’s sussed us out, has he?’ she said to me.
Puzzling. Not what I expected. To conceal the reaction, I opened the can, drank and felt the welcome bite of the alcohol. The sexual lines between them were open and I felt like a voyeur, also deprived. ‘You’ll have to explain that to me, Ms Daniels,’ I said. ‘Who would he be?’
She had a deep drink of the pale orange mixture and took smoke into her lungs. She looked relieved at my response and expelled the smoke towards the ceiling in a thin, expert stream. ‘I don’t have to explain a bloody thing to you. You wanted to talk to me. I didn’t want to talk to you. Still don’t.’
She looked hard and composed, almost amused, ready to send me on my way. Jackson was curious but he wouldn’t do anything to influence her. The only tack I could think of was the one I’d tried before.
‘I think you should. I’m working for Claudia Fleischman.’
The high colour left her face and she looked urgently, pleadingly, at Jackson. The hand carrying the drink shook and drops splashed onto the carpet. I’d seen her type before. Her chief prop was alcohol; when she didn’t have enough of that on board her fall-back position was anger. She sucked in smoke and it came out in spurts as she spat words at Jackson. ‘Don’t you know anything! How could you let him come in here? My life’s in danger from that woman. Get him out! I want him out!’
Rhino may have wanted to know what was going on but the customer was always right with him. He moved forward obediently and fished in his pocket for the taser. What the woman had said was too important for me to back away from. I’d barely tasted the beer; the can was heavy in my hand. I threw it at Jackson and it hit him squarely on the nose. Judith Daniels screamed, Jackson swore. I moved in close and punched at his Adam’s apple with a loosely closed fist. He gasped as the breath left him and I kicked his feet out from under him. He fell heavily on his left forearm and let out a deep grunt of pain. I reached into his jacket pocket and removed the stun gun.
‘Get yourself to a chair, Rhino, and sit down,’ I said, waving the device at them. ‘I’m not going to hurt anyone who stays sensible. You too, Ms Daniels. Sit down!’
They did what I told them. The room reeked of spilt beer now and there were dark, damp patches on two of the cream walls. It was more the kind of fighting environment Jackson was used to but there was no fight in him now. He sat in an armchair rubbing at himself and looking as if he needed something stronger than beer. I kicked the door closed. Judith Daniels jumped. Her cigarette was down to a stump but she drew on it just the same. I crossed to the bar, poured a big Scotch for Jackson and a smaller one for myself.
I gave Jackson his drink, took a pull on mine and looked at Judith Daniels. ‘Are you telling me that all this hide-and-go-seek shit is because you’re scared of Claudia Fleischman?’
She had good recovery, I’ll say that for her. She tossed her butt into the empty fire grate and lifted her slightly soft chin, stretching the skin, defining the bones and making her look almost as beautiful as she must have been a few thousand drinks ago. ‘Yes,’ she said.

For someone who didn’t want to talk, she made a good job of it. I got her settled with her fags, pitcher of orange juice and a fresh bottle of Yellowglen and she didn’t stop for fifteen minutes except to light cigarettes and drink. She swore that she had seen Claudia and Van Kep together at a motel in Chatswood and that her father had declared himself afraid of Claudia. She gave plausible details of times and places. She also claimed that she’d received a phone call a day after Claudia was charged, warning her not to give evidence. The caller threatened to scar and cripple her for life. She said this quickly and her fear was genuine. The statement was worth half a glass of her medicine.
‘So when you said he’d sussed you out, you meant this caller? You thought I was him?’
‘Brilliant.’
‘Im not. You think the caller was acting for Claudia?’
‘Who else could it be? The only evidence I have to give is against her.’
‘But there’s no direct connection?’
‘Listen, whatever your name is, I know that evil bitch. My father was afraid of her and he’s dead. I’m not a brave person. I’m afraid, too.’
I finished off the Scotch that I’d made last a long time. ‘Did you report the call to the police?’
‘Hah! He warned me against that as well.’
‘What kind of a voice was it?’
‘Hard, like yours.’
‘Accent?’
‘Australian.’
I asked a few more questions and got answers in the same vein. She drank steadily and it began to reach her. Her diction started to slip and the ash from her cigarettes got sprinkled around the ashtray on the arm of the chair.
‘Won’t be safe till that bitch is in gaol. Maybe not then.’ The anger had gone. She gazed at the wet patches on the wall. ‘Men’re no bloody use.’
I mumbled some kind of thanks and stood up. She ignored me and emptied the last of her second bottle into the glass and didn’t bother with the orange juice. Jackson got to his feet and I gestured for him to go outside, where I handed him the taser.
‘You’ve slowed up a bit, Rhino.’
‘So’ve you. It’s just that I’ve slowed up more.’
Probably true, and that wasn’t the only similarity between us. ‘I don’t think she’s got anything to worry about,’ I said. ‘But I don’t want to do you out of a job.’
He shrugged. ‘I’ve just about had enough of it anyway. She’s impossible. But she’s fair dinkum. I heard that Sackville got shot. Any connection?’
‘I think so.’ I contemplated asking him if he knew anything about Haitch Henderson and decided against it. No links.
Jackson rubbed his arm. ‘Fuck I hope she doesn’t hear about it. She’ll be off the planet. As it is I’m going to have to hide the car keys now and try to get her to eat something. Christ knows what she’ll do next. You know the funny thing about all this?’
‘I haven’t struck one thing yet that’s funny.’
‘All the poor bitch wants in the world is to get back together with her husband. The last one. The Yank.’
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On the way back to Glebe I tried Gatellari again, with the same result. What I’d learned from Judith Daniels didn’t disturb me too much. Her view of things was skewed by her hatred of Claudia, jealousy, reaction to failed marriages, incipient alcoholism and who knows what else. Whether her father told her he was afraid of Claudia or not, there was no need to believe him. Still, I was aware of how slanted my own thinking was getting and I urgently wanted to talk to Claudia and get her reaction to some of these things. I was pretty sure that Haitch Henderson was Judith Daniels’ threatening caller, but how he knew about her spending time at Rhino’s place was anybody’s guess.
But Van Kep was my next target and that required a change of clothes. At home I wolfed down a cheese sandwich and climbed into drill trousers and a blue polo shirt. I swapped the white denim jacket for a zippered khaki job, still loose enough to hide the gun. From Daphne I picked up three business cards that identified me as Henry Pitt, BArch (Sydney), BA (Nebraska State) Landscaping Consultant, and a coloured brochure setting out the claims of Pitt amp; Partners to beautify any patch of ground on earth. We’d fixed up golf courses, changed grass tennis courts to Rebound Ace and vice versa and turned rubbish dumps into Japanese water gardens. We were specialists in American horticulture, Australian native gardens and matching natural to man-made visual landscapes. I was also a contributing editor to a magazine named Classic Gardens. The mock-up of a cover featured my article on ‘The Political Economy of Symbolic Gardens’. The telephone number on the card was Daphne’s private number in her office and she agreed to put an appropriate message on the answering machine for the next few hours.
‘You look okay,’ Daphne said. ‘Might scuff up the shoes a bit.’
The dog she always had with her, even in the pub, came over and investigated the brown leather.
‘Maybe she could piss on them for me?’
‘Never. Have fun, Cliff. I’ll send you a bill.’
I drove to Northbridge, thinking that I was spending more of my time on the wrong side of the harbour lately and wondering what this meant. The. 38 felt heavy in its holster and rubbed me under the arm disconcertingly. I reminded myself that, one way or another, Van Kep was involved in Fleischman’s killing, and that almost certainly linked to Cy’s death, so what was a little discomfort?
Northbridge is hilly, affording views of the harbour from different points. The grounds of the Washington Club must have covered more than a hectare and the council rates would be colossal. I cruised in through an impressive set of gates down a wide gravel drive that curved gracefully up to a large sandstone building occupying the high point of the block. Three storeys, grey slate roof, wide verandah all around, creeper climbing halfway up the walls. There were deep garden beds all along the length of the drive and through the foliage I caught a glimpse of the tennis courts. I couldn’t see the bowling green and concluded it was behind the clubhouse. Several very tall palm trees rose into the sky to different heights back there and I had the impression that the sloping land was terraced in some way, if that was the word. Henry Pitt would know.
Five vehicles were parked in bays, two fancy 4WDs, a couple of Mercs and a white Cadillac stretch limousine. I assembled my materials, climbed down and tried to give an impression of a very knowledgeable man assessing what he saw in an expert way. I scarcely know one plant from another, but I nodded and clucked and advanced purposefully towards the wide steps leading up to an ornate porch. The double doors were open and I wiped gravel off my feet on the large mat with ‘Washington Club’ etched into the door. The interior was darkish, cool and smelled of money. There were large earthenware bowls filled with flowers, mounted on pedestals, and I could see boards on the walls with names on them in gold leaf.
A booth with a sliding glass panel was on the left side just before a set of stairs that led to the inner recesses of the club. I pressed the button on the counter and waited for a full minute before the panel slid open. A woman with white hair and a young face looked at me in a friendly but cautious way.
‘Yes? Can I help you?’ The accent was American, Southern possibly, appealing.
I gave her a card and launched into my spiel, saying I’d like to talk to the manager about possibly doing an article on the club’s garden for Classic Gardens or offering my services as a consultant should the club have any plans for changes to the grounds. I slipped in at least three compliments before I stopped.
She was handsome and perfectly groomed. Impossible to guess her age. ‘I’m Mrs Kent, Mr Pitt. I’m the club manager and secretary. I guess it’s me you should talk to.’
Please don’t let her ask me anything about Nebraska, I thought. She didn’t. I said I was glad to meet her, that I’d heard a lot about the club’s gardens and would be very glad if I could look around.
‘That’d be fine. We’re very proud of our gardens. I’m a little busy right now or I’d give you the tour. We’ve got a conference on later this afternoon. But you’re welcome to look and when you come back I’m sure I can find some time to talk with you. Could you wait just one minute, please? You might care to look at one of our brochures.’
She wore reading glasses on a silver chain and she put them on to look at the card more closely before backing away. Odds on she’d ring the number on it to check. No worries. I picked up a couple of the glossy brochures on the counter, added them to my papers and waited. She came back after a couple of minutes, gave me a warm smile and handed me a plastic pin-on tag with ‘Visitor’ printed on it in the space between the Australian and American flags. I pinned it to my jacket and strode back out into the sunlight and down the steps. The gravel crunched under my feet.
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A man wearing an overall and heavy boots challenged me before I got off the gravel. I showed him my pass and brochure and he gave way like a lamb. My main worry was running into whoever the police had put on the strength to give Van Kep added protection. There was an outside chance that he might recognise me. That would screw things up nicely. A pair of wraparound sunglasses wasn’t much of a disguise. One garden looks much the same as another to me, but I had to admit this was a nice set-up. Everything that was supposed to be green was, and there were no weeds in the beds that had a good covering of bark and chip mulch.
The lawns were neatly manicured; the bowling green was like velvet with just a few brownish patches that a man was working on with a light spray. He was short and stocky, not Van Kep. Tennis courts, I do know something about. The club had two grass courts and three artificial surfaces, all in top condition. One net was up on a grass court and a middle-aged man and one somewhat younger were playing a strenuous, skilful game. I found myself watching and wishing I could play. The younger man hit a strong, double-handed volley and raised his right fist in triumph.
I’ve always been fascinated by left-handed, two-fisted players. The breed simply did not exist in my younger days. There were elegant left-handers like Mervyn Rose and powerhouse lefties like Laver, but I never saw or heard of a two-handed hitter until Pancho Segura came out here as a professional in the ‘50s. I read about him but couldn’t afford the price of a ticket to Kramer’s circus. Since then, of course, they hit two-handed off both sides, orthodox and molly-dook. The only thing they don’t do double-fisted is serve. This guy was good. He hit wicked top spin off both wings which was better suited to a hard court than grass, but still gave his opponent trouble. Enough of them sat up, however, to give him a chance. He was a slicer, especially on the backhand, an effective weapon on grass.
I was watching from a distance and having difficulty tearing myself away. The leftie whipped a shot across court and looked stunned as it missed its mark. He’d broken a string. He slammed the racquet down and trotted towards a sports bag beside the court and closer to me. He jerked the bag open and I could see the words ‘White City Tennis City’ stencilled boldly on the side. He pulled out a racquet, tested its tension by banging his fist on it, and looked briefly in my direction before skipping back onto the court.
I shielded my face by adjusting the sunglasses, turned away and moved off. I didn’t think he’d seen me but it was possible. I didn’t know him, but everything about him-the thickening waistline, the expensive haircut, the moustache, the Andrew Agassi-style racquet- shrieked cop.
‘Three all,’ the older man called.
‘Right. Your serve.’
I hoped the minder was too intent on the game to pay me any attention. If so, it was a break. He was busy. Three games more to play at least.
On the fence around the courts was a diagram under perspex of the layout of the grounds, complete with a ‘You are here’ arrow. I located the ‘Gardener’s cottage’ and set off briskly. There was no sign of Van Kep at any of the obvious places where work was being done so it was a fair assumption he was bludging close to home.
The cottage was a very scaled-down version of the main building: single-storey, sandstone, with some creeper on it, iron roof, verandah running along one side and the back, view of the water. Transplanted into Northbridge proper it’d be worth four hundred grand. Not a bad spot for someone with immunity from prosecution and a good story to tell to hole up in. I circled the place, approached to within a few metres of the back door and took cover behind a shrub. I wondered if Van Kep was getting paid for his gardening job. That led to thoughts of his previous employment and what Claudia had told me. A mosquito buzzed near my ear and I almost slapped at it. Sergeant Delaney would have had my balls for that in Malaya. I realised that I was jealous. Ridiculous. I’d been to bed with the woman once and she’d fucked Van Kep as a tactical move. And everything about that made me angry.
I unshipped the. 38, carried it low beside my leg, and moved quickly up to the back of the cottage to a covered, bricked area. A screen door stood open, fastened to the wall. I opened the back door and walked straight into a small, neat kitchen. I had the pistol higher now, but none of that fancy, sweeping, cop stuff you see on television. You’re likely to knock something off a shelf or get caught up in the curtains that way. The kitchen was empty. I went quietly in the direction of soft voices and other sounds and found myself looking into a sitting room-blinds drawn against the mid-afternoon light, the strong, sweet waft of marijuana smoke, the old, friendly, familiar smell of wine.
A long, pale, lean figure wearing nothing but a black G-string was stretched out on a couch in front of a large TV set. On the screen three figures were caught in a harsh but uncertain light. They were on a bed made up with black sheets and white pillows. A man wearing a black eye mask was kneeling on the bed rubbing his penis over the face of a kneeling female who looked to be about ten years old. He was naked. She wore a blue and white checked school uniform. Behind the man a boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen was stroking his penis, inducing an erection. There was tinny music playing and the lighting flickered as if the equipment was defective.
I found myself watching although I wanted to put a bullet into the TV screen. I knew it wasn’t real, not here and now, but somehow it was more real than the here and now. The girl took the man’s penis into her mouth and began to suck it and stroke his testicles. She brushed her hair back-a gesture I’d seen in pornographic movies before. It demonstrates control, consent, but I’d never seen a child do it. Her eyes were closed. The boy put his hand down out of shot and came up with a tube of lubricant. He squirted it into the man’s anus and onto his own penis. He moved forward and entered the man as he thrust into the girl’s mouth.
My hand sweated around the pistol grip. I tried to look away but couldn’t. Then I caught sight of the tattoo on the man’s upper arm as he lunged forward, forcing the girl back, carrying the boy with him. It was red, green and black-a snake, a heart, I couldn’t sort it out, but the same design was only centimetres away from me-on the shoulder of Anton Van Kep.
He was smoking a joint held in his left hand in a gold clip. He wore black lace gloves and a black satin G-string. He had a pillow under his buttocks and was making rhythmic movements with his right hand, sliding a vibrator deeply into his anus. He was moaning softly as similar moans and muted words came from the television.
The camera moved from one set of genitalia to another, guaranteeing that the viewer missed nothing and that nothing was faked. Except the emotion. The faces were vacuous and after the director had shown dick and cunt, mouth and cock, dick and balls a few times, he or she seemed to run out of ideas. The scene badly needed cutting but the players eventually moved it along: the two penises were unsheathed and their owners began to pump themselves until they both ejaculated over the face and body of the girl, who writhed, tongued up the semen, lifted her dress, rubbed it on her hairless crotch and tried to look as if this constituted an entry through the gates of paradise.
Van Kep was dildoing himself furiously but he wasn’t quite able to synchronise with the film. The screen was blank when he came, spurting into the shiny black fabric and letting out a guttural gasp of pleasure. He said something, softly and lovingly, as he slid the vibrator out, but it was in a language I didn’t understand. The vibrator had some shit clinging to its tip. Van Kep wiped it on the G-string and then ran his lips over its surface, kissing it and slipping it inside his mouth.
I took three steps forward and grabbed his long hair, pulling his head around towards me. I knocked the vibrator aside with the pistol and pressed the barrel against his thickly painted upper lip.
‘Want to suck this, too?’
He looked at me, blinked twice and burst into tears. He dropped the joint in its clip as deep sobs racked him. He knuckled at his eyes with his gloved fists and panted for breath. I eased back and lowered the gun. The joint was smouldering on the carpet and I picked it up and dropped it into the ashtray on the table beside the bottle of red wine and the half-full glass. There were three or four fresh roaches in the ashtray.
‘Finish your drink and clean yourself up. We’re going to have a talk.’
‘Who… who’re you?’
‘Just do as I say and be quick. Don’t try anything silly or you’ll get seriously hurt or worse. If you’re sensible you can go back to playing games with yourself; if you’re not, I’ll bury you out there under the fucking roses.’
He tried to drink some wine but his hand, the left, shook and he spilled it down his flat, hairless belly. I gestured for him to stand. He got up slowly; he was well over six feet. He tottered out of the room and I followed him to the bathroom where he stripped off his G-string and washed his face and hands. He was utterly passive, stunned by surprise and the grass he’d smoked, but I watched him carefully. He was lean and athletic-looking, and there’s no rule that says a sexual deviant can’t fight.
In the bedroom he pulled on a dark blue tracksuit and bent to reach under the bed.
‘Easy,’ I said.
Still quiet and compliant, he pulled out a pair of sneakers and held them up.
‘You won’t need them. Stay where you are, Anton. This is as good a place as any to talk.’
He kept his eyes cast down, staring at his long white feet. ‘What about?’
‘Claudia Fleischman, Julius Fleischman, why you’re lying-all that.’
‘How did you find me.’
‘As Joe Louis said, you can run but you can’t hide. Now I know she hired you to protect her from her husband and she went to bed with you. Who paid you to lie about it?’
‘You wouldn’t shoot me.’
‘You’re right. I’ll put this in your mouth and put your finger on the trigger and you can blow your own fucking brains out. Then I’ll arrange all your little playthings around you. What d’you reckon they’ll think?’
He lifted his head and I could see blood flowing back into his pale, frightened face. His shoulders straightened as he summoned up courage. ‘I don’t believe you.’
I was ready for that. I grabbed his hair, pulled hard and twisted until his scalp was strained. His mouth flew open and I rammed the pistol in, bearing down on his tongue. I kneeled on the bed, pinioning his right arm. I grabbed his left hand, bent it far back and brought it up near his mouth. ‘I’ll do it,’ I said. ‘You’re left-handed. It’ll look right. No bruises, no cuts. You’re just one beat away from it.’
He went slack and I gradually eased back on all the pressure points. ‘It’s simple,’ I said. ‘Tell me the truth and you’ll be okay.’
‘You’re wearing a wire,’ he gasped. ‘It’s them. They’ll do me for perjury.’
‘No wire.’ I lifted the polo shirt. He saw the long white scar running across the left side of my chest, courtesy of an irate wife-beater and a barbed wire fence a few years back. I guess the scar and the taste of the gun oil convinced him.
‘What you say’s true,’ he whispered. ‘I lied. I had to.’
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Anton Van Kep wasn’t very bright. He’d worked for Fleischman as a driver, gofer and a standover man as business problems required. He disliked his employer, who he described as a shit, and when Claudia asked him to protect her from Fleischman and offered money and herself, he accepted.
‘Despite what you might think, I mostly like women in bed,’ he said. ‘When it’s one-on-one, you know.’
I shrugged. ‘I don’t want to know. Make it quick, your minder’ll finish his tennis soon. Where did the cock-and-bull story about helping to kill Fleischman come from?’
‘Blackmail, sort of. Yeah, blackmail.’
‘Of you? Who by?’
‘I don’t know. After Fleischman got shot a guy came to see me. He showed me some pictures, stills from a couple of the movies I’ve been in. Well, you know what they’d be. Me with another bloke and some kids. No mask. I don’t know how he got them. He reckoned Mrs Fleischman would be charged with the murder and I’d be charged with.. something
‘Conspiracy.’
‘Yeah. He told me what I had to say about Mrs Fleischman. I did it.’
‘Come on, you put yourself in for ten years gaol? I find that hard to believe.’
He lifted his head and looked at me with red-rimmed, moist eyes. ‘I’ve got a rep as a tough guy. That’d be fucked if the pictures got around. And how long d’you reckon I’d last inside if I went up for.. you know. But that’s not the real reason. This guy said the pictures would go first to my mother. She’s old. Seeing stuff like that would kill her. She’s had enough shit in her life from me without that.’
Very strange territory. My mum had died fairly young when I was in my twenties. She was a good-time girl who refused to believe that port, cakes and pies and staying up all night and sleeping all day was bad news for diabetics. Her kidneys collapsed. She had loved my sister and me in her way, but she wasn’t around much. She was warm and funny and I loved her too, but I wouldn’t have gone to gaol for her. Still, it was possible. Van Kep had never served time, didn’t know what it was like. Besides, he was dumb.
He must have sensed my scepticism or maybe it was just the pistol. ‘I got a phone call the day before the cops arrested me. Same bastard. He said there wouldn’t ever be a trial. He said I’d never have to lie in court and I’d get the negatives as soon as it was all over. It’s true. You have to believe me!’
With all the craziness that was going on in this case, I almost did. The implications were worrying, though. Never come to trial-why? There were only three ways that could happen-the charges could be dropped or the accused could die or jump bail. The first was unlikely and I didn’t care for the other two. Van Kep must have calculated he had time to clean up after his fun and games, but I sensed that time was running short unless the tennis players were engaged in a best of three with no tie-breaks in the third.
‘I’d like to see some evidence of all this,’ I said. ‘Like the photos.’
‘No! You want to blackmail me as well…’
‘Listen, Anton, you disgust me. I don’t ever want to see or hear you again, but I need some proof. I’m betting that someone like you would be just a bit turned on by photos like that and you’d keep them. Show me.’
He sniffed and looked at his gold watch that sat on a low chest of drawers beside the bed. Todd’ll be back soon.’
‘I’m your big worry at the moment, not Todd.’
‘I have to get rid of the roaches.’
‘So hurry up.’
He opened a drawer, took out a plastic wallet stuffed full of photographs, riffled through, selected two and held them out. I’m an old hand at diversion and distraction. If I’d been him, this would be the moment to make a move. I gestured with the. 38.
‘Drop them on the floor and lie back on the bed.’
There was no fight in him. He did it. The photographs only needed a glance-much the same stuff as on the video.
‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I believe you. Last thing- tell me about this bloke who heavied you. What did he look like, sound like, how old- all that.’
He collected the photos and put them back in the wallet. He looked tired and drained and I was feeling much the same. He needed some prompting; accurate observation and character analysis weren’t his thing, but the description I ended up with was Harvey ‘Haitch’ Henderson to the life.

Anton Van Kep was as glad to see me go as I was to leave. There was a shadow of despair across his pale, narrow face and the few traces of make-up left behind made him look like a clown who’d strayed out of the circus and couldn’t find his way back. I walked back through the handsome gardens clutching my papers, hiding behind my sunglasses, feeling like shit. The tennis game had finished and the two players were brooming the lines and rolling up the net like good boys. Van Kep’s minder looked chipper; he’d probably won the match, but he’d scored zero out of ten for the job he was supposed to be doing. I could’ve disposed of his client without any troubles at all. That made me wonder how serious the protection was intended to be and what that might imply. I pushed the thought aside as too complicated. I needed to see Claudia.
There were many more cars when I got back to the parking area-a couple of Mercs, a Holden Statesman or two, Saabs and Audis. The Nissan Patrol looked like a rough country cousin beside all that citified polished duco. I started the engine and prepared to back out carefully so as to avoid the Saab parked perilously close on my right side. A white Celica soft top skidded to a halt in the middle of the car park. The driver pivoted expertly and slid the car into a narrow space not far from me. I almost scraped the Saab as I ducked my head and tried to turn away. The driver of the Celica was Wilson Katz.
I pulled out slowly and reversed away into a deep shadow cast by some tall Norfolk Island pines. Katz alighted and paid no attention to me or anything else. He was wearing a business suit but carrying a Nike sports bag. He might have been going to Mrs Kent’s conference, but it looked as if he had a gym workout afterwards in mind. I studied him closely as he went up the steps into the clubhouse. His shoulders drooped and his face was knotted with concern. He was a big, fit, sophisticated man in early middle-age; he had money and still had most of his hair. His lubricous ex-wife wanted him back, so he must be adequate in the sack. The Fleischman corporate structure might be in trouble but Katz was only an employee, albeit a highly-paid one, so he wasn’t liable if the thing came crashing down. Why, then, for a second time, was he acting so terribly worried?

Third time lucky. Gatellari answered.
‘Mr Hardy, good. I’ve been trying to reach you but I think this phone’s on the blink. I’d better talk fast. The house belongs to someone named Angela Tawney. No one around seems to know what she does. She’s almost never there. Here’s the bad news-no phone.’
A true retreat. I groaned. ‘Are you sure Mrs Fleischman’s still there?’
‘Ninety per cent sure at least. I haven’t been able to keep every ferry and water taxi under scrutiny because I’ve been ducking in here and there checking on things. There’s a chance she slipped by but I don’t think so. Pete said to take my instructions from you. What d’you want me to do next?’
I considered. I could ask Gatellari to deliver a message, ask Claudia to ring me. But there was no guarantee she’d do it and a phone call wasn’t the answer anyway. Besides that, she could react very badly to a strange man walking up the garden path to her hideaway. No help for it.
‘I’ll have to come up,’ I said. ‘I’m in Northbridge. It’ll take a good hour or more to Palm Beach. Are these water taxis available all the time?’
‘Pretty much. I can book one for, say, seven. An hour and a half from now.’
‘Thanks. Do that, would you? I’ll see you on the wharf. And I’ll tell Pete you’re doing a great job.’
‘Better make sure she’s there before you do that.’
‘There’s no other way in or out?’
‘Not really. Something like a ten mile hike through pretty rough country to a road. Is the lady a bushwalker?’
‘I don’t think so. Look, I don’t like to ask you, but could you have a sandwich or a hamburger or something on hand for me? I’m going to be famished by then.’
‘Sure. No problem.’
‘And a couple of cans of beer and a decent bottle of white wine.’
‘Prawns? Oysters? Caviar?’
‘Don’t be a smartarse. I’ll see you soon.’
‘What if she takes off before you get here?’
‘Jesus, don’t say that. In that event we’ll just have to pray that bloody phone of yours works.’



21


The Nissan was equipped with a copy of 200 Kilometres around Sydney, and I took a look at it when I stopped for petrol. Bluefin Bay was across Pittwater from Palm Beach and slightly to the north. The peninsula was part of the Kuringgai Chase National Park, but there were a couple of tiny settlements tucked away, little bits of highly desirable and expensive freehold and leasehold that predated the declaration of the park. I was familiar with such enclaves in the Royal National Park to the south. The better heeled residents have their own boat docks and resent tourists and newcomers. As I pushed the car along the Pacific Highway, I wondered idly who Angela Tawney might be and why she didn’t spend any time in her retreat. If I had such a place… fat chance.
Gatellari was waiting for me at the ferry wharf. We shook hands and I thanked him for his good work. He described the house to me and explained exactly where it was-there were no street names or numbers. The house was called Ecco.
‘That means “Here it is” in Greek.’
I looked at him and he shrugged. ‘Italian father, Greek mother.’
‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘A true Australian.’
He laughed and handed me a soft-pack cooler holding two bottles of white wine and three cans of beer. He gave me a plastic bag which held a steak sandwich in a styrofoam box, a container of coleslaw and two sachets of tomato sauce.
‘You think of everything,’ I said.
‘Tell it to my wife. The lady certainly hasn’t left since I last spoke to you and a few discreet enquiries suggest that she’s still there. Is there anything else you need?’
I shook my head and signalled to the water-taxi operator that I was coming.
‘Pete said to tell you the job offer’s always open,’ he said.
‘Tell him thanks but no thanks, and not to pad the bill.’
The trip across the water took less than twenty minutes. A wind had got up and the crossing was fairly rough, but the fast, light boat danced over the waves and I’ve never been subject to seasickness. The thought didn’t even occur to me as I ate the steak sandwich and coleslaw and drank two of the cans of beer. I gave the third can to the boatman, who said he’d drink it when he got back to Palm Beach.
‘Suppose I want to come back in an hour or so,’ I said. ‘What’s the drill?’
He didn’t answer and I thought he hadn’t heard me in the high wind. After a minute he nodded and turned his head towards me. ‘Sorry, mate. Channel’s a bit tricky just here. Have to concentrate. You can phone from the wharf over there. Cost you, though. This’s forty bucks. Be sixty to come over and get you.’
‘Okay. I hope I’ll be staying.’
‘Good luck to you, mate.’

It was getting dark when we docked at the small wharf in Bluefin Bay and a few of the houses had lights showing. I lugged the cooler up the rough track, which was longer than Gatellari had led me to believe. The wind buffeted me and I was sweating slightly by the time I got to the dirt road that fronted the scattering of houses running along to a point about five hundred metres away. The land rose sharply behind them and I could just catch a glimpse of tin roofs and windows on the hill. The view east past Barranjoey Head would be really something from there.
The water taxi pulled away from the dock and the wind carried the sound of its motor to me until it disappeared around the point. Ecco was the eighth house of the dozen or so with nothing between them and water but grass and trees. It was up towards the back of a sloping, bushy block and designed to harmonise with the surrounds and the conditions-cream-painted weatherboard, lots of glass, timber deck, double-pitch tin roof, louvred shutters to all the windows. There was a bougainvillea hedge in front and the path leading up to the front verandah had been built from old railway sleepers long before recycling was heard of.
I was suddenly nervous, the quintessential uninvited guest, but I told myself I had important business that couldn’t wait. The truth was, I had an urgent need to see the woman and the business was only a part of it. I snagged myself on the bougainvillea as I went through the opening. The thorns caught the back of my right hand and ripped the skin. I swore and sucked at the bleeding wound but not before some of the blood had got on my jacket. Fine way to go calling on a lady.
The front garden was badly overgrown, with weeds and blackberry threatening to take over the lawn, flower beds and shrubs. Someone had taken a bit of a hack at the mess recently with a scythe or bush knife but had given up without making much headway. Weeds poked up through gaps in the sleepers and the wooden steps leading up to the verandah. Still, the place wore its run-down air lightly, like an out-of-work actor who might suddenly land a big part and be very spruce again. I flicked at a buzzing mosquito and went up the steps.
The solid front door had stained-glass panels making it difficult to see in, but I was pretty sure I could detect a light towards the back. I put the cooler down. I thought I heard music far in the distance but it might just have been cicadas or all the other singing and croaking things out there having a good time.
I peered through the panel. Maybe I was mistaken about the light. I tried the handle and the door opened. Terrific security. I swore under my breath. I held the door a few inches open and went inside. The door swung back and I caught it before it closed. Was she here? Was anyone else here? Were there any guns about? I ignored the mosquitoes but wiped sweat from my eyes and palms. I had the. 38 in a dry hand.
‘Claudia,’ I said firmly, not too loud. ‘Claudia, it’s Cliff Hardy. Are you there?’
Peter Corris
CH19 — The Washington Club
The dim light at the end of the passage intensified as a door opened. Then another, closer light was switched on and it dazzled me.
‘Cliff? Is it you?’
‘It’s me.’ I still couldn’t see her. An old eye injury slows down my reaction time to intense light. A faint shape was beginning to take on firm outlines as it moved towards me. ‘Didn’t mean to alarm you,’ I said. I holstered the pistol. ‘But there’s no phone and… ‘
Then I could see and smell her. She was bare-footed and wore a long white dress like a singlet reaching to her ankles. Her hair was stiff and puffed out around her face, straggling to her shoulders. She smelt of tobacco and the sea. Her eyes were enormous, staring at me, and she had caught her lower lip in her teeth and was chewing it. For a moment I thought she was freaked out on some drug but she was steady. Alarmed, but not out of control.
‘What’s wrong?’ I said.
‘You’re covered in blood.’

I hadn’t noticed that my hand was still bleeding profusely when I’d struck out at the mosquitoes and wiped away the sweat. Blood had flecked my clothes and smeared my face so that I looked like a survivor from an Apache massacre. I found this out after she conducted me to the bathroom and made me strip off my jacket, pistol harness and shirt. She sat on the edge of the bath without speaking and watched me. Blood was still seeping from the tear and she reached up into a cupboard over the basin to get a packet of Band-Aids. Her breasts rose up under the thin cotton dress and her nipples were hard. I noticed and she saw me noticing.
What happened after that was more or less inevitable. She was naked under the dress and I soon had it off her. She undid my belt, pulled down my pants and took my cock in her hand. Somehow I got rid of my shoes, trousers and underpants. Somehow we made it to the bedroom. She took me in her mouth and sucked me until I begged her to stop. I licked her nipples and her rounded belly and below that and then she produced a condom and we were joined and thrusting urgently at each other as if we were anxious to end it but neither of us wanted to. I tried to hold back, couldn’t, came in a hot, shaking rush. She lay still for a minute, then began pushing back up at me. She gripped my buttocks, hauled me with surprising strength onto my hip and shoved against me. I could feel myself shrinking but tried to synchronise with her and at last she hammered into me, shuddered deeply and I felt her tense and then relax. We fell apart. I slid out and wrapped my arms around her. We were both sweat-soaked and breathing heavily.
‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Good. Lovely.’
‘Yes.’ I put on a brogue. I’m a ruined man.’
She giggled. ‘Are you Irish?’
‘Irish, English, French, gypsy… ‘
She kissed me. ‘A mongrel in other words.’
I could feel myself drifting towards sleep. ‘That’s right. Claudia
… ‘
‘Have a sleep, Cliff. You’re exhausted. All I’ve done for two days is sleep, swim and smoke.’
‘An hour,’ I murmured. ‘We have to talk.’
If she replied, I didn’t hear what she said.
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The only thing I hadn’t taken off or had pulled off me before we made love was my wrist-watch. I woke up lying on my stomach with my hands under my head. The watch was pressing into my cheek. I looked at it and found it was after midnight. Claudia wasn’t in the room. The sweat and some blood had dried on me and my mouth was raw on the outside from kissing and on the inside from hours on the road, beer and fast food. I swung my legs off the bed and was almost surprised to find that they supported my weight. I took the watch off and put it on the bedside table. A drawer in the table was partly open and I did what Oscar Wilde advocated-yielded to temptation. I slid the drawer out and saw a set of credit cards in a soft leather wallet and an Australian passport. Flip, flop: Claudia Fleischman, colour photograph, expired.
I walked to the window. I could see Claudia in a rocking chair on the deck. She was wearing her white dress and rocking backwards and forwards, with apparent serenity. There was a length of batik cloth hanging on a hook on the back of the door and I wrapped it around me and went to the bathroom.
Under the shower I washed everything and let the warm water ease some of the ache from my bones. There were several toothbrushes in a mug. I selected the most battered, used it and dropped it into the tidy bin. I put a fresh Band-Aid on my cut hand, ran a wide-toothed comb through my hair and was ready to do whatever came next. On almost every front, I had very little idea of what that would be. I went out through French windows onto the verandah, scuffling my feet so she would hear me. The wind had dropped and the surf beating on the sand was a low murmur, like a deep bass note. She stopped rocking. I went up behind her and slid my hands inside the top of the dress. How many men have attempted to soothe away doubts by feeling a pair of tits?
‘Mmm,’ she said. ‘That’s nice.’
She reached back around the chair, went inside the lap-lap and gripped my cock. Her hand was cold.
‘Nowhere to go from here,’ I said. ‘I’m a detective, not a contortionist.’
She laughed, let go and turned around. She must have washed her hair which had been stiff with salt because it was now frizzed and rippled and wafted around her face. She had no make-up on and looked pale under the dim outside light. The recent stresses and scars had put faint lines beside her mouth.
‘We have to talk,’ I said.
‘Pity. We were doing so well with no talking.’
‘Things have been happening.’
‘Not here. Nothing ever happens here. That’s why I like it.’
‘You can’t… ‘
‘Ssh. I know. I found the wine. It was sweet of you to bring it. I drank the bit of gin Angela had here and couldn’t be bothered getting any more.’
We went inside to the old-fashioned but comfortable kitchen and I sat down at a big pine table. There was a combustion stove that must have been a plus in the winter and everything was solid and functional-frying pans on hooks, a pine dresser full of unmatched cups and plates and glasses, an Early Kooka gas oven. Claudia opened both bottles of wine-my mum would’ve liked her style- and set out biscuits, cheese and salami.
‘It’s tomorrow,’ she said, drinking a mock toast. ‘I wonder what the date is. I’ve got through another day. Well, Mr Detective, tell me all about it.’
I told her everything I’d done, leaving nothing out, although I might have got the sequence wrong here and there. I told her about killing Henderson and how it happened and about the grenade parts I’d found. I didn’t go into details about Anton Van Kep’s recreational practices, but I had to tell her enough for her to appreciate how the blackmail had been applied.
She looked me straight in the eye. ‘I’m surprised,’ she said. ‘He was perfectly adequate with me.’
I drank most of one bottle and put away a fair bit of the food. Claudia had a couple of glasses, toyed with the food and smoked a few of her Salems while she listened. When I finished she sat quietly and looked at me.
‘You put yourself in danger a couple of times.’
I shrugged. ‘It happens. I did all right with Rhino but I should probably have handled Henderson some other way. Maybe I should have used Noel to get to talk to him, but I didn’t think of it at the time.’
‘How do you feel about killing him?’
‘Not too bad. He was a killer himself. He tried to kill me and he might have killed Cy. I can live with it. I’m more worried about being found out. Also, it could be argued that I’ve made you an accessory after the fact.’
‘Having been framed for a murder, I’m not too worried about that. Who else knows about Henderson but you and me?’
‘As things stand, no one, unless Noel has a way of piecing it together. But he has a lot of reasons to keep quiet.’
‘Well, that might be all right. As a properly trained lawyer I shouldn’t say that, but I’ve learned lately that what they teach you in Criminal Law Honours doesn’t line up too well with the reality. But I don’t understand what’s going on. Who threatened Judith and who was this Henderson creature working for?’
‘That’s one part of the question I don’t know the answer to.’
‘What’re the other parts of the question?’
‘What this is all about. Say Henderson killed your husband and set Van Kep up to frame you. Say he was working for someone who’s organising all of this. Why? Who profits, and how?’
She stared at me, sipped some wine and didn’t answer. I got up and fetched my jacket from where it had been left on a chair outside the bathroom. I reached into the pocket and took out my notebook. The fake magazine mock-up and the brochure from the Washington Club came with it and I took the stuff back into the kitchen. I showed Claudia the diagrams of names, boxes, circles and arrows I’d made on loose sheets which I’d folded and put in the notebook.
I hadn’t looked at the sheets for a while and I added a few things from recent events. ‘I’m a bit behind with this.’
‘I’d say you were about twenty years behind. They do all this sort of thing with computers now. What does it tell you?’
I drew a line through the Judith Daniels box. ‘Not much. I thought I had something here with your stepdaughter… ‘
‘Ugh, don’t call her that.’
‘Sorry. But I believed her, more or less. I don’t envy Rhino.’
‘No, she’s a sad specimen. He’ll get clear of her sooner or later, the way all the others have. No self-esteem, that’s her problem. I tried to like her but it was impossible. She doesn’t like herself and won’t let you like her. Julius neglected her, then spoiled her rotten, then neglected her again. He made her what she is. Wouldn’t admit it of course, but in the end he didn’t much like what he saw.’
I drew another arrow connecting the Wilson Katz and Daniels boxes. The first one had gone Katz to Daniels, this went the other way.
‘What’s that for?’
‘Rhino told me she wanted him back.’
‘Poor thing. When you say you believed her, d’you mean you believe that Julius was afraid of me?’
I looked at her. I was feeling the effects of the wine, but not so much as to miss the challenge in her tone and manner as she fiddled with a cigarette and matches. Careful now, Cliff.
‘No,’ I said. ‘But I believe he told her so. Why, I haven’t a clue.’
She put the cigarette and matches down and had a sip of wine. ‘I’ve thought a lot about him these past couple of days. He was a devious man. I doubt if he ever trusted anyone, including himself. Slippery, you know?’
I nodded, relieved that the tense moment had passed. It was worth another belt of the dry white.
Claudia spoke slowly, as if weighing the words as they came out: ‘It would be like him, while thinking about how to get rid of me, to suggest to someone that the boot was on the other foot, so to speak. Do you understand?’
‘I understand what you’re saying, but that would be a pretty twisted mind.’ Then I thought of some of the subterfuges I’d perpetrated in my time and the question I’d been holding back all this time flashed in front of me in neon lights: Why did you come here?
‘I dunno,’ I said. ‘I suppose all minds are twisted in one way or another.’
She lit the cigarette and puffed the smoke away from me, but not that far away. ‘You’re chewing on something there in your twisted mind, aren’t you?’
I forced a grin. ‘Shit, I’m the one with the gypsy grandma. I should do the mind-reading act.’
‘C’mon, Cliff. Let’s be all grown-up about this. No, let’s be earthy! Let’s talk as good as we fuck.’
I sucked in a breath. Here goes, I thought. Another chance to screw everything up. But if I was evasive she’d know. ‘Why did you come up here, Claudia? And why did you bring the old passport?’
For some people, having their private effects snooped into, letters read, diary perused, is the ultimate betrayal. Nothing can repair the damage. My theory is that those who leave things where they can be peeped at want this to happen, at least on one level. It’s a convenient theory for someone in my line of work and helps to account for their overreaction. Others take it in their stride and Claudia was one of them.
She grinned at me, probing the gap in her teeth with her tongue. ‘Wouldn’t be much of a detective if you didn’t open the odd drawer, eh? I don’t blame you. I’m a terrible snoop myself. Let me loose in your place and I’d probably… ‘ She heard what she’d said and stopped. Apparently, like me, she was living whatever there was between us out minute by minute and this was the first time she’d looked ahead. A bleak expression spread across her face.
I wanted to comfort her. To touch her, to tame a few of the wild hair tendrils, to kiss her and feel the jut of those marvellous teeth, but I sat still.
‘I thought I might be able to get it doctored to pass muster. Thought about doing a flit,’ she said. ‘Just grabbing all the money I could lay my hands on, getting on a plane to Majorca and pissing off out of all this. It looks like they can’t bring you back from there.’
They can for murder, I thought, but I didn’t say it. ‘What stopped you?’
‘I thought about a woman I knew who was in the witness protection program. New identity and all that. She’d got involved in a quite different legal problem, unrelated to what had gone on before, and it was a mess. Her life was hell and she went mad. I thought of how much worse it would be in a foreign country with fake papers and all that. I made a rational decision not to do it and now I’m glad I did.’
I was glad as well, but I wondered if our reasons were the same. She reached over and touched the Band-Aid on the back of my hand. ‘We can tell everything to this Leon Stratton, can’t we? We can make Van Kep admit he was lying-’
‘There’s a problem. Van Kep might change his story if he knew the guy who threatened him was dead. But I can’t make the connection without admitting that I killed him.’
‘It was self-defence. He was a known criminal. He tried to blow you up and he had a shotgun. You had to do it.’
I shook my head. ‘I didn’t report it. I removed evidence and disposed of it. I’d be up to my balls in trouble.’
She smiled. The bleak look remained and the effect was disturbing. ‘So it’s you or me?’
‘No, I’ll come clean if there’s no other way. I promise you that. But we still don’t know who’s behind all this. That’s the real problem. Van Kep knows there are wheels, within wheels. One dead heavy may not be enough to sway him. Besides… ‘
‘What?’
‘I want to know, don’t you?’
She sipped some more wine and reached for the Washington Club brochure. ‘Yes, of course. But mostly I want to be out of the firing line. What’s this?’
I was doodling, hatching in around Van Kep’s box. I printed the name of the club in block letters and wrote Katz’s name under it, remembering that I’d seen him arrive as I was leaving. I told Claudia about the club and its gardens but she wasn’t interested.
‘I hate gardening. How about you?’
‘I’ve got a square yard or two of it at my place and it’s always a mess.’
She smiled. We were back there again, looking into an uncertain future. She flipped through the brochure. ‘Looks expensive. The sort of place Julius might like except he was violently anti-American. Hated the place, hated even to make money out of it.’
‘Why?’
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Cliff, what do we do next?’
‘Contact Stratton first thing in the morning. I’ve got a mobile in the car and then… ‘
‘Yes?’
I didn’t answer, I was too busy staring. She had left the brochure open at a page extolling the virtues of the Washington Club’s gym and spa. There was a glossy colour photograph of the changing room, all tiles and teak under discreet lighting, showing a big bank of tall, shiny metal lockers. The locker numbers were twenty centimetres high, printed in white paint. Locker number C20 was centre left in the photo, plain as day.
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Claudia must have thought I’d gone mad. I started slapping pockets, digging in, turning out linings. The key was in the fob pocket of my trousers. I held it up in triumph and almost whooped. I took a gulp of wine and grinned at her.
‘So you’ve got a key,’ she said. ‘What does it open?’
I showed her the brochure and the number on the key. I hadn’t mentioned finding the key at Henderson’s hideaway. Now I did. ‘It’s a connection between Katz and Henderson. Has to be.’
‘Come on, Cliff. As soon as you get a reasonable-sized stack of lockers you’re going to get a C20. It stands to reason. Come to think of it, I seem to remember I was C20 back at Fort Street. Or was it D20? Christ, it seems so long ago.’
Not nearly as long as Maroubra High for me, I thought, but I wasn’t put off. ‘This is the intuitive part of the detective game,’ I said. ‘You might want to call it the feminine part.’
She smiled. ‘Bullshit. Blarney.’
I stroked the key. ‘My grandma would say it talked to her. Told her things. That was bullshit if you like. She was just reading all the signs people hold up-I’m rich, I’m poor, I’m happy, I’m a liar.. ‘
‘And you’ve inherited the talent?’
I shook my head. ‘I’m a rationalist. I get hints, inklings, feelings like everyone does. If they make sense I act on them. If they don’t, I chuck them out with all the other mental garbage. This makes sense. Katz makes sense! What d’you know about him?’
‘Next to nothing. I wasn’t privy to Julius’ wheelings and dealings, didn’t want to be. Why does he make sense?’
‘Most murders are domestic and corporations are like families these days, aren’t they?’
She snorted. ‘Not very in this case, I shouldn’t think, more like a despotism. Why would Wilson Katz want to kill Julius?’
‘I haven’t a clue and I don’t even need to think about it just now. I’ve got what I think is a link and I’m going to check it out, see what comes.’
‘How? You’ve already pretended to be a landscape gardener there. You can’t show up as a plumber wanting to check the toilets in the men’s room.’
‘I’ll think of something.’ In truth, I was already thinking of it. I flexed my legs, testing them for age and stiffness.
‘You’re not going to break in?’
‘No, I’m too old and smart for tricks like that. Would have at one time. I think I’m going to play some tennis.’
She reached for her cigarettes, stopped herself and drank some wine instead. ‘Tennis! Jesus, I’m facing a murder trial and you’re playing tennis.’
‘In the line of duty,’ I said. ‘Let’s go back to bed.’
‘I don’t understand you. I don’t know what’s happening here. What
… ‘
I got up, pulled her out of the chair and put my arms around her. I thought I was doing it for her and realised immediately that I was doing it for me as well. Good feeling. We stood there locked together for a full minute without speaking. In my mind I was back in Sydney, back on the job, testing myself, proving myself as always. It’s not something that’s easy to explain, especially to women. Claudia seemed to have some sense of it. She pulled away gently.
‘Bed then,’ she said. ‘In the morning I’ll ring the lawyer and go back to town. Is there anything I can do to help you?’
‘Anything you can find out about Wilson Katz would be useful.’
‘I don’t think… Hold on. Julius had his books somewhere. Awful self-help sorts of things. Julius laughed about them, rather unpleasantly.’
‘I’d like to see them.’
‘They’re in Vaucluse. I could go there and get them. There’s other stuff I should look through. I should put in an appearance over there anyway, or people’ll forget the horrible place is mine, sort of. That’d give me something to do at least, while you’re off being mysterious.’
‘We should see Stratton together, then I could drive you to Vaucluse and collect you later.’
That left it very open where she would spend the night and neither of us wanted to close anything down. What we’d mapped out was far enough to look ahead. I corked up the rest of the wine, she emptied the ashtray and we went to bed. It was cooler now and she pulled a light cover up over us as we lay close together in the middle of the bed.
‘If I lie on my back I’ll snore,’ I said.
She laughed, let out a monstrous snore and wriggled away. I rolled onto my side. We’d left lights on in the other rooms and the bedroom wasn’t in complete darkness. The last thing I was conscious of before I fell asleep was the outline of my holstered pistol on a chair near the bed.

The Nissan was undisturbed and the mobile phone worked. I made a series of calls, including one to Pete Marinos advising Gatellari of where Claudia would be later in the day. She looked as if she’d like to protest but didn’t. The other calls seemed to amuse her.
The final call was to Cy’s office. Leon Stratton would see us as soon as we got to the city. We didn’t talk much on the drive. Claudia was mildly interested in the fact that she’d been followed and reported on, but no more than that.
‘I’m getting used to it,’ she said. ‘I’ve just realised that there’s a lot of it going on. As soon as you do or say anything that lifts your head out of the shell, antennae pop up everywhere.’
‘I suppose so. Trouble is they’re watching the wrong people a lot of the time.’
‘You’re thinking about Wilson Katz.’
‘I am. Did he ever make a pass at you, anything like that?’
‘Hard to say.’
I was negotiating the bends south of Avalon and couldn’t look at her. ‘How’s that?’
‘He’s on the make all the time. There was so much happening back there I couldn’t think straight, but I remember now. His nickname was Tom-”Tom Cat”. He had a reputation for screwing every willing female he met. I wasn’t willing but he held up the sign just the same. I think it was just a matter of habit with him.’

The Sackville chambers weren’t exactly gloomy, too busy for that, but you got the sense that something was missing and that the place was waiting for a new style to evolve or impose itself. Leon Stratton was a tall, fair-headed character with blue eyes and white teeth. He seemed to be smart and energetic, which is what you want in a lawyer. He was very well up on the Fleischman case but this came out in his responses to what Claudia and I had to say rather than as something he advertised. Impressive. I told him about my interview with Van Kep. He listened closely, then shook his head.
‘Quite unusable, of course, Duress, intimidation, all that. Not that I’m saying you didn’t handle it well, but I can’t see any way for us to apply pressure for him to change his story.’
‘Right,’ I said. ‘And Van Kep would know that. He’s flaky, won’t be a good witness for the other side, but he’s more scared of whoever threatened him than of a perjury charge and he’ll hold up, more or less. Still, what I’ve said should help to convince you that Mrs Fleischman had nothing to do with her husband’s death.’
He didn’t respond to that and Claudia and I exchanged looks. Of course it was more complicated than I was prepared to let Stratton know at this point. Even if Van Kep learned that the actual threatener was dead he was still likely to stick to his story just in case and to avoid a perjury charge. All I had were indications of a conspiracy to frame Claudia and not a shred of solid proof. I told Stratton about my meeting with Judith Daniels.
‘Not so good,’ he said. ‘How will she go in court?’
I thought about the woman’s impressive profile and figure, her style. ‘Just fine, if she’s sober, and there’s no reason to think she won’t be.’
‘Quite. Well, there may be a way to discredit her-if she’s had treatment and so on. But the first thing to do is get the trial date put off and an extension of Mrs Fleischman’s bail. Shouldn’t be any problem about that, given the circumstances. Then I suppose I can open talks with the other side, see if they’re willing to give a little.. ‘
‘No,’ Claudia snapped. ‘No deals. I didn’t do this and I won’t be punished for it.’
Stratton pursed his lips and suddenly looked less boyish and handsome. I could see him some years down the track with jowls from too many business lunches and thinning hair. He was a deal-maker, no doubt a shrewd and advantage-seizing one, but not a fighter. Claudia had a head of steam up. I sensed that she’d taken a dislike to Stratton. The strategy he’d proposed for dealing with Judith hadn’t gone down well. But this was dangerous. At this point, we needed his level-keel approach.
‘I’m pursuing some lines of enquiry,’ I said quickly. ‘I think they’re promising and may… open this whole matter out. Do I have your authority to proceed?’
That put the ball right on the service line in Stratton’s court. He was smart enough to see that he could lose the brief if he followed the line of least resistance, and he’d have known that Cy would’ve backed me all, or almost all, of the way. Was he about to break ranks with the revered boss not yet buried? Not his style. He smiled, showing the great teeth and made a note on a pad, showing his keen mind. Although there wasn’t an ashtray in sight, Claudia flicked out a Salem and lit it. A look of annoyance crossed Stratton’s face before he smoothed it away. He was discomforted though-he didn’t have an ashtray, possibly about the only client comforter he didn’t have, and he had no idea of what to do about it.
‘Of course, Mr Hardy. You have carte-blanche, subject to the usual restrictions.’
‘Good. I can get a cheque from Janine?’
‘Have you submitted a progress report?’
‘Cy just wanted a final report.’
He nodded. He was itching to say something like ‘Things are going to change around here,’ but he didn’t. All three of us exchanged nods and we left the office, Claudia nursing the long ash on her cigarette. She dropped it in a pot-plant immediately outside the door and turned to me, smiling that great, toothy smile.
‘What a prick,’ she said.
‘Yes. But we need him for the time being.’
‘He thinks I did it!’
I shook my head and took hold of her arm. She was wearing a collarless white cotton shirt, loose black trousers and medium heels. I wasn’t trying to steer her in any direction, I just wanted to touch her and a hand on the arm is about as much as you can do in legal chambers. ‘Worse than that. I don’t think he cares who did it. He just wants to win, but a win for him, as he sees it, could mean five years or so in gaol for you.’
‘No!’
‘Fucking right, no.’
We moved away from Stratton’s door down a corridor, past the rooms of Cy’s other associates and partners to the general office area where three or four people worked at telephones, word-processors and photocopy machines. Miss Mudlark saw us and I steered Claudia over to her.
‘The funeral’s tomorrow, Mr Hardy,’ she said.
‘I know. I’ll be there.’
Miss Mudlark looked somewhat drowned. Her brown hair was lifeless and lying flat on her round skull and the shine had gone out of the brown eyes. She looked at Claudia briefly then looked away. I could read her thoughts: It’s because of you he’s dead. But I still didn’t know whether or not that was true.
We went to the lifts and waited.
‘I thought you were going to get a cheque from her?’ Claudia said.
‘I was just needling him, the way you did with the cigarette.’
She smiled. ‘I like you.’
‘I like it that you do.’
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I pointed the 4WD towards Vaucluse where it would have lots of mates-Land Cruisers and Pajeros with unscratched duco. Claudia was tense beside me. ‘Are you sure you want to do this?’
‘I’m sure. Yes. I don’t care if the staff think I killed Julius. Bugger them. The place is mine until someone takes it off me. Bugger them!’
I could feel her whipping herself up and I didn’t discourage it. Wandering around in a joint like that where the gardener and the housekeeper thought you were a murderer and where the only memories were bad ones would take some nerve.
She laughed. ‘Think I’ll have a swim. The pool was the only really good thing about the horrible place. I’m a good swimmer, came third in the state under-18 breast stroke. How about you?’
‘I’m not much of a breast stroker.’
‘I wouldn’t say that.’
‘I used to surf a bit when I was young. Should have joined the life-savers and all that but I wasn’t public-spirited enough. And I didn’t like marching. Funny thing is, I went into the army for a few years a bit later.’
We talked background until I drew up at the gates to the Fleischman residence. The sun was high and hot and a swim sounded like a good idea, but not for me here, not today. Claudia reached across and squeezed my arm.
‘I’ll be all right, Cliff. I’ll stay here for a while. Might even stay the night or I might go to Kirribilli. I’ve got your numbers. I’ll let you know.’
‘What’s the number here?’
She told me and I wrote it down. ‘If you stay, I’d like you to let a man named Gatellari come in. You heard me talk about him earlier. He’s good and he wouldn’t get in your way. There must be about a dozen guest rooms in that place.’
From where we were you couldn’t get much of an idea of the size of the house and she looked at me curiously.
‘How d’you know that?’
‘I scouted around here a few days ago.’
She squeezed again. ‘My very own detective. Talk to you later.’
She climbed down, opened the back door, pulled out her overnight bag and walked towards the gate. I watched her easy, graceful stride and the way she stood. Straight back. Swimmer’s shoulders. She spoke into the intercom and waited before pushing the gate open. A quick wave and she was through and tramping up the drive. Despite myself I couldn’t help thinking that she still had her old passport with her. For detective read suspicious and mistrustful, also bloody near exhausted. Driving, love-making, talking to lawyers and getting very little sleep as a combination isn’t recommended for the almost-fifty brigade. My days in the Maroubra surf, when I could stay on a board for hours waiting for a wave and ride in one after another, paddling straight back out for more, were long behind me. Besides, I had to save my strength for a funeral and tennis.

I went first to the office in Darlinghurst to check the mail, faxes and telephone messages. Various small things I’d neglected since taking on the Fleischman case were threatening to get away from me and I spent a little time trying to get on top of them. This involved a few calls and faxes from me, nothing too strenuous. I was operating on about half physical and mental strength and not capable of doing any more. There was a message to call Frank Parker. I deliberated, decided, got myself a glass of wine and made the call.
‘Ah, Cliff. Thanks for calling. Have you acted on the information?’
‘I have, yes.’
Relief entered his voice. ‘Well, there haven’t been any waves so you must have been discreet.’
‘Always.’
‘Making any progress?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe.’
‘Still being discreet. Something you might be interested in-your old mate Haitch Henderson’s dead.’
Is this a trap? Have they found some connection? I forced myself to sound only mildly interested, tiredness helped. ‘Yeh, natural causes?’
‘You could say that. He was shot through the chest out at Rooty Hill where his son Noel keeps his spare Citroens and some of his stash. Looks as if Haitch got in the way of something.’
‘He’s no great loss. I’ve been chasing all over the countryside, Frank. I’m bushed. Gotta go-’
‘OK. We’ll get in some tennis when you recover.’
‘Right.’ I hung up. Usually Frank and I were pretty even. The way I felt now, I’d be lucky to take a game off him.
I drove on automatic pilot until I reached Glebe. Work had just about finished on the apartment block where Glebe Point Road meets Broadway. They’d torn down the old building that had elegantly wrapped itself in a curve around the corner, leaving only the facade, and had dug a deep hole and thrown up the usual concrete interior. The work had disrupted traffic and created a lot of dust and I’d been sceptical about the result, but I had to admit to being impressed. University Hall looked like a pretty good place to live, with views across Victoria Park and the amenities of Glebe Point Road right outside. That’s provided the flats were double-glazed. I wondered about the price and the wisdom of living in a flat rather than a house, especially as I didn’t have a cat anymore. Off-street parking would be a plus.
At home, I collected the newspaper from the front step and spared the front garden a glance. A disgrace. What had happened to the bob-a-job Boy Scouts who used to take care of these things for a busy man? Come to think of it, I haven’t seen a Boy Scout of any description in a long time. The bob-a-job types were probably washing windscreens at intersections.
The Nissan looked good. A little dusty which suited it. When I thought about how much it was costing me I regretted not getting some more money out of Miss Mudlark. I stripped off my clothes, showered and wandered around the house with a towel around my waist and a glass of white in my hand. I was tired but still a bit wound up from all the activity and I needed to come down before I could sleep. No messages of significance on the answering machine, nothing important in the mail. I looked at the threadbare carpet, scuffed lino tiles and battered fridge and tried to imagine Claudia here. Tried to imagine her in one of her silk blouses and slinky pants with Gucci shoes and Faberge wristwatch. Impossible. The thought depressed me and I took myself and another glass of wine up to the bedroom where the decor wasn’t any better but the room could at least be made dark. I pulled the curtains across, cunningly arranging them so a shaft of light fell at the head of the bed.
I got into bed, pulled up the sheet and selected Letters from Jack London from the pile of books. I’d bought it sight unseen from Nicholas Pounder’s catalogue because London’s White Fang and The Jacket were among my favourite books as a kid. I took a big drink in honour of Jack, who took a few big ones himself, and opened the book. Eighteen-year-old Jack’s first letter was to the editor of a magazine offering him an article he’d written on his small boat trip in the Yukon. The editor sent London’s letter back to him with the annotation: ‘Interest in Alaska has subsided to an amazing degree. Then, again, so much has been written that I do not think it would pay us to buy your story.’ I hoped he remembered that later when Jack was getting paid a dollar a word. I read a few more letters, mostly London complaining about not being understood. That matters when you’re eighteen. I finished the wine, dropped the book and the shutters came down hard.

I dreamed I had a dog named Prince, German Shepherd-Kelpie cross. I’ve never had a dog but if I did it’d be like Prince-lean and wolfish, super-fit, a go-all-day kind of dog. I was throwing sticks into the water at Maroubra and he was swimming out for them and surfing back in. Great dog. Then he disappeared under a wave and didn’t come up. I howled and rushed into the water, swam out, dived for him, still howling…
The phone woke me. I stumbled down the stairs while my spiel was playing and snatched it up when I heard Claudia’s voice.
‘I phoned earlier,’ she said. ‘You must have been out.’
The light was blinking. ‘No, I was here. Dead to the world. What time is it?’
‘Nearly five. You sound funny. Are you all right?’
‘Bad dream. How’ve things been going over there?’
‘OK. The staff weren’t nasty at all. I think they think I killed him but they don’t seem too upset about it. Julius wasn’t a good employer. I’ve actually been having some fun bundling up his clothes for the Smith Family. What d’you think I should do with his golf clubs?’
‘Good ones?’
‘The best, I should think, and scarcely touched. He hated the game, because he wasn’t good at it the way he was with most things.’
‘I’ve got a mate who plays. I’ll ask him. They could make a prize for a junior competition or something. Have you met Gatellari?’
‘Yes, he’s here. He’s very reassuring. I’m going to stay the night, Cliff. I went through a lot of bad stuff here and I want to sort of exorcise it. One night should be enough. Do you understand?’
‘Yup. Did you have the swim?’
‘Yes I did. It was terrific’ She sounded almost bubbly just for an instant there, then she sobered quickly. ‘I found the Katz books too. They’re quite dreadful but I suppose you’ll want to see them?’
I had a flash of Claudia swimming in a twenty-metre chlorinated sandstone pool, landscaped, maybe with a waterfall, and the house seemed shabbier than ever.
‘Cliff?’
‘Yeah, sorry, still waking up. Are you sure you’ll be all right there tonight? No ghosts?’ I was wondering: Where had she fucked Van Kep?
‘Yes, I’m quite sure. Mrs Lindquist is going to cook us something and I’ll be asleep by nine I think.’
Fleischman, Van Kep, Gatellari, Lindquist, the place was a bloody United Nations. Where were the Lees and the Hardys? I struggled to throw off the feelings of jealousy, envy, regret-whatever the hell they were. I had no claims on anyone and the only good thing about that was that no one had any claims on me. ‘There’s a service for Cy at the Sydney Chevra Kadisha tomorrow at ten,’ I said. ‘I’m going.’
‘I’d like to come with you.’
Just those few words dispelled almost all of the murk. ‘That’d be good,’ I said. ‘Get Gatellari to drive you. Have him earn his money.’
‘I was brought up an atheist. I’ve never been to a Jewish service of any kind. Where is it held?’
I’d been to a few Jewish funerals and I told her.
‘What do you wear?’
‘Black,’ I said.
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At nine-fifteen the next morning, after listening anxiously to the weather report, I phoned Craig Bolton at the police palace. I told him that I was going to Cy’s funeral service and I inquired if the police had made any progress with the investigation into who had killed him. It seemed like the natural thing to do and Bolton took it that way. He said they hadn’t made any progress at all. Cy had made mincemeat of a few police witnesses and prosecutors in his time and I had to wonder how much shoulder was being put to the wheel. Still playing the part, I allowed the suggestion to enter into my comments. Bolton took offence and shut me out. I thought that Cy would have been pleased by my subtlety, but that didn’t make me feel any better about the morning or the future without him.
I went out into the back courtyard-a fancy name for the badly laid bricks and struggling plants-and sniffed the air. Radio weather forecasts have to be checked against the reality. The sky was clear and the day was certainly going to heat up fast. I had a lightweight navy blue suit, but a suit is a suit, and in Sydney the uniform of jacket, buttoned-up shirt and tie is appropriate to about six weeks of the year, not in December. I packed a change of clothes-drill trousers, short-sleeved shirt, gun-concealing poplin jacket-into one bag and my tennis gear into another. Nothing fancy-a mid-size Wilson racquet, ‘Close the 3rd Runway’ T-shirt, shorts and socks, peaked cap, well-worn Adidas cross-trainers, sunblock. Todd baby or the Washington Club could supply the balls.

The Sydney Chevra Kadisha is an ugly, liver brick building squeezed onto a triangular block between Oxford and Wallis Streets in Woollahra. The best thing about it is Centennial Park over the road. The place was built in the 1950s when nobody seemed to have any taste, and its combination of angles and curves simply doesn’t work. Sign of the times, the high-set, long, narrow windows on the Oxford Street side are covered in wire mesh; the windows and doors on the other side are barred.
I parked in Wallis Street and walked up past the big and small houses, all of which would fetch big figures on the real estate market. There were a few people milling about, dark-suited men like me and women wearing hats. I didn’t know any of them and none of them knew me. Most of Cy’s socialising was done professionally or with members of his wife’s family. He was an only child. Fact was, Cy’s wife Naomi didn’t like me. She thought I was a bad influence on Cy because I’d once brought him home drunk. That’s another story.
Gatellari’s sober, maroon Commodore drew up and Claudia got out. She was wearing a pants suit in a deep olive green that looked almost black, with a hat the same colour and matching accessories. She managed to look suitably funereal and coolly elegant at the same time. She surprised me by leaning forward and kissing my cheek. I felt a surge of lust as I touched her arm and bent down to talk to Gatellari through the car window.
‘Anything to report, mate?’
He shook his head. ‘Nothing. This is a good gig, Mr Hardy. I don’t mind staying in that house one bit.’
‘Call me Cliff. Enjoy it while you can. Mrs Fleischman might want to go back there after this. I’m not sure. Just stick with her, please.’
The mourners started to move and Claudia and I joined in the flow. There were kippahs and more beards than you’d normally expect, but otherwise it was a standard funeral crowd behaving in the standard way, stamping out cigarettes, trying not to talk too loudly, suppressing coughs, staring at the ground. I saw Leon Stratton a bit ahead of us and caught a glimpse of Miss Mudlark and another woman from Cy’s office. Stratton inclined his head to Claudia and ignored me. I had the inappropriate thought that I was going to have to look elsewhere for a new lawyer.
We trooped into the room where the ceremony was to be conducted and I closed down the way I always did. I knew the casket would be open and that people would file past it and I wanted no part of it. I’d seen him dead already with the blood on him and getting on me and I didn’t need to see him again. I registered almost nothing of the proceedings: a rabbi spoke, then several men I didn’t know. I didn’t listen. It’s always bullshit. Who can speak the truth about a man at such a time? The truth is more likely to be something about his drinking habits, or his sexual fantasies, or his sporting aspirations than any of the rubbish that comes out.
I could see Naomi, in black, rail thin, with grief expressed in every line of her body, and Cy’s son and daughter with their partners and children up near the casket. Shoulders were shaking and I wasn’t far from crying myself. I looked sideways and was amazed to see Claudia totally immersed in the whole thing. She was looking around at the trappings, staring at the people, craning forward to hear what was being said.
I let my mind wander and I found myself thinking of old Paddy White and the way he’d arranged to have himself disposed of-by cremation, and his partner Manoly Lasceris privately to scatter the ashes in Centennial Park across the way. I knew Jews didn’t cremate and that it wasn’t on, but I couldn’t help thinking that the private and personal way was more to the point than the ceremonial style. Such thoughts, of course, tend to circle back and I thought about who might do the job for me-scatter the ashes on Blackwattle Bay. Offhand, I couldn’t think of a candidate.
I was still in a kind of daze when the service ended and Claudia had to grip my arm to get my attention as we filed out.
‘What now?’ she said.
‘Now nothing.’ I realised how harsh my voice sounded and I tried to soften it. ‘They’ll be going out to Rookwood now and then to the house where they huddle for quite a while. Days. It’s not like a wake or anything. I’m not going.’
‘Why not?’
We were out on the street again and people were heading towards their cars. ‘Naomi doesn’t like me. She wouldn’t want me there. And I’ve got things to do.’
She fished for her sunglasses in her bag and put them on against the bright light. ‘That seems a bit insensitive.’
‘It isn’t.’
A woman broke from the pack and approached us. She was about Claudia’s age, a good deal heavier but handsome and forceful.
‘Claudia Rosen,’ she said. ‘I’m Ruth Simon. Goldman now. Remember, from Fort Street?’
‘God, yes. I do remember you. Hello, Ruth. I… Why are you..?’
‘Cy was my cousin. Lovely man. This is all dreadful.’ She let her handbag slip up her arm and put both hands on Claudia’s shoulders. ‘You don’t have to explain anything to me. I’m married to a lawyer. I’m sure you had nothing to do with what happened to your husband.’
‘Thank you, Ruth. This is Cliff Hardy. He was helping Mr Sackville with my defence.’
Mrs Goldman looked me over critically. She knew the suit was an off-the-peg job and that the shirt was from the bargain basement. Her smile and nod were wary. She had nothing to say to me but she gave the impression of wanting to spirit Claudia away for a month or so. It occurred to me that I hadn’t heard Claudia mention any friends apart from the woman with the house at Bluefin Bay. Suddenly, in her smart clothes and expensive sunglasses, she looked lonely. Mrs Goldman was the antidote to that.
‘You’re coming to Rookwood and to the house?’ she said.
Claudia looked at me. ‘No, I… ‘
‘You must! We’ve got so much to talk about. You should meet some of these people. They can help you.’
Claudia flared. ‘How?’
Mrs Goldman backed off a fraction but she was remorseless and a good observer. “These are your people. I’ve got a car here. If Mr. Hardy isn’t going to the cemetery you can come with me.’
‘Well…”
I could tell she wanted to go quite as much as I didn’t want to. ‘I’ll have a word to the driver, Claudia,’ I said quickly, ‘and I’ll be in touch later. Nice to have met you, Mrs Goldman.’
The hearse and two limousines with family members inside emerged from the bowels of the building and set off on Cy’s last trip. I moved away to where Gatellari was stopped with his engine running. ‘She’s going out to Rookwood with that woman she’s with now. Little drive for you, Vinnie. Then they’ll be off to Neutral Bay. Keep as close to her as you can.’
‘Right.’
I watched as Ruth Goldman steered Claudia towards a silver grey Mercedes which pulled smoothly out into the funeral procession. Gatellari let a few more cars go by before he joined in.

One of the calls I had made the day before, when Claudia and I were driving back from the peninsula, had been to Clive Borrow, a friend who was a life member of the White City tennis club. He had no trouble identifying the left-hander named Todd I’d seen at the Washington Club. Todd Rattray, several times a semi-finalist in the club championship, a former policeman, now a security consultant. I spun a tale about needing to get some practice against a double-fisted leftie for a game I had coming up involving serious money. Clive is a gambler and I knew the story would play with him. He gave me Rattray’s mobile number and I had called him, used the same story and Clive’s name, and lined up a game at the Washington Club. Easy. I called myself Warwick Lee, the oldest ploy in the book-my father’s first name and my mother’s maiden name. If he phoned Clive to check on me it wouldn’t matter-Clive knows what a slippery customer I am.
As I drove towards Northbridge I tried not to think about Claudia. I wanted to focus on what I was trying to do-get inside the Washington Club (avoiding Mrs Kent and Anton Van Kep at all costs), and try the key on C20. I was expecting it to be Wilson Katz’s locker but that was as far as my thinking went. Surprise me, I thought. But I couldn’t get the image of Claudia, entranced inside the Chevra Kadisha, responding to Ruth Goldman’s warmth and urgency, out of my head. I crossed the bridge and usually the sight of the war between the water and the buildings can distract and please me, but not this time. I gave up and allowed my thoughts to drift out to Rookwood, where I’d been more times than I cared to remember to see people being put in the ground. Some of them I was happy to see go, others not. I knew how much I would miss Cy, and for a long time, but my mental pictures were all of Claudia in her dark olive suit with the black hair escaping from under her hat.
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I’d arranged to meet Rattray in the car park at the club. I was a few minutes late and he was there right on time, standing beside his gun-metal Mazda. Security consulting must pay better than PEA work. He was talking animatedly on his mobile phone as I rolled up and parked between a Merc and a Jag. He finished the call before acknowledging my presence. We introduced ourselves and shook hands. He was already in his tennis gear with that long bag at his feet. His grip was strong and although he was a bit heavier than he should be, so was I. I was glad I was playing tennis with him rather than wrestling. I gestured at my suit.
‘I need to change, Todd. Been to a bloody funeral. Where’s the locker room?’
‘You can change at the court, Warwick. Let’s go.’
Bad news, but nothing I could do about it. I hefted my bag and followed him through the gardens towards the court. He was shorter than me, maybe ten years younger and he walked with a bounce. Worrying. Also troubling was the sudden drop in the light. Some clouds had come across and there was a very distant rumble of thunder. Rattray looked up at the sky through the leaf canopy.
‘We’ll get a set in, Warwick, with a bit of luck. But it’s going to piss down later.’
‘Wasn’t in the forecast,’ I said.
‘Fuckin’ idiots, those blokes. What d’they know? If their jobs were performance-based they’d all be on the dole.’
Hard to argue with that. We got to the courts and he pointed me towards a structure that was little more than a shell-fine for changing, storing nets and balls and court maintenance equipment, but no shower. My spirits rose. I was bound to work up a sweat against Todd. Just watching him do stretching exercises over by the net post was tiring. He unzipped his bag, took out three racquets and tested them for tension.
‘Heavy atmosphere,’ he said. ‘Need the right stringing.’
Pretentious prick, I thought. I only had the one racquet and if the tension was wrong, tough shit. I wasn’t really here to play tennis. I was here to snoop, professionally, dangerously. But, despite myself, I could feel that I was getting into it-feeling the competitive urge.

I changed, we tossed for serve. He won. I picked an end and after a brief hit-up we got down to it. I hadn’t played for a while and not on grass for a long time. I was rusty in the hit-up. I’ve got a heavy, fairly accurate first serve; the second I just try to spin in. I hit my forehand flat and slice and chip the backhand. I’m shaky overhead and my backhand volley is suspect; forehand volley’s better. All in all, my game was better suited to the grass than his. Every so often, his heavily top-spun ground strokes tended to sit up and give me time to get set for a good hit. Also he occasionally mishit one. He preferred the back court but he was no slouch at the net.
His weakness was his mean streak. He liked to embarrass an opponent with a dinky little drop shot every now and then. The first time he tried it he caught me flat-footed and I could see the expression of pleasure on his face. Trouble was, he started that expression when he was thinking about playing the next shot, so that the next time I was ready for it and lobbed over him. That left him running backwards, mistiming his shot and me dropping it dead just over the net. Todd didn’t like that. He liked it even less when it happened twice more.
Still, he was younger, faster and a better player than me and I had no chance of beating him unless he broke a leg. The disadvantage to two-handed hitting is that you have to be closer to the ball to hit it and you can get jammed by a straight, fast serve. I had him stretching a few times and jammed him every so often. But once he found the range and adapted to my style, he whipped those two-handers past me if I tried to come in and found sharp angles if I played from the back court. Ordinarily, I’d have enjoyed the game, even if I was losing. I hit some good shots and aced him a few times. But I was pissed-off that he insisted on coaching me.
‘You’re off-balance, Warwick.’
‘You’re dropping the racquet head.’
‘Hit through it, mate.’
A light wind got up and the sunlight began to come in shafts through the clouds, so that one minute the court would be brightly lit and the next in shadow. Tricky. The thunder rumbled closer when he had me 3–5 down. He was serving for the set and I chased everything and hit the two best shots I’d played to date. The score got to my advantage which rattled him. I decided I’d had enough. He probably would have won it anyway, but I lost the next point to a deliberate mishit and we were back to deuce. He went ad-up after a kicking serve that might have missed the line, hard to say. Todd tended to call the lines himself and always his way. He won the set with a down-the-line shot that had me running the wrong way. I was dripping with sweat when I jogged up to the net to shake his hand. The first drops of rain fell.
‘Hope you have better luck against the bloke you’re playing. You lack a bit of speed.’
‘I’ve got guile,’ I panted. ‘Thanks, Todd. Shit, I need a shower. Okay to use the clubhouse?’
‘Sure.’ He went to his bag and took out a plastic tag like the one Mrs Kent had given me. ‘This’ll get you in. I’ll just tidy up here a bit.’
I couldn’t believe the luck. I made a feeble offer to help him but he waved me away. I collected my clothes and walked quickly back to the Nissan. I dumped the suit, the racquet and tennis bag and took out the bag with the casual gear. It also happened to have my. 38 inside it. A study of the brochure had shown that there was a side entrance to the club leading directly to the squash court, swimming pool, gym, sauna and locker room. Less chance of meeting Mrs Kent, but I kept the peak of my cap drawn down over my face as much as possible anyway.
There were a few lap swimmers trawling up and down and I could hear grunts from the weights room. A tough game of squash was in progress. It made me think of Cy. They’d be finished at Rookwood now and the long sit-in at the house would have begun. I pushed open the door to the locker room thinking that Cy would have choked about the WASP pretentiousness of this place. ‘Stained woodwork to convey an air of spurious antiquity,’ he would have said, or something such. I was missing him and I was angry about everything.
The locker room was empty. I inhaled the familiar smell of sweat and liniment, strode to the bank of lockers and dumped my bag down in front of C20. A name tag slipped into the space provided read ‘W. KATZ’. The key was in a zip pocket of the bag. I took it out and tried it. The door, nearly as tall as me, swung smoothly open. The locker was deep and divided into two compartments. On the top shelf was a pair of sneakers, some tennis balls and an unsealed padded jiffy bag. I opened it and a thick quarto sized notebook slid out. I caught it before it hit the tiles and flipped through a few pages. It was a kind of diary-cum-journal. The language looked like German but I was willing to bet it was Yiddish and that the writer was Klaus Rosen. I put the notebook on top of my bag.
In the lower part of the locker were an empty sports bag, two tennis racquets and something wrapped in heavy plastic. I pulled it out and was surprised at its lightness, but not by its size or shape. What I had in my hands was an assault rifle-folded-down, moulded plastic stock, handgrip, trigger guard. Taped to it were two other items also plastic-wrapped- at a guess, a magazine and a telescopic sight.
The door whispered open and I spun around. My gun was only inches away, but tucked deep inside my bag. Wilson Katz had a pistol in his hand, pointed at my chest and all ready to fire. So did Todd Rattray.



27


Katz said, ‘You killed Henderson. My compliments. That makes you a very dangerous man.’
‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Noel must’ve told you. You’re in tight with him as well as Van Kep.’
‘That’s right.’
Rattray locked the door and moved to Katz’s left, blocking the way to the showers and toilets. The room was about five metres by five with benches along two of the walls and another in front of the bank of lockers. There were wall-mounted mirrors, two hand basins, hair dryers, sockets for electric razors, no windows. The lighting was overhead and concealed-perfect for shooting. Katz was standing about three metres away from me, looking composed and prepared. His gun hand wasn’t all that steady, but it would have been hard for him to miss at the range. I sat down on the bench, still holding the useless rifle.
‘Put it on the floor,’ Katz said.
I did. ‘That’s the gun that killed Fleischman and Cy Sackville,’ I said. ‘Henderson was the shooter. You did the hiring.’
‘Right again. It’s a bit late for you to work all this out, Hardy.’
‘Oh, I worked some of it out a while ago. I just didn’t think Noel would be tied in to you and I hadn’t quite figured a hook-up between Todd here and you and Van Kep. I didn’t think you’d have any hooks into the witness protection program either. Should have. Dumb of me.’
I was lying. I’d intuited Katz’s involvement but hadn’t counted on him being hands-on.
Katz laughed, then shook his head. ‘Right. I’ve got hooks into all sorts of things. You’d be surprised. You did pretty well to get this far. I assume you found the locker key at Henderson’s. How did you connect it with this place?’
‘Just luck.’
Rattray sniggered. ‘You’re not much fucking better at all this shit than you are at tennis.’
‘I tanked the last game.’
‘Bullshit, you…’
‘Shut up!’ Katz said. ‘The question is, have you told anyone else about how far your figuring took you? My guess is you’ve only told Claudia and that hardly matters.’
I didn’t like the sound of that one bit. ‘You can’t be sure of that. But what d’you mean?’
‘I mean she’ll either leave the country soon or she’ll disappear. No trial, either way. I thought I had her pretty well spooked and ready to run but you queered that.’
My mind was racing. How many laps would those blokes swim? How long could that pair bash a little black ball at the wall? No way to tell. Katz didn’t look too worried about a time factor. He sat on the bench opposite me and gave his gun hand a rest. Rattray kept his at the ready.
‘In case you’re thinking we might get interrupted, forget it. The club runs to a few shower rooms and we made sure this one would stay free.’
He meant it and the words were like knuckles in the eyes and a knee to the balls, but I couldn’t let him see that. ‘You’ve got my respect, Wilson. Tell me what it’s all about then. Maybe I still know a few things you don’t know. We can talk.’
Katz shrugged. ‘Not much to talk about or to tell, way I look at it. I know you’re playing for time but I’ll humour you. Julius couldn’t see the potential of his operation. He was only half-smart, if that. I started to diversify and steal everything out from under him. I fixed it so when he died the whole thing would go into bankruptcy because all the honey was in another hive. This is a great place for creative bankruptcy, let me tell you. The legal system in this country’s fucked.’
Katz laughed, genuinely amused.
‘So?’ I said.
‘So he died.’
‘Why did you have to frame Claudia?’
‘Why not? Good smokescreen. High-hatting bitch. I thought she’d keep Julius distracted for longer than she did but he was such an asshole he found a way to screw it up with her. When she asked Van Kep to protect her she played right into my hands, so to speak.’
I was sitting with my back to the open locker with the bag beside me, the Rosen journal on top of it. My back hurt from where I had reached up for a smash and I reached back to rub it. I jolted the bag and the journal in its package fell to the floor. I bent forward to pick it up.
‘Leave it! You wouldn’t read Yiddish, would you? Why’re you scratching yourself?’
I shook my head and kept rubbing my back. My hand could feel something at the foot of the locker. ‘No,’ I said, rubbing some more. ‘I can’t read anything but English and I’m rubbing, not scratching. I’ve got a crook back, another reason why Todd beat me.’
Katz cleared his throat. ‘I don’t quite know what to think about you, Hardy. You’ve made things harder in some ways, easier in others. I told Henderson to fire a few shots at Claudia to scare her, instead he goes feral and tries to kill you and he shoots Sackville. Mind you, I’m glad you took him out. So’s Noel, for that matter.’
My fingers were identifying the object behind me. It was a pistol. Was it loaded? Was it real? I had to keep Katz talking and Rattray angry.
‘I’m not sure I believe you about Henderson, but what does it matter?’ I glanced across at Rattray. ‘You have to be careful who you use in this kind of work. Most of the available bodies aren’t very bright or reliable. What’s this notebook got to do with anything?’
Katz smirked. ‘Oh, that’s my card in the hole. That’s what’ll send little Claudia into a tailspin if I have to play it. Want to know what Julius found out about Klaus and Julia, Claudia’s Mom and Pop?’
‘You’re going to tell me.’
‘Bet your ass I am. They were brother and sister, that’s what. Kind of a mix-up getting the little kids out of Germany. False names and all that. It all sorted out OK in the end and Klaus and Julia suited each other just fine.’
‘Did they know?’
Katz laughed. ‘They did when Julius told them. He really put it to them.’
‘He told you this?’
‘Sure. He wanted the daughter. Fuck knows why. She looks frigid to me. You might know better.’
I thought about Claudia and her parents and the things they’d been through together and the hidden things. I couldn’t even imagine what a couple like the Rosens would have experienced when a truth like that was laid out for them. Horror? Shame? I didn’t know, and I didn’t know how Claudia would react. Suddenly, it became important to me, more important than anything else, that, she shouldn’t ever find out. That gave me resolve-I wouldn’t call it courage. I sneered and looked Katz in the eye.
‘I might know a few things about your wife, too.’
His fingers tightened on the pistol. ‘What’re you talking about?’
I had my hand firmly on the gun now-a revolver, no safety. I hawked and spat on the floor near Katz’s feet. Both men reacted. I lifted the revolver a fraction. It felt real and loaded.
‘You’re not in such a strong position as you think, Wilson. There’s Van Kep and Noel to think about, and Todd here.’
‘The fuck I’m not. A faggot and a junkie pimp, how long can they last?’
He was talking, enjoying the sound of his voice, but also expanding time. I knew why- not many people can kill with ease. I let my eyes wander around the room and my voice shake a little. ‘What about Todd?’
‘Todd’s solid. You’re right to look around. This is the last fucking room you’re going to see.’
‘You won’t shoot me here.’
‘No?’
I looked to my left and saw Rattray fitting a silencer to his pistol. He fumbled. It was the only chance I was ever going to get. I leaned away, brought the revolver around my body and fired three times at Rattray. I got him in the stomach with the first shot and in the chest with the second. The third might have missed but I didn’t care. He got off one popping round before he went down but it went nowhere near me. I jumped forward and to the right as Katz shouted and fired. The bullet pinged off the metal locker and shattered tiles. I fired wildly. The shots and ricochets echoed and shrieked in the confined space. Tile fragments hit both of us in the face and Katz fell, dropping his gun.
I was breathing heavily, crouched, only two metres from him as he writhed on the floor, scrabbling for his gun. Blood was dripping from his cheek but it was running from his forehead into his eyes and he was effectively blind. He couldn’t locate the gun and he crawled away towards the wall, holding up his hands like a beggar. He wore a blue blazer and cream silk shirt. The pockets of the shirt had his initials on them, white-embossed. His Washington Club tie was loosened at the neck and askew. I seemed to relive the whole thing as he crawled away and reached the wall, propped himself up against it, tried to wipe the blood from his eyes.
Fleischman, the Rosens, Claudia, murderous Haitch Henderson, nasty Noel, perverted Van Kep, macho Rattray. And Cy, my dear, dear friend.
He wiped blood away, saw me. ‘Hardy, like you said, we can talk. I’ve got more money than you ever heard of.’
He was three metres away now. I straightened up and moved a little closer. Not too close.
‘I wouldn’t have done anything to Claudia, I promise you. Nothing! Nothing, Hardy! Please, please.’
I didn’t hear what he was saying, not really. I heard the earlier words. The legal system in this country’s fucked. And the laugh.
I was exhausted, physically, mentally and morally spent. I raised the gun, sighted carefully, and shot him just below the pocket, on the left side, through the heart.
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The noise of the shots was still bouncing off the tiled walls as I shoved Klaus Rosen’s journal inside my tennis racquet cover and zipped it shut. As the reverberations died I heard shouts in the corridor, then fists banging on the door. I pulled it open and stood there with blood dripping from my face and a pistol in my hand. A swimmer, a squash player and Mrs Kent stood gaping at me.
‘Anyone got a mobile phone?’ I said.

The shit that hit the fan that day dripped for months and is still dripping. The uniformed cops arrived, then the ambulances and then the detectives. I told them as much as I needed to and they took me away to have some stitches put in my cheek and then to Darlinghurst to tell them a whole lot more. I gave it almost all to them-Fleischman, Katz, Rattray, Van Kep. And I told them how and why I’d killed Haitch Henderson. I kept Frank Parker out of it and I didn’t say anything about the Rosen journal. Nobody bothered to look inside my tennis racquet cover. Why should they? They had the revolver, two other pistols and a rifle, plus ammunition-who needed a notebook written in Yiddish?
They found no fingerprints on the rifle itself but they did find a couple of Henderson’s latents on a spare magazine and a silencer. The rifle and the bullets that killed Fleischman and Cy Sackville matched up, so my story got a certain amount of confirmation. I handed over the blast grenade bits and pieces, which convinced them it was Haitch who’d tried to blow my legs off. I showed them where I’d dropped the Colt in the Cooks River. They dragged for it, didn’t find it. Still, and despite Frank Parker’s best efforts, this cooperation wasn’t enough to prevent me from being charged with a range of crimes-manslaughter of Haitch Henderson, abduction of his son, withholding and destruction of evidence. The more gung-ho cops wanted to charge me for Rattray and Katz but the ballistic evidence was all against them.
I got a solicitor-Viv Garner who’d done his articles under Neville Wran. I thought he’d know a few tricks and he did. He had an office in Balmain near the London Hotel and we had quite a few sessions there on the balcony along with Senor Corona, Herr Heineken and Mr Guinness. The upshot was that I lost my PEA licence-no surprise. The manslaughter charge was dropped and I was convicted for illegal restraint and on the charges relating to destroying evidence of crimes. I was sentenced to a fine of five thousand dollars and three months gaol. Viv wanted to appeal but I talked him out of it. Frank had guaranteed me minimum security in Berrima where there was a tennis court and a decent library.
‘Three months tennis with no grog,’ Frank said after they’d taken me down and given him a few private moments with an old mate.. ‘Make a new man of you.’
It was somewhere between easy time and hard time, more hard than easy. In good weather I was on garden duty, cutting grass with an ancient mower and weeding without gloves or a hat. The food was boring and the company was mostly the same, relieved by an occasional obsessive-a computer nut, a flat-earther. I missed my daily alcohol ration but I lost weight. That was the only benefit. When it rained I did some interior stripping and painting and suffered allergic reactions so that they took me off it. There was too much cell time, too many inspections, too many minor assaults on your dignity. I tried to cope by reading. I got halfway through Poor Fellow my Country, further than ever before, until I surrendered.
Viv Garner’s visits helped to break the monotony and kept me in touch with the loose strings. The auditors got to work on the Fleischman finance records but they ran into brick walls at every turn. Katz had spirited the assets away somewhere and creditors were hurting, but the funds had disappeared like Lord Lucan.
Van Kep admitted his perjury and went to prison for it. He was glad to be out from under the Henderson threat and to keep his secret safe from his old mum. As a result, the charges against Claudia were dropped and she stood to inherit a chunk of whatever of her husband’s assets remained visible and protected from the corporate failure. Not much. Judith Daniels’ share wouldn’t keep her in gin for long. The lawyers paid me a handsome fee, a lot of which went in the fine. It caused me pain that Cy’s name, but not his signature, was on the cheque.
I spent some time with Claudia before going to Berrima but the relationship had no future. She had fallen under the influence of Ruth Goldman and was taking religious instruction from her rabbi with a view to playing an active part in Jewish community affairs. The last time we met we almost literally could not think of anything to say to each other. I felt angry and ill-used but I still burned her father’s journal.
After I got out I made enquiries about the restitution of my PEA licence. I was told it was possible but there were many hurdles to jump and hoops to go through. I put Viv Garner on the case and so far progress is slow. I spent some of what remained of the fee on repairs to the house but when one thing led inevitably to another and then on to yet more scraping and restoring, I called a halt. Most of the walls stayed dry through a March wet spell-a big improvement. I collected the NRMA insurance money and one of my major concerns right now is finding another Falcon.
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