




Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Все книги автора
Эта же книга в других форматах

Приятного чтения!








Garry Disher



Cross Kill





One


The stranger appeared just after lunch on day one of Wyatt’s operation against the Mesics. He was driving a red Capri, soft top down, and Wyatt watched him park it against the kerb, unfold from the car, stride to the compound gates and bend his face to the intercom grille in the brick pillar. MESIC was spelled out in shiny red tiles above the intercom and Wyatt saw the stranger touch the name as though to draw luck from it. Then the gates jerked, swung open, and the man stepped through the gap. He was about thirty, and he had the raw-nerved, hole-and-corner look of a man who exists on coffee and whispers. Wyatt put that together with the car, the costly jacket and jeans, and speculated that here was someone who made a profit for the Mesics and profited by them.
The Mesics were small-scale racketeers with ambitions, and Wyatt was watching their place through the rear window of a rented Volvo. The Volvo was a good touch. He’d faced it away from the compound gates and was sitting in the back seat so this wouldn’t look like a stakeout to casual eyes. But the car looked right anyway, so he wasn’t expecting trouble. The citizens of Templestowe, crooked and otherwise, ran to Volvos, Saabs, cars like that.
This was Wyatt’s second stakeout of the Mesics. Ten months ago he’d sat outside the compound gates like this, burning to hit the place, but he’d been a marked man at the time, with every gun-happy hoon and policeman in Victoria after him, so he’d fled the state. Then, in Queensland, he’d robbed a bank and killed a man and given up a small fortune to help someone run for her life, and it had all added up to ten months of hand-to-mouth waiting.
But now the heat was off and he was back in Melbourne again, watching the Mesics. The place still looked brash and new, a hectare of land that had been stripped bare and turned into a family compound: raw landscaped terraces, young trees, shiny lockup garages and a couple of blockish cream-brick houses that could have featured in a travel brochure from some sunny, dusty spot on the Mediterranean coast, the whole lot protected by a wire and girder perimeter fence three metres high.
Wyatt saw a door open in the first house. A young woman appeared at the top of the steps. She looked expensive and dissatisfied, restlessly touching herself- hips, thighs, chest, sleeves, collar, the hem of her dress. Thick auburn hair was piled over her head and shoulders, catching the sun as she explored her body. As the visitor approached her up the steps, she seemed to relax. She touched his arm and led him into the house.
There was no one else around. A contract cleaning service called Dustbusters had come and gone before lunch, but so far Wyatt had not seen any guards, children or servants who might get in his way. He didn’t want to have to send in an army against an army.
So the place looked easy-not that it had ever been a question of whether or not Wyatt would pull this job. He was only interested in the how and when. After all, the Mesics had his money in there. They didn’t know they had his money, but that was no consideration of Wyatt’s. A little over ten months earlier he’d been putting together an easy payroll snatch in the red dirt country of South Australia, only to be cheated of the take by a man who owed a lot of money to the Mesics. There had been a few deaths and a lot of aggravation because of it and Wyatt wanted his money back. It was big money. Over three hundred thousand. It would set him up again, enable him to buy a place, live in comfort while he concentrated once more on the big jobs, the way it had been for him before it all went sour.
Wyatt rolled his head a few times to ease his knotted muscles, then reassessed the Mesic place. The advantages were clear. First, it had more than one exit. He never hit places where he ran the risk of boxing himself in. Second, the big houses of Templestowe sprawled behind hedges and trees, meaning a lower risk of snooping neighbours. Third, the streets were broad and fast, and the freeway was easy to get to. He could be well clear of the area before the local law showed. That’s if they did show. It wasn’t likely. The Mesics were crooked. They didn’t want the law poking around. Their security system wouldn’t be wired to the local cop shop.
Wyatt went still. Something was happening. The electronic gates were swinging open again. Just then a shadow passed across the Volvo’s side windows and he sank in his seat as a black Saab turned into the Mesic place.
He raised his head to watch, thankful that the creeper being trained along the security fence was still sparse and patchy. He saw the gate close and heard a faint snarl as the Saab rounded the curving gravel drive and stopped outside the first house. As if on cue, the front door opened and the woman and her visitor started down the steps.
Two men got out of the Saab. Wyatt could see a facial resemblance between them and guessed that they were brothers. Other than that, they were not alike. The passenger, dressed in jeans and running shoes, was a tall, solid, slow-moving man of about thirty who hung back as the driver walked fast toward the house.
The driver was about forty, and slighter, shorter and sharper than his heavy younger brother. Draped in a double-breasted bone-coloured suit over a tieless black shirt buttoned at the neck, he was a Hollywood version of a new-wave Mafia hood. His hair was thick and black, curling to his shoulders, and Wyatt saw it toss as the man began a dance of anger, pointing, shaking his fist and apparently yelling at the woman. Her visitor seemed to laugh in his face. The woman scowled.
Wyatt turned away. Who ran the Mesic operation? Who would give him the most trouble? Where were the weaknesses? He couldn’t plan this job until he had that kind of information.
Rossiter would have the answers-that’s if Rossiter felt inclined to help him. Rossiter had once been his go-between, but now there were good reasons why Rossiter might wish him dead. When everything had gone wrong for Wyatt the year before, others had been affected too, including Rossiter.
Wyatt peered out at the Mesic place again and what he saw made him duck in his seat. He messed his hair with his fingers, tugged his shirt out of his waistband and pulled down the zipper at the front of his trousers. He reached for the Scotch bottle on the floor and drank deeply from it. He splashed a little around the inside of the car and down his chest. Finally he rubbed his face hard with his hands, reddening the skin, and sprawled out along the back seat.
Even with his eyes closed he sensed that someone had come to stand next to the Volvo, blocking the light. The door by his head opened. A hand smacked him hard on the cheek.
‘Get out.’
Wyatt blinked his eyes, grunted, tried to turn over on his side. He recognised the solid character from the passenger seat of the Saab.
The hand smacked him again. ‘Come on, pal, move it.’
Wyatt opened his eyes and kept them open. He sat up by degrees, exhaling over the big man.
The man jerked back. ‘Jesus Christ. Come on, out.’
‘I’m over point-oh-five,’ Wyatt slurred. ‘Let me sleep it off.’
‘Bullshit,’ the man said, reaching in a massive arm.
Wyatt let a drunken look of cunning grow on his face. ‘They can’t book you if you’re sleeping it off in the back seat and you’ve got the keys in your pocket.’
‘Don’t fuck with me. I don’t know who you’re working for but you can tell them the Mesics are not for sale.’
Wyatt blinked and frowned. ‘What?’
The big man’s face twisted. He had short hair that kinked like wood shavings on his overheated scalp and Wyatt could smell fury and perspiration on him. Spittle sprayed onto Wyatt’s face as the man said, ‘Tell your boss the Mesics are reorganising. We’re not rolling onto our backs for anybody.’
Wyatt muttered that he didn’t know what the man was on about and got out of the car. He was rocky on his feet, bleary and unappealing, someone who didn’t belong in Templestowe.
A furrow of doubt appeared on the big man’s face. ‘If I see you here again you’ll find yourself in the Yarra.’
Muttering, ‘Keep your shirt on,’ Wyatt got into the driver’s seat of the Volvo. He ground the starter. The engine caught. He crunched the gear lever into first and pulled away from the kerb, the engine howling. He steered along the centre of the road, loudly, inexpertly, like a drunk, and all the while he was thinking that if there was trouble in the Mesic camp he should hit them as soon as possible.

****



Two


They stood there silently, watching Leo Mesic send the Volvo away. They saw him stand by the gates until it was out of sight, then labour up the gravel driveway toward them. Bax waited tensely. He’d noticed the Volvo on the other side of the street when he’d parked the Capri earlier, but hadn’t thought to check it out, and that was the kind of mistake he couldn’t afford to make. If the dogs from Internal Affairs were snooping around him, he was finished as a copper. ‘Who was it?’ he said.
Leo was red faced, breathing audibly. ‘Either a drunk or some geezer playing drunk. Ten to one he was playing drunk.’
Stella Mesic said bitterly, ‘It’s started. The hyenas and the vultures are moving in on us.’
Bax watched as she touched her hair, her breasts, ran her hand down the front of her binding skirt. She was Leo’s wife and she was the hot core of Bax’s erotic imagination. He wondered how calculated it was, all that narcissistic touching. He wondered if Leo ever noticed it. And he wondered if the big man ever thought twice about the fact that Bax was there when he came home sometimes, like today. ‘We’ll do some damage control, Stel,’ he said.
He smiled as he said it. He could feel his tension draining away. It made sense that the Mesics were the target, not him. It made sense that hyenas and vultures would start sniffing around now that the old man was dead and the Mesic empire was up for grabs.
Then the third member of the family spoke. Victor Mesic was quivering inside his fancy suit. ‘You still here, Bax? You’ve been paid off. Get on your bike.’
Bax wanted to smack the overdressed little prick in the mouth. ‘Shut up, Vic’
Victor fronted up to him. ‘I come home from the States and find the organisation splintering, guys going solo, the firm disappearing down the gurgler, and you three nerds talk damage control!’ He smacked his forehead with his open palm, an American gesture that Bax assumed he’d picked up along with his accent.
Victor’s voice began to rise. ‘Forget about damage control. I told you, we’re moving out of the car rackets, out of Mickey Mouse crap.’ He lifted a hand. ‘So long, Bax, we don’t need a cop on the payroll anymore.’
Bax looked at the ugly twin houses, the struggling shrubs and lawns, and thought about the five hundred bucks a week he’d become accustomed to. He turned back to Victor. ‘You want my advice? Stay with what the firm has always done best. You’re treading on dangerous toes, the direction you’re headed.’
‘What would you know?’
Bax knew. He glanced at Stella and Leo and wondered if they would give in to this creep. Victor Mesic had been in the States for the past three years, shipping stolen Mustangs, Thunderbirds, Cadillacs and other classics to Melbourne. More recently though, he’d put in some time with mob connections in Las Vegas, and he’d come back for his father’s funeral full of big talk about the future of the Mesic family.
Stella Mesic moved in then. She touched her brother-in-law’s arm. ‘Listen to him, Vic’
Bax liked watching her in action. She could run hot and cold, she had her husband bluffed, and he waited to see how Victor would take it.
Victor Mesic jerked back as though he’d been scorched. ‘I don’t listen to cops on the take. Piss off, Bax. Do your exams, make senior sergeant, get yourself a legitimate pay rise. Things are going to change around here.’
Bax stared at him. Old fears began to creep inside his skull, his stomach. He had coke and gambling habits worth more than five hundred dollars a week and he also had an Inspector who expected him to clean up the stolen car rackets now that the Mesics were in tatters after the old man’s death. The way Bax saw it, if he helped Leo and Stella regroup, not only was his five hundred bucks secure, so was his power base. They would continue to feed him the names of small-time operators, bent panelbeaters and car thieves, and that would be enough to keep the Inspector off his back. It had been ticking over like that for five years now, since old man Mesic had recruited him, and he didn’t want to give any of it away. He couldn’t afford to. There was money in stolen cars, stolen parts. But if Victor tried to move the family’s operations into casinos and poker machines, not only would Bax be left out in the cold, the Mesics wouldn’t last six months. Law enforcement was going to be tough for a start, briefed to keep the new Melbourne casinos clean, the Mesics would go broke making the changeover, and Victor’s Las Vegas wiseguy mates would rake off all the profits.
‘Your father would turn in his grave,’ Bax said.
‘My father was out of date.’
Leo had been standing apart from this, the younger brother trying to find an edge. Now he had one. ‘What do you mean, out of date? Who built all this up? Who groomed you, sent you to the States?’ Old grievances worked on his face. ‘Me, I’m just a manager or something, I do all the hard work and I get fuck-all for it.’
‘I’ll make us rich, Leo,’ Victor said.
Bax watched the brothers argue. According to Stella, the old man’s will was complicated, more or less giving financial control to Victor, the favoured son. Now Victor was talking asset-stripping so he could raise some big money, the sort of up-front money demanded by his Las Vegas connections before they’d let him invest in the casinos and gambling clubs now opening in Melbourne. Leo and Stella had been fighting with him about it. Everybody knew, and it made the family look vulnerable. The word on the street was that they were finished. If rival operators didn’t walk in and take them over first, they’d tear themselves apart. Already someone had torched one of their crash repairers and one of their car yard managers had been pistol-whipped. Stella complained that she and Leo were scared to go out half the time.
‘Car stealing?’ Victor was saying. ‘Strictly smalltime.’
A point-scoring expression settled over Leo’s heavy face. ‘We don’t steal-we deal. There’s nothing smalltime about that.’
Victor chopped the air with the flat of his hand. ‘That’s ratshit and you know it.’
Bax let them argue. They’d forgotten he was there. It was an old fight, and he had a stake in it, but he’d have to find some other way to assert himself.
He looked past the two brothers at Stella. She stopped smoothing her thighs long enough to shrug a little and smile. It was her way of saying she wanted him and it had better be soon.

****



Three


Wary now after his encounter with the big man outside the Mesic compound, Wyatt dumped the Volvo in Collins Street. He tucked the keys under the front seat and phoned the rental company with a story about a blocked fuel line. Then he walked to a disposals store in Elizabeth Street, stripped off his whisky-sodden clothes and walked out wearing cheap gaberdine trousers and a navy pullover that had set him back forty dollars. Stuffing the unwanted clothing into a rubbish bin, he made his way to a taxi rank outside the State Library. ‘Airport,’ he said, climbing into the first cab.
He settled back. The next ninety minutes would be tedious. It wasn’t likely that the Mesics had the kind of reach that would find him easily, but one of the Mesics had seen his face, and that was enough. Caution and concealment were in the air that Wyatt breathed.
He got out at the international terminal, walked through to Ansett, and caught the Skybus back into the city. There were taxis in Spencer Street but he walked past them and made his way to the Victoria Market where he flagged down a cruising Silver Top. ‘Box Hill,’ he said.
The driver had an oiled rocker’s haircut and a face creased from years of glare, smoke and Elvis Presley dreams. He frowned, tapped the wheel, thinking through his route. ‘Whereabouts in Box Hill?’
‘Go along Whitehorse Road.’
‘Got you.’
It took them thirty-five minutes. For the first fifteen they were caught in peak-hour traffic, crawling bunched from light to light. When they were away from the city centre, Wyatt looked out at the high hedges and red tiles, the decent small businesses and family homes, and knew they were a world away from him. At the white horse in the shopping centre he said, ‘The Overlander.’
The taxi took him to a sprawling 1970s hotel-motel a kilometre past the TAFE College on Whitehorse Road. It was built of pastel-brown brick and consisted of a dining room, private function rooms, swimming pool and three blocks of guests’ rooms. Wyatt paid the driver and walked through. His room faced a courtyard car park. The location was good. Wyatt never put a hit together close to where he actually pulled it.
Monday evening, six o’clock. Wyatt rested for an hour then showered and changed and went to the dining room. There was a conference function room to the left of the main doors. A board on an easel said: ‘The Overlander welcomes On-Line Computing’ and Wyatt could hear shouted laughter inside.
He asked for a corner table and sat where he could see the rest of the dining room. There were solitary men like himself there, a married couple, a family celebrating a birthday. Wyatt ate sparingly and nursed a glass of claret. He perplexed the waitress. She was drawn to him but he was grave and courteous and offered her nothing.
At 8.30 he left the dining room. Someone was making a speech in the function room. Wyatt crossed the car park, paused at his door, looked to see that no one was watching him, and crouched to peer at the bottom edge. He had sealed the door to the doorjamb with a strip of scotch tape a centimetre above ground level, but now the tape was sticking only to the door. Wyatt stood, listened, went through the motions of a man fishing a key out of his pocket and fitting it to the lock.
He went in that way too, averagely noisy and unsuspecting, and turned on some lights. It was a small room and he could see that it was empty, but it didn’t feel right. He knew an expert had been through it, leaving no palpable trace, only a shift in the atmosphere. Maybe the Mesics were better organised than he’d thought, or some old score was being settled. There was always that risk in Wyatt’s game.
He changed into black jeans, a hooded black windcheater and black running shoes. Since he hadn’t been hit when he came into the room it meant they’d scouted the place first and intended to come for him when everything had shut down for the night. At nine o’clock he climbed out by the bathroom window and slipped across the motel forecourt to the conference centre. He waited in the shadows next to the main car park. At ten o’clock reps and executives emerged tipsily from the function room, the men slapping one another on the back, the women kissing the men and the air near the cheeks of the other women.
Wyatt watched them get into their cars and drive away. He didn’t know until the last minute whether or not his idea would work, but when only one car remained and the driver stumbled and had trouble finding his keys, Wyatt got ready.
The man was trying one key and then another in the lock, and peering comically at his keyring. He gave up, leaned his arms and bald head on the roof of the car, and Wyatt heard strangled noises. The man was laughing.
‘Sorry, pal,’ Wyatt muttered, stepping out of the shadows.
At that moment the man slid to the ground and began to snore. It sounded heavy and permanent and Wyatt put his gun away. He took the keys from the man’s fist and dragged him into the shrubbery separating The Overlander from the service road. The snoring stopped for a moment, started again.
Wyatt paused. The snoring would attract attention. Let the poor bastard sleep it off in the car. He unlocked a rear door, dragged the man out of the shrubbery again, and half-lifted, half-tumbled him onto the floor behind the front seats. He got behind the steering wheel and started the engine. Behind him the snoring settled into a rhythm.
Wyatt drove out of the conference centre car park and right into Whitehorse Road. At the Station Street lights he U-turned and came back. This time he steered into the courtyard where guests parked their cars. He slotted into an empty spot near the street entrance and got into the back of the car. He rested his feet on the bald man’s chest and pushed down gently. The snoring stopped. Five minutes later it broke out again, and again Wyatt prodded the man.
It was deep and shadowy in the back of the car. Wyatt watched and waited. He could see the door to his room clearly. When they came they wouldn’t see him. The bald man stirred and muttered but didn’t wake.
Time passed. Whether it passed quickly or slowly wasn’t a question that Wyatt asked himself. Waiting was something he did every day. It couldn’t be avoided.
Several cars entered and left the courtyard through the evening. None of them interested Wyatt. Then at four minutes past eleven he did get interested. A Laser, windows tinted, lights off, entered from the service road and began to prowl the perimeter of the area. It circled once, rolled silently back across the courtyard, and parked near his room. Wyatt waited. Nothing happened for several minutes. Then, a slight movement: the driver’s door was opening. Wyatt expected to see the inside light come on but the interior stayed black. They’d sent a pro. He continued to wait.
The driver was a woman and suddenly she was out of the Laser and pressing against the wall outside Wyatt’s room. She wore close-fitting black jeans and a T-shirt and had a silenced pistol in one hand.
A memory trace stirred in his mind, an image of a swift, black, female shape. Ten months ago a man he’d sometimes worked with had shopped him to a Sydney crowd called the Outfit, and the killer they’d sent to get him was a woman. This same one. Wyatt had escaped then but he knew that she was good at her job and she would keep tracking him.
She slipped a key into the door, then she was inside. Wyatt waited. No light showed behind the drawn curtains. He didn’t expect to see light anyhow. She was a pro; she wouldn’t shine a torch around.
After a few seconds the woman came out fast, looking spooked, and got back into her car. The Laser muttered into life, backed away from Wyatt’s door, sped with a faint squeal out onto Whitehorse Road.
Wyatt got out of the bald man’s car. He didn’t think there’d be a second gun to worry about. He loped, half-crouching, across the courtyard to his room. The door was open. He slipped inside, turning on the lights. He smelt the shots before he saw the damage. She had fired half-a-dozen shots into the spare blankets and pillows heaped body-like under the bedspread. Then she’d seen the trick and run.
At least he knew now that the Mesics hadn’t set this up. But it did mean the Outfit still had a price on his head. He’d caused them some grief in the past and it seemed they weren’t going to let him forget it. Wyatt felt rare anger building in him. It came hot and hard and for a moment he was blinded by it. Nothing was smooth or easy anymore. No one would let him be.
After a while he changed his clothes and packed his bag. He wiped the place clean of his prints and went back to the bald man’s car. Time to find another bolthole.

****



Four


There were always question marks hanging over the early days of a job. Until he knew that the ground was safe and the job feasible, and until he’d put a team together, Wyatt would spend a few hundred dollars here and there so that he had a few boltholes if things went sour on him. In addition to The Overlander he’d paid in advance for rooms at a hotel and a guesthouse.
The hotel was behind the University in Parkville and it had a checkerboard facade of white marble slabs and tinted glass in aluminium frames. LONDON hotel was scrawled across the face of it in red neon. The lobby was deserted when Wyatt got in at midnight. He made for the stairs, attracting the attention of a clerk behind the desk. The clerk was slight, pale, his lips loose and red. He smiled wetly at Wyatt, but Wyatt’s return smile was cruel-looking across the stretch of maroon carpet, and the man looked away. Wyatt climbed the stairs, checked the corridor, let himself into his room, checked that.
Unbidden anxieties plagued him then. He stretched out on the bed and tried to sort out what was wrong with him, wrong with the Mesic hit. He analysed the complications one by one. First, profit had always been his simple, reliable motive, but this time revenge had muddied it. Second, he couldn’t hit the Mesics while the Outfit still had a hard-on for him-he’d have to find a way to warn them off. Third, the old pattern was broken. He was forty and had spent half of his life pinpointing where the money was and putting together an operation to snatch it. He’d started small, honing his skills, and by the time he was thirty he’d become more ambitious, going for the big money-banks, bullion, payroll. For the past decade he’d worked no more than three or four times a year, resting between jobs. He had no ties to speak of, and when he wasn’t working he’d felt relaxed, inclined to find the appealing things in people, not their possible weaknesses or potential for treachery. All that was destroyed now. He was broke and nowhere was safe for him anymore.
This wasn’t the first time he’d been forced to build up funds again, but for some reason lately he’d begun taking a long view. Did he want to keep doing this for the rest of his life? Would he always have the nerve for it? If and when he stopped working (he discounted being jailed, hurt or killed), would he have sufficient funds for a comfortable life? He shook his head. I’m like any man my age, he thought, worrying about the years until retirement, until death.

****

In the morning he dressed in dark cotton trousers and shirt. He decided against a coat-coats get snagged on doorknobs, fences, branches-and put on a woollen windbreaker. He tucked his.38 into an inside pocket. He combed back his water-darkened hair. It had the effect of further narrowing his face.
At nine o’clock he left the hotel. Automatically checking for a tail, he crossed the road into the grounds of the University. The students were well-nourished and seemed very young to him. They shouted rather than spoke, as if they would eventually leave here with their heads full but without knowing anything at all.
Wyatt emerged at the Swanston Street flank of the University and walked through to the bus-stop near Jimmy Watson’s wine bar. Again he looked to see if he was being tailed. He looked back along the street, looked at his watch, frowned, looked at the timetable. He hunched his shoulders, zipped up his windbreaker, glanced at the low, muttering clouds that were blowing in across the city. He wanted to look like an ordinary man on a busy street, his mind on his bus and the weather.
A Kew bus came by soon after that and he climbed aboard. When the bus had crossed Hoddle Street into Abbotsford, he pressed the bell for the stop under the elevated railway line. Four people stood up with him. He let them get off first. It was something he did automatically.
He entered the narrow side streets, passing small shoe factories and cramped fibro and weatherboard houses where Greek women hosed cement gardens. Five minutes later he came to a tucked-away corner pub.
It was called The Wheatsheaf and it had been redecorated since he’d last seen it. There were pastel blue canopies over the doors and windows, a sign saying bistro and geraniums in window boxes. Wyatt went inside to wait. There were two patrons; both wore Breton fisherman’s caps and studded leather belts, boots and jackets. The barman was shirtless above leather trousers, setting off his biceps and his solarium tan with scarlet braces. His bare skull gleamed and an earring caught the light. Wyatt ignored the hothouse atmosphere of the place, the fussy paint job and new carpet. He ordered a glass of light beer, took it to the window that overlooked Rossiter’s front yard, and sat down to wait.
Rossiter had been a small-time holdup man but he’d retired from that to become a small-time go-between and bagman. He knew more about the local scene than anybody and until a year ago he’d been Wyatt’s contact. Wyatt had been operating from a secluded farmhouse on the Victorian coast at the time, emerging every few months to pull a job using information and contacts provided by Rossiter. If anyone wanted Wyatt for a job they approached Rossiter, and Rossiter passed the message on. It had been a sweet life, but the situation had altered forever when a revenge-happy punk named Sugarfoot Younger had forced Rossiter to reveal where Wyatt was living. Wyatt had removed the Sugarfoot threat but he’d had to abandon the farm. He could never go back there and that was one of the disappointments of his life.
Now he needed to make use of Rossiter again. But Sugarfoot had hurt the old holdup man. It was reasonable to assume that Rossiter blamed Wyatt for it. That was why Wyatt was watching before he went in. He needed to gauge the place first.
It was a triple-fronted brick house set among small single-fronted weatherboard cottages. White paint was peeling from the eaves, window frames and doors. A carport at the side sheltered a souped-up Valiant Charger and a VW heavily streaked with carbon deposits around the exhaust pipe. The front lawn needed cutting. Dry grass and dead flowers choked the pitted stones bordering the path to the front door. A poorly laid brick wall divided the house from the buckled footpath. The gate was bent and off its hinges, caught in the strangling grass.
Wyatt sipped his beer. He sipped it for forty minutes. He saw a tiny grey terrier from a neighbouring house cock its leg on Rossiter’s wall and a sparrow add to the slime coating the crumbling plaster Aborigine on Rossiter’s front lawn, but that’s all he saw.
Finally a thin, sallow, ill-looking youth approached along the footpath, walking a dog. The youth wore the Action Front uniform of tight black jeans and T-shirt, Doc Martens, tattoos and a crewcut, and Wyatt knew by the weak chin, flapping ears and knobbly features that this was Niall, Rossiter’s son. The dog was a pitbull, head down, snuffling and pulling hard as it smelt home.
Then dog and master froze. They’d spotted the grey terrier. An expression of cunning and greed settled on Niall’s face. He hunted around, saw no one who mattered, and let go the pitbull’s lead.
The slaughter took no more than fifteen seconds. The big dog streaked away, low and snarling. It snatched up the smaller dog in its jaws, shook it, breaking its neck, smacked it against the footpath and wall, then dropped flat to gnaw at the head. Rossiter’s son retrieved the terrier, walked back along the footpath, and dropped the body into a yard several doors down.
Wyatt watched youth and dog enter their yard together. Niall took the pitbull through the open-ended carport to the rear of the house. When Niall didn’t reappear, Wyatt guessed he’d gone in by the back door.
Wyatt had intended to leave the pub and cross the road then, but an empty tip-truck pulled up outside Rossiter’s, partly obscuring his view. The truck was rust-coloured, the tray sides massively dented. Wyatt wondered idly if the old holdup man had got himself a new job or if he was moving in different circles now, but a man he’d never seen before, thickset and wearing overalls, climbed out of the cab and made for the house next door to Rossiter’s.
Wyatt watched him through a gap between the truck and an old Hillman. Just as the man reached down to unlatch his front gate, Niall Rossiter reappeared on the footpath. He was carrying a crossbow, the bow pulled back tight. Wyatt could see the bolt sitting there. It was sharp and lethal-looking, and Niall Rossiter had the appearance of a man who wanted to let it loose on someone. Wyatt glanced around, saw that no one in the bar was paying any attention to him, and opened the pub window a crack.
‘I’ve fucking told you, park that heap of shit outside your own place.’
Niall Rossiter was waving the crossbow around as he said it. He aimed it at the front tyres of the truck. He swung around and aimed it at the driver.
‘How can I, Niall?’ the man said. He pointed to the Hillman on a lean in the gutter outside his house. ‘This thing’s parked here. Don’t know who owns it.’
‘I’ve fucking told you, don’t park outside our place.’
Then Niall paused. He prodded the crossbow against the truck driver’s chest. ‘In fact, don’t park here at all.’ He stepped back, waving his arm at the miserable street. ‘I mean, Jesus, it spoils the look of the place, let alone blocking the light.’
He wheeled around and disappeared. The man got into his truck and started it. Wyatt shut the window, closing off the belching exhaust smoke. The man compromised. He shunted back and forth, turned the truck around and parked it several car lengths away.
Wyatt waited, letting the street draw poverty and meanness around itself again, then ran lightly across the road and into the Rossiter place. He didn’t go to the front door. He edged between the Charger and the VW and came to a gate leading to the backyard, an island of cement with a Hills Hoist in the centre of it. Tracksuits, T-shirts, overalls and vast black bras and pants were pegged to it. They had been there a while. They flapped stiffly like cardboard cutouts. A bicycle with trainer wheels lay on its side at the base of the Hills Hoist.
The pitbull lived in a lean-to kennel against the side wall of a poky granny flat at the far end of the yard. A sad-looking wattle dropped small, scaly leaves onto it. Two grimy bowls were nearby, both empty. The pitbull stiffened as Wyatt came through the gate. It came at him fast, low and silent. The back wall of the main house consisted of sagging masonite with two louvred windows and a barred screen door in it. Wyatt slipped inside and slammed the screen door. The pitbull hit the door, its jaws lunging at Wyatt through the torn flywire, its shoulders arrested by the bars. ‘The quick and the dead,’ Wyatt told it.
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He found himself in a gloomy region of dustballs, mould and feathery webs. Toys and rags were scattered on the cement floor. There were three doors. All were open. The first led to a bathroom with a dripping shower, the second to a laundry dominated by an expensive washing machine. Wyatt stopped at the third doorway and looked in.
It was a large kitchen. Everything was on a large scale and none of it was cheap-the table, the built-in cupboards, the gleaming refrigerator, freezer, dishwasher, microwave oven and gas range.
The women were large. Rossiter’s wife, Eileen, was in her fifties but looked younger. There were no lines on her round face. Her lips were very red, her chopped short hair had no grey in it, the flesh on her robust bones hadn’t started to sag yet. But there was a lot of it, concealed under a flower-patterned sack-like dress. She was the healthiest, most unlikely looking grandmother Wyatt had ever seen. She watched him from the chair at the head of the table and didn’t flicker an eyelid.
Next to her was the daughter, Leanne. She’d got married at seventeen and the expression on her face said she hadn’t been ready for the kids that came with it. She was short and dark, and looked cheap and sullen. On her, the fat looked grease-fed and unhealthy. She had black hair on the crown of her head, shaved to a stubble above each ear. Her singlet top was holed and grimy. A couple of dozen thin silver bangles clinked together on one thick arm. She moved suddenly, striking out blindly, clipping the ear of a grubby child who’d been whining for a biscuit. The child started screaming. Two other children, under the table, joined in. Then Leanne saw Wyatt in the doorway and her jaw dropped open.
The men saw him too. Niall had a beer can raised to his mouth. He put the can back on the table. There were several other cans there, together with bowls of potato crisps, salted nuts and biscuits. This was morning tea. Leanne was visiting with the grandchildren, so they’d got out the nibbles.
‘Who the hell are you?’ Niall said.
Wyatt ignored him. He nodded at the other man carefully. ‘Ross,’ he said.
Rossiter was ten years older than his wife but looked twenty years older. He was jockey-sized, with the sunken chest, narrow face and knobbly features that his son had inherited, but not Niall’s viciousness. He’d cut himself shaving. He didn’t seem to know whether or not he should be pleased to see Wyatt in his kitchen doorway. He grew wary and still. ‘Wyatt,’ he said.
The response was immediate. Niall stood up, looking punchy, pushing back his chair. The expression on Eileen’s face went from neutral to hard and she said, ‘Well, well,’ softly. Leanne looked confused. Wyatt watched them carefully. Rossiter had both hands on the edge of the table. He wasn’t a hard man, or bad or unpredictable, but that didn’t make him a safe bet. The hard one was Eileen, the bad and unpredictable one was Niall, Leanne was nothing.
There was only one way to get through to these people. Wyatt held up his hand placatingly, said, ‘Take it easy,’ and took an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket. It contained the few thousand dollars he’d been able to make from small heists up and down the eastern seaboard in the past ten months. He counted out a thousand dollars. He sensed tension and anticipation in the room. He put the money on the table and said, ‘Ross, I want to apologise.’
Niall looked at the money and then at Wyatt. ‘Apologise? Some guy comes along and knocks my old man around on account of you, and you want to apologise? I’ll give you apologise,’ and he started to move around the table.
Rossiter blocked him with his chair. ‘Keep your shirt on, son. I’m still alive. Hear him out.’
Niall had the face of a rodent and was driven by nameless grievances. He didn’t want to stop, so Wyatt pulled out his.38. Niall saw it. He backed up, said, ‘Hey,’ putting plenty of hurt in his voice, and sat down.
The others saw the gun too. Eileen continued to watch Wyatt across the table. Leanne slapped one of her children again and went back to staring in fascination at it. Rossiter shook his head wearily. ‘Cut it out, you lot. Wyatt’s a friend.’ He looked up at Wyatt. ‘Put the gun away, pal, you won’t need it here.’ When the tension ebbed he said, ‘I hear you shot him.’
Wyatt nodded.
A look of drowsy appreciation settled on Leanne’s face. ‘You shot Sugarfoot?’
Wyatt was tired of all this. It was wasting time. He had to force the words out. ‘Ross, can I come in?’
Eileen stood, her movements saying she liked her large body and got pleasure from it. ‘I’d say you’re already in.’
She watched Wyatt as she said it. A sexual current seemed to link the two and the others recognised it. Niall tore up a cigarette butt. Leanne’s face reddened. She reached across the table for the crisps and crammed some into her mouth. Rossiter grinned inanely. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked.
‘Just a quiet word.’
‘In here,’ Rossiter said, and he left the room, Wyatt tailing him.
The lounge room was furnished with pale orange nylon carpet, a floral-patterned suite of two armchairs and couch, a bar and a massive custom-built entertainment corner-television set, stereo and VCR stacked upon varnished chipboard shelves. ‘Nice place,’ Wyatt said.
Rossiter stared at him, then laughed. ‘Mate, it’s a dump.’
Wyatt smiled briefly. ‘Still, you got nice things.’
‘Well, you know, a bit of this and a bit of that. Niall chips in, pulls in the occasional quid.’
Wyatt’s voice was suddenly edged with venom. ‘He’s a storm-trooper, Ross.’
‘Family, mate, you know. No, I guess you don’t. Pull up a pew.’
Wyatt sat where he could watch the street through the window.
‘So,’ Rossiter said, when they were settled. ‘I suppose you know there’s a contract out on you? That Sydney crowd?’
Wyatt knew Rossiter wanted to chat. He wanted to chat because he was nervy, but also because it was what people did. Wyatt never felt nervy and he never made small talk out of habit, but he was prepared to make an effort when he wanted something from someone. Besides, he was keen to know the street version of his war with the Outfit. ‘They’re offering twenty,’ he said.
Rossiter shook his head. ‘Forty thousand to the bloke that knocks you. They reckon you stuffed up their Melbourne operations. They’re building up again and won’t feel happy till you’re off the scene.’
The price was going up. It had been twenty thousand a few months ago. Wyatt shifted in his chair. The house, the terribleness of the Rossiters, were starting to get him down. He’d get what he wanted, then leave, bugger the small talk. ‘I want to knock over the Mesics,’ he said.
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The thing about a Capri is, it’s shapely, mean through the corners and not so expensive that you’d want to know how come a cop drove one. Bax slotted his little car into a gap between the wall and the decent family station wagon that belonged to Coulthart, his Inspector, a man obsessed with breaking the car rackets, and got out. He locked the Capri-a gift from old man Mesic before he died-and entered the main building.
He gave the nod to a constable on the front desk and was buzzed through to a nervy zone of two-fingered typing, snatched smoking and close-mouthed phone calls. His desk was in the corner. Coulthart had left files on it, all flagged with yellow slips. The name Mesic and a question mark had been scrawled on some of the slips.
At eleven o’clock Coulthart called him in for an update. There was a dusty African violet on the Inspector’s windowsill and coffee rings on his blotter. Coulthart closed the door behind Bax and said, dropping his voice, ‘I put some files on your desk.’
Bax nodded.
‘Well?’
‘Boss, an operation like this, we’re steering pretty close to the edge.’
Coulthart was a soft, untidy looking man. He banged his right fist gently into his left palm, the closest he ever got to passion. ‘But not close to the Mesics.’
Bax’s elegant suited shoulders expressed regret. ‘Nothing leads to them, boss. That’s the way it is.’
‘You keeping tabs on everything? Every motor, every transmission, every outer shell? Every flaming wing mirror?’
‘Sure.’
‘And you’re saying the Mesics handle none of it? Come on, Bax.’
Bax checked that there was no gap above the knot in his tie. ‘Boss, I keep telling you, there don’t seem to be any big fish involved, only a lot of little fish, blokes like that panelbeater we nailed last month. We caught him cold with a chassis off a Fairmont swiped from Shopping Town six months ago.’
‘Who swiped it?’
Bax stared at Coulthart, saying nothing. Coulthart knew the rules, he’d set up this fuckwitted operation.
‘Forget I asked,’ Coulthart said. ‘How do we know your man isn’t selling to the Mesics on the sly? Is the paperwork tight on this?’
Any paperwork that Coulthart needed to know about was, so Bax said, ‘Yes.’
‘These small operators,’ Coulthart went on, ‘blokes like this panelbeater. He’s not working for the Mesics?’
‘No,’ Bax said. ‘That’s where the trail ends, every time, with the small fish. But I’ll keep digging. As for the Mesics, they might be diddling the tax man, but that’s about it. They seem clean.’
Coulthart clearly wasn’t convinced. Meanwhile he was responsible for an off-colour operation that could bring Age ‘Insight’ reporters down on him like a ton of bricks, so he asked Bax worriedly, ‘How many vehicles are we up to now?’
‘Forty.’
Coulthart looked hard at the top of his desk. ‘Forty,’ he said.
He said it slowly, as if doubts were finally creeping in. He’d devised an operation that could get them all into trouble. Bax had been ordered to recruit two professional car thieves, promise them good money and immunity from prosecution, get them to swipe late model luxury Fords, strip each car, stamp ID numbers on everything, release the parts on the black market, and follow the trail to the receivers. Clearly Coulthart hoped he’d turn over the Mesics that way, but it was a mad scheme, doomed to stuff up in a big way.
Well, Bax thought, so long as it’s Coulthart’s neck on the block, not mine. Bax had been working the scam for six months now. He’d arrested a dozen characters like last month’s panelbeater, he’d juggled like crazy to keep the Mesics out of the frame, and the whole thing had him living on a knife edge.
‘Forty cars,’ Coulthart said. He smothered a groan. ‘If what you say is right, we’re just feeding a habit that’s always been there anyway.’
Bax adjusted the back of his suit coat so that it wouldn’t crease in Coulthart’s office chair. ‘That’s about it, boss. There’ll always be blokes who swipe cars, always be chop-shop cowboys who flog or use the parts off them. If you want my advice, the only way you’re going to make a killing in this game is to put a cap on the iffy Mercs coming in from Hong Kong.’
Anything to get Coulthart off the track. It wasn’t easy for Bax now, earning his five hundred a week from the Mesics. In the old days it simply meant steering the law away from them. Now, with the old man dead, it also meant protecting them from opposition firms like the guy in the Volvo yesterday, and protecting them from dangers within in the form of Victor Mesic.
Plus which, old Karl Mesic had agreed to buy complete cars from Bax before he died. All Bax had to do was steer one car in ten to a Mesic chop-shop and keep it out of the paperwork. This scam promised to earn him thousands of bucks a year on top of his five hundred a week, and he badly needed it. But the old man had died before Bax could get the scheme up and running, the Mesics were falling apart, and if Coulthart’s operation came unstuck, he, Bax, could fall with it.
He stared at the African violet while Coulthart continued to groan. The answer was Stella Mesic. She was the strong one. If he could help Stella and Leo divert Victor, maybe send Victor back to the States, the firm could take over where Karl had left off, Leo providing the muscle, Stella the management, Bax the brains and protection.
Coulthart pushed away from his desk and lifted out of his chair. He favoured creased, lightweight suits summer and winter and sometimes Bax glimpsed flesh between the straining buttons of the man’s drip-dry shirts. He avoided Coulthart’s midriff and stood up too. ‘So, what’s it to be, boss?’
‘Give it another month,’ Coulthart said. ‘I want a couple of lightning raids on known Mesic outlets.’
‘I’ll need warrants.’
‘No problem.’
‘Suit yourself,’ Bax said, ‘but I’m telling you, you won’t find anything.’
‘Try, okay?’
Then, when Bax was opening the door, ‘Baxy?’
Bax stopped. ‘Yes, boss?’
‘Do the blokes, you know, take you seriously, got up like that?’
Jesus Christ, did he mean did the blokes think he was on the take? Bax looked down, checking his long frame, the expensive dark suit that shaped it. His shoes gleamed, his shirt was spotless, thick white cotton. ‘What’s wrong with it?’
Coulthart’s face reddened, the look of a man caught out in a cheap thought. ‘What I mean is, it’s a dirty job, you’ll ruin your dacks.’
To help the poor bastard out, Bax grinned and winked. ‘I like to set standards, boss. Be on the cutting edge.’
Coulthart relaxed. ‘Yeah, well, see if you can cut your way through to the Mesics.’
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In the lounge room of the house in Abbotsford, Rossiter stared at Wyatt. ‘You want to hit the Mesics?’
Wyatt said nothing, waiting for his words to sink in.
‘At least your timing’s right, but aren’t you heading a bit off course?’
Wyatt knew what he meant. The Wyatt that Rossiter knew hit banks, armoured cars, not the cash reserves of other crims.
‘I mean, they’re ripe for a takeover. The flash boys are sniffing around, seeing what they can pick up, but not you, Wyatt.’
‘That’s my business.’
Rossiter regarded him for a while. ‘This wouldn’t be personal?’
‘Information, Ross, that’s all I want at this stage.’
‘You’ll need a darn sight more than information.’
‘Let me take care of that.’
Wyatt waited, letting the old crim get used to the idea. Someone passed by the side window. He stiffened, looked at Rossiter sharply.
‘Leanne’s going,’ Rossiter said, a grin on his staved-in face. ‘Back in a tick.’
He went out the front door. Wyatt went to the window, saw Rossiter and Eileen kiss and hug Leanne and the children goodbye. No one else was around. Wyatt returned to the armchair as Rossiter came back into the room.
’Information, Ross.’
Rossiter shrugged. ‘I’ll tell you what I can.’
’I checked the Mesic place out yesterday-’
Rossiter grinned. ‘Wog heaven?’
Wyatt made a cutting motion with his hand. He was not good at this kind of conversation. ‘I need to know about the people living there.’
‘You heard the old man died?’
‘I’ve been on the move,’ Wyatt said. ‘I don’t know anything.’
‘Old Karl died a couple of weeks ago, leaving Leo, the youngest boy…’
‘Solid? About thirty? Moustache like a cop?’
‘That’s him.’
’Who else?’
‘His wife, Stella.’
‘Tell me about her.’
‘Smart, but bottom drawer, if you know what I mean. Leo brought her back from a Gold Coast holiday one time. Cluey though, smarter than Leo.’
‘I saw an older bloke, skinny, long hair, flashy dresser.’
‘That would’ve been Victor, the old man’s favourite. He’s been handling things in the States. They reckon there you can pay some kid a hundred bucks to hot-wire a Mustang and drive it straight to the wharf and onto a container ship. Convert it to right-hand drive here and sell it for twenty grand.’
Wyatt didn’t care about any of that. ‘Anyone else?’
‘That’s all I know of.’
There were footsteps, then another shape passed the side window. Wyatt heard noises in the carport. A powerful motor was run viciously at full throttle for a few seconds, allowed to subside, punished again. Rossiter shrugged. ‘He’ll quit in a minute.’
They waited. A short time later Niall went around to the back of the house again. Wyatt said, ‘So who’s the brains of the show?’
‘Well, there you go, mate. The Mesics have never been that big or that smart, just lucky. Somehow or other they managed to end up with a fair old slice of the stolen car racket, plus some small-scale pushing interstate. The word is, now the old man’s dead they’re losing their grip. Mates of mine seem to think Stella and Leo could run the firm okay, only Victor’s got other ideas.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning Victor’s got big plans for them. Stolen cars? Forget it. I’ve heard he intends to convert everything to cash so he can be the front man for some funny money coming in from the States to run the clubs and casinos, caper like that.’
This was all speculation. Wyatt was more interested in the here and now. ‘Tell me about the day-to-day side of things.’
‘The money side of things?’
Wyatt nodded.
‘Simple. Cash comes in every day from all their chop-shops, spare parts outlets, car dealerships.’
‘All legitimate businesses?’
‘With two sets of books, one for the tax man, the other for the black stuff.’
‘What happens to the cash?’
‘Once a week, on a Friday, everyone gets paid and the rest gets laundered.’
Wyatt liked that. The strictly cash heists had been drying up for him. It seemed no one used cash anymore. ‘So I need to hit on a Thursday night.’
‘Better make it soon, or it could all be gone,’ Rossiter said. ‘Thursday week should give you time to set it up. I wish you luck.’
Wyatt didn’t believe in luck, good or bad. He believed in people who had skills and nerve. He wandered to the window again, mentally putting a team together.
Behind him Rossiter said, ‘Anything else you want to know?’
‘You ever hear from Frank Jardine?’
‘He lives in Sydney now. I can give you the address.’
Wyatt waited while Rossiter scribbled on the back of an envelope. ‘I’ll be in touch later with a shopping list. Plastic explosive, drills, radios, stuff like that.’
‘Easier said than done,’ Rossiter said sharply. ‘Last time I helped you I almost got killed.’
Wyatt turned around. He focused on Rossiter without blinking, unemotional and remote: ‘How much?’
Rossiter met his look for as long as he could, then glanced away. ‘Another thousand?’
Wyatt counted out ten one-hundred dollar notes. ‘There could be more later.’
‘Call it a retainer.’
‘There could be more later,’ Wyatt said, still hard and dispassionate, ‘so long as no one gets wind of what I’m doing.’
‘Reading you loud and clear,’ Rossiter said, buttoning the notes into his shirt pocket.
Wyatt was still standing. Otherwise he might not have noticed the Laser parked beyond the pub. In the daylight it was blue, last night it had looked black. There was a dent on the rear panel, three registration stickers on the windscreen.
He didn’t say anything. He turned away from the window and left the room. He passed through the kitchen, ignoring Eileen, who was dipping a wet finger into a packet of crisps. He couldn’t see Niall anywhere. He kicked a wheel-less fire engine out of his path, and paused at the screen door. In front of him was the grey yard, guarded by a high paling fence. The stiff clothes creaked in the breeze. Apparently the dog was asleep.
Wyatt slipped outside, ran lightly to the kennel, used it as a step, and vaulted over the side fence into the truck driver’s backyard. In his wake the dog growled, the door opened in the granny flat, and Niall said, ‘What the fuck…?’
Wyatt waited, crouched behind a thicket of staked tomato plants. The garden was empty. He couldn’t see anyone inside the glass windows that extended along the back of the truck driver’s house.
But things wouldn’t stay that way. He chinned the alley fence and looked both ways along it. Worn cobblestones, a filthy drainage channel, abandoned mattresses. A torn-eared cat, spooked by him, crouched belly-down on the cobbles. Wyatt swung his legs up, rolled his trunk along the top of the fence and dropped into the alley. No one saw him do it. No one cried out.
Wyatt considered his options. To the left the alley formed a T-junction with a brick wall. To the right it opened on to a broad street next to a playground. Not that way-too open, too enticing. He loped toward the T-junction.
The gunman was young and he was snatching a quick leak against an open drum of sump oil when Wyatt came around the corner. He splashed his jeans as he tucked himself back in and went for the pistol in his belt holster.
Wyatt stopped, eyeing the man and the gun warily.
‘Come any closer and I’ll call in the others,’ the gunman said.
He had an acned face and hair the colour of his pasty skin. He licked his lips. ‘I mean it,’ he said. He lifted his head to shout.
Wyatt knew he had nothing to fear from a man who’d prefer to call for help rather than use his gun. He advanced, taking out his own gun, chilling and deliberate. He dug the barrel under the scarred chin and let the gunman hear him thumb back the hammer. ‘That oil drum-I want you to drop your gun in it.’
A soft splash and the man’s pistol slipped under the scummy surface. Wyatt thought about questioning him, but changed his mind. The man was only a soldier, following orders; he wouldn’t have answers to the questions Wyatt wanted to ask him. Wyatt smacked him to the ground with the flat edge of his.38 and got out of there.
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He walked back to wait at the bus-stop under the railway overpass near Hoddle Street. Two minutes later, he saw the blue Laser again, edging out of a side street a few blocks away. It pulled into the kerb. No one got out.
If they were going to take him they wouldn’t do it here. Too open, too many witnesses. Obviously they’d picked him up in Lygon Street and tailed him to Abbotsford, but it could have started earlier than that, at the motel.
A bus pulled in and he climbed aboard. He wanted access to an exit and a line of sight along the length of the bus, so he sat on a side-facing seat near the driver’s door. He didn’t know how well prepared this mob was. If they had a radio or a car phone they could call ahead and put someone on the bus.
The minutes passed and the bus belched its way along Johnston Street. Not many people boarded and none of them looked like trouble. They were pensioners, deadend teenagers, women with shopping trolleys and small children. The Laser stayed four car lengths behind the bus through Collingwood and Fitzroy and up into Carlton.
Several people got ready to alight at the stop on Lygon Street. Wyatt let them get off first. He didn’t want them behind him but on the street where they could shield him. The Laser had closed in on the bus. Wyatt walked for a hundred metres along Lygon Street toward the city, and paused outside Readings bookshop. He gazed without taking in the details at a poster advertising the latest Claire McNab, then switched direction and darted across to the other side of the street. Let’s see how good you are on foot, he thought. Let’s see if you’ve got any backup.
He jogged along Faraday to Genevieve’s, where people were drinking coffee under sidewalk umbrellas, and ducked left into a narrow side street. Halfway down he paused and looked back. The street was clear.
But he knew he hadn’t lost them. By running he’d announced himself. They were out there, regrouping, setting up the next stage. He had to nip this in the bud, and the only way to do that was to let himself be the bait.
On Lygon Street again he headed south, keeping pace with the crowd. Half of the people were fashion plates, the other half wore Reeboks and tracksuits the colour of poster paints. Once Wyatt would have despised them but he didn’t have the energy for that anymore. The mass of the population was vulgar and herd-like and some of them had money. That was enough.
He edged through the students huddled outside the room-to-let notices in Readings’ window. There are ways of tailing people so you can’t be spotted and ways of spotting a tail. Wyatt used reflective surfaces-car chrome and duco, shop windows, people’s sunglasses-to check movement behind him. He double-backed twice, and occasionally lingered outside shop windows, glancing casually along the stretch he’d just come. Careless tails always gave themselves away, breaking rhythm with the crowd, pausing outside an unlikely shop window, diving into a phone box. Nothing. He entered a vast, noisy pasta restaurant by one door, read the chalked menu for a while, then left by a side door. At the Grattan Street intersection he saw a taxi pull over and discharge a passenger. He got in, told the driver to U-turn, and watched to see the response. Nothing. They were good. He didn’t see a thing that looked wrong.
He got out again near Jimmy Watson’s wine bar, gave the complaining driver twenty dollars, and retraced his movements along Lygon Street. Wyatt was prepared to do this for two or three hours if necessary. He assumed they’d have more than one man on him. There might even be a tail in front of him. Wyatt didn’t care who or when-he wanted to flush out just one man, disable him, ask him some hard questions.
But they were good. Wyatt went through the shopping precinct a second time, crossed Grattan Street and was opposite the Argyle Square park before he spotted the tail. It was a face he remembered from a shop window, more easily identifiable now where there were fewer pedestrians. Wyatt stiffened, then absently scratched his backside: he didn’t want the tail to see tension in him. He kept walking. The street was broad and open. He couldn’t see where or how he’d be able to take out the man behind him.
Then he did go tense. The man he’d disarmed in the alley behind Rossiter’s house was keeping pace with him on the other side of the street. Wyatt knew instantly what the plan was. Neither man was bothering to conceal himself now, meaning they had backup nearby. They were hunting him as a team, prepared to hand him over to one another until they had him boxed in.
Wyatt put his right hand in his jacket pocket and fitted his keys between his fingers like spines. The.38 was in the inside pocket, but only a mug would want to shoot it out in the middle of Lygon Street. He didn’t think the other side would want a shooting either. He kept walking.
It was a classic herding action. The second tail paced him step for step on the park side of the street. Wyatt took note of the man’s arms: they looked unrelaxed, hanging out from the stocky trunk, indicating he’d rearmed himself. Wyatt looked back over his shoulder. The first tail was twenty metres behind him now. They were shepherding him to where he could be ambushed by the rest of the team, presumably farther down the street.
Wyatt wanted to run but controlled the urge. He walked. Cars, taxis, a bus, a courier motorcycle, people shopping, a kid on a skateboard-it was an ordinary, moderately busy street, and it was about to turn chaotic. He felt a bleakness settle in him. Nothing was finished yet. Nothing was ever finished.
A block closer to the city were two rows of faded terraces, home to several struggling shops under the rusted verandahs over the footpath. The terraces were separated by an alley. The Laser was parked just beyond the alley. Then someone stepped out, blocking Wyatt’s path. It was the woman who’d tried to kill him ten months ago and again last night. A fourth figure stood near the car. He had blunt Melanesian features and the build of a weightlifter. Wyatt saw him rub his hand once over his cropped black hair then crouch slightly, waiting to see what Wyatt would do.
Wyatt stopped, looking for leverages. He couldn’t find any. The men were keeping well back from him and the woman posed problems. If she’d had long hair or loose clothing there would be something he could hold, jerk or twist, but she had a short fine down over her scalp and skintight jeans and top. There was only her body, hard, quick-looking, like a coiled black spring, and the tiny pistol she let him see in her gloved palm, a chrome automatic gleaming against black leather. She jerked her head at the alley, meaning in there.
Wyatt walked a few metres into the alley and stopped. He turned around. The woman was following him, and she stopped when he did. The others were stationed on the footpath behind her. She didn’t speak, just stared flatly at him. The gun was in view now. She gestured with it. He turned and began to walk again. After a few seconds he heard soft footfalls as she paced him. If this was a professional hit it would be done in silence-no arguments, no explanations.
Wyatt stopped. The alley was damp and narrow, smelling of urine and garbage scattered by rangy cats. Faint grey light leaked in from the street behind him. In front of him was a wall.
They were not counting on what he did then. He spun around. He began to shout. At the same time he moved, zigzagging down the alley toward them, bouncing from wall to wall. The woman swung her gun, tracking him, but she lacked the time she needed to aim and decide. One second. Wyatt reached her and raked the keys across her face. Two seconds. Her eyes filled with blood. She screamed and, her first instinct, put both hands to her face. Wyatt wheeled, swung his fist, drove the air from her body.
Three seconds. The men reached for their pistols. They hadn’t expected this. They had thought it would be easy, four against one. Now they didn’t know if they should shoot, or keep Wyatt trapped, or rescue the woman. ‘Bastard,’ one of them said. They started toward him.
Wyatt continued to run, swift, low, shouting unnervingly. He ran right into the face of their guns. They aimed, but he was crouched over, weaving rapidly. They jerked, trying to aim, but the woman was in their line of fire, and they didn’t want ricochets, the metal fragments flying like hornets in that narrow space.
Five seconds. Wyatt’s shoulder drove into the weightlifter, who doubled over, his mouth opening and closing. He dropped his gun, then fell. Wyatt scooped up the gun, a 9mm, and swung it around on the other two. They backed onto the footpath, shocked at the speed and fury of the turnaround, then fled, scuttling in panic down the street. Seven seconds.
A small boy and an elderly woman had seen everything. The boy began to cry, the old woman was gulping, but they didn’t move. Wyatt walked past them and across the street. They looked wonderingly after him, then back at the woman in the alley.
Wyatt walked south toward the city, then down onto Elizabeth Street. He would be able to catch a tram to the hotel from there. They wouldn’t be expecting him to do that. They would be expecting him to go deeper to ground.

****



Nine


Shortly after Wyatt had left via the back fence, cops were pounding on the front door. At first Eileen thought the two factors were connected, but it was her son they wanted. She knew it would be a waste of time asking to see a warrant. The local jacks had it in for the Rossiters. She herself had served six months in Fairlie for receiving. Ross had done time for armed robbery all over Australia-Boggo Road, Long Bay, Wacol. Leanne had been lumbered with a community order when she was just seventeen. Last year Niall had served six months in Pentridge for burglary and assault.
And now they were threatening to chuck the book at the poor little bugger. She leaned forward across the table. ‘An offensive weapon? You must be joking. Not Niall.’
They were in the kitchen, and it seemed to be full of cops. One stood behind her chair, another behind Ross’s, a third behind Niall’s. Thank God Leanne and the kids weren’t here to see this.
‘We’ve had complaints.’
It was the local sergeant, Napper, a spongy, beer-fed man with a ginger moustache who uttered soft grunts from time to time. Eileen had seen him off-duty wearing short-sleeved shirts with polyester trousers that ended well short of his ankles and divided his balls and the cheeks of his backside.
He drove an unroadworthy Holden ute. He also had a girlfriend in a flat a couple of streets away. Sometimes you’d see the ute there, sometimes a cop car. Eileen tried her drowsy, wet-lipped smile on him, for the hell of it. ‘What kind of complaints?’
‘The dog, I bet,’ Niall said.
Napper smoothed his moustache. ‘That dog of yours is going to earn you a lawsuit one of these days, Niall old son. It’ll take someone’s hand off and you’ll be up for a million bucks in damages.’
‘He’s got instincts. You can’t do anything about that.’
‘You could try tying him up. You could try cutting his throat.’
Niall looked away, muttered, screwed up his face at the table. Don’t rile them, son, Eileen thought.
Napper cupped his ear. ‘What’s that? Did I hear a threat? A man of violence, are you, Niall old son? Bit of a hard case?’
Eileen looked across at her husband. The contempt was clear on Ross’s face. He folded his arms across his chest. ‘Knock it off, Napper. Just get on with it.’
‘Fair enough. Where’s the crossbow?’
‘What crossbow?’
Napper said, ‘I ask the questions. What is it, Niall? Do you hate the way your neighbour looks, maybe? You think he’s got no right to park his truck in the street?’
Niall made the mistake of sniggering. ‘Doesn’t park it there anymore.’
The sergeant straightened, stood back and nodded at the uniformed men. They left the room. Eileen knew they’d find the crossbow without any trouble. She hoped it would be all they found.
Napper seemed to be settling in for the duration. He opened a Herald-Sun that had been left on the fridge. ‘You wouldn’t have been circling the funeral notices, would you, Niall? Wouldn’t be thinking of visiting the homes of the bereaved while they were gathered at the graveside, by any chance? A little drop-kick like you, that would be about your style.’ He grinned, his eyes creasing in the folds of his heavy cheeks. He turned the pages. ‘Looks like another innocent citizen has been bashed and robbed in his own house. A lot of it about these days. You’d have to be a hard man to go in against someone just off to bed in his pyjamas, what do you reckon, Niall old son, old pal?’
‘Don’t know what you mean.’
‘Bit of a hotshot, eh, Niall? Bit of a bully? Like hurting people when they’re down?’
‘Look,’ Niall said, ‘there are blokes on your most-wanted list walking around and you’re farting around with me.’
He meant Wyatt. Eileen looked across at her husband and saw a warning, a coldness in him. Ross wasn’t a dog, he’d never shop anyone to the cops, and it was a rule he expected the family to live by.
But Napper wasn’t listening to Niall. ‘You don’t like it when somebody else gets the upper hand, do you, pal? You turn to water, you lie down and roll on your back and give them everything they want, don’t you, matey?’
Eileen watched her son flush. ‘Take it easy, son,’ she warned.
Niall ignored her. ‘You’ll fucking get yours, Napper. I want a lawyer.’
‘A lawyer?’ Napper said, open-faced, amused, getting ready to play with that idea. Eileen prepared herself to intervene again, but Niall was saved from his tongue when the uniforms came back into the room. One of the young constables was carrying the crossbow. Eileen looked at Rossiter, frowned, a way of telling him to say something.
Rossiter said, ‘Look, the boy’s a bit hot-headed but he’d never hurt no one. Give him a go. I’ll have a word with the bloke next door, buy him a beer, patch things up. Niall will apologise, won’t you, son?’
No one listened. Napper moved behind Niall’s chair. He put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. ‘Niall Rossiter, I am arresting you on charges of threatening behaviour and possession of an offensive weapon. You will be taken to the local station, formally charged, and placed before a magistrate.’
He went on to read Niall his rights. Then a constable placed cuffs on him and led him outside. Eileen felt a heaviness settle in her heart. She knew it could be a day or two before she saw her son again. Napper would see to it that her boy would be denied bail, be remanded in custody. It would end up destroying him. Niall didn’t have the hard edge of men like her husband, men like Wyatt. Niall had come out of his six months in Pentridge last year sly and vicious, but it was an act. There was a permanent flinch about his head, eyes and shoulders that she hadn’t seen in him before, and it had broken her heart. She hated to see it, hated to think what another sentence would do to him.

****



Ten


It all took time but later that day Napper, smooth and practised, was arguing that Niall Rossiter was an unacceptable risk. The magistrate bought it, as Napper knew he would. Remand. It gave Napper a good feeling.
On the way home he stopped off at Tina’s flat. There was no answer so he used his key and showed both constables through to her kitchen. There was beer in the fridge. They stayed long enough to drain a stubbie each then went back out to the car. It made an impression parked there in the narrow street among the dinky Hondas and Corollas. Cold, white, the snarling black number on the roof, the malevolent red and blue lights. It really gave the locals the shits-teachers, legal-aid lawyers, students, vegetarians. Napper eased his bulk into the driver’s seat and they squealed out of there.
His desk at the station sat in the centre of a cluttered room. There were several other desks, all like his. The men he shared with were laughing in the far corner, by the frosted windows. A CIB sergeant called, ‘Hey, Nap, check this.’
Napper crossed the room. A set of 8 x 10 glossies had been laid out on a bench top. They showed a young male, white, naked, slumped low in an armchair, one hand apparently in the act of pumping his penis, the other curled near a skin magazine. The man’s face was distorted, bulging above the nylon rope that bound his neck and went on up to a hook in the wall. There was a Turkish rug on the floor, rucked by the man’s heels as he spasmed in death. Napper examined the photographs, then looked up. The others were waiting, grinning. Napper wouldn’t let them down. ‘Did he come?’
The CIB man slapped his back. ‘Strangled before he could shoot his load.’
They snickered and looked at the pictures again. ‘Poor bastard’s parents found him,’ the CIB man said. ‘Want us to find the murderer.’
Napper’s head shake said you wouldn’t credit the ignorance of parents and he went back to his desk. He opened a file and the telephone rang. It was his solicitor, with news that threatened to ruin Napper’s day. ‘What do you mean, they’ve got the right?’
‘Just what I said,’ the solicitor replied. ‘Under law they’ve got the right to divert tax refunds to meet back payments owed by the husband.’
Napper directed a hot and bitter look along the line. ‘How? Tell me that.’
‘The Child Support Agency has revenue-collecting powers through the Taxation Office.’
‘Bastards,’ Napper said.
He stared moodily at a picture of the Queen. She was fly-spotted. Things were falling apart there, too, except your royals weren’t strapped for cash like he was. ‘I love my kid,’ he said into the receiver. ‘I’d never let her go without. I was late, that’s all.’
‘Nap,’ the solicitor said, ‘I warned you what could happen. Next time they’ll be much tougher. There’ve been cases of the Agency obtaining court orders for the sale of assets to meet back payments. They could make you sell your house, your car…’
‘Bastards,’ Napper said again. His voice grew harsh. ‘Look, I paid her five hundred bucks the other day.’
‘But you owe her nine thousand. They’re not going to wear that.’
‘I haven’t got it. I can’t earn it. I drive a fifteen-year-old Holden ute, for Christ’s sake. Have another go. Show them some figures.’
The solicitor was doubtful. ‘I’ll do what I can, but there comes a point when you can’t massage the figures any further. Like I said, they’ve taken greater powers on board. Next thing you know they’ll have the power to freeze bank accounts. Last month they subpoenaed some bloke’s Visa card statements. Turns out while he was crying poor to the Child Support Agency, he was dipping his wick in some brothel twice a week.’
Napper wasn’t interested in the sordid lives of other non-custodial fathers. ‘Do what you can,’ he said, and hung up.
For a while, ten minutes, he stared at his files. At 3.30 he went to the locker room, changed into stretch, stonewashed jeans and flanelette shirt, and signed off duty. He had to get a couple of the boys to help him push-start the ute. By 3.45 he was in a Fitzroy side street, field-glasses clamped to his eyes.
There she was, his little darling, at the edge of the pool, eight years old and slipping in and out of the water like a frog in her red Speedos. She was doing backflips and bellyflops with a couple of other little frogs, happy and tireless, in and out, in and out. It brought a lump to his throat.
Napper lowered the field-glasses and Roxanne became just a tiny red flash in the general scenery-a small park, a cyclone fence, sunbathers on the lawn, the kiddies wading pool, the main pool beyond it. His ex-wife brought Roxanne here every afternoon after school. It hadn’t taken Napper long to establish that. Anyway, you can’t stop a bloke from looking at his own flesh and blood. He raised the glasses again and felt his heart clench. Roxie had hurt herself. She was standing, head bent, and her little mates were crouched around, and the world and Napper were focused on her right knee. But then she grinned and everything was all right again. Aqua Profonda, said the sign at the end of the pool.
Napper sat back and drained a can of Fosters. The ute cabin was a hot place-the sun on the glass, the exhaust pipe showing through the rust holes in the floor. Out on Alexander Parade the traffic was building up, pouring toward the freeway. Only four o’clock, but already bastards were going home. Not for the first time did Napper tell himself the country was getting slack.
And there had to be something wrong with a system that allowed a woman to bleed her ex-husband dry and still not let him see the kid he’d fathered. Napper closed his eyes, blocking out the poisonous shit they’d heaped on him in the Family Court. For two bucks he’d jack it all in and bum around overseas for the rest of his life. He thought about it: golden beaches, a glassy sea, topless birds speaking French and Italian, long cold drinks under a Cinzano umbrella. Except that wasn’t exactly bumming around. It would require cash and he didn’t have it. He didn’t even have enough to keep his kid in Weeboks, the style his ex-wife had accustomed her to.
Napper raised the glasses for a last look at his daughter. Her shoulder-blades, her funny little poddy stomach, her long legs: God, he could practically feel her squirming and rubbery in his arms.
4.15. The kids disappeared into the changing room. Napper was leaning forward, turning the ignition key, listening for life in the battery, when women surrounded his ute, snapping wet towels at the sorry, sun-blasted blue duco. Napper couldn’t believe it. He edged his stomach under the steering wheel and got out. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’
‘Pervert,’ the women said.
The ring-leader was his ex-wife and she had got the other mothers worked up. They said, ‘Pervert, pervert,’ and snapped their towels. Napper put up a meaty hand. ‘Back off, or I’ll have you in the lockup so fast your heads’ll spin.’
‘Oh, big man,’ the women said, dropping into hoarse baritones.
‘Come on, Josie,’ Napper said. ‘Give me a break.’
‘Give me maintenance and I’ll give you a break,’ his ex-wife said.
‘Give him hell,’ the women said, but they were stepping back, watching to see what he’d do. What he did was not risk embarrassment with the battery. He walked to the Caltex service station on the corner.

****



Eleven


Wyatt watched the London Hotel for three hours that afternoon, standing patiently at the first-floor window of a second-hand bookshop on the opposite corner. At four o’clock he slipped across the street. Ornamental trees in terracotta pots stood on either side of the sliding glass doors of the hotel. Using one of them as cover, Wyatt surveyed the reception desk and the lobby. The clerk was talking on the telephone. The man’s clothes flapped and sagged on his body and his face was rubbery with anxiety, his left hand worrying the manufactured knot in his bow tie. The lobby itself was empty. Wyatt wondered how best to work this. If he went in now, the clerk would spot him and run. There were probably side and back entrances but they would take time to find.
At that moment two taxis drew into the kerb behind him. Several young women got out. They wore suits with shoulderpads and carried white vinyl conference wallets. He stood back and watched them enter the lobby. A couple of the women glanced at him. It was covetous, as though they were intoxicated by the day and wanted to admit an element of risk into it.
Wyatt waited. He watched the women walk across the lobby to claim their room keys. He went in then, using them as cover. While they conversed noisily at the reception desk, Wyatt buried his nose in a revolving display of brochures of Melbourne’s beauty spots. When the women were gone he stepped up to the desk and opened his windbreaker.
The clerk saw the.38, closed his eyes and tried to make the best of it. ‘Is sir enjoying his stay?’
Wyatt didn’t say anything. He watched the scared, eyes, waiting for the man to break.
It didn’t take long. ‘I was just doing my job,’ the clerk muttered.
Wyatt ignored that. ‘You were on the phone just now. You looked worried.’
The clerk swallowed. ‘Yes.’
‘What about?’
The clerk said, ‘Look, it’s nothing personal. I had orders to watch your movements, that’s all.’
Wyatt tried again. ‘I know that. I want to know what the phone call you had just now was about.’
‘They’ve been calling every fifteen minutes in case you came back here.’
‘And here I am,’ Wyatt said. He looked at his watch. ‘It’s four. What time do you knock off work?’
‘Any minute. I’m on eight till four.’
‘You were also on duty when I got in last night.’
‘They asked me to do extra shifts.’
‘So you could keep an eye on me?’
‘Yes.’
‘Is anyone else here on the payroll? Anyone else told to keep an eye out for me?’
The clerk shook his head. ‘Just me,’ he said miserably.
‘I’ll need to collect my things.’
The clerk began to look panicky. ‘I was told to pack up everything in your room after you left this morning.’
‘Have you done it?’
The clerk nodded. ‘It’s all out the back.’
‘Where?’
‘I’ve got a room here.’
‘We’re going to chat a while, until your replacement comes on duty.’
The clerk swallowed. ‘Then what?’
‘That’s up to you. For the moment all you have to do is act like I’m a mate who’s dropped by for a drink.’
The evening-shift clerk arrived soon after that. Wyatt’s man took off his bow tie, shrugged himself into a zippered nylon jacket and led Wyatt through dark corridors to a poky courtyard room next to the motel kitchen. The air smelt of rotting food. There was a rattly airconditioning unit nearby. The clerk hesitated at his door. Wyatt nudged him with the.38. ‘If it’s any consolation, I don’t intend to kill you,’ he said, ‘although that’s open to change.’ The clerk’s shoulders slumped. He opened his door.
The room smelt of poverty. There was a dull, oily sheen to the walls, from cheap paint badly mixed and meanly applied, revealing green paint underneath. Against one wall was a plywood wardrobe with a spotty mirror, next to a varnished desk with a world map on it. A frayed armchair was in one corner, a cheap stereo in another. At some stage in the past, cigarettes had been stubbed out on the smoky plastic turntable lid. The tits-and-bums calendar on the wall was two months out of date. The feature for July was a tanned backside awkwardly cocked with grains of yellow sand clinging to the flesh.
Wyatt pushed the clerk down into the armchair and sat on the bed opposite him, the.38 dangling loosely between his knees. ‘What’s your name?’
The clerk opened and closed his mouth. Finally he said, ‘Philip.’
‘Phil, or Philip?’
‘Whatever. Doesn’t matter.’
It mattered to Wyatt. This was all part of relaxing the man, letting him feel he had some identity, some importance, despite the circumstances. ‘Which do you prefer?’
‘Philip.’
‘Okay, Philip, all I want from you is some information.’
‘They’ll kill me.’
‘Why should they do that? Why should they even know you’ve been talking to me?’
Philip was silent, thinking about it. ‘What do you want to know?’
‘You fingered me, correct?’
Philip said yes. He was looking at the floor.
‘How did you know it was me? Who told you to look out for me?’
‘You were seen arriving in Melbourne a few days ago. They tailed you. They knew where you’d checked in.’
‘They. Who do you mean by they?’
Philip looked up. ‘They’re from Sydney.’
‘The Outfit?’
Philip nodded.
‘Do you work for them?’
‘Not me. I was given five hundred bucks to keep my eyes open, pass on messages, that kind of thing.’
Wyatt smiled. It didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Five hundred bucks. You’re beginning to feel that’s a bit on the low side, eh, Philip? You thought your life was worth more than that.’
‘Give us a break,’ the man said, and he began to list his fears, creating a picture of meanness and badness in the Outfit. When Philip had talked himself out, Wyatt said, ‘Did you know there’s a contract out on me?’
‘Forty thousand bucks.’
The clerk smirked a little. To kill that, Wyatt raised his.38, cocked it, released the hammer, cocked it, released the hammer, until the smart look left Philip’s face. He lowered the gun again. ‘Who do you take your orders from? Kepler in Sydney?’
‘I don’t know. All I do is ring this number they gave me.’
‘Have you got a Melbourne address for them?’
Philip looked up at Wyatt. ‘I don’t know where they’re based down here. Look, forget it, stay clear, you’re just buying yourself a lot of strife.’
But Wyatt had no intention of staying clear. He couldn’t work while there was still a price on his head. He couldn’t put a team together against the Mesics while forty thousand dollars was distracting every punk on the street.
He stood up to go. There was a safe-at-last look on Philip’s face. Wyatt removed it. He said flatly, ‘I know where to find you, Philip.’

****



Twelve


Wyatt needed a bed for the night and he needed a safe passage to Sydney, but the Outfit was a threat on both counts. He didn’t think they’d have the clout to cover every hotel, every booking office, but he didn’t want to test it. He killed time in a cinema then found a bar in a side street and nursed a Scotch, thinking it through, Renting a car was out, sitting behind a wheel for ten hours on a highway where the fuel tankers jackknifed and jobless rural kids tried to end it all by steering into the oncoming traffic. That’s also why he wouldn’t hitchhike-that and the fact that he liked to have more control when he was on the move. He could change his face, but that required time and a bolthole, and he was running out of both. He couldn’t fly-the Outfit would concentrate its energies on the check-in counters. If he wasn’t so broke, he’d charter a plane and avoid the normal passenger formalities, but his funds were low and he’d need all of it to bankroll his hit on the Mesics. That left a bus or a train-assuming the Outfit didn’t have city terminal staff on its payroll or hadn’t brought extra people down from Sydney to find him now that he’d been spotted.
‘Same again, sir?’ the barmaid said.
Wyatt had been staring past her, sitting as still as a tombstone, his concentration absolute. He knew he couldn’t walk to Sydney, or swim or flap his arms or somehow materialise there, so he went through the options again, looking for holes.
He found one, blinked and smiled.
‘It moves, it breathes, it’s alive,’ the barmaid said.
Wyatt was aware of her watching him after that, polishing glasses, one eyebrow hooked, ready to banter with him. He guessed that she bantered with everybody, it was second nature to her, but something told him that banter was only part of her act this time. She seemed to like him and, as evening approached, he felt drawn to her. When finally he grinned, her face grew watchful and anticipatory. It was an engaging face, smart and humorous. She moved easily and well as she worked. An hour later he had a bed for the night.
Her name was Marion and she lived in cluttered comfort in an East Preston weatherboard house. The floor seemed to dip dangerously under Wyatt’s feet, and doors sprang open as he walked past them, but the central heating had kicked in an hour earlier and immense cushions and bright fabrics gave the house a cheery edge. A child’s hectic drawings were stuck to the refrigerator but Marion, brewing tea in the light of a candle and touching Wyatt’s arm from time to time as she moved about the kitchen, said nothing about having a child. She was frank and generous and uncomplicated, and had little to say to him at all.
Until, curled next to him on a sofa, she said idly, ‘Are you on the run?’
He stared at her. ‘What makes you say that?’
‘No car. You’re travelling light. You don’t strike me as completely broke, or too mean to pay for a motel.’ She looked at him carefully. ‘I’d say you genuinely want to be with me, but you also need a bed for the night, somewhere safe.’
He shrugged, and she put her hand on his chest as though to shut him up. ‘I don’t mind,’ she said. ‘I know you’re in trouble-I’m just trusting that none of it’s going to follow you here, into my house.’
Afterwards, when she fell instantly asleep in her big bed, he watched her for a while on his elbow and the strain of his chosen life began to look absurd to him.
She remained asleep when he got up on Wednesday morning. He showered, dressed, consumed toast and coffee and touched her neck goodbye, and she remained asleep through all of it, as though she felt safe. He pocketed her keys and left a note telling her where she could find her car. Then he heard the front gate scrape open.
Wyatt stiffened. Before he could act, a key moved in the front door lock and a man pushed a small child ahead of him into the house. If this was the boy’s father, he was a sulky-looking specimen, ginger-haired and sleep-bleary, wearing bright new stretch jeans that gave the appearance of strangling his genitals and stomach. His hair was uncombed, he was badly shaven, and he threw a gym bag and a bundle of sodden sheets onto the floor at his son’s feet.
‘See how your mother likes it for a change.’
Then he saw Wyatt and a look born of ignorance and vicious poverty soured his face. ‘Oh that’s fucking terrific. Terrific example for my kid.’
The man slammed the door and was gone. Wyatt and the boy stared at one another. Wyatt fitted a smile to his face but dropped it when he realised that the boy was gulping for breath. No more than eight years old, his thin chest heaving, his hand struggling to release the clothing binding his neck, the boy seemed suddenly close to death.
‘Medicine?’ Wyatt said.
The boy turned painfully, pointed to the gym bag. Wyatt zippered it open. Among the tangled shirts and pants he found an asthma spray, pale blue plastic the size of a man’s hooked thumb. The child snatched it from him, fitted one end to his mouth, sucked greedily. He stood for a moment, swaying, his eyes closed. Wyatt held him, one big hand on each side of the boy’s waist. New sensations swept through him briefly, feelings close to attachment and affection.
‘Okay now?’
The boy nodded.
‘Want to get into bed with your mum?’
The boy nodded again and Wyatt led him by the hand down the tilting hallway floor.

****



Thirteen


An hour later, Wyatt was waiting to catch the Sydney train. There was a risk that the Outfit would have staked out the Melbourne terminal, so he was waiting at an outer suburban station where the day train stopped. He would get off at Wodonga and transfer to a road coach for the remainder of his journey, finishing at Strathfield, not the central Sydney terminal. He waited near the end of the platform. If something didn’t look right, if something spooked him, he could lose himself among the sheds, wagons and stacks of rotting equipment in the shunting yards.
The Sydney train drew in and he found his seat. He dozed through the long morning, his collar turned up, his face turned to the endless flooded plains and farmland outside the window. His ticket was punched. He didn’t look at the conductor but sat, forbidding and still. No one spoke to him. No one wanted to speak to him.
The coach from Wodonga drew in to Strathfield at 9.15 pm. Several people alighted with him. He waited for his bag and then joined the knots of people milling on the footpath. He wasn’t stopped or accosted. No whistles or shouts or hands reaching out to spin him around.
He walked slowly away from the building, waiting for the cars and passengers to clear. Something about the air buoyed him up. It was risky, careless, an enlivening Sydney smell. When he thought the way was clear, he walked back. A lone taxi was waiting at the rank.
‘Thought I’d missed out,’ the driver said as Wyatt got in.
‘Must be your lucky night,’ Wyatt said. Luck seemed to be in the air. He could smell it, even if he told himself that he didn’t believe in it. ‘Newtown,’ he said.
‘Newtown,’ the driver said, clearly baffled as to why Wyatt hadn’t taken the coach to the central terminal.
They passed through leafy red-tile suburbs. The camphor laurels were flowering. A couple of skateboarders, swift shapes in the moonlight, plunged down the sloping streets and brassy foreign cars darted through the traffic. Streets twisted, heaping the suburbs over small, distinct hills, and Wyatt felt invigorated after Melbourne’s flat reaches. He breathed in and out and sank into his seat. ‘Anywhere along here,’ he said when they got to Newtown. He paid the driver and got out.
He walked through to Broadway. The footpaths on either side were crowded with people leaving restaurants, pubs and takeaway joints. A couple of greengrocers and video libraries were open and he edged past a drunken group bargaining good-naturedly with a doorstep jewellery vendor, fingering the trinkets laid out on black velvet. The address Rossiter had given him was a hotel called the Dorset and he could see it a block away.
When he reached the all-night cafe opposite the Dorset he realised how hungry he was. He went inside and claimed a stool at the window bench. ‘Foccacia and coffee,’ he said, and sat down to eat and watch. The watching was habit. He wasn’t expecting trouble in the Dorset.
Thirty minutes later, convinced the place was clean, he paid his bill and crossed the street. The Dorset’s massive front door opened onto a room the size of a tennis court. At one end a set of padded armchairs faced an empty fireplace and an ancient television set. The picture was rolling and the sound was off. At the other end was a highly polished reception desk next to a broad staircase. There were key tags dangling from half of the dozen or so pigeonholes behind the desk. The woman on duty was smoking and flicking through a magazine, like Basil Fawlty’s wife. Under the odour of her cigarette Wyatt could smell furniture polish. The place was worn and old, he noticed, but solid and cared for. The ceiling was low and there were bulky pillars at intervals through the vast room. Thick paint had been splashed on the walls. The floor gleamed darkly.
Keeping back so mat he wouldn’t be noticed by the woman at the desk, Wyatt edged around to the public telephones in the far corner. There were three of them, in roomy, old-fashioned booths with pneumatic-operated wood and glass doors. He stepped into the first cubicle, checked the Dorset’s number and dialled it.
He saw the woman pick up the phone and then he heard her voice. ‘Dorset Hotel. Can I help you?’
‘I’ve got a message for Frank Jardine,’ Wyatt said. ‘Could you tell him the car will be waiting out the front in about five minutes?’
‘I’ll check if he’s in,’ the woman said. Wyatt saw her turn around and check the pigeon holes.
‘Yes, he’s in. Who shall I say is calling?’
‘He’s expecting me,’ Wyatt said, and hung up.
He settled back to watch what the woman would do. If she made any phone calls or otherwise indicated that Jardine was marked in some way, he’d be out of there. The woman wrote the message on a small pad then lifted her head and shouted something. An elderly man came through a swing door on the other side of the staircase. Wyatt watched him take the note and labour upstairs with it. Two minutes later he came down again, spoke to the woman and disappeared through the swing doors. Nothing else happened. Wyatt imagined Jardine scratching his head over the note, perhaps warily checking his gun, but he’d get over it. Meanwhile Wyatt wanted to make sure the place was safe before he spoke to him.
After five minutes he stepped out of the telephone booth. Keeping the columns between himself and the woman at the desk, he began to edge around to the staircase.
The gun barrel tickled his spine before he was halfway there. He froze. ‘You haven’t lost your touch,’ he said.
‘No, but you have. Jesus, chum, don’t you know there’s a contract out on you?’
Wyatt turned slowly and faced a man who years ago had been his friend. ‘That’s partly why I’m here,’ he said.

****



Fourteen


‘There’s a back way out,’ Jardine explained. ‘I cut through the alley to Broadway, watched the front for a while, then came in looking.’
‘Haven’t lost your touch,’ Wyatt said again.
Jardine leaned back. ‘A bloke might start to wonder why you’re so interested in my touch.’
They were upstairs. Jardine had two rooms, a lounge with a tiny balcony attached and an adjoining bedroom. Wyatt bet that Jardine used the bathroom at the end of the hall, washed his clothes in the basement laundry and ate all his meals in the cafe across the street. That had been Jardine’s style twelve years earlier, when he’d lived in a hotel just like this one in North Melbourne. In those days Jardine and Wyatt had worked together a few times-a gold bullion hijack, three suburban banks, and a plum job where they’d stripped all the exhibits at a jewellery convention and negotiated a reward from the insurance company. Wyatt’s own private life had been limited and so he’d not been interested in Jardine’s. When Jardine had left Melbourne suddenly, saying he needed a change, Wyatt had shrugged it off. Later he discovered that Jardine had had a fiancйe in Melbourne, and the fiancйe had been killed by a kid driving a stolen car.
Now Wyatt accepted a glass of Scotch and avoided Jardine’s question. ‘Cheers,’ he said.
Jardine nodded and both men took small sips. Wyatt was not a heavy drinker and he hoped that Jardine had not become one. It didn’t seem likely. The grey eyes were cautious and lonely, but not desperate, and some thought had gone into making the suite of rooms a place to live in. A bookcase stretched to the ceiling along one wall of the main room. Apparently Jardine liked to read biographies, modern history, explorers’ tales. There were no novels.
Another set of shelves held a stereo system, VCR and small television set. A few compact discs were scattered nearby: some classical, some folk, some jazz. A thick Persian rug covered the worn carpet. The armchairs were cloth-covered and the one Wyatt was sitting in was firm and comfortable. An Ansel Adams photograph hung on one wall and early Sydney lithographs on another. A stiff chair was angled against a small roll-top desk that stood open in the corner. The interior was cluttered with envelopes, sheets of paper and pens stuffed in a jam jar. There was a framed head-and-shoulders shot of a hesitantly smiling young woman next to the desk lamp.
But the focal point of the room was a small Apple computer on a card table. Wyatt turned back to Jardine. ‘Writing your memoirs?’
The sad-looking face had been staring at him attentively, as if charting his thoughts and understanding them. It relaxed into a grin that was natural and unforced and had never failed to charm people. ‘I follow the ponies. That box of tricks helps me shorten the odds.’
Wyatt didn’t try to feign interest. He said, ‘Is Kepler still running the Outfit?’
The smile left Jardine’s face. ‘Alive and well.’
‘I need to talk to him.’
Jardine had a seamed, fleshless face like a weathered knot of wood. It didn’t change expression. ‘I don’t think a talk is what he’s got in mind for you, pal.’
Wyatt’s mouth twisted briefly without humour. ‘It will be.’
Jardine continued to watch him. Jardine was clear, solid and grave, useful qualities in a man who cracked safes and held up banks. When he spoke, the words emerged softly from his chest. ‘I’m pretty much a backroom operator these days.’ He meant that he blueprinted heists for people who knew how to pull them but not how to plan them. ‘That could be useful,’ Wyatt said.
‘You’re going to hit him a few times first?’
‘Yes.’
‘Meanwhile you’re pleased to know I haven’t lost my touch.’
‘Right again,’ Wyatt said.
Jardine sipped his Scotch once more, put the half-full glass down and pushed it away. ‘I have to live in this town.’
‘Maybe just information will be enough.’
‘On the other hand,’ Jardine went on, ‘sometimes I miss the old days.’
There was something approaching a gleam in his eye. Wyatt remembered it from twelve years ago, a look that said Jardine knew a sweet job when he saw one. He didn’t follow it up-he’d let Jardine declare if and how he’d be involved. ‘Tell me more about the Outfit.’
‘This is Sydney, mate. Things are organised here, not like down south. The cops are paid and you don’t have bunches of amateurs muscling in on each other’s territory or expertise. One arm of the Outfit controls bent cars in the western suburbs, another sells coke to street dealers. They’ve also got something going with diamonds.’
‘Tell me about Kepler.’
‘He’s a north shore darling,’ Jardine said. He started counting on his fingers. ‘He’s got his own law firm, a big house right on the water, a society wife. He belongs to the night clubs, knows the right people-including the attorney-general, the police commissioner and a few headkickers on the ALP Right-and he generally behaves like old money. He’s charming, he’s clever, he knows what knife and fork to use, and over on the north shore they go all weak-kneed about this refined gangster in their midst.’
‘I’m not interested in all that. I want to know what’s underneath.’
‘Underneath, he’s a thug. He bumps people off if they get in the way or maybe just because he’s got a sinus headache that day. He knocks his wife around so it doesn’t show on the surface and spends most of his time running the Outfit from the penthouse suite of a Darling Harbour apartment building.’
‘How old is he?’
Jardine thought about it. ‘Sixty odd. He’ll be around for a while yet. He’s ambitious, he’s trying to move his people into Victoria.’
‘I’ve met some of them.’
Both men lapsed into silence. Wyatt began to build a mental picture of Kepler and the Outfit, looking for holes in the armour. Jardine, he noticed, looked anticipatory. Wyatt needed him. Jardine knew the local scene, knew the Outfit, but he also knew Melbourne. On top of that he was good at what he did and he could be trusted-as much as Wyatt trusted anyone. Then Jardine said something that told Wyatt they were on the same track. ‘In some ways, the Outfit is easier to knock over than the local Seven-Eleven.’
‘How’s that?’
‘They never expect trouble from freelancers,’ Jardine explained. ‘Blokes like you rob the banks, the organised boys run the rackets, it’s all nicely balanced. The enemy as far as the Outfit’s concerned is the law, and they’ve taken care of that. A few thousand here and there in a few pockets and they feel safe.’
‘Yes,’ Wyatt said.
Jardine picked up his Scotch, looked at it, pushed it away. ‘Two things. One, my name stays out of it. Two, when you finally tackle Kepler himself, you’re on your own.’
Wyatt also pushed his glass away. ‘Agreed.’
‘As to the rest,’ Jardine said, ‘I know two or three Outfit operations we can start with.’
‘I don’t have much time,’ Wyatt said. ‘I also don’t have the money to bankroll anything major.’
‘Mate,’ Jardine said, ‘I’ve had these particular hits on the drawing board for years.’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘You know, out of academic interest, to keep my hand in. The point is, they’re simple, cheap, nothing to set up-’
‘When?’
‘We start tomorrow morning.’

****



Fifteen


On Wednesday evening a woman from Corrective Services came around and told Eileen and Ross that their son had been remanded for trial in the Bolte Remand Centre. She snapped open the gold catches on a new tan briefcase. ‘For about six weeks,’ she said.
The briefcase didn’t go with the rest of the get-up. Eileen took in the woman’s skirt. It was made from some crumpled-look summery fabric that had been washed and worn too often. There was a white T-shirt with a rainforest message on it, and a faded denim jacket over that. No jewellery. Espadrilles showed horny, hooked toes. Forty thousand a year, probably, dealing with the public every day, it wouldn’t have hurt the woman to have made a bit of an effort. Eileen folded her arms on her vast and comfortable chest. ‘Bolte?’
The woman slid a pamphlet across the kitchen table. ‘Private prison. Only been open three months.’
Eileen looked to Ross for a clue. Her husband had one arm hooked over the back of the kitchen chair, the other outstretched to an ashtray on the table. He tapped off a centimetre of ash, raised the cigarette, drew on it, blew a ring to the ceiling. He wasn’t going to help her. He’d listen while the woman talked, but she was government, meaning that was all he’d do. Plus which, he’d been black and brooding since the arrest, ready to wash his hands of their son.
‘It’s privately owned and managed,’ the woman said. ‘Like the ones in Queensland.’
Eileen skimmed the pamphlet. There were artist’s impressions of long, narrow buildings laid out in the form of a hexagon, the open ground in the middle crisscrossed with sheltered walkways. There were smudges that were trees and several lines of cheery text about the philosophy of the place. American and Australian money was behind it. ‘You learn something new every day,’ Eileen said. ‘What are the screws like in a place like this?’
The woman put her little hands together in her lap and tightened her little mouth. ‘We don’t call them screws, we call them-’
‘A screw’s a screw,’ Rossiter said, then stopped, irritated with himself for getting involved. Eileen cut in: ‘When can we visit him?’
‘Tomorrow morning, if you like.’
Ross said no, so on Thursday morning Eileen drove herself in the VW. The Bolte Remand Centre was on a grassy plain west of the city, close to Melton, close to muddied tracts of land where unsold houses reproduced themselves among billboards, snakes of bitumen and ribbons of new kerbing. But there were also established estates with Hills Hoists in the backyards, cars in the carports, tricycles on the pockets of lawn, and Eileen guessed that those people had things to say, living right next door to a prison.
She saw the razor wire first, coiled around the perimeter fence, viciously reflecting the sun. There were several inner fences, heavy gates, then the low buildings with their corrugated roofs and barred windows, everything new looking, all metal, no wood anywhere and no grass to speak of. What she really hated, what she could feel winding and slicing around her body, was the razor wire. It was slung across fences and at ground level around the buildings as if someone had opened a lid on a box of evil objects.
It took her forty-eight minutes to pass through to the visiting room. Inside the Bolte it was one door after another and all of them heavy, locked. There were screws for escorting, screws for buzzing the doors open, screws for poking around in your handbag, patting you down, running a metal detector over you. The screws seemed more dead than alive, but sullen and dangerous with it. They were overweight, and if they spoke the accents were Pommie. One man ran his metal detector idly over the brass end of a fire hose, and the squawl set Eileen’s nerves on end. He did it again, he did it ten times while Eileen waited to be buzzed through. There were plenty of people milling around, Eileen didn’t know who they were, and for some reason none of them minded that hellish sound.
She waited at a plastic table, plastic so you couldn’t brain anyone with it. There were wives, sweethearts, a couple of whole families in the visiting room. Niall swaggered, curling his lip, as he came in from the cells, but when he saw her he dropped the act and she could see the anxiety under it. There were others like him in the Bolte, a brotherhood of skinheads, so she hoped there were people to protect him in the showers, but still, under it all he was only twenty-one. Like half the men in the place he wore shorts, blue stubbies, work boots and an institution-brown windcheater. She leaned over and kissed him. ‘Hello, son.’
‘Good on you, Mum. The old man wouldn’t stir himself?’
‘He’ll get over it.’
‘He must have a short memory. He’s done more time than I’ll ever do.’
‘You can see his point, though, son. What possessed you to wave that crossbow around?’
‘Fuckin’ wog had it coming.’
Eileen let it go. ‘They should’ve given you bail.’
Then Niall’s face crumpled. ‘I can’t stick it, Mum. Not again.’ He grabbed her forearm and dropped his voice. ‘Can’t we give them Wyatt? You know, don’t let on to the old man we’ve done it? Christ, Wyatt should be worth every bloke in here and half the blokes in Pentridge.’
Eileen put her hand over his. She’d been playing with this idea herself.
‘He’s got to be putting a job together,’ Niall went on. ‘He didn’t come around just to apologise and chat about old times.’
Eileen knew exactly what Wyatt had in mind. Ross had let it slip. Late at night, in the comfort and darkness, his bony flank cushioned against her, Ross liked to murmur to her, end-of-the-day murmuring, after love and before sleep, expressing hopes and doubts. It was something they’d done together since the first night. Pushing down her guilt, Eileen said, ‘I think you could be right.’
Niall said in a rush, ‘Look, have a word with Napper. Tell him I want out of remand straight away and I want a suspended sentence.’
‘Wouldn’t it be better if you talked to him yourself?’
‘Christ, no.’ Niall leaned back, folded his arms. ‘My reputation would be shot if I did that. If the others knew he’d been here they’d think I’m dogging them and I’d wake up with a shank in my guts. Has to be you, Mum.’
Eileen closed her eyes, picturing a biro with a razor melted into the end of it, a canteen fork with a sharpened handle. Just then a loudspeaker crackled into life. It was unintelligible but prisoners were standing and screws were coming into the room, so Eileen knew her time was up. ‘Not a word of this to Dad.’
‘Mum,’ Niall said, ‘you have to get Napper onto this straight away.’
She left the prison. The heartache in her son’s face and voice had Eileen chafing in frustration at every one of the doors and gates, every one of the dozy screws that passed for human beings in that place.

****



Sixteen


Two days ago Napper had been hassled by his solicitor, then by a whole lot of women snapping wet towels at his legs. This morning his ex-wife’s solicitor had had a go at him, ringing him at work, reminding him of the court order, reminding him he was nine thousand bucks behind. So now Napper was knocking on a door in Richmond, a move he hoped would help him reduce that nine thousand.
The house was owned by a man called Malan and it presented a face full of bluster and threat. ‘No trespassing’ and ‘protected by electronic surveillance’ stickers were plastered to the fence, gate, windows and doors, and, judging by the sounds coming from inside, the front door had been triple-locked. As if that would keep the junkies out. Napper waited.
Malan opened the door. He was slight, greying, pursing unhappy lips in a wedge-shaped head. His face always seemed out of kilter to Napper, as if something on it was missing or lacking in size. ‘Councillor Malan himself,’ Napper said. ‘Just the man I want to see.’
Malan regarded him carefully. ‘What about?’
‘Business.’
Malan stepped aside and extended his arm into the hall. The house smelt of hot stale air. Napper saw four cats in the doorway, come to see who had arrived. Cat fur was caught in the hall rug. Malan led the way to a back room and waited while Napper sat down before sitting himself. ‘What do you want?’
‘I don’t know if you remember our little talk a while back,’ Napper said. ‘That ALP fundraising bash?’
‘I remember it.’
Malan was being sour and wary, so Napper held up a calming hand. ‘Take it easy, old son. I’m not here to arrest you.’
‘It was just talk,’ Malan said. ‘I was drunk. You haven’t got a thing to arrest me on.’
Napper glanced around the dim room. ‘You need a skylight in here.’ He sorted idly through some leaflets and magazines in the rack next to his chair. ‘Ah, here we are.’ It was a handbill. It read Stop the Asian Invasion.
Malan said, ‘Somebody slipped it under the door.’
‘Sure they did.’
Malan scowled. ‘Spit it out, Napper.’
Napper rested his forearms on his knees and butted his big head into the space between them. ‘You remember how you told me Eddie Ng has got the numbers to make mayor next month?’
Malan nodded curtly.
‘Well, I’ ve been reading the local rag, listening around the local waterholes. I reckon you’re right.’
‘Boat people own half of Victoria Street,’ Malan said passionately. ‘Now they want to take over local government.’
‘Exactly,’ Napper said. ‘I mean, where will it end?’
Malan said nothing. They were watching each other. Napper spoke first. ‘What are your chances of making mayor, if Councillor Ng was out of the running?’
‘First rate.’
Napper leaned back. He tried to lace his fingers behind his head, but that strangled his circulation. He swung forward again. ‘I’ve been going over what you said, something about a fear campaign?’
‘It was just talk.’
‘No it wasn’t. You’re a worried man. I’m a worried man. I grew up around here. I don’t like to see it going downhill any more than you do.’
Malan’s long fingers slipped in and out of his pockets as if searching for somewhere to rest. ‘What have you got in mind?’
Napper said quietly, ‘Eddie Ng runs a restaurant just around the corner from Church Street. You said it yourself, he walks up and down and they all love him. We need to wipe the smile off his face.’ Napper tried folding his arms. ‘I’m your man.’
‘It’s not enough to wipe the smile off his face. He’s got to resign from Council.’
‘And we can pursuade him. An anonymous strike out of nowhere. He’ll get the message. If he doesn’t, we’ll hit again.’
Malan watched him for a while. ‘What’s in it for you?’
Nothing grand or elaborate, according to the look Napper gave him. ‘Order restored, the white man on top. Plus that three thousand you mentioned.’
‘I didn’t mention any three thousand.’
Napper was hard and precise. ‘Mate, that’s exactly what you did mention. I made a note of it in my book after.’
‘Supposing I had three thousand to give you. What do you propose? Beat him up? Bomb his place? He lives above the restaurant.’
‘His car,’ Napper said. ‘People get attached to their cars. Damage one and you cause a lot of grief. The restaurant is too risky, too many people could get hurt.’
‘How will you do it?’
‘A small charge.’
‘A timer?’ Malan leaned forward, his face alight. ‘A radio signal maybe?’
‘Too fussy,’ Napper said. ‘Mercury. That way the victim detonates the bomb himself.’
‘How so?’
‘The object is to throw a scare into him, correct?’
Malan nodded.
‘Two little pools of mercury in the boot of the car or somewhere,’ Napper said, ‘a small lump of explosive, plus blasting cap and battery. The target gets into the car, the motion rocks the mercury pools so they run together, there’s an electrical connection, pow! The beauty of it is, the explosion is directly related to his getting into the car. It doesn’t hurt him, blows the boot lid up maybe, but it sure as hell scares the shit out of him.’
‘When?’
‘As soon as I get paid,’ Napper said.
‘How do I know this isn’t a set-up?’
Napper leaned forward again. He was quiet and solid when he said, ‘I’ll level with you-I need the money. Plus I can’t stand these chinks.’ He got heated. ‘Jesus Christ, the Department’s even got me down for a community policing course, learn how to get on with the bastards, can you believe it?’
‘Three thousand.’
‘Tell you what, I’ll make it easy for you. Half now, half on delivery.’
He declined tea or coffee. He told Malan that he wanted to get moving on this. They left the house and walked through to the Westpac on Bridge Road. Half an hour later, Napper was back at the station with fifteen hundred in his pocket.
At one o’clock a call was put through to his desk phone. A woman’s voice said, ‘Sergeant Napper, please.’
‘You’ve got him.’
The woman had started strongly, but now she was silent. ‘Can I help you?’ Napper said.
‘Eileen Rossiter here.’
‘He got remand, Eileen. Nothing I could do about it. These things aren’t up to me.’
‘I know. I’ve been to seen him.’
Again she clammed up, so Napper said, ‘Neither of us is getting any younger, Eileen.’
She said with a rush, ‘What are the chances of bail? I mean, is it too late?’
‘Theoretically, no, the powers that be could put in a good word, kind of thing. But you know, they’d have to have a reason.’
‘Maybe I can give you one,’ Eileen said.
‘Like what?’
‘Information.’
‘Depends on the quality of the information.’
‘Oh, it’s quality all right.’ The voice was hard and certain now.
Napper said, ‘Your old man put you up to this? He’s heard something?’
‘This is nothing to do with him. You keep him out of it.’
Napper’s face creased, knowing he’d found a lever. ‘Just you and me and the gatepost, right, Eileen? When can you come in?’
‘I’m not bloody coming in there.’
Napper knew she wasn’t. He wanted to hear the strain in her voice, that’s all. ‘Could meet you somewhere, I suppose. This afternoon?’
‘Lounge bar of the Barleycorn, two o’clock,’ Eileen Rossiter said, and there was a click in his ear.
The Barleycorn was out on two counts: one, simply because the woman hadn’t bothered to check first if the place and the time suited him; two, because he met one of his regular snouts in the Barleycorn. Maybe He could groom Eileen Rossiter as a snout; if so, he wouldn’t want to meet her on the same patch of ground.
He left the station and got to the Barleycorn forty minutes before Eileen Rossiter was due. He walked through the place quickly, saw that she wasn’t waiting for him, and went back to the car. She arrived shortly before two. No one followed her in. Napper crossed the road to a public phone and called the Barleycorn, asking for the lounge bar. ‘I was supposed to meet a friend there, Eileen Rossiter? Woman about fifty, short dark hair?’
‘Just come in. Want me to put her on?’
‘Could you do us a favour? Tell her I’ll meet her in the coffee shop across the road, but I’ll be half an hour late.’
He went back to the car to wait, checking the street automatically. Eileen came out a moment later and walked across the road to the coffee shop. Napper, taking in her strong face, her comfortable flesh, was betting that an afternoon coffee and Danish pastry were more appealing to her than a drink in the Barleycorn. When she was inside the shop he crossed the road to join her.
He found her peering at cakes and pastries displayed in a glass cabinet. Sensing him, she straightened, looked appraisingly at him. ‘You were watching me.’
Napper said nothing, hoping stillness and silence would rattle her. Instead, she snorted. ‘Well, you’re a bundle of laughs. Coffee? Something to eat?’ Without waiting, she said to the woman behind the counter, ‘Two cappuccinos, one apricot Danish, one cheese,’ and led him to a corner table.
They were the only customers. Napper could smell fresh coffee. He realised that he hadn’t had lunch. Eileen Rossiter smiled at him, patted a chair. It discomposed Napper. It meant Eileen felt sure of her ground. For some reason then, he wondered what it would be like to touch her. Sure, she was getting on a bit, but there was something about her body, a kind of pneumatic appeal. To wipe the smile off her face, he said, ‘I’m not promising anything.’
‘Of course not.’
Napper said nothing. The ball was in her court. All he could do was see how she played it.
‘A deal,’ she said. ‘Niall gets bail, maybe a suspended sentence-’
‘No way.’
‘I’ll settle for bail. In return, you get some interesting information.’
‘What kind of information?’
‘Deal, first.’
‘I can’t offer anything for your boy until I know what this is all about. I want quality information, not the name of some bloke who’s been stealing hubcaps.’
‘All right, I’ll give you a name. The Mesics.’
Napper was irritated. He had no illusions about himself. He was a plodding beat cop who’d just scraped through his exams to make sergeant, he was uniform, not one of the flash boys in CIB, and he’d barely heard of the Mesics. ‘What have they got to do with me?’
‘Someone’s going to do them over.’
‘So?’
So Eileen told him who was going to do over the Mesics, and this time it was a name he did know well, the kind of name that earned a commendation for the copper that put it behind bars.

****



Seventeen


Stella Mesic drove fast and well. Bax didn’t touch her until she had wound her way through the complacent streets to the freeway entrance. Traffic was slight. The wind whispered over her car. Bax said softly, ‘I want you to take off your pants.’
She laughed, a short, uncomfortable bark, but what Bax had said was calculated to stir her blood and he saw her go tense, then settle back and breathe deeply. After a moment she lifted her rump and there was the unmistakeable scrape of cotton on her skin and the soft snap of elastic. Neither of them said anything until a few kilometres had passed and Bax had the taste of her flooding in his mouth. She trembled more than once. He felt her fingers on his neck, tangled in his hair. The car was scarcely moving. ‘How did you know I’d go for that?’ she said, pulling him upright.
‘I just knew.’
‘Yeah, sure,’ she said. ‘It’s probably a common fantasy.’
‘No way. It’s you and me, Stella. Everything starts with us.’
They no longer met at his place, he couldn’t chance the compound again, and she said motels were tacky, so she’d taken out a short lease on a flat in South Yarra. They could scarcely stand up when they got out of the car, and in the flat they were at each other before they reached the bed.
When they were resting Stella said, ‘Let’s see what this has done for your face.’ She turned his chin right and left. She frowned. ‘Slightly more relaxed, maybe.’ She touched her fingers under each eye. ‘A bit less strained? Maybe.’
Bax felt bands loosening inside him. It only happened when he was with her. He began to feel slowed down, looser, valued, inclined to lovers’ talk. He murmured some things against her neck. She flexed sleepily. The slow, stretching quality of her movements reminded Bax of a cat. She had rounded arms, swollen lips and legs the colour of honey, and it all paced like a restless creature in his groin.
‘So what’s Victor up to?’
‘Not now.’
‘Now, Stella.’
She groaned and sat up. ‘He’s still arguing with us. Nothing gets resolved. He wants to go one way, we want to go another. Same old story.’
Bax turned his lean trunk around. He stroked her stomach absently, then something about the conjunction of his well-shaped hand and her gleaming flank caught his attention. They both watched the hand, saw it flex, the fingerbones articulating with style and intent. ‘Can he carry it out, though, that’s the question.’
Stella arrested his hand with hers. ‘You know the old man was grooming him? I mean, not just sending him to the States but paving the way so he could step into his shoes?’
‘How does Leo feel about that?’
‘That’s the whole point. Leo gets some cash and a couple of flats from the estate, but Victor gets all the rest, giving him all the power. As for me, I’m just a woman, Leo’s wife, old Karl didn’t give two hoots about me. Called me a hooker once.’
Bax rolled away and hoisted his rump up the bed until he was looking down at her. ‘You think Leo might fold, give in to Victor?’
‘I’m sure of it. He’s always half looked up to him, half resented him.’
‘Well, you’ll just have to keep working on him.’
‘I’ve been working on him ever since we got married. Before we got married. He would’ve caved in to his father if I hadn’t kept pushing him. Often it works, but he also tends to go with the flow. I can’t be with him twenty-four hours a day. Victor thinks big, and Leo’s listening to some of it’
Bax turned the pillow onto its narrow edge, rested it against the wall, sank his back into it. ‘How big is this big talk?’
Stella curled two fingers together. ‘He claims he’s like that with the casino people in Las Vegas. Says they’ve paid off bent officials here in Australia, meaning if our family invests with them, we’ll make a killing from legalised gambling.’
Bax turned her chin toward him. He didn’t blink, didn’t give anything away, just stared at one cat’s eye and then the other. ‘How do you feel about that?’
The slightest flinch, the slightest hesitation, and he would have jacked the whole thing in. But her hand clasped his wrist, then slipped around his neck. ‘It’s all hot air.’ She kissed him. ‘If it isn’t, then he’s subjecting our assets to an unacceptable degree of risk.’ She kissed him again and pushed his head down. He found the hollow inside her thigh joint, the area he’d told her he liked most. It was fairly stubbly today. He burrowed, lapping at her.
Later, when they were rocking together, she stopped him sharply, clamping the hair above his ears in her fists. ‘Think, Nick. Think.’

****



Eighteen


On Thursday morning Lloyd Phelps flew into Sydney with a pocketful of the diamonds that netted the Outfit a hundred thousand dollars four times a year. The diamonds were rough-cut pink Argyle diamonds from a mine in the Kimberley area of Western Australia. The mine’s owners paid Phelps good money to secure customers in Sydney four times a year. They didn’t know that the Outfit paid Phelps good money to steal a pocketful of pink diamonds from them four times a year.
The Outfit required Phelps to leave the stolen diamonds in an airport locker, complete his legitimate company business in the city and fly back to the Kimberley. Phelps didn’t know what happened to the diamonds after he’d left them at the airport but he guessed that a buyer flew in from Hong Kong or Amsterdam, collected them and flew out again, leaving payment behind. Phelps often thought about that payment-cash, maybe? US dollars? Yen? Bearer bonds? Phelps himself collected a cash payment left for him at the airport-ten thousand smackers, four times a year. By the time he’d sweetened a security officer and a computer records clerk at the mine, however, only six of the ten thousand was left. He sometimes thought about hanging on to the diamonds, intercepting the buyer, then disappearing with diamonds and payment. He didn’t think about it for long, though. He didn’t have that kind of nerve. The Outfit would find him. Somewhere, some day, they’d find him, and the result would be painful and permanent.
In the three years that he’d been making the diamond run, Phelps had evolved a body language to suit the role. He wore dark glasses. He looked somehow unapproachable. In the Kimberley, where grown men wore shorts and long socks to the office, Phelps wore long trousers and a tie. On the flight to Darwin and then on to Sydney, people would glance at the unsmiling man with the briefcase manacled to his wrist and wonder about him. He never acknowledged them. In public places he tended to hang back, checking faces, watching for danger without appearing to do so. He held himself like a spring ready to uncoil, a man fine-tuned to danger. He imagined movie cameras tracking his movements, isolating him, cinema audiences grabbing at their armrests.
‘That’s him,’ Jardine said.
Wyatt saw a short, edgy, self-conscious individual, dressed in trousers and a shirt ten years out of date, collect a suitcase from the Ansett carousel. ‘Bundle of nerves,’ he said.
Jardine nodded. ‘If he had to go through customs they’d be onto him like a shot.’
Jardine and Wyatt were waiting with an empty trolley at the next carousel. They waited while Phelps crossed to the exit doors, then abandoned the trolley and followed fifty metres behind him. Outside the building, the air smelt of aviation fuel and idling taxis. Someone yelled, ‘Share a cab to the city?’ Air erupted from the brakes of a waiting bus, stale and metallic.
Phelps turned around and went back into the terminal. The two men followed. Phelps looked about nervously, sometimes stopping dead, turning around accusingly, going on again. ‘Jesus Christ,’ Wyatt said.
Phelps finally stopped at a bank of lockers. They saw him take a small parcel from the briefcase, place it in one of the lockers, and lock the door. Then he walked away in great agitation.
His next stop was a men’s on the first floor. A short time later, Wyatt went in, just as Phelps was coming out of a cubicle. Wyatt stood at the urinal. He waited until Phelps had gone out again then went into the cubicle Phelps had used. The air was foul with Phelps’s fear. Wyatt found the locker key taped under the cistern lid. He pocketed it and went out. Phelps was going through the exit door at the far end of the terminal, Jardine a few metres behind him.
Wyatt had about thirty minutes for the next stage. He hurried back to the lockers. He didn’t open Phelps’s locker immediately but watched it for five minutes. Satisfied that no one was around who shouldn’t be, he put the key in the lock, took out the packet and taped a page torn from a notebook to the back wall of the locker. On the note were the words ‘Have a nice day’ and a grinning face.
Wyatt shut the locker again, inserted money, turned the key and returned to the men’s. He went into the same cubicle again, lifted the cistern lid and taped the key to it. His part of the job was running smoothly. Jardine meanwhile was watching Phelps. Phelps was expecting to collect the fee left for him by the Outfit in a locker at the other end of the terminal building. They had followed an Outfit courier to the airport a couple of hours earlier, had seen him deposit Phelps’s fee and leave the key in a slot under a gold phone outside a pharmacy, and had helped themselves to it. Phelps’s ten thousand dollars was now in Jardine’s pocket. The grinning face in the first locker was Wyatt’s idea. He thought it might make the bad news harder to swallow.
He found Jardine leaning on a column outside. The big man looked as though he owned the place. There was a trace of amusement on his face. Wyatt didn’t say anything until they were in the car park, crawling in Jardine’s car toward the pay booths.
‘How did he react?’
‘A caricature of disbelief and outrage,’ Jardine said. ‘He went white, bolted outside and jumped in the first cab.’
‘What will he do?’
‘He’ll shit himself for a while. He can’t go back to check on the diamonds in case it’s an outside job and he finds an angry foreigner there. He’ll want his money from the Outfit but he doesn’t know if it’s a cruel joke on their part or it really is an outside job, in which case he’ll be scared they’ll think he did it.’
Jardine had nothing else to say and that suited Wyatt. Jardine had no use for small talk either. They rode in silence back to the Dorset Hotel. Wyatt thought about the kind of phone call the Outfit was getting from its diamond buyer about now. He imagined the soured relations and the Outfit’s hundred thousand dollar loss. He imagined the other damage he had lined up for them.

****



Nineteen


Max Heneker’s wife was oddly proud of her husband’s unusual job. He spent weekdays at home with her in their place at Palm Beach, playing the stock market, gardening, walking with her along the beach. Quality time, she called it, and that was why she didn’t mind his flying interstate every weekend. ‘He’s a troubleshooter,’ she explained to her friends. ‘Company computers are always tied up Mondays to Fridays so he goes in at weekends to check for viruses, hackers, unauthorised use, etcetera, etcetera.’ Her friends seemed envious. They had husbands who got in the way on weekends and were distant and cranky with them the rest of the time.
Max’s story to his wife was an approximation of the truth. Yes, he worked every weekend but he didn’t go interstate and his knowledge of computers was limited to doing simple accounting on his Toshiba laptop. In fact, Max went no further than a first floor hotel suite in Kings Cross and he was what the police would call a distributor.
The system worked like this.
While the authorities were stirring themselves every time flights from South-East Asia and South America came in, high quality Columbian cocaine was making its way by yacht and light plane to isolated beaches or abandoned airstrips in northern Australia. Here it was weighed, paid for and sent south packed in concealed compartments in dusty campervans driven by middle-aged and retired couples. These people were never pulled over, never searched. Campervans are slow, benign, innocent, and no highway cop is going to hassle elderly folk enjoying their declining years on inflation-eroded retirement packages. You’d have to be a bastard to do that.
Campervans making the Sydney run were required to branch off along Pennant Hills Road to Parramatta Road, then make for a certain twenty-four hour service station and check in for a grease and oil change. Here Outfit mechanics removed the cocaine, weighed it again, baked twenty per cent of it to make crack, cut the rest with glucose, and repackaged it. The elderly geezers were paid off and the load was sent by a Datsun utility marked ‘Spare Parts’ to the basement car park of the hotel in Kings Cross where Max Heneker stayed in a suite that was on permanent hold for the Outfit.
Max’s Thursday afternoon to Monday morning job started when he weighed the cocaine again and took it upstairs to be separated into 50, 100, 250 and 500 gram packets of cocaine and smaller quantities of crack. Crack hadn’t taken off yet, but the Outfit was confident that it soon would. Max spent most of Thursday afternoon doing this. Lester, an Outfit goon built like a bull, watched him do it. Then Lester weighed the cocaine again, just in case. Who knows, maybe Max was siphoning off the odd gram or two when Lester had his back turned. The Outfit was obsessed with being ripped off somewhere along the line. Max knew that, and made sure the buck would never stop at him. He disliked Lester. Max was small, precise, neat; he resembled an accountant. Lester liked to sprawl in a tracksuit, carelessly shaven, crushing beer cans while he watched videos of the World Cup. He also seemed to believe that soap washed away his natural oils. By midnight on Sunday the air in the suite was ripe and Max worked with a scented handkerchief in his fist.
Between about five o’clock on Thursday afternoon and late Sunday evening, Max received clients. Some were buying for themselves, but most were regulars, the street dealers, stocking up for the busy period, the weekend. The cocaine flowed out, the money flowed in. Max kept strict records, entering every transaction into a code-named document on his Toshiba laptop. At midnight on Sunday he handed over the takings and the floppy disc to Lester, who left the hotel, first handing Max four thousand dollars in an envelope. Max would go to bed then, returning to his wife and his Palm Beach house at lunchtime on Monday. More often than not, he was exhausted and went straight to bed again.
Max had scarcely got out the scales and sandwich bags that Thursday afternoon when there was a knock on the door. He glanced at his watch. Four o’clock. The first clients were not expected before five. He looked across at Lester, nodded, tossed a quilt over the evidence and stepped across the thick carpet to the door.
Meanwhile Lester positioned himself with his back to the wall on the other side of the door. Max waited while Lester fastened a suppressor to an automatic pistol and squeezed the fat fingers of his left hand through a knuckleduster. Lester nodded and Max said, ‘Who is it?’
‘I need some crack,’ a voice said.
For Christ’s sake, Max thought. Tourists and respectable people stayed in this hotel from time to time. ‘Come back later,’ he said, his voice low and hoarse, his mouth pressed to the door.
‘What?’ the voice cried.
‘Come back after five,’ Max whispered.
‘Can’t bloody hear ya,’ the voice shouted. ‘Look, I got cash, look at the floor.’
Max and Lester watched as a hundred dollar note slid into view. It was snatched back again. The voice went on: ‘Give us some crack and I’ll be off.’
Max put his eye to the spyhole. He saw an untidy male wearing a black windcheater over a check flannelette shirt. The guy’s hair was a mess and he had his arm in a sling. He was waving hundred dollar notes in the air with his free hand. There was a professional-looking bandage around his head. Max had noted that it was the yuppies who used coke, the deros who used crack. So far, so good, but to double check he said, ‘Who said to come here?’
‘Stooge,’ the man said, naming a Bondi Beach street dealer who sometimes bought from Max.
Max nodded okay to Lester, unlocked the door and drew back the chain. Then he moved to the centre of the room and called, ‘The door’s unlocked.’
The man entered slowly, edgy and defeated looking. He glanced worriedly at Lester, who by now had tucked the pistol into his waistband and had his arms folded, and advanced to where Max was waiting in the centre of the room.
There was a second knock. Lester whirled around, his hand digging for the automatic. Even if the folds of his tracksuit hadn’t got in the way, he would have been too late. He didn’t see the quick, neat spin behind him. He didn’t see Max go down, disabled by a kick to the knee. He heard it, but by then it was too late, for the dero was grinding a gun into the base of his spine and a masked man was coming through the door.
What unnerved Max and Lester during the three minutes that followed was that the two men didn’t speak and they didn’t want the cocaine. The man in the mask trained a gun on them, the man with the bandaged head carried the cocaine into the bathroom and flushed it away. He seemed to smile. There was no sense of loss or regret about him.
When it was over, Max risked raising his head from the carpet. ‘Have you any idea, the faintest trace of an idea, whose toes you’re stepping on here?’
The man with the bandage looked at him appraisingly. The face was almost pleasant now, animated by intelligence and irony, the bandage rakish looking on the narrow head. Maybe he’s some kind of anti-drugs vigilante, Max thought. Someone who’d welcome the chance to have his say. ‘If you could tell us where you’re coming from,’ Max said reasonably, ‘maybe we could work something out.’
But the face grew hard by degrees, and a chill crept along Max’s spine. The voice when it came was flat and distinct. ‘Tell Kepler it could happen any time, any place.’

****



Twenty


At least half of the men milling around in Prestige Auto Auctions on Friday knew that Bax was working motor vehicle theft, so he couldn’t very well do his own bidding. He was spotting. He strolled through the place twice, glancing idly at the ranks of glossy, top of the range Hondas, BMWs, Saabs, Audis, Toyotas, for all the world as if he’d dropped in especially to be a pain in the neck to the men there who knew he was a cop.
It amused him the way four bent dealers slipped out through the side doors and another handful stopped muttering into mobile phones or to each other in the shadowy corners of the vast auction hall. It amused him to saunter past them, sharp as a tack in his iron-grey tailored suit, as out of place among the stretch jeans and blow-waved heads as a Piaget watch in a tray of Pizza Hut giveaways. The remaining men in the place were your ordinary suburban punters after a bargain and they paid Bax no attention at all. He circled the hall a third time, listened to some half-hearted bidding for a late sixties E-Type in need of a complete restoration, and went out onto the street.
Axle was waiting for him in a Japanese rustbucket. The body was canary yellow, the driver’s door white, the boot lid pale green. Not for the first time did Bax wonder how it was that a professional car thief like Axle, who specialised in lifting Porsches from South Yarra driveways in the time it took you to blow your nose, would want to drive around in a heap of shit.
He slid into the passenger seat. Axle was listening to a cassette, a world-weary American voice filling the car with a string of one-liners. Bax opened his mouth to speak but Axle chopped the air with the flat of his hand. ‘Check this.’
Bax listened. The comedian’s voice wound on, utterly tired of life: ‘I went to a restaurant, it said “breakfast any time”, so I ordered French toast in the Renaissance.’ Despite himself, Bax sniggered.
Axle shut off the tape machine. His ravaged face was pink with appreciation, his eyes moist. ‘Steve Wright. Kills me every time. Well, what you got?’
‘Lot nineteen,’ Bax said. ‘White Honda Prelude with bad rear-end damage.’ He took an envelope from his pocket and gave it to Axle. ‘There’s five grand. The car might go above five, but I very much doubt it.’
Axle tucked the envelope inside the denim jacket he wore over a black T-shirt, summer and winter. ‘No worries.’
‘Get a receipt, do all the paperwork, and arrange to have it delivered to that body shop the Mesics run in Flemington.’
Axle was surprised. ‘Not their Richmond place?’
Bax shared some of the irritation he’d been feeling lately. ‘No, fuck it all. The older brother’s back in town and he’s decided to sell the Richmond place.’
‘Huh,’ Axle said.
‘So, arrange delivery, then you and I go looking for a another white Prelude.’
‘No worries,’ Axle said, and he left Bax there. After a while, Bax turned on Axle’s sound system and heard the cassette through to the end, snuffles of laughter escaping from him every few seconds. Outside the car, a gritty wind was hassling the pedestrians and inside his head the Mesic problem and the problem of the money he owed his SP bookie were never far away, but for a time at least, the world didn’t feel such a bad place.
Forty minutes later Axle was there with the envelope. ‘Three seven fifty,’ he said.
‘Good one.’
Axle started the car. The motor backfired once, settling into a surging idle. ‘White Prelude,’ he said.
‘Car park at the Prahran market?’
Axle shook his head violently. ‘No way known. They’ve got this lookout tower, some guy on the PA spotting parking spaces for people. We’ll try Chaddie.’
The drive to Chadstone shopping centre took them thirty minutes. They searched the immense parking areas for a further ten minutes until Axle stopped the car and beamed. ‘There.’
A young woman had just locked a white Prelude and now she was snapping on stiletto heels across the asphalt toward the side entrance of Myer. Bax watched her limbs moving inside the power dresser’s pencil-line skirt and padded shoulders. He liked the way her calves flexed and he looked for the line of her knickers, an image of Stella Mesic filling his head.
‘Wakey, wakey,’ Axle said, passing a hand across Bax’s face.
‘We wait till she’s inside,’ Bax said, ‘then we wait another couple of minutes in case she’s forgotten something.’
‘Fair enough.’
They saw the woman veer toward an ANZ automatic teller machine and join the queue. There were four people waiting and the line moved slowly. Both men sighed simultaneously and settled in their seats. After a while, Bax, encouraged into intimacy by their shared liking of the comedy tape, said, ‘They call you Axle because you steal cars, right?’
Axle was affronted. ‘Shit no. It’s my real name. Axel. A-x-e-l. Danish.’
Bax nodded. ‘Axel,’ he said, stressing the second syllable.
‘You got it.’
They waited, and two minutes after the woman had disappeared into Myer, Axel reached into the back seat and retrieved a black metal box fitted with switches, a dial and a telescopic aerial. He extended the aerial and tilted the box toward the woman’s car. Bax made no comment. The device was a radio scanner and he’d seen Axel use it before. According to a manufacturer’s sticker on the rear window, the woman’s Prelude had been fitted with a car alarm, and Axel was about to disarm it. His box of tricks would transmit a signal matching the signal the woman transmitted from the gadget on her keyring when she wanted to unlock the car.
Bax waited. The scanner ran through the frequencies, the numbers rapidly dissolving and reforming on the digital readout. Then it locked and Axel said, ‘Bingo.’
They wasted no time after that. Bax took Axel’s place behind the wheel of the rustbucket and watched Axel break into the Prelude. Then he drove out onto Dandenong Road, Axel following in the stolen car, and headed for Flemington.
From the outside, Mach-One Motors on Flemington Road was just another suburban lube and service garage. The paperwork listed a Charles Willis as the proprietor, but Charles Willis was a name old man Mesic had dreamed up and the petrol pumps and hydraulic hoists were a front for the real business of the place.
Bax parked, tapped the horn twice, and watched as a massive steel rolladoor cranked open at the rear of the workshop. He stood back while Axel drove in, then followed on foot, the rolladoor rattling down behind him.
He was in a space the size of a barn. Doors, motors, panels, windscreens and car compliance plates were stacked in orderly rows around the perimeter of the shed. An obstacle course of rear axles took up a quarter of the floor space; lathes, oxyacetylene cutting equipment and mechanics took up the rest. The air was smoky, oily, riven by the screaming tools and hammers. The wrecked Prelude had been delivered and already a couple of men were cutting away the damaged section. Within twenty-four hours the legitimate front half would be welded to the back half of the stolen car, giving the Mesics a Prelude worth $25 000 and untraceable parts worth several thousand dollars on top of that. Not bad for an outlay of $3750, thought Bax.
The Mesic brothers materialised from a makeshift fibro office next to a stack of bumper bars. Bax frowned. He had no wish to see Victor: he just wanted to deal with Leo. If Victor was there, it could only mean bad news. He faced the Mesics stonily as they approached him, nodding once briefly in recognition of the warning look Leo was flashing him.
Victor wasted no time. He held out his hand to Bax. ‘My brother says he gave you five thousand?’
Bax gave him the envelope. ‘Here’s your change. The deal is you give me a finder’s fee, a thousand bucks.’
The grin on Victor’s face was loaded with the little man’s cockiness and malice. ‘Maybe you should have deducted it,’ he said, pocketing the envelope.
Oh lovely, Bax thought. He said nothing.
‘Understand me, Bax. We’re winding up operations here too. You’ve pulled your last car for us.’
Bax reached out a hand. ‘Come on, Vic, give me my thousand.’
Victor Mesic stepped back daintily, as if he were dancing. ‘Uh, uh. Nope. This time you get paid when we’ve actually sold the car.’
Bax shook his head. He felt very tired. For a while then he stared at the floor, shutting out the Mesics, the sounds of tortured metal, trying to find some elusive peace at the core of himself. He didn’t know how he’d ever let himself get caught up in all this. He didn’t know how he was going to get out of it. All he did know was that time was running out and he’d have to find an unaccustomed chip of ice in his heart.

****



Twenty-one


‘Until now you’ve been an irritation,’ Jardine said. ‘It’s time to hit Kepler where it will hurt his pocket and his pride.’
He paused. He looked at a point beyond Wyatt’s shoulder, putting his thoughts together. Wyatt waited. It was Friday morning and they were in Jardine’s room. Jardine had considered moving out, but Wyatt said no, that would only attract attention if the Outfit got it into its head that he was behind the recent hits on its operations.
‘There’s a floating casino,’ Jardine said finally. ‘It’s how Kepler got started, it’s a good earner for him, and he’s still got a soft spot for it. It’s strictly for the high-flyers. There are plenty of legitimate games for them in Australia. If you’re some bigwig from Hong Kong, say, accustomed to staking six figures at the gambling tables, places like Jupiters and Wrest Point will lay on the air fare, accommodation, all meals, the odd bottle of Dom Perignon, etcetera, for you and the wife.’
He stopped and gulped tea from his mug. Wyatt was also drinking tea. Nothing stronger, nothing that might blur the edges of thought.
‘That’s fine,’ Jardine went on, ‘except there’s always the bloke who wants something a bit different. He wants to play in a place where no one knows his name, where he doesn’t have to dress up, where the risk is greater, the company rougher, the rules aren’t set by the Gaming Commission. That’s where the Outfit comes in.’
Wyatt waited. Jardine generally took his time with the background, but it always turned out to be important. He drank his tea and waited.
‘You’ve noticed there’s a lot of unleased office space in Sydney,’ Jardine said.
‘Melbourne too.’
‘It’s got the real estate boys worried,’ Jardine said, ‘so they offer special deals. One in particular has caught the attention of the Outfit-free rent for the first six months.’
Wyatt inclined his head imperceptibly, guessing what was coming next. ‘Ready-made premises,’ he said.
‘Right. The Outfit sets up a dummy front company to lease a suite of empty offices, generally an entire floor, gets some poor bastard who owes them something to decorate the place, hires a few girls, buys a lot of booze, puts in a few crap tables and stuff, and once a week holds the biggest game in Sydney, only no one knows about it.’
‘Cash?’
‘Too risky. They deal strictly with chips. The players buy their chips at some Outfit joint, taxis take them to the game, they go up in the elevator, and happily shut themselves away for a couple of days. There’s never more than six playing at a time, attended by three or four Outfit heavies and a couple of girls.’
‘Guns?’
‘Not allowed, though the Outfit will be carrying.’
‘Once a week?’
‘All year round. Just before the first rent payment is due, the game moves to new premises somewhere.’
Wyatt grunted absently. He didn’t care about some clever Outfit swindle. He cared only about hitting the Outfit where it hurt. ‘When’s the next game?’
Jardine smiled. ‘Starts tonight.’
The two men fell silent. They had hit the Outfit twice now, quick and hard. The floating crap game was next. The object this time was to throw a scare into the big punters so they’d never play in an Outfit game again no matter how much compensation and shut-up money the Outfit had to fork out to them. If the Outfit refused to talk to Wyatt after that, he’d just go on hitting them.
The agent who met them in the foyer of the Bellcourt Building at one o’clock was young, about twenty-eight, a slight figure overwhelmed by a dark, double-breasted suit. He wore the coat open to display his hand-painted tie, his hair was cropped short on the sides, and he carried a mobile phone. Jardine and Wyatt also wore suits. The agent took one look at the suits and decided these guys weren’t important. ‘A trade magazine?’ he said, trying to work up some enthusiasm.
‘That’s right. Ceramics Quarterly,’ Jardine said.
‘Anything from lavatory bowls to vases,’ Wyatt said.
‘We need plenty of space,’ Jardine said, ‘for desks, layout tables, computers.’
They had come to the doorman’s desk in the centre of the foyer. The doorman was half asleep over a copy of the Daily Telegraph, now and then glancing at security monitors. The agent signed the book and ushered Jardine and Wyatt across to the elevator. ‘Ceramics. Sounds interesting.’
Jardine and Wyatt got into the lift with the agent. They had nothing more to say about ceramics, but they were working, so they stayed in character, not exchanging glances, not winking. Wyatt said, ‘Is there a doorman on duty around the clock?’
‘He goes off at six. For after-hours access you need a swipe card.’
Wyatt nodded. They got off on the sixth floor. Ahead of them was a vast empty room. The air smelt of new carpet.
‘This is it,’ the agent said. He pointed to a cream-painted wall and a solid-looking door further along the corridor. ‘The floor above is empty. The one under us was rented a few weeks ago. Accountants. You won’t hear boo out of them.’
Jardine walked into the vacant suite. Wyatt followed him. They prowled around the perimeter of it, discussing partitions, lighting and airconditioning with one another in low voices. The agent wandered nearby, now and then checking his watch.
Finally Wyatt and Jardine made their way to the windows. The glass was tinted. They could see the spine of the Harbour Bridge in the distance, the glassy spires of downtown Sydney. One window opened onto a balcony. Wyatt pushed at it experimentally.
‘Here, let me show you,’ the agent said.
He unlocked the door and slid it open. There was grit and oiliness in the air outside. Wyatt and Jardine stepped out and pretended to look out over the city. They didn’t stay there long. The fifth-floor suites also had balconies and that’s all they needed to know.
The agent looked at his watch. ‘Just about perfect for what you gents are after.’
Wyatt and Jardine weren’t so sure. They asked to see suites on the fourth and seventh floors. The agent let it be known that there were also empty suites on the second and ninth floors, but Wyatt said thanks, they’d had enough to be going on with, they’d decide this weekend and be in touch.
‘Just remember,’ the agent said on the footpath outside, ‘sign a long lease and you’ll get the first six months free.’
They came back just before six o’clock. This time they wore dark overalls, balaclavas and latex gloves. Wyatt carried a gym bag, Jardine an aluminium extension ladder. The doorman didn’t recognise the two men. As they came in from the footpath and advanced across the marble floor, he put down his paper and asked, ‘Help you blokes?’
The lobby was empty. Jardine rested the ladder against the high edge of the doorman’s desk and joined Wyatt in leaning his forearms on the top. Then he reached over and pushed the doorman’s chest. The man’s chair was fitted with castors. It shot back, too quickly for him to push the alarm button. By the time the chair had stopped moving and the man had come out of his chair, Wyatt was behind the desk with him, tickling his throat with the barrel of his.38. The doorman said what everyone says: ‘What do you want?’ His voice was shaky.
Wyatt took the gun away. The doorman could still see it, he knew the threat was still there, but the cruel black hole was pointing at the floor now. He gulped and tried to gather himself. ‘What do you fellows want?’
Part of Wyatt’s job was to read men like the doorman. He knew the doorman felt humiliation under the fear. The doorman had a job to do, he’d failed to do it, so maybe he’d do something foolish unless Wyatt eased the fear and the humiliation. He said gently, ‘What’s your name?’
The doorman’s hair had worked free, oily ropes of it like spaghetti over his left ear. He pushed it back across his bald scalp and said, wanting to do the right thing, ‘First name? Or both my names?’
‘First name will do fine.’
The man worked some moisture into his mouth. ‘Bill.’
‘Bill,’ Wyatt said. ‘Well, Bill, we want your help.’
‘What kind of help?’
‘Is the wife expecting you home?’
Bill muttered, ‘Single bloke.’
‘Fine, so you don’t need to call anyone if you’re going to be late?’
‘No.’
‘We need your keys for a while, Bill. We also want you to lock the main door now and turn out a few lights so the place looks closed. Can you do that?’
‘Why the gun? What are you blokes up to?’
‘I’m sorry, Bill, we’re in a hurry. Just be satisfied that we don’t intend to shoot anyone, okay?’
Bill nodded. Wyatt escorted him to the front door, watched him lock it, then took the keys from his nervy fingers. ‘Now, I’m afraid we have to tie you up, Bill.’
They roped his wrists and ankles to the castor chair, taped his mouth and shut him in the cleaner’s storeroom. ‘I’ll leave the light on, Bill,’ Wyatt said. ‘We’ll be back for you in thirty minutes, no more.’
He had no intention of coming back, but he didn’t want the doorman to know that. He wanted the doorman to sit quiet for a while, that’s all.
Three minutes later they were in the empty suite on the sixth floor again. The air had a shut down, empty smell about it, but Wyatt could sense the energy and tension in the floor beneath them. He imagined the cigarettes, the sweat and whisky, the murmured bids, the chips clacking together. The feeling passed in a second. He didn’t have time to indulge his imagination.
Jardine unlocked the balcony door and Wyatt carried the gym bag through. The curtains were drawn on the fifth floor, the lights on behind them. Wyatt took out a nylon rope ladder, fastened one end to the balcony railing, and let the other end unroll into the darkness.
He pulled the balaclava down over his face and climbed down. Jardine followed him. On the fifth-floor balcony they took out.38s, eased open the sliding door and slipped inside.
There was only one game. Six men-two Chinese, two Europeans, two Filipinos-sat around a table. Four of them were smoking. A poolhall light hung low from the ceiling, throwing a harsh glow onto the table. The rest of the room was shadowy. Two closed doors led to rooms at the far end of the suite. There was a bar at the back with a shelf of bottles behind it.
It was pretty much as Wyatt had imagined it from Jardine’s description. What interested him now was the position of the Outfit goons. He saw one behind the bar, one at the door, a couple more leaning against the walls. They looked half asleep. They’d soon wake up when the cold air stirred the smoke.
Wyatt didn’t give them time to come awake. He ran to the gaming table, jerked one of the Chinese players out of his chair and let everyone see the.38 at the man’s throat. ‘Drop your guns on the floor.’
The goons tensed, reached into their jackets, thought better of it. The man from Hong Kong was good for a million bucks a year to the Outfit. They dropped their guns. Meanwhile Jardine flushed a couple of half-naked teenagers from the other rooms.
‘We don’t want to hurt anybody,’ Wyatt said. ‘We’ll be out in five minutes.’
He spoke clearly, his voice flat. His approach when guns were out was to say little, act mildly, never use his colleagues’ names. He always used handguns, never shotguns, in situations like this one: shotguns were clumsy, noisy, messy; they caused panic. He never waved the gun around: instead, he would choose a target and keep the gun there, a clear promise of who would get it first if someone else got out of line.
He’d said all he needed to say at this stage. Jardine scooped the chips into the bag, stepped back from the table and herded the Outfit goons and the shivering callgirls onto the balcony. He finished by locking them out there and joining Wyatt.
Wyatt turned his attention to the gamblers. Four of them were idle and corrupt and liked to hurt people, and so they believed that they were going to die. The other two looked angry. None of them intended to play in an Outfit game again.
When Wyatt did speak again it was to say: ‘Tell Kepler you win some, you lose some.’

****



Twenty-two


Napper rapped the cast-iron doorknocker and waited. Josie shared the house with another single mother, a lawyer, but he wasn’t worried about encountering the lawyer today. A misplaced social conscience kept her in the Fitzroy Legal Aid office on Friday afternoons, telling street scum how to avoid fines and jail terms, while Josie minded the kids. Napper knocked again. It was a renovated terrace house, the door Deep Brunswick Green like every other door in Fitzroy.
‘What are you doing here?’ Then, immediately, ‘Get back inside, Roxanne. What are you doing here?’
Napper had time to see his daughter’s face, avid then sulky, before Josie barred the way and had closed the door. She stood on the welcome mat, glaring at him.
‘Just a civilised word, Josie, that’s all I want.’
‘Civilised? If you were civilised there’d be no need for a court order. I’m going inside, I have nothing to say to you.’
Always the same, a shrill note of complaint, the face pinched and bitter. Disgusted, Napper said, ‘Look, I’ve been a bit strapped for cash lately.’
‘What about me? You think I’m made of money?’
As far as Napper was concerned, his hard-earned income put eighty-dollar jeans on his daughter, it put his ex-wife through some wanker’s diploma up at the uni, and all he got out of it was an endless hassle. But this was a push-pull game of old grudges and suspicion that they were playing, almost unconsciously, so he said mildly, ‘I just want a fairer settlement, that’s all. The court didn’t take everything into consideration.’
‘Like what? That you like to spend a hundred dollars a week on beer and vodka? That you like to visit brothels?’
Napper flushed. ‘I’m forced to live in poverty-’
Josie shrugged.
‘-while you slack around up at the uni, contributing nothing to the care of our daughter.’
Josie said, ‘I don’t believe this. The system was supposed to protect me from crap like this.’
She moved to go into the house then, but Napper spun her around by the shoulder and screamed into her face: ‘Look at me when I’m talking to you.’
She wrenched away. ‘You’re just scum. I’m reporting this, hassling me like this, perving on Roxanne at the pool. It makes me wonder if you did things to her when you were still living with us.’
Napper couldn’t find the words he needed so he stepped away from her. A pain began behind his eyes, one of his split-open headaches. He put his fingers to his temples, opened and closed his mouth, and finally said, ‘You’re tearing me apart.’
‘You’re tearing yourself apart,’ his ex-wife said, holding the door close to her trunk, edging into the house. ‘You want to go to court again? Nine thousand dollars, that’s what you owe me.’
‘Make that seven and a half thousand,’ Napper said, throwing Malan’s cash at her feet, ‘plus another fifteen hundred tomorrow.’
She didn’t move to pick up the money. She didn’t do anything, didn’t say thank you. Napper slammed the wrought-iron gate and got out of there, his head pounding. He kept Panadol in the glove-box of the ute. He slid across the seat to open it and his boots knocked off another patch of the floor above the exhaust pipe before he remembered the rust spot. He tossed three Panadol into his throat and chased them down with saliva but he could feel them stuck there, so he got out again, walked to the milk bar on the corner, swallowed a can of Fanta.
6.30 pm. He had ninety minutes to kill before the night shift so he drove to Tina’s, window down in case he was gassing himself with exhaust fumes. He didn’t get much joy with Tina, either. She handed him a lot of shit about the hours he worked, their times off never coinciding, and it all boiled up and he slapped her, just the once, to shut her up. She started bawling, said she hated him, and went out slamming the door.
Anything for a bit of peace. Napper hunted around in her fridge, found a couple of the Cascade lagers she liked, and settled in her recliner with the remote control in his lap.
First up on Channel Seven was the death of Clare Ng, aged ten, killed by a car bomb in Richmond earlier that day. At first attributed to a petrol or gas leak, police now believed that a device had been planted in the boot of the Ng family’s late model Mercedes, parked in an alley behind the restaurant owned by her father, a prominent local businessman tipped to be the next mayor of Richmond. According to a police spokesperson, Clare may have activated the bomb when she opened the boot of the car.
There was more. The outgoing mayor was outraged. Clare was well liked at school. The family was popular. Police hadn’t ruled out elements in the Vietnamese community.
What was she doing opening the boot? Napper wondered. He pictured the lid flying up, smacking her in the face. Then he pictured it happening to his own daughter, and the beer and the Panadol and the Fanta began to churn and heave in his stomach. He put his head in his hands, rocked a little.
The sport and the weather passed, then canned laughter and ads for things that made no sense to Napper. He went to the kitchen, poured away his beer, washed Tina’s dishes for her. He microwaved a TV dinner from her freezer, spooned Nescafe into a mug of water, microwaved that. The night ahead was long and he needed a clear head.
It was 8.10 when Napper got to the station. The bombing had the place stirred up, the boss saying next time it could be on their patch, so watch it, keep your eyes and ears open.
At twenty past eight a WPC came by his desk. ‘You all right, sir?’
‘What do you mean, am I all right?’
She shrugged. ‘You look a bit rough around the edges, that’s all. By the way, someone’s been trying to ring you.’
‘Who?’
‘Won’t give his name. Says he’ll keep trying.’
Malan.
Napper left the station and went to a pay phone. ‘Listen, never call me at work.’
‘You fucked up,’ Malan said.
‘How was I to know the kid would open the boot?’
‘Her tennis racquet was in there,’ Malan said. ‘Why did you make the charge so big? Why didn’t you put it somewhere else on the car? They say it blew the back of the car off.’
‘It was an accident.’
‘Counterproductive,’ Malan said. ‘Eddie Ng will get the sympathy vote now. Instead of throwing doubts and fears into him, he’ll ride high on this. He’s got people rallying around him already.’
Napper didn’t have time to listen to this crap. During the past hour or so he’d managed to get his nerve back. He’d put the death of the child into perspective, the image of the metal smacking her down. ‘You can’t be sure of that,’ he said. ‘Look, you contracted me to do a job and I did it. I’ll be around later to pick up the other half.’
‘You must be joking. If you come anywhere near me again I’ll talk. Even if it means I have to go down with you.’
That left Napper standing on Swan Street with a dead phone against his ear.

****



Twenty-three


The days were getting longer in Sydney and the kiosk near the steps leading down to the underground station sold plants Wyatt had never seen before, heaped in buckets on the footpath. Little flags said proteas, golden torch, gedisha. He recognised clumps of frosty grey gum tree leaves among them. Some tiny orange, lemon and umbrella trees in terracotta pots lined the wall of the kiosk, a wooden structure resembling an Alpine hut. On shelves inside the kiosk were vials of aroma therapy oils, blue and green Mexican glass vases, crystals, terracotta ducks. Since everyone was buying roses, carnations and freesias that Saturday afternoon, the rest of it seemed to be a waste of time.
A white Bentley pulled into the kerb. The car belonged to Kepler and Wyatt had been expecting it. Kepler himself wasn’t in the car. According to Jardine, the driver was just a driver but the man in the back was Towns, head of operations for Kepler. Every Saturday afternoon the two men stopped for roses, collected their boss at the Darling Harbour penthouse where he made deals and kept a mistress, and took him home. Kepler’s story to his wife was that he’d spent the afternoon at the races. Presumably the roses eased his conscience.
The Bentley had tinted glass windows. Wyatt watched the kerb-side rear door swing open. From his vantage point behind a wire rack of postcards next to a newspaper stand he had a clear view of the car’s interior. The chauffeur wore a dark coat and a peaked cap, that’s all he could tell. Towns wore a dark suit and highly polished black shoes. There was no one with him in the back of the car. Towns got out, stretched to ease a kink in his back, then pushed through pedestrians to the flower kiosk. The motor was running in the Bentley. The back door hung partly open.
Wyatt had considered getting into the car and waiting for Towns, but that had too many holes in it. Towns might see him there and back away. The driver might get brave and try leaning on the horn or roaring off down the street. Instead, Wyatt waited while Towns bought the roses and returned to the car with them. A man’s defenses are down when he’s got roses in his hands and he’s bending to go through a car door. Wyatt waited. When Towns was back at the car, getting in flowers first, head down, waist bent, Wyatt moved. Wyatt himself had a suit on. The pedestrians might have thought him impatient, the way he shoved in after the first man, closing the door behind him, but he didn’t look entirely out of place and besides, the rich had their own rules.
The driver wore a cap and dark glasses. He was a mouth breather and had his head buried in the sports section of the Daily Telegraph. At the rocking of the car he folded the paper and put it aside. ‘All set, boss?’
Then he saw Wyatt. His hand went into his jacket and he tried to turn around. Wyatt let him see the.38. The windows were tinted: Wyatt could have waved a machine gun around if he’d wanted to. ‘Don’t,’ he warned. ‘All I want to do is talk. All you have to do is drive around the block a few times.’
‘Boss?’
Towns twisted his mouth. ‘Do as he says.’
‘Guns, first,’ Wyatt said.
He pocketed both guns and the Bentley rode silently into the traffic. The interior smelt of leather, aftershave, aggression. Wyatt leaned back against the door. Towns was an amiable, scholarly, alert-looking man whose trade included murder. He said mildly, ‘Have you considered taking a train? At the bottom of the steps there.’
Wyatt looked at him flatly. His eyes didn’t stray.
‘I assume you’re the bastard knocking over our operations,’ Towns said finally. ‘What are you trying to prove?’
‘Let me give you two names from the recent past. Bauer and Letterman.’
Towns seemed tired suddenly. ‘Wyatt.’
Wyatt said, ‘You sent Bauer after me, I killed him. You sent Letterman after me, I killed him too.’
For the first time in months there was a twist of emotion in Wyatt’s voice. He heard it in himself and he welcomed it. He didn’t care that the old calmness was gone, the certainty he felt when he hijacked an armoured car or cleaned out a bank. This time he was after revenge, not profit. It was personal this time, and there was something cleansing about that. He was setting his will against a man who meant him harm. Emotion came into it. He couldn’t be neutral.
He nudged Towns viciously, the.38 bruising the thin man’s ribs. ‘I need to see Kepler.’
‘To kill him? We won’t let that happen. We’ll stop you, here or at his place. Take my word for it.’
‘I’m not interested in killing him. I want to talk. I want to make a deal.’
The Bentley stopped to let an ambulance through. Wyatt stiffened instinctively at the siren. So did Towns. When the car moved on again Wyatt said, ‘Take me to Kepler, or I’ll simply keep hitting you. One day I’ll hit Kepler himself. Take my word for that.’
‘What sort of deal?’
‘Take me to Kepler.’
By now the Bentley had gone around the block. It was creeping in traffic a few metres from the flower-choked footpath again. People glanced in exhaustion at the glossy flank of the big car before plunging down the station steps. Towns shifted in his seat. ‘Anything you want to say to Kepler you can say to me.’
Wyatt shook his head, close to frustration. What was it with Towns? Why were they negotiating on this? The shutters lifted from his face and he began to fire the.38. Shots smacked into the seat close to Towns’s left thigh, waist and shoulder.
The Bentley swerved violently, bumped over the kerb and stopped at a skewed angle across the footpath. The driver turned around, eyes wild. Wyatt waved him on with the gun. ‘Just drive,’ he said. He fired into the seat again. The puncture marks were dark in the cream leather.
Towns had frozen at the first shot. He seemed to wish himself smaller. Finally he breathed in, expanded his chest. ‘Okay, okay.’ He leaned toward the driver. ‘Take us to Kepler.’
‘The penthouse?’
‘The penthouse.’
Wyatt looked out, his heart thudding. The driver was sweeping them past Hyde Park. The trees were torn and leafless. There had been two days of freak spring storms and Sydney was sodden and steaming, a city of edgy, cooped-up people and wind-stripped gardens. The late afternoon sunlight angled through the bare trees. A couple of black sailors from a US warship were kidding with schoolgirls on a park bench. People strapped with cameras, packs and money-belts ambled along the paths, joggers and cyclists slipping in and out among them. Wyatt saw a kid snatch a purse and run with it on roller blades. Everyone watched the kid dart past them but no one stopped him. That sums up this city, Wyatt thought. He didn’t speak again, and willed calmness on himself.
The penthouse was on the marina at Darling Harbour. ‘Stay with the car,’ Wyatt told the driver.
The driver looked at Towns, Towns nodded.
Towns used a swipe card to get them into the building. They crossed the foyer, a place of dark marble and thick glass. Towns pressed the lift button and they rode to the top.
The doors opened onto a small hallway. Towns used the swipe card again to let them into the penthouse. Wyatt looked around. The carpet was thick, the sofa was leather, and Kepler had tacked Ken Done paintings over the walls. There was no sign of anyone. ‘Where is he?’
Just then they heard a manufactured squeal coming from one of the other rooms. Towns regarded him neutrally. ‘Take a wild guess.’
‘Let’s check on his performance,’ Wyatt said, prodding Towns with the gun. Towns led him to a corridor to the left of the main room. The sounds of passion were more pronounced now, with plenty of unimaginative dirty film dialogue. Towns stopped outside the room where all the heaving was going on and said, ‘He’s not going to like this.’
Wyatt prodded him with the gun. ‘We might learn something.’
It was the woman who had twice tried to kill him in Melbourne. She had very long legs and they were waving in the air. She was making all the noise but her eyes, still scarred and bruised, were open and aimed abstractedly at the ceiling. Any noise Kepler made was muffled because he had his mouth stuck to her neck. He had a massive wattled trunk, skinny agitated buttocks and thin legs.
‘Hope you haven’t got a dicky heart, Kepler.’
The noises shut down at once. Kepler went still, then the woman pushed at him and he splayed onto his back, looking gluey, red and limp. The woman sat up, drew her knees to her chin and slowly grinned, taking in Wyatt’s exhausted, prohibitive face. He read it as a challenge and ignored her. ‘I want you both under the covers.’
The woman’s grin widened. ‘Don’t tell me I make you feel uncomfortable?’
‘Shut up,’ Kepler said wearily. He swung his legs to the edge of the bed. ‘Let me get dressed, and we’ll have a talk.’
Wyatt shot out the tiffany lamp next to the bed. ‘Under the covers.’ He waved the.38 at Towns. ‘Join them. Then we can talk.’

****



Twenty-four


Wyatt started with the woman. ‘She’s been trying to kill me.’
Kepler lifted his pudgy hands and let them drop again. ‘It’s what she does.’
Wyatt stared at her. ‘Have you got a name?’
‘Rose.’
‘Rose what?’
‘Rose will do.’
She was low in the bed between the two men, only her head showing. She was watching him, gauging him, her face small and white and her bruised eyes dark like two discs in a mask. Now and then he caught a flicker, as though she were telling him they shared a history and had to play out its consequences.
‘Are you payroll or freelance?’
‘What does it matter?’
It mattered to Wyatt. If she were freelance she would always be a problem, wanting to settle her grudge. If she were in Kepler’s pay, Kepler would have to persuade her that this job was off now, the contract cancelled. Wyatt turned to Kepler inquiringly.
‘She works for me,’ Kepler said.
‘Exclusively?’
‘Yes.’
‘What about the three heavies she had working with her?’
‘Hired help,’ Kepler said. ‘We won’t be using them again.’
Wyatt turned to the woman. ‘Rose, I’m no longer a target. Mr Kepler is about to explain that to you.’
‘Really?’ Kepler said. He had folded his arms over the grey mat of hair on his soft chest. ‘Why would I do that?’
Wyatt pulled a matchbox from his inside pocket. He opened it with one hand. Glassy chips the size of fingertips thudded onto the quilt of the bed like fat drops of rain. ‘Your diamonds,’ he said, ‘worth a hundred thousand grand.’
‘I’d like to know how you knew about that.’
‘Shut up. Diamonds, a hundred grand. Cocaine, another hundred grand. Loss of goodwill and business from your gambling mates-’ Wyatt shrugged ‘-incalculable damage.’
Kepler stared at the diamonds, then heaved up out of the sheets to pick them up. ‘You’re off your rocker. What’s this all about?’
‘As I just said to Rose, you put a price on my head and now I want you to remove it.’
Kepler laughed. ‘Why should I do that?’
‘To save yourself more grief.’
Kepler shrugged. ‘I’ve got a large and loyal workforce. We’ll hunt you down.’
Wyatt ground the barrel of his.38 into a bulge in the quilt that was Kepler’s foot. ‘Kepler, I’m doing the hunting now. Can’t you see that?’
The foot jerked, then stopped. ‘I’m genuinely puzzled. Why don’t you just take the diamonds and piss off overseas?’
Wyatt shook his head. ‘I like it here.’
‘Or go underground,’ Kepler said.
‘I don’t want to run. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder for the rest of my life.’
Kepler gestured irritably. ‘You’ve got the drop on me here, I’m defenceless, so why not kill me?’
‘It might still come to that.’
‘No, seriously,’ Kepler said. ‘I want to know.’
‘Having a price on my head interferes with the work I do. I want to continue doing what I did before all this. I want to operate freely. I can’t while the contract’s still active, wondering if every punk I meet intends to prove himself by going up against me.’
‘And if I don’t cancel it?’
‘Then I’ll kill you. Maybe not now-maybe I’ll let you stew a little. And I’ll keep hitting your operations until no one trusts you, until you’re ruined.’
Towns spoke for the first time. ‘That wouldn’t remove your central problem, Wyatt. The contract would still be active. The organisation has plenty of resources. Even if you kill all three of us, whoever takes over will find you sooner or later.’
Wyatt didn’t look at Towns. He watched Kepler, saying nothing. He’d known how the conversation would go.
‘Are you listening?’ Kepler said. ‘In terms of a bargaining position you’re offering fuck-all. Why should we listen? You can’t just promise to stop hitting us. You’ll have to come up with something substantial.’
Wyatt seemed to think about it. Kepler looked at him thoughtfully. ‘What I could do is offer you a job. A man with your talents, you could be very useful.’
‘You must be joking,’ Wyatt said.
He knew what working for the Outfit would be like. The Outfit had snared a lot of good professionals who were now in the slammer. What they offered sounded good on the surface. They’d set up every job for you, complete with floor plans, equipment, back-up-even videotapes showing the layout if that’s what you needed. Then they’d fence the jewels, paintings, bullion, travellers’ cheques for you, launder the cash, taking those sorts of risks onto their own shoulders so that you weren’t worrying about being ripped off or trapped by undercover cops.
The catch was, once you were one of theirs, the Outfit worked you day and night and paid you peanuts for all that hard work and talent. If lucky, you’d earn maybe ten cents on die dollar for everything you stole and the Outfit pocketed the rest. If unlucky-if you were arrested, or cracked under the pressure-you were on your own.
No thanks. Whenever Wyatt needed to fence anything, there were good men he could go to, independent operators who valued the work he did and paid top dollar.
‘You’re making a mistake,’ Kepler said.
Wyatt shook his head.
‘Okay then,’ Kepler said, pushing the covers down to his waist, ‘finish me off here and now.’
‘Shut up, Kepler. You asked for something substantial. I can give it to you. You’re expanding into Victoria, correct?’
Slowly the scorn and irony disappeared from Kepler’s heavy face. He laughed harshly. ‘We would’ve had a toehold there by now if you hadn’t stuffed us around.’
‘Forget that,’ Wyatt said. ‘Have you heard of the Mesics?’
Kepler eyed him, looking for the trap. ‘Stolen cars.’
‘Karl Mesic died recently. The oldest son intends to move them into more ambitious rackets, but meanwhile they’re vulnerable. Already a lot of small operators are sniffing around ready to snap up the bits and pieces.’
Wyatt paused. Then he smiled. There was no warmth in it, only a hard certainty. ‘I can give them to you.’
‘You can give me the Mesics?’
‘Lock, stock and barrel, so long as we hit them now while everything’s still in place, still operational.’
Kepler regarded him sceptically. ‘What’s in it for you?’
‘The Mesics have got some money that’s rightly mine. Last year one of their agents ripped me off. I don’t expect to get everything back, but every Thursday night there’s a lot of cash in the safe. I’ll take whatever’s there. That’s all I want.’
Kepler was suspicious suddenly. ‘Who else have you approached with this idea?’
‘No one. Why?’
Kepler’s face cleared. ‘I want to be sure there’s no competition. You say you only want cash? Not an operating percentage?’
‘I want whatever I can carry with me out of the door,’ Wyatt said. ‘Everything else is yours.’
‘Such as?’
‘One, you get to talk to the Mesics face to face. Two, you get their records-everything you need to know about their current operations and what they have in mind for the future. Armed with that kind of information you could take over without a hitch.’
‘So that’s the deal, your trump card? You give me the Mesics, I put the word out that the contract’s cancelled?’
‘That’s it.’
Kepler seemed to lean back and size him up. ‘I don’t doubt you could knock them off, if you had the right sort of team.’
Wyatt had written this script in his head and so far none of the players had missed a beat. ‘Yes,’ he said.
‘And you can’t put a team together if there’s a contract out and every second hoon’s got the hots for you.’
Kepler was still keeping to the script. Kepler was a survivor. He tested everything for the profit margin and the risk factor before he committed himself. Wyatt leaned forward. ‘Believe it or not, I’ve got friends, people who would rather work for me than against me, despite the forty grand you’ve got on my head. All I’ll need from you at the start is some operating cash.’
Kepler thought about it. ‘I don’t think I can do that.’
‘Why not?’
‘A man likes to keep an eye on his investment. I mean, your pals could rip you off, you could fuck up, I could be throwing away good money and earning myself a lot of pain if the Mesics hear about this.’
Wyatt frowned, stringing this along. ‘What have you got in mind?’
‘My people work with you. They don’t get their hands dirty, they don’t put their lives at risk, but they’ll be in the know and they’ll provide whatever resources you need.’
Wyatt waited for a few seconds. He worked on the principle that self interest was the driving motive in human affairs. He didn’t trust Kepler. He didn’t trust anyone. Unfortunately, however, to do the work he did he had to trust some people part of the way. The jobs where he could operate solo were rare. He had to work with others. The best he could do was watch his back, minimise the risks, cancel the forces acting against him before they could take effect. ‘As long as they know who’s the boss,’ he said finally.
‘Maybe,’ Kepler shrugged. ‘It all sounds pretty dicey to me.’
Wyatt looked directly at the fat man and it was a look of hard, tired wisdom. ‘Kepler, make up your mind now-do you want me out of the way, or do you want me to hand you the Mesics?’
Kepler probably wanted both things. Certainly Kepler might order him killed after the Mesics had been hit. Wyatt had worked that factor into his thinking.
Meanwhile he was tired of going around in circles. ‘Do you understand me, Kepler? I hand you the Mesics. You cancel the contract. We have to agree at that basic level. Otherwise I’ll kill you. Even if it means I have to look over my shoulder for the rest of my life, you’ll still be dead.’
‘We could hit the Mesics ourselves.’
‘Then why haven’t you done it? The truth is you’re still weak in Melbourne. I know the city. I know the Mesic set-up. I know how to hit them. It’s what I’m good at. It’s my job.’
The script ended here. The only step left to Wyatt was to kill Kepler now, in the bed. Towns and Rose sensed that and seemed to wait with him while Kepler thought it through.
‘You’ve got a deal,’ Kepler said.
Saying it, making the decision, had the effect of giving Kepler back some of the control he’d lost. He straightened in the bed. ‘Work out the details with Towns and Rose. They’ll go with you to Melbourne, but understand this-they will not be put at risk.’
Wyatt shook his head. ‘You understand that Rose stays here with you.’

****



Twenty-five


Wyatt knew it was no good dangling big bucks under Jardine’s nose, or appealing to old times, or promising anything at all. Jardine didn’t need to work at his old trade again. He did all right, his computer beating the bookies’ odds most of the time and there was always someone who wanted to buy the heists he planned. He had books to read, music, memories, a life of stylish quietness and solitude. Still, a sharkish look of hunger had appeared on Jardine’s face in the past few days, sharpening as he’d helped Wyatt hit the Outfit operations one after the other. There was only one way of approaching Jardine. Wyatt said simply, ‘I’ll need your help in Melbourne.’
There might have been a grin on Jardine’s face. ‘Uh huh.’
It was Sunday morning. They were in Jardine’s rooms at the Dorset and the balcony window was open, letting in a morning breeze. Wyatt had slept on the couch. He felt stiff and cranky, impatient to start work.
Just then a trick of the atmosphere brought a voice clearly into the room from the street below: ‘Oppose the third runway. Sign this petition now.’
Jardine jerked his head at the window and this time he did smile. ‘I donated twenty bucks to the cause yesterday.’
Wyatt suddenly felt an unease close to melancholy. Now and then he glimpsed inside a normal life, a normal person’s engagement with the wider world. Certainly there were things in the world that he hated-stupidity, viciousness, ostentation-but he’d never voted, joined a cause, had a pub debate with anyone about anything. If forced to think about it he might argue that life muddled along only because people compromised, but he rarely gave a thought to what made the world tick. It was as though the things other people did had nothing to do with him. And while he was perceptive enough to understand what some people in some situations were thinking- other crims, for example, or hostages and holdup victims-he realised he knew very little about the inner lives of ordinary people. He said helplessly, ‘What third runway?’
Jardine laughed. ‘Next time you read the paper, check out the news for a change.’ He knew Wyatt. He knew that Wyatt read newspapers solely for the purpose of the tingle in his nerve endings that told him here was a sweet job: a payroll, a bank, a ticket office.
Wyatt hadn’t sat around like this with a friend for a long time. He hadn’t felt embarrassed for a long time. But this was small talk and he wasn’t comfortable with it. ‘I can offer you a fee, or a percentage.’
Jardine was drinking coffee. He’d gone down for croissants earlier and he dabbed at the pastry flakes on his chest with a wet forefinger. ‘Are you trusting your instincts, or do the facts fit?’
‘Both. The place feels right, there’s no security to speak of, and internally the Mesics are in a mess. I need to hit them this coming Thursday, when the money’s there, before someone else moves in on them.’
‘And Kepler’s agreed to bankroll you?’
Wyatt nodded. ‘We meet his people in Melbourne tomorrow morning to work out the details.’
‘We do the hit, they come in after us and mop up?’
Wyatt nodded again.
‘Are you sure the Mesics will be at home when we hit the place?’
‘They feel vulnerable at present. Some cowboys have hit a couple of their operations. Also, they’re not likely to go out and leave the money unattended.’
‘Will two of us be enough? Can’t Kepler send in his hard boys as well?’
‘Kepler’s people are there for backup before the job. I don’t like the idea of too many guns on the ground, especially Outfit guns. Also, Kepler’s not keen on his people getting hurt, or being there if the cops come in. If there is any flack, we cop it. I can live with that.’
Jardine looked across the room at his computer. The face of the monitor was milky grey under the dust sheet. ‘Of course, it would help if the bloke you took with you on this job had worked with you before.’
Wyatt said, ‘Yes.’
‘And he knew Melbourne.’
‘That too.’
‘Plus he hadn’t forgotten his old skills and wouldn’t rob you.’
Wyatt stood up. ‘Come on, Jardine. Yes or no?’
‘I want a flat fee.’
‘I’ll pay you fifty thousand. If there’s nothing in the house, if it all goes wrong, I’ll have to owe you.’
‘Coming from anyone else,’ Jardine said, ‘that wouldn’t bring me any comfort.’
Wyatt put ticket wallets on the coffee table. ‘Ansett at four o’clock.’

****



Twenty-six


The phone rang just as Bax was knocking off for the day. He picked it up and heard Stella Mesic say, ‘Is Mack there?’
This was a signal and Bax felt himself go tight inside. ‘There’s no Mack here, sorry. You must have the wrong number.’
‘Sorry about that,’ Stella said. The line went dead and after a few minutes of paper shuffling, Bax rang through to reserve an unmarked Falcon from the motor pool. It was waiting for him in the garage and Bax cringed as he strapped on the seatbelt: the interior smelt of men who lived on cigarettes and nerves and doner kebabs. Bax had also read somewhere about the vinyl in modern cars, how it secreted toxins into the air you breathed.
He cranked down the window a little and headed across to the Doncaster Freeway, where he took the Bulleen Road exit. Stella Mesic’s blue XJ6 was waiting in the Heidi Gallery car park. Bax skirted the stained grey flank of the gallery, dodged sculptures and trees, and found Stella at the river’s edge.
She didn’t smile, didn’t touch him, just stood there clasping her upper arms, and that was hard for Bax. She’d snatched some time with him on the weekend, and Bax was playing it through his head like a film: her legs, her flat brown stomach, the smattering of fine hairs around her navel.
Now it was as if none of that had ever happened when she said flatly, ‘We’ve got a problem.’
He swallowed. ‘A problem?’
‘A cop came by the house last night.’
In a rush, Bax said, ‘Internal affairs? Asking about me?’
A grimace showed on her face. ‘Calm down, nothing to do with you. This was an overweight individual called Napper, cunning but not very sharp. An ordinary station cop, a sergeant, only he wasn’t wearing his uniform.’
‘Local?’
‘No. Some inner suburban nick.’
Bax couldn’t work it out. ‘What did he want?’
‘He said he had reliable information. He said the family was going to be hit soon. He said they’d be pros, and they’d be armed. He said he thought we’d like to know.’
Bax ran his mind through the names of men he’d put away over the years and men who’d ever worked with or for the Mesics or set up in opposition to them. He said, thinking aloud, ‘The guy in the Volvo last week.’
‘Therefore we have to treat what this cop says seriously; it supports what we already know.’
‘Did this Napper character say where he got his information from? I mean, how come he approached you first and not the local boys or D24? Did he name names?’
Bax was losing control a little. He knew it from the way Stella was watching him, head cocked at an angle, waiting for the bluster to pass.
‘Well, we come to the crux of the matter, don’t we?’ she said. ‘One, our Mr Napper thought we might prefer to deal with the problem ourselves, avoid having cops hiding in the shrubbery. Two, he said he knew who and when and how, but at this stage he wasn’t at liberty to divulge that sort of information.’
Bax nodded. ‘He thought you might like to think it over, come to some sort of arrangement with him.’
‘Exactly. A ten thousand dollar arrangement.’
‘And once this crisis is over,’ Bax said, ‘he’ll be on the doorstep again, wondering if some more permanent sort of arrangement mightn’t be possible.’
‘Yeah, well, you’d know all about that,’ Stella said, and the way she said it was like a knife slicing through Bax’s heart.
He coughed. ‘Who did he speak to? All three of you?’
‘Good, your mind’s working. He spoke to Leo and me. Victor was at the gym and we haven’t told him yet. I thought we might leave him out of things at this stage.’
‘How did Leo take it?’
‘How do you expect? He’s in a stew, now he’s had time to think about it. He wants to bring in some of his hood friends to guard the place.’
Bax sighed, visualising the carnage. ‘Think he’ll tell Victor?’
‘I talked long and hard and persuaded him not to. I said we’d deal with it. But he’s unreliable, easily swayed by Victor.’
‘Ten thousand bucks,’ Bax mused. ‘When does Napper want to meet you again?’
‘Wednesday. Neutral ground, he said. He’ll let us know.’
‘I’ll check him out for you.’
Stella stood close to him, touched his arm. Sunlight spangled her hair, her dress, the water in the river. ‘I was counting on you to warn him off, beat him up or something. Tell him this is an undercover operation he’s walked in on. At least come to the meeting and help us negotiate.’
Bax put plenty of expression into his face and voice. He held her arms, leaned forward, kissed her briefly. ‘Sweetheart, I can’t. I can’t risk upsetting another cop, or revealing that I’m linked in any way. All he has to do is drop a quiet word in the right ears and I’m done for, {and you with me.’
Stella jerked free and stepped away, her shoes tearing a clump of onionweed. He could smell it, and the river’s staleness. He was back at the beginning with her. She was sharp and angry when she said, ‘So we fork out ten thousand dollars and he gets away with it, leaving me with a lot of hassles and you in the clear. Is that what you’re saying?’
Putting his mind to it, keeping his voice low, his hands to himself, Bax said softly, ‘There’s a way around this. I know how we can beat this cop.’
She watched him, her head cocked.
He went on, turning the force of his eyes on her: ‘Trust me, Stel.’
Bax had been told that he had liquid eyes. Her shoulders shifted uncertainly. He reached for her hand. ‘You know I’m good at this sort of thing. Trust me.’
It was win or lose. In a moment she sighed and Bax saw that he had won again.

****



Twenty-seven


The first planning session in Melbourne was set for five o’clock on Monday afternoon. The Outfit had a town-house on permanent lease in a building on the fringe of the city. To get to it Wyatt and Jardine walked across Treasury Gardens from the Parliament underground railway station. The walk across the park was Jardine’s idea. ‘It’s been years,’ he said, turning his face to take in leaf canopies and shafts of sunlight. He pointed to trees and named them. Wyatt went along with it, making assenting noises in the right places, automatically watching for a tail.
‘Florida,’ Jardine said, as they waited to cross the road. He meant the Outfit building, its low lines, jagged roof-line, green facade, blue doors and window frames. Blue U-shaped pipes had been bolted to various parts of the walls; larger blue pipes were ranged along the footpath like candy hitching rails. They served no useful purpose. ‘Like something out of “Miami Vice”,’ Jardine said. Wyatt had no idea what he was talking about.
They paused outside the front door of the building. It was the sort of place that employed doormen between 7 am and midnight. Wyatt pressed a buzzer and watched a man in an ill-fitting uniform put his face to a microphone. A speaker scratched into life near the buzzer. ‘Help you gents?’
‘We’re here to see Mr Towns,’ Wyatt said. ‘Second floor.’
The doorman ran his finger down a page. Wyatt saw the man’s lips move, saw him nod, and a second later the electric lock disengaged and they were in.
They took the elevator. It opened on to a short hallway. There was only one door. Wyatt knocked and Towns showed them into a long, low room thickly carpeted and painted in shades of yellow. There were black leather armchairs and two other men unfolded from them as Wyatt and Jardine stepped into the room.
Wyatt knew Towns, knew how the man thought, so he ignored him. He didn’t know the other two. He gauged each one carefully. The younger man, introduced by Towns as Drew, wore a black, grey-flecked suit, grey shirt and red bow tie. He was about thirty, almost bald, and Wyatt thought he had the soft hands and hungry face of a man used to working white-collar scams. ‘Drew is our accountant,’ Towns said, as if to confirm Wyatt’s guess.
The other man belonged on the grimy streets. He might have been the brother of the bodybuilder who had tried to stop Wyatt in the Carlton alley. About twenty-five, big jawed, his hair tight and black, he was an impassive man with plenty of strength and grace about him-and menace. ‘This is Hami,’ Towns said. He didn’t say what Hami did. New Zealand muscle, Wyatt thought, letting the big man squeeze his hand, throw him a challenge.
‘Sit down,’ Towns said. ‘Coffee’s almost ready.’
Wyatt thought about the Outfit lineup. Towns would do the negotiating with the Mesics; Drew would look at their accounting; Hami would provide the muscle if it came to that. ‘Just you three?’
The man called Drew said, ‘Think we need more?’
It was a nasally voice riddled with sullenness, so Wyatt took another long look at him. Drew had a face driven by ambition and petty resentments. Perhaps he wanted to be where Towns was, but Towns was smart and would live a long time.
Wyatt said, ‘I don’t want you springing fresh faces on me over the next few days, that’s all.’
‘Just us,’ Towns said.
But the man called Drew wasn’t satisfied. ‘What about you? I don’t exactly see a commando team here. You mean to tell me you and your mate are going in alone?’
‘We don’t need an army,’ Wyatt said.
Wyatt had rules and he rarely took on jobs that broke too many of them. Any job involving more than five people was too messy. Any job set up by amateurs or strangers had too many question marks hanging over it. Anything that smacked of Hollywood special effects he left to the dreamers. And he rarely took a job on consignment. He preferred to leave a place with money that went into his pocket and no one else’s.
‘Just two of us,’ he said. ‘Clean, quick and silent.’
Drew scoffed. ‘Alarms, guards, dogs.’
‘I’ve seen where they live. I’m telling you I don’t need an army.’
‘What about equipment? I suppose you want us to supply everything?’
‘Just a bankroll,’ Jardine said. ‘Someone else is doing the shopping for us.’
Towns interrupted. ‘Drew, let him do his job, okay? We’ll do ours.’
The bald accountant shrugged. ‘Sure. Let’s hear what the expert has to say.’
Wyatt knew that he had to keep Drew happy. He had to keep them all happy. He nodded gratefully at Towns and began to describe the job, letting his gaze rest on everyone in turn, making them feel a part of it.
‘The Mesic compound occupies a couple of acres. There are two houses and a security fence. As far as I can tell, there are no guards, no dogs, no servants, just the two Mesic brothers and the wife of one of them.’
Drew was looking at the floor and shaking his head. Hami spoke for the first time. ‘How are you getting in?’
‘Good question,’ Wyatt said, looking at him frankly. ‘I’d rather go in without a fuss-no alarms, no damage- which means through the front gate. But until we know their movements, we can’t decide that. Jardine and I will watch the place for the next few days, rotating shifts, noting who goes where, and when, in which cars, noting when lights go off and on and in which rooms, the usual thing. If possible we’ll hijack one of the cars and get in that way, which may mean going in a day or a few hours in advance. If that doesn’t work, we’ll go through the fence somehow.’
‘That’s their problem, Hami, not ours,’ Drew said, giving Hami a look that said he was hired help and should keep his trap shut.
‘Two houses?’ Towns said. ‘How will you find your way around?’
‘I know where to get plans for the property.’
‘Okay,’ Drew said, ‘suppose you’re in, no hassles. Where does that leave us-sitting back until all the blood’s been spilt?’
Towns said, ‘There won’t be any blood.’
Wyatt turned his attention to the Outfit boss. Towns had the manner of an old-style professional, low key, methodical. The voice was mild; there was no challenge, squaring off or warning in it, no arrogance, just the facts.
‘In and out with a minimum of fuss,’ Wyatt agreed. ‘We’ll cuff the Mesics together in one room. Jardine will blow the safe, we’ll empty it and a few drawers, and clear out, leaving you the Mesics. What you say or do to them is your business.’
‘I don’t trust you,’ Drew said. ‘How do we know you won’t have their files, accounts, names and addresses under your arm?’ He looked at Towns. ‘We should go in with them.’
Towns was clearly irritated with the younger man. ‘Our friends just want cash. If it’s a trap, if things go wrong in some way, they cop the flack, not us. When we get the signal that it’s all clear, we go in, knowing they’ve done all the dirty work and taken most of the risks. Okay?’
‘What sort of signal?’
‘Oh for Christ’s sake,’ Jardine said, ‘a light in a window, a flashing torch, a mobile phone, whatever you like.’
‘He can speak, can he?’ Drew sniped.
Towns put up a hand. ‘Everyone settle down.’
Hami growled softly, ‘Evening, when they’re winding down for the day, had a few relaxing drinks.’
Wyatt nodded. ‘Yes. I don’t want to do it in daylight and risk being seen. I don’t want to do it when they’re in bed, spooked by strange noises. If they’re still up, still awake, noises in the house won’t bother them so much.’
There was silence while they took that in. Then Drew said, still finding holes, ‘How are you getting there, how are you getting away?’
‘We’ll steal a government vehicle from a depot,’ Jardine said. ‘It won’t be missed overnight, if at all, and it won’t look out of place on the street.’
Drew looked at Wyatt. ‘Sounds like you boys have been holed up somewhere, putting your job together.’
Wyatt nodded, knowing what was coming next.
‘Can you give us an address, a number? In case we need to get in touch?’
Wyatt simply stared at the Outfit’s paper shuffler. He was staying with Jardine in a small house in Northcote. Jardine was a man who had uncles and cousins and it was a family that didn’t ask questions.
The silence lengthened, a stony neutrality on Wyatt’s face. Finally Drew said, ‘Suit yourself. Just don’t mess up afterwards, that’s all. Anyone can plan a job, pull it off-it’s avoiding the cops, keeping a low profile, where most crims come unstuck.’
‘You’re forgetting one thing,’ Wyatt said. ‘We’re robbing robbers this time. There won’t be any cops. It’s not cops I have to worry about, it’s people like you.’

****



Twenty-eight


Napper rolled off her and flung himself onto the carpet. Eileen had been with him three times now and knew to expect nothing better. She poked his chest. ‘I feel cold.’
Making a performance of it, he rolled over onto his knees and turned on the heater. It was a narrow electric thing with fake coals glowing in a fake grate. A smell of burning dust spread through the room.
‘I’d like a blanket,’ Eileen said.
Napper planted a smacking kiss on her neck. ‘For you, anything.’ He turned it into a song, crossing the room naked and bulbous, singing, ‘Anything at all, doo doo doo, anything at all.’ At least he was singing now. When he let her in the door an hour ago he’d been tense and snappy with her, as if something had been getting to him.
The blanket he returned with was crusted with stains she didn’t want to think about. Her skin cringed, but rather than offend him she drew it around her shoulders and sat cross-legged looking into his cheap, nasty fire. ‘What’s the story on Niall? He’s been in five days now.’
‘Yes, thanks Mrs R, the sex was fantastic for me too.’
‘Don’t be sarcastic. Just tell me.’
‘These things take time, Eileen.’
‘It’s all been one-way so far, Napper. I’ve given you Wyatt, you’ve had three fucks off me, and for what? I want my boy out.’
Napper hefted her left breast in one hand. ‘Perfection. Look, what’s your rush? You weren’t exactly complaining just now.’
Inside, she’d been cringing just now. ‘I’m not expecting miracles, I’d just like some idea.’
Napper grinned at her, got up, and crossed the room again. As she watched, he lowered his white behind and dangling genitals into the squashy vinyl beanbag chair, the sight and sound of it carnal and ripe, and flipped open the clasps of a cheap briefcase. He removed a folded document, waved it at her, and rolled sideways out of the clammy embrace of the chair. When he came back he stood and probed her shoulder with a knee. She looked up, the pungent centre of him just centimetres from her face, and took the document. ‘Release notice,’ Napper said, the knee pressed hard against her. ‘Just waiting for my signature.’
Eileen drew her shoulders in and leaned over the stapled sheets. Niall was committed for trial early in the new year; meanwhile, though, he would be released on bail. She muttered.
‘Sorry? Didn’t quite catch that?’
‘Thanks.’
Napper slithered down under the blanket with her. She wondered why it always had to be the floor. Maybe the bed was sacred for his girlfriend. Maybe the floor was dirt, she was dirt, and he liked to wallow now and then. After a while he wanted to see what she looked like from behind. She got on to her hands and knees, drawing comfort from the sensation of her large belly and breasts swinging free beneath her, and let him peer and poke. She blamed Ross for all this. He’d made no effort to help their son. ‘You’re a good-looking woman,’ Napper said as he began to thump against her.
Eileen knew that Niall had a second crossbow hidden away in his room somewhere. God, she’d give anything to shoot Napper with it, right this minute. When the fat policeman was finished with her she huddled, leaking, under the blanket before the fire while he plugged in the electric kettle. He came back with two cups of weak Maxwell House. ‘So Wyatt was worth trading my son for?’ she said.
Napper got a kick out of talking police work. His mouth became a thin slash in his heavy face. ‘Did some homework on him.’
‘And?’
‘It’s mostly rumour, he’s never been caught, but he’s hard all right.’
‘I told you that. What did you learn about him?’
Napper started to count on his fingers. They were short, blunt fingers, the nails bitten back to the quick. ‘One, he’s an old-style crim. He specialises in armed robbery. Two, he puts a team together for each job, he doesn’t work for anybody. Three, apparently some crowd in Sydney wants him dead, he poked his nose in where it wasn’t welcome. Sound pretty right so far?’
Eileen said, ‘I told you all that.’
‘I had to be sure.’
This Napper wasn’t very bright. ‘Don’t underestimate Wyatt,’ Eileen said. ‘He’s hard. My old man reckons he’s hard. He’s been known to kill if he’s crossed or cornered or provoked.’
‘Yeah, sure. What else does your old man say?’
Eileen had been over all this before. She wondered if Napper had a short attention span, or took a while to grasp things. ‘He’s single-minded. You can’t get at him through his family because as far as anyone knows he hasn’t got one. If there’s a woman, no one knows about it.’
‘How did he get started?’
Eileen remembered an old story of Rossiter’s. She didn’t know how true it was. ‘He started ripping off stuff in the army. Equipment, a payroll.’
Napper looked away, concentrating, putting together a profile of a man who had skills and compulsion and hadn’t been stopped. It amused Eileen to see the policeman disconcerted. She rocked playfully against him. ‘So, does he sound like someone who’ll hit the Mesics?’
Napper jerked his shoulders away. ‘Fuck off.’ He looked at her. ‘It’s not his style. He’s never been known to hit other crooks.’
‘I told you, he reckons they ripped him off last year.’ She rocked against him again. ‘Can you stop him?’
Napper stared moodily at the fire. ‘Tell me about his friends.’
‘You think you can get a handle on him that way? I wish you luck. He hasn’t got any.’
‘Your husband gave you a second name.’
‘Jardine,’ Eileen said. ‘He’s not a friend, he’s someone Wyatt’s worked with before. Sydney based.’
‘And you say they both showed up in Melbourne yesterday? Could mean they’re already setting it up. I hope your old man’s got sense enough to stay out of it.’
‘He’s strictly in the background. You lay off him.’
Napper grinned. ‘It would help if I knew their movements.’
Eileen stood up, throwing off the foul blanket. ‘I’ve paid my dues.’
Napper said, staring at the fire, ‘Wouldn’t it be a funny thing if new information came to light about young Niall. It would mean I’d have to cancel his release order. Wouldn’t it be a shame if your old man heard you were talking to the cops? That would really stuff things up.’
Eileen waited but Napper wouldn’t turn his head around to look at her. She went to his bathroom, a region of cracked tiles, grout mould and soap-scummed water-lines, sponged all traces of him from her skin, and returned to her clothes heaped on the dusty carpet. She dragged them on, the comfortable feline grace gone from her movements. She said savagely, ‘I’ll see what I can find out.’
‘Good on you, Mrs R.’

****



Twenty-nine


On Tuesday morning Wyatt directed the Silver Top driver to the end of a side street that ran north from Doncaster Road. When the cab was gone he walked back to Doncaster Road, turned left and set out for the Doncaster and Templestowe municipal offices, ten blocks away.
Cars and buses hurtled by him on Doncaster Road. He seemed to be unaware of them. Drivers and their passengers saw a tall, loose-limbed man wearing cord trousers and a dark windbreaker. Those waiting at traffic lights had time to take in the coiled hands loose at his sides and the dark cast of his face, too forbidding to be called sad or tired. Wyatt didn’t look at them, but he knew they were there. If they meant him harm, he would know it.
The lights changed. He crossed with the traffic, wreathed in exhaust gases. Generally walking relaxed him, helped him to see past the clutter surrounding an operation, helped him to concentrate only on what related to it. But too many things were related to this job. It was messy and he was being bankrolled by people who had reason to kill him when it was all over.
He laughed aloud, a bleak bark, startling a jogger. She marked time with him at the ‘don’t walk’ sign, watching his hands, trying to catch his eye. He ignored her.
The lights changed and he stepped off the kerb. A van turning left braked abruptly, the driver leaning on the horn, trying to bluff him. Wyatt stopped, his knees centimetres from the van’s front bumper, and stared at the driver. Something in his face drained the bluster out of the man, for there was a shrug and a show of teeth in a weak grin. Wyatt crossed the road.
Normally he liked preparing for a hit. Long periods of inactivity induced a lethargy that he sometimes found hard to shake off. The last few days had seen plenty of activity, but it had seemed somehow pointless, not forceful, concentrated or useful. He would be glad when they finally hit the Mesic compound. It would be the final stage; he’d feel compact then, contained, doing what he did best, with the end in sight.
The municipal offices were two blocks ahead. He found himself thinking about the period after the Mesic hit. He would have funds again. He would go to ground somewhere, invest some of the money, live in comfort.
That wouldn’t be enough, though. It never was. He found himself thinking about Rose, the Outfit’s killer. He could feel her out there somewhere. Women like her were not new to him. They were rarely mentioned in the newspapers, but they existed. The sort of women the tabloids got excited about were single-mother welfare cheats, husband poisoners and nightclub singers who faked their disappearance for the sake of a newspaper headline. The papers wouldn’t know what to do with a woman like Rose, a professional, sharp and low key. They’d trot out stock phrases to describe her figure, her hair, the clothes she liked to wear, but then they’d flounder, unable to imagine what made her tick.
Then he thought about the Mesics. He’d directed the cab driver to take him past the compound and the place had looked as complacent, as ripe for a hit, as it always had. The odds hadn’t lengthened. Jardine was there somewhere, noting movements, times, new faces.
The municipal offices were housed in a glass and cement complex that smelt of yesterday’s cigarette smoke and perfume. Wyatt asked for the planning office and was directed to a boxed-in glass cubicle at the rear of the building.
The planning officer wore blue suit trousers, white shirt and red tie. Several drafting pens were leaking into his top pocket. He had the kind of blurred features that the eye fails to register clearly: watery eyes, pinkish skin, limp, sparse hair.
‘My rights are being infringed upon,’ Wyatt said.
The planning officer looked anxiously at him. ‘Sorry?’
Wyatt rested his hands on the edge of the counter. ‘The man across the road from me has put up an ugly great fence. Not only does it obscure the view, it’s hideous. There should be a law saying if you build something in public view it has to be aesthetically pleasing.’
The clerk stepped back. The ID card attached to his belt said his name was Colin Thomas. ‘The procedure is to appeal at the planning stage,’ Thomas said.
‘Unfortunately I was away, Mr Thomas.’
Thomas relaxed a little, hearing his name. ‘It really is too late. I’m sorry.’
Wyatt leaned forward again. ‘It’s not too late. I’ve checked. You can still be forced to dismantle something.’
‘A fence, you say?’
Wyatt nodded, giving him the address. ‘A big place on Telegraph Road,’ Wyatt said. ‘People called Mesic own it.’
A series of expressions passed across Thomas’s face- guilt, apprehension, resignation. He’s been bought, Wyatt thought. The Mesics must have sweetened the passage of their planning approval with a few hundred dollars here and there. ‘Do you know the place I mean?’
‘I think so. Everything was in order concerning that application.’
‘Oh, I’m not doubting you,’ Wyatt said. ‘It’s the system that’s at fault.’
Thomas nodded, unable to conceal his relief.
‘However,’ Wyatt went on, ‘I do have rights. I would like something to be done.’
‘It’ll mean a lot of paperwork. You’ll have to have all the facts right. I’m afraid I’m not in a position to do that for you.’
Wyatt took out his wallet. He drew out fifty dollars of Kepler’s money and rested his hand on it on the counter top. ‘I understand,’ he said. ‘If I could have a few minutes with the plans lodged for the place in question, I could make a note of all relevant details.’ As he spoke he used his forefinger to push the money across the counter a millimetre at a time. ‘Folio numbers, dimensions, things like that.’
Thomas’s hand snatched up the fifty. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
He returned ten minutes later with a bundle of folders and blueprints. ‘There’s a table in the next room you can use. I’d be grateful if you didn’t-’
He paused. Wyatt finished for him: ‘Mention this to anyone? No problem.’ He gave the man a further twenty. ‘And you won’t mention I’ve been here.’
Wyatt left half an hour later. He knew the dimensions of the compound fence and the position of everything inside it, and he had floor plans of the two houses. He’d made fair hand-drawn copies, showing doors, windows, staircases, distances. He noted the position of the fuse boxes, gas and water mains, underground power and phone cables. When the time came he’d be able to walk through the Mesic compound with his eyes closed.
Once he’d found a way in, that is.

****



Thirty


On Wednesday afternoon Rossiter delivered boltcutters, plastic explosive and radios. When he was gone, Wyatt examined the boltcutters. They were Taiwanese, cheaply made and too small. ‘We’re going shopping,’ he said. He didn’t want their faces to be remembered by some clerk in a hardware store, so he said to Jardine, ‘We’ll try pawnbrokers.’ Wyatt felt strangely allied to pawnbrokers. Pawnbrokers were always being hassled by cops with stolen goods lists. ‘Smith Street,’ he said, and he let Jardine drive one of the two rental cars they were using.
They drove in silence. Then, in a bottleneck in Clifton Hill, where men in hardhats were ripping up the tramtracks, Jardine said, ‘The Mesic woman’s having it off with some geezer.’
Wyatt looked at him.
‘Lunchtime yesterday, again today.’
‘Where? Her place?’
Jardine shook his head. ‘I decided to follow her. She met him on the edge of the city, they got in her car, and they drove to a flat in South Yarra.’ He fished a scrap of paper from his pocket. ‘Here’s the address.’
‘Describe him.’
‘Tallish, wears a suit or classy casual clothes, but somehow he doesn’t look corporate, if you know what I mean. Very wary, kept looking around when he got into her car and went into the flat. Drives a red sports car, don’t ask me what kind.’
‘I’ve seen him,’ Wyatt said. ‘I think he used to visit her at home. Something’s made them more careful.’
In Collingwood Jardine parked outside a Vietnamese grocery. Wyatt fed the meter and jerked his head at Jardine to follow him. There had always been dusty furniture shops, Greek coffee bars, op shops, fabric discounters and seconds clothing shops along Smith Street, but the recession had brought in pawnshops as well, though not all of them called themselves that.
The first pawnshop had a security grille bolted to the windows. Poster paint on the glass said, ‘Cash for everything.’ They went in.
A man was reading a book behind the counter, sucking the ends of his moustache into his mouth as he concentrated. He saw them come in, threw the book down and beamed. ‘Help you, gentlemen?’
‘I need a heavy-duty boltcutter,’ Wyatt said.
‘Boltcutters, boltcutters,’ the man said. ‘Let’s see.’ He peered into the glass cabinets that lined three sides of the shop. From one of them he drew out a small hand implement. ‘Got a good pair of tinsnips.’
Wyatt said, ‘Come on,’ and led Jardine out of the shop. Behind them the man called, ‘Try us next week.’
A sour-looking husband and wife team ran the second pawnshop. They watched Wyatt and Jardine without expression and seemed to miss nothing. They had heard a lot of hard luck stories in their time and clearly they expected to hear another one today.
‘I need a heavy boltcutter,’ Wyatt said.
There was no response from the woman. Her husband expelled air through his nostrils. It might have been laughter, it might have been cynicism. ‘I bet you do,’ he said.
Wyatt waited.
Eventually the man said, ‘Can’t help you.’
They went into a third pawnshop. There Wyatt didn’t have to ask for a boltcutter. One about a metre long was gathering dust among tangled radio parts and tape recorder spools in a display case. He paid the asking price, thirty-five dollars, and left the shop.
Jardine fell into step with him. ‘Togs next?’
Wyatt looked at his watch. ‘It’s five-fifty. We’ve got ten minutes.’
The Sgro Clothing Emporium sold cheap acrylic and cotton clothing-jeans, dresses, T-shirts, tracksuits-as well as sheets and pillowcases. Wind gusted into the shop, stirring the plastic earrings and hairbands on the display stands next to the cash registers. Exposed pipes ridged the walls and ceiling. The linoleum floor was torn and buckled. A small, elderly man smiled at them from the shadows. He had a tape measure around his neck. ‘Yes, yes,’ he said, flapping his hands at them. ‘You look, you see something you like.’
The two men selected black jeans, T-shirts and windcheaters, trying them on in the changing rooms. The proprietor said nothing about their choice. He treated them as if they were the first customers he’d ever had. He wrapped the clothing in brown paper, stuck the flaps down carefully, tried string around each parcel, finished with a plaited loop. Wyatt watched him, feeling again that he was unconnected to the world in fundamental ways. He didn’t even know how to say thanks or express pleasure and surprise to the old proprietor. He let Jardine do that.
It was not much past six o’clock and the sky was darkening. They bought takeaway hamburgers, ate them in the car, then Wyatt threaded the car through to Hoddle Street and onto the freeway. By seven o’clock they were parked at the rear of the Mesic compound.
They didn’t speak. There was nothing to say. Jardine had brought two pairs of infra-red night binoculars with him from Sydney and each man settled back in his seat and watched the grounds and the two squat houses.
‘If we cut the wire we run the risk of being spotted by neighbours, the alarms will go off, the Mesics will meet us with guns blazing,’ Wyatt said.
‘How about we blow the fence and drive through? It will be quick, scary-’
‘And attract the attention of the cops as well as the Mesics.’
They fell silent, thinking through all the angles. Wyatt felt swamped with tiredness. This was a new sensation for him, a glimpse of life’s useless shunting, loose ends and wasted effort. The waiting, the problem solving, were tedious, and he hadn’t felt like that about a job before. Somehow he couldn’t shut down today, couldn’t step outside of himself until the job was over and the money was in his pocket. He looked at the security fence, the ugly twin houses, and felt that for the past few months he’d been marking time while the money stayed a jump ahead of him. The city itself seemed fatigued by his existence in it. It was as if he’d never pulled a swift, clean hit and never would. He was trapped in an endless job that was not his and carried no reward. ‘Christ,’ he said, low and bitter.
Jardine put down the glasses. He seemed to know what was going on in Wyatt’s head. ‘Final stage, old son.’
Wyatt said, letting the venom show, ‘Once this is over, I’m staying clear of mobs, amateurs, and jobs with question marks over them.’
‘Now you’re talking,’ Jardine said. ‘But we’re hitting them tomorrow night and the problem still remains, how do we go in?’
Wyatt said nothing. Jardine put the glasses to his face, observed, said, ‘Here he comes again, regular as clockwork.’
‘Who?’
‘Victor. Back from the gym.’
The skin tingled along Wyatt’s forearms. He’d been slumped in the seat but now he sat upright. ‘This gym,’ he said, ‘doesn’t have a nice dark car park, by any chance?’

****



Thirty-one


The Mesic woman had suggested to Napper that she hand him the ten thousand bucks in the family compound in Templestowe, but Napper had told her, ‘No way.’ He’d been there once, and once was enough. What if the Feds or the CIB had the Mesics under surveillance? They’d have his picture by now, plus the registration of his ute. Just in case, he’d constructed a story to cover himself, half based on fact, about following a lead in his own time concerning a kid he’d arrested for spraypainting used cars in a yard owned by the Mesics back in Richmond. He’d be pushing his luck trying to justify a second visit to the Mesics in his own time. Not even a constable fresh out of the academy would believe that.
So, he’d suggested his place, maybe get in a bit of mattress time with Stella Mesic, but she’d laughed in his face. ‘Me in a cop’s house? No way.’
So they settled on somewhere neutral, the car park next to the boathouse on the river in Fairfield. The Infectious Diseases Hospital was close by. Napper pictured invisible organisms floating in the air, hooking themselves to his lungs, showing up as ulcers and cancers on his dick five years, ten years down the track. He parked the ute and waited, windows wound up, watching the flowing waters, the avaricious mutating ducks, the hospital just breathing distance away.
5.15 Wednesday afternoon and Stella Mesic was late. Maybe she’d been caught in traffic. Cyclists and joggers skirted the edge of the car park. There were other vehicles there, cars, a couple of vans, but everyone seemed to be interested in his ute for some reason, he saw their grins in the rear view mirror as they approached from behind. Sure the ute was old and rough, and the exhaust pipe showed through a hole in the floor, but it wasn’t so bad that you’d want to laugh about it. He shrugged, found some drive-time music on the radio, watched a yuppie towel off sweat and get into his Porsche and drive off. He snorted. Last night Tina had told him the one about the difference between a Porsche and a cactus, how with a Porsche the pricks are on the inside.
5.20. A big XJ6 slid into the car park, Stella Mesic at the wheel. Napper watched for a while. She was alone. No one followed her in. He got out, crunched across the gravel, opened the passenger door and enveloped himself in soft leather.
She didn’t smile, say hello, or look aggrieved, just gave him a formal nod. Napper could smell perfume, something discreet and expensive. Then the Mesic woman twisted her body in the seat until she was facing him. He heard the slide of silk along her thighs.
She said lightly, ‘Well, Sergeant Napper, Fairfield boathouse car park, 5 pm Wednesday, sorry I’m a bit late.’
‘No worries.’
He waited, but she failed to speak again, so he said, feeling awkward about it, ‘Did you bring the money?’
‘I want to be clear about this. You told my husband and me that armed men intend to hit the Mesics soon. You said if we paid you ten thousand dollars, you’d give us the full details, is that correct?’
She was going to play games with him, and Napper didn’t like it. ‘That’s what I said. Are you trying to wriggle out of it now? Fine. Suit yourself. I’m not the one who has to wait around to be attacked, wondering when, wondering who, wondering the best way to stop it happening. If you want that kind of grief, that’s your business.’
She seemed to think about it, frowning now, looking uncertain. She began to touch herself, something Napper had seen her do before. He pressed on, sensing his advantage. ‘If, on the other hand, you want to protect yourself against these hoods, and if you want someone on the force who can do you some good now and then, well, I’d say that was worth ten thousand bucks, wouldn’t you? Another way of looking at it, if I was in your position I wouldn’t like knowing I had a cop as an enemy, causing all sorts of grief for me all the time, kind of thing, just because I’d reneged on a deal.’
Stella Mesic looked rueful and nodded, taking his point. ‘I just wanted to be clear, that’s all. I’m scared, I admit it. The thought of armed men coming into the house scares me. You scare me.’
She swallowed, her eyes wide with what he might do to her, and it stirred in Napper’s groin. His hand crept out, found her knee, the minute gridweave of her stocking. ‘I won’t hurt you so long as you don’t cross me,’ he said. His chunky fingers tightened, her face went white. ‘Cross me, I’ll ruin your day.’
She was breathless. ‘I understand.’
Napper released his grip, gave her leg a quick slide and pat a short distance under her skirt. ‘See? Simple. Now, did you bring the money?’
‘I did.’
She was wearing a waist-length black suede jacket, padded as if she’d strapped a fence post across her shoulders. She reached inside it, brought out an envelope, tossed it in his lap.
The money was in hundreds, so it wasn’t long before he looked up at her and said, ‘There’s only two and a half thousand here. That won’t buy you shit. You’re short seven and a half thousand grand.’
She was hard and sharp, her thick hair tossing. ‘How do I know this isn’t some scam you’re pulling? After all, you haven’t told us anything new. We know the firm is vulnerable at the moment. We know different people have been thinking of hitting us.’
Napper blinked. ‘You do?’
‘So that’s why at this stage you only get two and a half thousand. That’s all your information is worth. Give us a name, a date, the time and method, and you’ll get your seven and a half.’
Napper had more or less expected this anyway, so he said, ‘Fair enough.’
‘Names first.’
‘Wyatt and Jardine, no first names. The one to worry about is Wyatt, but they’re both pros, both hard, never been arrested.’
‘Are they violent?’
‘Depends on how brave you’re feeling. What they’ll do is tie everyone up, rob the place, and disappear. If you give them a hard time, they’ll bang you around a bit. If you pull a gun on them, they’ll kill you.’
‘When do they intend to do it?’
‘Tomorrow.’
‘Tomorrow? Doesn’t give us much time. When tomorrow?’
‘They’re not likely to go in during daylight hours. It’ll be some time in the evening.’
‘How do you know all this, Napper? Have you worked with them before, set jobs up for them?’
Napper was affronted. ‘You get that sort of thing happening up in Sydney, not here. No, I got a contact.’
‘Can I speak to this contact?’
‘No way. A good cop protects his sources, you know that.’
‘One thing puzzles me,’ Stella said, getting comfortable in the driver’s seat, giving him a flash of inside upper leg. ‘You say they’re going to rob us, yet I keep hearing whispers about rival firms who want to take us over, steal our records. So, are you sure that robbery is all they’ve got in mind?’
‘All I know is what I’ve told you,’ Napper said. ‘These boys are not mob, they work alone, they don’t want to be businessmen. Now, how about the other seven and a half?’
He saw Stella Mesic reach forward and do something with the array of switches on the dash. What happened then told Napper that he could wave goodbye to the seven and a half. The rear doors of a nearby van opened and the woman’s husband stepped out, a video camera in his fist, a Nikon fitted with a telephoto lens around his neck. He looked big and fit and sure of himself.
Stella said, ‘Napper? Look at me.’
Napper looked. She was waving a microrecorder at him. ‘You’re on tape, Sergeant. Sure, you can make things hard for us, but think of the grief we can cause you. Derryn Hinch, Truth, not to mention the cops whose job it is to investigate other cops. I know who’s going to come off worse. The thing is, you’ve got nothing to offer us. You’re strictly small time.’
‘Fucking slag,’ Napper said.
Stella Mesic turned the ignition key. ‘Well, I won’t keep you. The two and a half thousand is yours, by the way. Fair’s fair.’
Fair’s fair. Napper got out of the Jaguar. He got into his ute and started it. Fair’s fair. He inched into the peak-hour traffic on Heidelberg Road and the words kept repeating themselves. Fair’s fair. He felt dazed. Everything had turned around on him and he hadn’t been ready for it.
The traffic was worse on Hoddle Street, bumper to bumper. Napper rode the clutch. He was low on fuel. Trouble was, the gauge was broken and he was in an inside lane. Heat shimmers disturbed the oily atmosphere outside, and hot air, smoky from the exhaust pipe, reached him from the hole in the floor. The cars in his lane were stalled for some reason. The other lanes moved, but his didn’t. There was a wog car next to him, all thick duco, chrome and full-volume stereo. Napper longed to turn the wheel hard, knock the little shit into a bus.
The thing was, people seemed to be looking at him. The wog car crept past, then a Silver Top cab, a furniture van, two or three of your average family rustbuckets, a couple of flat-faced Asians in a brand-new Volvo, all those faces peering at him in the ute, a suggestion of a snigger on their faces.
He wound down his window, leaned out and waved his fist at an elderly woman in the back seat of a taxi. ‘What are you staring at, you old slag?’
The woman shrank away from her door. She looked straight ahead. Soon the taxi was gone and he had a Renault-load of dykes next to him. Cropped hair. Singlet tops. Underarm hair. This bunch was actually laughing and pointing. Napper waited for the Renault to pass, but it didn’t. He craned his head-an ambulance was backing into the traffic ahead. All lanes were stalled now.
He half-opened his door and leaned out. ‘Help you molls with anything?’
The women in the Renault wound up their windows, locked their doors, but even though they were huddling together, leaning into one another, Napper knew he hadn’t won a victory over them.
So he opened his door and got out. He kicked the side of the Renault and tried to tell the women all the things that were crowding his head. But the words refused to come out clearly. There was only flooding hate and rage. He felt he could tear through the metal and glass. People around him were locking their doors, saying, ‘Don’t look… ignore him,’ to one another.
‘Eh?’ Napper shouted. ‘Help you molls with anything?’
Then the Renault jerked forward half a metre and Napper stepped away from it. The ambulance was gone and the traffic was moving again.
Napper turned to get back into the ute. What was eating these people? The ute looked all right. No flat tyres. Then he went around to the back of it and the rage hit him again.
The poster was the size of an opened-out newspaper and his bitch of an ex-wife had pasted it across the tailgate. You could read it a mile off: ‘WANTED: FOR FAILURE TO PAY CHILD SUPPORT’ screaming above a blowup shot of his head and shoulders. There was a bit more at the bottom, a catalogue of his crimes probably, he didn’t wait to find out. The lousy cow. He tried jerking at a corner of the poster. She’d used a powerful glue. Behind him, drivers were leaning on their horns and some of them were even laughing.

****



Thirty-two


Bax wandered out of the trees, stopped in the middle of the track, cocked the heel of one handmade shoe and then the other, five hundred bucks from Footloose in Chapel Street, and cursed. Dust and mud. And a hint of onionweed odour in the fabric of his suit.
He passed some kids feeding the ducks, lovers necking on the grass, and made his way up the terraced river bank. The Mesics were waiting for him in Stella’s XJ6, Stella in the back, Leo behind the wheel. Bax folded himself into the passenger seat and said, ‘Did you get him?’
‘Listen,’ Stella said, and she thrust a microrecorder between the seats. Bax heard the fat sergeant incriminate himself.
‘Pictures?’
Leo had a video camera in his lap. He gave it to Bax, showed him how to monitor what was on the tape. Bax saw Napper and Stella clearly, both cars, both numberplates. The recording also showed time and date. ‘Nice.’
Leo retrieved the camera from him. ‘Yeah. Terrific. Now all we have to do is sort out a couple of professional gunmen tomorrow night, a piece of cake, something I do all the time.’ Bad teeth showed under his stiff ginger moustache. His face looked pouchy with calories and strain. ‘Right, Bax?’
But Bax raised a hand warningly, shutting him up. He strained to hear the tape. ‘Wyatt,’ he said at last. ‘I know that name.’
‘So?’
‘So he’s bad news, not someone you’d want to tangle with.’
‘Great,’ Leo said. ‘I’d hate to think I was going up against a wimp.’
Stella hitched herself forward on the rear seat until her face appeared in the gap between the seats, close to her husband’s upper arm. She touched him. ‘It’ll be fine, sweetie. Don’t fret.’
Leo looked down at her fingers, covered her hand with his. He said to Bax, ‘I can’t see why you don’t grab them before they break in.’
‘Think about it,’ Bax said. ‘They’ll be at their most jumpy then, most determined. You and Stella could get hurt, not only me. On the way out of the place they’ll be more vulnerable because they’ll have their hands full and will be starting to think they got away with it.’
He looked to Stella for support. She said to her husband, ‘We’ll be tied up, remember, so they’ll feel safe from us, they’ll have their money, and they won’t be expecting the police to show.’
‘You’ll probably be handcuffed,’ Bax said. ‘The pros find that quicker and easier than tying people up.’
‘Whatever,’ Stella said. She shook Leo’s arm. ‘Okay, sweetie? The police will grab them on their way off the property.’
‘Cops doing us a good turn,’ Leo said, shaking his head. ‘Why can’t we sort this pair out ourselves?’
‘One,’ Bax said, ‘you probably couldn’t. These blokes are killers, they’ll shoot their way out if they’re cornered, they’ve got more to lose than you have. Do you want to chance it? If you bring in hired guns you’ll just advertise to the world-and to Victor-how vulnerable you and Stella are.’
Bax waited. Leo looked away. ‘Two,’ Bax said, ‘news of the raid, the arrest, police around the place for the next few days, will scare off the opposition. Three, this will throw a scare into Victor. He’ll learn that his seniority and his contacts are worth fuck-all. When he realises that not only did we know about the raid, we stopped it dead and I was instrumental in protecting the family’s interests, he’ll feel left out, his power base eroded. If you bring in hired guns for protection, he’ll take the advantage, he’ll argue that it’s time to break up the firm.’
‘We can put pressure on him then,’ Stella said, ‘to go back to the States and do what he did before. He’ll continue to get his percentage, same as before.’
They fell silent. Stella hadn’t taken her hand away from Leo’s arm and after a while Bax found himself staring at it. She still had sex with Leo, so she said. She didn’t say whether or not she liked it, and she didn’t say whether or not she liked the guy himself, but she still had sex with him. This was an area in which Bax felt uncomfortable and ignorant. Once, laughing, she’d said she’d gone home still wet from him and there was Leo, wanting a screw. So, they’d screwed, she said, only she wished she’d had time to have a shower first. There was nothing calculated about the words or the way Stella delivered them-it was just the way she was. Bax hadn’t struck that kind of thing before. It did something to him, a kind of unpleasant wrench in his guts.
He turned his attention to Leo. ‘All you have to do is act natural tomorrow night. Surprised, angry, scared of the guns. No heroics.’
‘Yeah, well, one thing’s for sure: I’m not risking the money. I’ll put, say, twenty thousand in the safe, the rest in a safety deposit box in the bank. We can afford twenty grand if something goes wrong, we can’t afford two hundred grand.’
Bax shook his head. They’d been through all this. ‘He’ll know something’s wrong, Leo. He’s expecting big money tomorrow night, and he’ll be pissed off if it’s not there. We don’t know how he’ll express it: trash the house maybe, pistolwhip all of you till you say where the money is. Don’t worry. I’ll retrieve it for you, make sure it’s not logged as evidence.’
‘If you stuff up, Bax, I’ll have your guts for garters, I’ll spill you to Internal Affairs, I’ll take the money out of your hide.’
Leo was hot-faced, his voice heated, so they both said, fair enough, understood, and Stella patted his arm.
Then Stella said, apparently siding with her husband, ‘Bax, they could hurt us, just for the hell of it or so we don’t hassle them. Maybe we should go out for the evening?’
‘One, that will make them suspicious, all that money there and no one to keep an eye on it. Two, hurting people is not this Wyatt character’s style. We know of a dozen bank and payroll jobs he’s pulled and in each of them he took pains to keep people calm. The only ones who ever got hurt were people who crossed him or pulled a gun on him.’
Meaning, Leo, if you’ve got a gun, hide it somewhere, don’t go wearing it tomorrow night. Bax watched the big man carefully, hoping the message was getting through.
‘Just act normal,’ he said. ‘Have Victor over for dinner, make the job easier for these characters.’

****



Thirty-three


Victor Mesic was feeling acutely alert and alive. It was Thursday evening, and he’d just spent an hour on the Nautilus gear, finishing with a sauna and a shower. Seven o’clock, everything blurred and softened in the half light of evening, all his senses heightened. His Saab gleamed darkly, a mean, squat shape. He could smell onions cooking somewhere. Birds were settling in the short young gumtrees around the car park perimeter. Bass notes drummed from a weatherboard house opposite the gym.
Then a car door opened, clicked closed softly, and suddenly something about that didn’t feel right to Victor. He was sure of it when a gun barrel probed the hinge of his jaw and a voice whispered, ‘That’s not my finger, Vic’
He froze and put up his hands.
‘Don’t be a dickhead,’ the voice said. The gun nudged him. ‘Open the door, passenger side.’
It was finally happening, just as he’d warned them it would, opposition firms moving in on the family itself. Victor fumbled a key into the lock and opened the door. ‘Slip across to the driver’s seat,’ the voice said.
Victor stood there. He wanted badly to relieve the pressure on his bladder. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’ It came out as a croak.
‘Just get in the car, Vic,’ the voice said, and Victor felt the gun dig into his spine this time.
He got in. He felt the gun tickle his ear as the man followed him into the car. With the interior light on, Victor saw the gunman’s face clearly. It was a narrow face full of scooped shadows and hard planes. If a face like that ever smiled, it would still look bleak and detached. The body was long and loose. The man seemed to fold up in order to fit into the little car. He was wearing latex gloves. ‘You can have my wallet,’ Victor said. ‘Take the whole car if you like. Just leave me here.’
‘Maybe later, Vic. Right now, all I want you to do is drive home.’
The voice was low, calm, and somehow reassuring. ‘Home?’
‘Through the gate and into the grounds. No one’s going to get hurt, so there’s no need to go off half cocked about anything. Another vehicle will be coming in immediately behind us. No noise or fuss means no one gets hurt, nothing gets broken, okay?’
‘You won’t get away with it. We’ll put the word out on the street.’
The gunman tapped the barrel on Victor’s knuckles. ‘Drive, Vic. That’s all you have to do for now.’
Something about the man’s stillness made Victor work the Saab’s gears and pedals hard, getting the full effect of the car’s acceleration and exhaust note. He stopped that when the man said, ‘Grow up.’
Ten minutes later the dark mass of the man stiffened and he peered forward through the windscreen. ‘We’re almost there. Okay, Vic, I know the gate is operated by an electronic signal. I want you to open it, then drive into the grounds, wait for the van behind us to drive in, and shut the gate. Then park outside your house. If you activate any sort of alarm at all, I’ll shoot both your kneecaps. You’ll never walk properly again. Do you understand what you have to do?’
Victor didn’t trust himself to speak. He nodded.
‘Fine. We’re going to get along just fine, Vic. All right, slow down, blinker on, open the gate.’
Victor did all that. The only hope for him came when Stella appeared on the steps of her house, shading her eyes from the headlights. He wound the window halfway down to shout something, but the gun changed his mind. The gunman murmured, ‘I’m a friend you’ve brought home for dinner, okay?’
Victor nodded. He stopped the car and opened the window fully. ‘Stella,’ he said.
‘I wanted to catch you before you went in,’ Stella said, ‘to invite you to dinner.’
Victor jerked his head. ‘Actually I’ve got a friend with me.’
A strange look came and went on Stella’s face and Victor heard her say, ‘Why don’t you both come?’
There was a low, pleasant voice next to Victor, a gun in his ribs: ‘Why not? That all right with you, Vic?’
Victor nodded.
Then a second set of headlights swept over Stella. She stepped back, frowning. ‘Telecom? What do they want?’
‘No idea.’
Victor needed guidance here. He looked at the gunman. Stella was walking toward the Telecom van, maybe into the face of another gun. ‘What now?’
The gun pressed harder. ‘Close the gate, switch off and get out of the car. Don’t try to run or shout or do anything at all.’
Victor got out, stood waiting on the gravel drive. The man joined him. Victor didn’t speak again: the barrel jammed against his kidney was conversation enough.
Then the Telecom van’s lights went out. The air was mild, the strongest stars fighting through the city’s night glow. Victor heard footsteps coming toward them along the drive. Feet scrabbled for purchase, someone swore, the footsteps came on again. Two figures appeared, Stella walking ahead of a second man. He was like the first, tall, hard and easy with his size and the gun in his hand. Stella stopped when she reached them. Full of loathing, she said to both gunmen, ‘You won’t get away with this.’

****

Wyatt would have liked a dollar for all the times he’d been told that. He pressed his.38 against Victor Mesic’s temple and said around him to the woman, ‘We’ll get away with it.’
She scowled. ‘I mean after. Any idea who you’re dealing with here?’
Wyatt had heard that a few times too. He said, ‘We’re going into your house. Time to find your husband.’
They went in by the front door, Stella Mesic first, followed by Jardine, Victor and finally Wyatt. He looked around. Concealed lighting smeared striped wallpaper and threw the shadows of clocks onto the parquet floor. The place seemed to be full of clocks: fussy gilt affairs on spindly tables, a couple of grandfather clocks in wall recesses. Wyatt told them to stop in the hallway. The woman had been cooking; he could smell curry. Light spilled out of a half-open door nearby; a TV muttered; somebody coughed.
Wyatt put his mouth to Victor’s ear. ‘Show yourself in the doorway, but don’t go in. Tell him you need a hand with your car.’
The next step was Jardine’s. Jardine flattened his back to the wall next to the door, his gun arm extended, as Victor Mesic said, ‘Leo, can you come here a sec? I stalled the car and can’t start it again.’
The doorway darkened. ‘Maybe you flooded-’
Leo felt the gun under his jaw and he stopped in his tracks. ‘Who the hell are you?’
‘Shut up and on the floor,’ Wyatt said.
There was a long, slim-line European radiator bolted to the hallway wall. It ticked and complained softly. Wyatt motioned with his.38: ‘On the floor, backs to the heater.’ He covered the Mesics while Jardine cuffed them to the support clamps.
Very little was said after that. This was the stage Wyatt preferred, professionals doing what they did best. The heart of the Mesic operation was a large office across the hall from the sitting room. Wyatt wasn’t interested in the massive dimpled leather sofa or the glossy desk and bookshelves. He led Jardine to the safe. It was thick, solid, painted grey. Jardine squatted in front of it. His strong fingers reached out and touched the door. ‘No problem.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘You see it all the time. They throw a few thousand bucks into a security fence and alarms, and hang onto crappy safes.’
‘How will you do it?’
Jardine brushed his fingertips around the circumference of the door. ‘Drill a hole in each corner, load with nitro, blast her open.’
Wyatt nodded. ‘If you need me I’ll be scouting around.’
Jardine took a heavy drill from his bag and started drilling. Wyatt left him there and turned off the alarm system and power to the gate. Then he prowled through the house looking for pickings. He knew the real reward would be in the safe, but he was moving instinctively toward darkness, concealed opportunities, closed in spaces.
He also wanted to remove himself from the Mesics. They were so full of loathing for each other that an unease was settling in him. Something about the whole operation bothered him. They’d done their homework, everything was going smoothly, but it was all too smooth and he was waiting for a cross.
He started with the main bedroom. On a dresser next to the bed he found a thin Louis Philippe watch and a wallet stuffed with fifties and hundreds. He counted it quickly-about a thousand dollars. He pocketed the watch and the cash and ranged quickly through the other rooms, finding nothing else. There were plenty of pictures, vases and ornate clocks, but they were all so much junk to him.
Then he went downstairs and into the office, ignoring the Mesics cuffed to the radiator. Jardine had turned the desk on its side to shield the room from the blast. He had finished drilling and was packing the holes. He didn’t acknowledge Wyatt.
Wyatt opened the front door and stepped outside. Silence was his element so he kept to the lawn, skirting the gravel drive. The house that was now Victor’s and had been the old man’s was cluttered, every flat surface crowded with vases and figurines, the pictures on the walls mostly Sunday market bush-hut scenes. The sofas and chairs were made of pinewood and red- and green-stained leather. Clunky, box-like pine dressers jutted into most of the free space. Every other surface was dazzling white enamel.
He didn’t spend more than ten minutes going through the rooms. He discovered a second watch, a gold lighter, three hundred dollars in cash, things he could carry in his pockets.
Outside again, Wyatt watched and waited in the darkness. He heard traffic in the distance, a car accelerating along a nearby street, random noises in the houses opposite the compound. There was no wind. He seemed to hear his blood flowing. He began to feel better. He liked risk, liked being alone, found the tension addictive.
Back at the first house, Jardine said, ‘Ready to blow.’ They waited in the hall with the Mesics. The nitro blast created noise and smoke but Jardine had contained the effects to the door of the safe. When the smoke cleared Wyatt could see it hanging open on one hinge. There was money stacked inside, untouched by the explosion.
‘All yours,’ Jardine said.
Wyatt made an approximate count of the money. There was over two hundred thousand there, that’s all he was interested in knowing. He began to stack it into a nylon bag, wanting to feel secure but knowing he wouldn’t be until he was well clear of this place. Two hundred thousand dollars was peanuts compared to the millions the Mesic operation would earn for the Outfit, but that didn’t mean the Outfit intended to part with it. He zippered the bag closed and joined Jardine in the hall. ‘We’ll find you,’ one or other of the Mesics began, but Wyatt closed the door on their voices.

****

Leo had recognised the drunk from the Volvo, only this time it was no act the man was putting on. He didn’t recognise the second man, only his style-economical, a flat expression on the runnelled river-stone face. The men weren’t gentle but they weren’t rough either. They didn’t apologise, raise their voices, speak unnecessarily, say who they were or what they were doing. They were entirely mechanical and disinterested and Leo went along with it. What Bax had said made sense. Tackling them would have been a mistake.
Then the men split up. Leo heard a drill bite into metal and he knew it was the safe. He didn’t say anything, got comfortable on the floor, turned his wrists so that the handcuff bracelets didn’t cut off his circulation. Victor and Stella were doing it too.
Then Victor said, turning his head to look at Stella, ‘See? We’re wide open. They just walked in. No security at all.’
‘Get lost, Victor.’
‘The Mesics are a pushover, that’s what this will look like.’
‘Just shut up.’
Victor’s voice was low and insistent. ‘Think about it. It’s time to get out of this Mickey Mouse business, into something where the people you meet don’t have records, don’t wear greasy overalls, where your money’s secure in some Cayman Islands bank, not sitting around in a safe waiting to be picked up by a couple of hoods, where you’re paying off the bloody police commissioner, not some sleazy plainclothes cop like Bax.’
Leo heard his wife say venemously, ‘You’ll be paid off, Victor. Just shut up.’
‘I don’t want to be paid off. I want to put my money where it’s going to quadruple itself every few months.’
Leo listened. Victor had been saying things like this to him all week when Stella wasn’t around, drawing flow charts, jabbing his finger at columns of figures. Toward the end, it seemed to make sense. Victor had also said, ‘See if you can convince the bitch-no offence, old son.’ Leo had tried. He wasn’t sure that she’d listened, though. Now, chained up while their house was being robbed, Leo tried again. ‘He’s got a point, Stel.’
But then the man with the flat look of a killer came back from his search of the property, and shortly after that Leo heard the safe blow open. He was silent, and it was a strain on him. He watched the men leave. When they were gone he jerked the handcuffs, but it was useless and suddenly every clock in the place chose that moment to chime eight o’clock.

****



Thirty-four


They worked the signal using cellular phones provided by Rossiter. While Jardine opened the gate, Wyatt called Towns. The ringing tone sounded once and when Towns answered he said, ‘All clear.’ He listened for Towns’s ‘okay’, broke the connection, climbed behind the wheel of Victor Mesic’s Saab and followed Jardine’s Telecom van through the gate and onto the street.
Wyatt wasn’t carrying the money. The money was in the Telecom van, giving it a second margin of security. Wyatt was allowing for the bored or nosy patrol cop who might just decide to give a Saab driver a hard time but who wouldn’t look twice at a Telecom van. The first margin was Wyatt himself. He drove several hundred metres behind Jardine and he watched the traffic ahead of the van, behind it, next to it. If the Outfit wanted the two hundred thousand badly enough they might try a snatch in the open. Wyatt knew what to look for: he’d pulled stunts like it himself, running courier vans off the road to snatch bullion, furs, Scotch, oil paintings. ‘When you’re on the freeway,’ he’d told Jardine, ‘don’t let yourself get boxed in by heavy trucks working in pairs; stay in the far lane; don’t let yourself get forced onto an exit ramp or the dividing strip.’
‘And off the freeway?’
‘Off the freeway look out for roadworks, broken-down cars, any sort of emergency where you’re asked to slow down or stop or detour. If they put a car across the road, don’t stop, ram the rear of it at an angle.’
‘And fly through the windscreen.’
‘I doubt it. With most cars there’s no engine and not much structural reinforcement at the back. If you hit it in the right place you’ll shift it sideways and get through.’
Nothing like that happened on the roads out of Templestowe. They joined the freeway at Doncaster Road. There was very little traffic going into the city. The space-age lights floated high above the broad dreaming lanes and Wyatt followed Jardine at a steady 90 kph along a shallow valley that gave no sense of the city’s tiled roofs and street grids and three million people.
They got off the freeway at Hoddle Street, leaving the Saab and the Telecom van in a side street and switching to rented Mazdas left there earlier in the day. Jardine had rented the cars from separate firms using fake ID. Again Wyatt tailed Jardine. They kept to the speed limit, obeyed the traffic laws, still wore the gloves.
They made a final switch in Spring Street, knowing there were always taxis waiting outside the Windsor. Avoiding a bag snatch, Jardine parked opposite, cut across the road on foot, and got into the back seat of the first taxi on the rank. The taxi pulled away and Wyatt stayed with it, three car-lengths behind, through Fitzroy, Carlton and Clifton Hill. The time was 8.30 pm.
By 8.45 they were in Northcote. Wyatt double-parked well back from the taxi, lights out, and watched as Jardine paid off the driver and entered the corner milk bar. The taxi driver was there for a minute or so, writing up his log, answering a radio call. When he was gone, Wyatt drove up to the milk bar, collected Jardine and drove out of the street.
They left the Mazda two blocks away from the Northcote house and walked the rest of the way. Jardine hadn’t understood the need for this. He’d said to Wyatt that afternoon, ‘You can trust me. I won’t run out on you.’ Wyatt told him, ‘I know that. I don’t trust the Outfit. We stick to each other the whole way with this. If you’re in sight and you get attacked, I know what to do about it. If you’re out of sight and they jump you, I won’t know it.’
Jardine had nodded. ‘You cover all the angles-some might say obsessively.’
‘It’s how I stay alive,’ Wyatt had told him.
It was 8.55. The streets were quiet, settling into darkness as front-porch lights went out. Wyatt and Jardine slipped into the grounds of the house and went around it twice. The first time they searched the small yard; the second time they checked the strips of tape Wyatt had pasted to the windows and outside doors. Nothing had disturbed them.
They finished at the front door. Jardine went in first, the money in the bag over his shoulder. ‘Made it,’ he said, half-turned to hold the door for Wyatt.
‘We’ll see,’ Wyatt said.
They were home, they had the money, but still Wyatt didn’t let go of his expectation of trouble. He followed Jardine into the hallway and waited crammed up against him as Jardine put his hand to the light switch. The switch clicked once, then again, but there was no light and Wyatt started to say, wait.
The words froze in his throat. He heard a smooth metallic snap as someone in the shadows jacked a shell into the firing chamber of a semi-automatic pistol, and then he heard the shot.
The pistol had been fitted with a suppressor. The baffles contained the sound as a flat cough, and Wyatt connected it to the sudden jerk of Jardine’s body ahead of him. He tried to avoid the big man, tried to twist away and find his.38, but Jardine slammed backwards into him and they both went down, Wyatt face down on the dusty, fibrous carpet. His back muscles knotted together, expecting a follow-up shot.
It didn’t come. Instead, there were useless tugging sounds and Wyatt could sense panic behind them. The pistol had jammed. Semi-automatics will do that. It was why he rarely used them. He pushed up, snarling, ridding his body of Jardine’s weight.
It did him no good at all. He saw an arm swing at him, the pistol held like a club, and hunched away as if that would make his skull elastic. The rest was all pain.

****



Thirty-five


He didn’t know how long he’d been lying there. He blinked awake and turned his head to check the time. That was a mistake. The pain cut through him and he felt a faint tug on his scalp as the blood crust broke. 9.15 pm. He hadn’t been out for long. He didn’t remember Jardine until he became conscious of distressed, shallow breathing and felt the weight of his friend’s body across his legs.
This time Wyatt was ready for the stabbing in his head. He rolled out from under Jardine and found a light switch in the front room. It leaked enough light into the hall to tell him that Jardine had been hit in the head and that his upper body and the carpet under him were blood soaked. He reached around and explored Jardine’s scalp with his fingers a little at a time. It didn’t tell him anything, only that Jardine’s hair was clogged with blood.
Wyatt leaned against the wall to think about it. The bag with the money was gone. Jardine needed attention. The Outfit gun had jammed, meaning they might come back to finish the job. Rose, he guessed. She’d been his dangerous shadow from the start. A smudge on the wall caught his eye. He looked up to see a series of them, shoe marks reaching up to an open manhole in the ceiling. She’d got in through the roof, and she’d taken out the light bulb.
Wyatt used the telephone in the kitchen. He was expecting Ross or Eileen to answer, not the son. The son was supposed to be in remand. He didn’t give his name. ‘Your dad there?’
‘I’ll just get him,’ Niall Rossiter said.
When Rossiter came on Wyatt said, ‘I need a doctor who won’t ask questions.’
Rossiter took that in. ‘You hurt bad?’
‘Jardine’s been head shot.’
‘Let’s see,’ Rossiter said, and Wyatt listened to him thinking. ‘There’s Ounsted.’
‘I’ve heard the name. How can I get hold of him?’
‘He does a moonlight flit every few months,’ Rossiter said. ‘Hang on a sec,’ and Wyatt heard the receiver clatter onto some hard surface before he could warn Rossiter to keep his trap shut.
Rossiter came back on the line with an address and telephone number in North Carlton. ‘According to the wife it’s still current.’ There was a pause. ‘What went wrong?’
‘I’ve got some sorting out to do,’ Wyatt said, with a chill that seemed to reach Rossiter on the end of the line. Rossiter said, ‘Right,’ hurriedly and rang off.
Wyatt took Jardine to the North Carlton address in the rental car. The doctor lived in a small, flat-faced, cement-rendered place sandwiched between a couple of stately brick terraces on a leafy street. It was a street of academics, TV writers and yoga fanatics who drove Landcruisers and soft-top VWs, but Ounsted’s car matched his house. It was parked outside it, a Peugeot station wagon, ancient, soft-springed, rust in the doors.
The man who answered his knock was slight, undernourished, dressed in a crumpled suit with broad lapels. He smelt of whisky and cigarettes and tried to hide it with fluttering, gingery hands. His face had the chalky shut-away look of a man who shudders at the sun. He looked about sixty, but was probably younger. Ounsted had been struck off the register fifteen years ago and now he treated patients who suffered from the kinds of injuries and ailments they couldn’t let the authorities know about. He supplied morphine, plugged gunshot wounds, sewed up knife cuts.
‘There’s a lane behind the house,’ he told Wyatt. ‘Drive around while I get the surgery ready. We’ll bring your friend in the back way.’
The lane was narrow; the Mazda juddered on the bluestone cobbles. Wyatt stopped halfway along, the engine idling, waiting for Ounsted to open the gate. Every back wall except Ounsted’s had been replaced in the past ten years. Some were topped with jasmine-choked lattice. Ounsted’s rear entrance was a warped, padlocked wooden gate on hinges, four metres high. He’d coiled barbed wire around the upper frame.
Wyatt could smell booze and tobacco inside the house as well, but there was a layer of antiseptic under that and one of the rooms was clean enough: a drugs cabinet, stainless steel trays, lights, an operating table. The rest of the house was like the doctor himself, battling and apologetic.
They put Jardine on the operating table and Ounsted gave him a painkiller and a sedative. ‘He’ll be okay for the moment,’ Ounsted said, a kind of clipped professionalism entering his voice. ‘Now you’d better let me look at you.’
Wyatt sat where Ounsted could examine his head. ‘You’ll live. Bruising, swelling, and a small patch of broken skin. A painkiller and you’ll be okay. Just take it easy for a while. Rest up for a couple of days.’
‘I’ve got things to do.’
‘Oh, I know that,’ Ounsted said. ‘I was just going through the motions, that’s all.’
Then he went to work on Jardine, Wyatt helping him to wash the blood from Jardine’s head and clean and bandage the wound. The bullet had scored a shallow trench above the right ear. Ounsted murmured as he worked: ‘A fraction further to the right and he’d be in worse shape than this. He’ll need to stay here for a few days. He’s a lucky man. But it’s amazing what the body can withstand. I remember…’
The man wanted to talk. Wyatt screened him out. He thought about his options. He’d start with Kepler, but it didn’t have to be immediately-the Outfit would always be there. What he needed most now was rest, a safe house for the night. When Ounsted was finished he said, ‘How much do I owe you?’
Ounsted seemed to take an interest in the carpet. ‘Two fifty should cover it.’
‘I’ll give you three hundred,’ Wyatt said. ‘I need a bed here for the night.’
Ounsted looked at Wyatt professionally. ‘Wise man. You look knackered. I’ll give you something for the pain, it’ll help you sleep.’
‘No drugs.’
‘Suit yourself. The spare room’s through here.’
Ounsted took Wyatt to a small room at the front of the house. There were two narrow beds in it. Wyatt considered them: one was as good as the other. He stood in the centre of the room and stared at Ounsted. The doctor grew uncomfortable and moved toward the door. ‘Bathroom’s down the hall. I’ll see you in the morning.’

****



Thirty-six


Something woke him, some shift in the atmosphere. He lay on his back, feeling his skin creep, his nerve ends coming alive.
He knew where he was, and that he felt rested, the pain in his head less acute. No one was shooting at him, screaming at him to get on the ground, aiming lights in his eyes. In fact, the house was peaceful. But it felt wrong.
He lay still, feeling the blood pulse in him. Maybe he simply was cold. He pulled the bedclothes to his neck. The substance of his half-asleep, half-awake condition clarified with the movement, and he remembered that there had been the sound of a telephone, of a voice in the far reaches of the house.
Wyatt supposed that Ounsted’s nights were like that, sleep punctuated by calls to come save a life or inject a hit. He concentrated, eliminating the expected sounds of Ounsted’s life, his house, this street at night, to see what he was left with.
He heard Ounsted at the front door, then at the gate that opened onto the footpath. There were Venetian blinds in the window. He forced an aperture in the slats and looked out. Ounsted, wearing a coat and a hat, carrying the medical bag. Wyatt watched him get into the Peugeot, crank it into life, turn on the lights. Ounsted turned right at the end of the street and after that it was quiet.
Wyatt dozed. He would kill Kepler and leave it at that. If he went after Rose, after Towns, he would have to go after the whole bunch of them and he didn’t have the time or the energy or the resources to do that. The orders had come from Kepler to begin with. Towns would take over from Kepler. Towns was someone Wyatt could make a deal with that would stick. The money mattered but he’d never get the actual two hundred thousand back. He’d have to screw the money out of the Outfit some other way.
Ounsted was away for almost half an hour. Wyatt recognised the Peugeot’s rattling tappets and complaining differential, and checked the time: 11.02 pm. He clacked a gap in the blind, watched the doctor park the car, come through the gate, shut the door behind him.
There was the problem of getting to Sydney, getting at Kepler. It would take time and it would take money. Wyatt had all the time he needed but his funds were low. He would do what he’d done in the past, hire himself out to a crooked insurance agent or snatch the daily take of a restaurant in a suburb where nothing much ever happened, the kind of small-time hit that would earn him a bankroll but no credit at all.
Wyatt slept then, until Ounsted turned on the bedside light and prodded him awake-only it wasn’t Ounsted, it was Rose, wearing the doctor’s hat and coat and holding her own gun in her hand.
That explained the phone call. They’d called Ounsted out of the house and Rose had switched places with him.
Rose stepped clear of the bed and grinned down at Wyatt. ‘The legend himself. Shame he had to die in bed with his boots off.’ She centred the barrel on Wyatt’s forehead. ‘You can close your eyes if you like.’
She wasn’t good at this after all. She shouldn’t have stopped to speak to him. She was letting emotion and competition get the better of her. She was gloating, letting him know he’d lost, letting him see her, making sure he knew he was going to die and who was pulling the trigger. It was unprofessional and Wyatt shot her through the bedclothes. There was a spurt of blood and tissue and she slammed back against the wardrobe, then forward onto the floor. Her limbs thrashed but, as Wyatt watched, there was a final heave, an involuntary finger spasm and then she was still.
Wyatt found the keys to the Peugeot in her coat pocket. He checked that Jardine was sleeping peacefully in the surgery and a minute later he was in the alley at the rear of Ounsted’s house. He circled the block, saw no one. Rose had come without backup. He was the hunter now.

****



Thirty-seven


East Melbourne was leafy, damp and full of shadows, but a hundred metres away some light leaked into the darkness from the Outfit apartment building. Wyatt checked the time-11.30-and settled against the door of Ounsted’s car to wait.
Some time later he straightened. He saw the glass door open and a uniformed doorman touched his cap to a man in a hooded grey tracksuit. Wyatt didn’t know who the jogger was. He only knew that twice since Monday’s meeting he and Jardine had met with Towns late at night after watching the Mesics, and each time he’d seen joggers leave the building. The jogger padded past the Peugeot and out of sight.
A couple of minutes later a second jogger came through the door. He got closer. Wyatt had already removed the car’s interior light, so there was nothing to warn the man that the passenger door was swinging open. He smacked hard against it, the breath gushed from his body, and Wyatt watched him collapse onto the footpath.
There was no one around. Wyatt got out, poured ether from Ounsted’s surgery onto a handkerchief, and clamped it over the jogger’s face. He finished by stripping off the man’s tracksuit, putting it on over his own clothes, and hauling the man into the back of the car.
He waited. Fifteen minutes later, the first jogger finished his circuit of the nearby streets and approached the building. Wyatt slipped out of the car and caught up to him. They ran in place on the footpath, marking time, Wyatt with the tracksuit hood concealing his face. He let his breathing sound hoarse and strained. It was a sound of the city, and as necessary to jogging as two hundred dollar shoes, and it worked. The first man glanced around at him, nodded abstractedly, rapped on the glass door a second time. The doorman acknowledged them, the lock clicked open, and they were in.
The first jogger entered a ground floor apartment. The lift door was at the far end of the foyer. Staying in character, Wyatt trotted across the marble floor, pushed the up button, and touched his toes until the lift arrived.
The door slid open and he stepped into the lift. The interior walls were mirrors. He was disconcerted to see his reflection, a hooded figure wearing clothes he’d never normally wear. He turned his back on the mirror, stared out across the foyer, waited for the doors to close.
The lift was whisper quiet. Wyatt took out his.38. He was wearing gloves. The lift shook gently to a stop, the doors pinged open, and he Stepped out into the Outfit’s little entrance hall and pushed the gun under the chin of the man called Drew. There was a pair of suitcases in the bald accountant’s hands. He froze when Wyatt said, ‘Freeze,’ and dropped the cases.
‘Inside,’ Wyatt said.
He followed Drew into the apartment. Apart from Towns, who was in one of the bedrooms stacking shirts in a suitcase, the place was empty. He pushed both men face down onto the floor. ‘You seem to be leaving in a hurry.’
Towns said, as if that explained it, ‘Rose hasn’t come back.’
‘Where’s Hami?’
‘Fetching the car around.’
‘Towns, we had an agreement. I want my money back.’
Towns twisted his head around to stare at Wyatt, looking puzzled, his mind working but not finding answers. ‘I haven’t got your money.’
‘You knew about the house in Northcote and sent Rose after us,’ Wyatt said. ‘She jumped us and took off with the money.’
Towns shook his head. ‘There must be another player involved. We haven’t got your money.’
‘So she was acting alone?’
Towns put his cheek back down on the carpet. ‘Not her style.’
‘Her gun failed her the first time,’ Wyatt persisted, ‘and she came after us again. I’d like to know how she knew where we’d be both times.’
‘I tell you we didn’t know about your Northcote place. As for being at Ounsted’s, about an hour ago we got a tip-off. What have you done to her?’
Wyatt said levelly, ‘What do you think?’ Then, ‘Was it Kepler’s idea to send Rose in to knock us off?’
Towns craned his head around again. He was clearly frustrated. ‘I keep telling you, we haven’t got your money, and Rose wasn’t acting alone. You’ve got a fucking nerve, sending us into a trap, then accusing us of taking your lousy money.’
Wyatt frowned. ‘What do you mean, a trap?’
Towns said heavily, ‘Aah, knock it off, Wyatt. You killed the Mesic brothers and tried to set us up for it.’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘Luckily we were still outside the compound when the cops showed. We came back here, got the tip-off you’d be at Ounsted’s, and I sent Rose to knock both of you. She hasn’t come back, she hasn’t contacted us, meaning you got her first, so we’re heading back to Sydney. Fucking end of story.’
Wyatt sat on the end of the bed. He kept clear of Towns and Drew, but he wasn’t being so zealous with the.38 in his hand. ‘Something’s going on. The Mesics were alive when we left the compound. Tell me what you saw.’
‘After you gave the signal, we waited while you got clear. No one was tailing you, so we got ready to move in. Then this cop car shows up.’
‘How do you know the brothers are dead?’
‘It’s on the news already.’ Towns looked at his watch. ‘Five to twelve. Check for yourself if you don’t believe me.’
Wyatt took them into the main room. At midnight he turned on the television set and channel hunted with the remote control. The Mesic raid headed the bulletin on Nine. He saw a pool of darkness, the compound lights weak in it, police cars, their flashing red and blue lights spelling alarm and disaster. Then a policeman waved back the cameras and a reporter filled the screen, a microphone at her throat: ‘An armed robbery went terribly wrong in this house in Templestowe earlier this evening, leaving two brothers dead, shot in cold blood as they lay handcuffed on the floor, unable to defend themselves. A third occupant, a woman claimed to be the wife of one of the brothers, is unharmed and said to be staying with friends. Police are searching for two men, believed to be driving a white Toyota van and a Saab. They are armed and dangerous and should not be approached. Back to the studio.’
Towns said, ‘See it from our point of view, Wyatt. You got your money, killed the Mesics, set us up for it.’
‘Then why would I have left the woman alive? Why would I have come here looking for my money? I made a deal and I kept it.’
Wyatt watched the screen as he spoke. There was more about the Mesic raid on another channel. The victims were named, and police and neighbours talked to the camera. Earlier footage was repeated: ambulances, Stella Mesic being driven away, torches and dogs roaming the grounds.
Then, if it were possible to freeze-frame the picture, Wyatt would have done it: among the men grouped on the house steps, barely touched by camera lights, was the stranger he’d seen on the first day of his operation against the Mesics. The man was a cop and suddenly a lot of things made sense to Wyatt.
He pressed a button and the picture gulped and died. He said to Towns, ‘I can still give you the Mesics.’
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Thirty-eight


Those early days, when she’d first started seeing Bax, had been great. They’d watch each other’s striving bodies in the ceiling and wall mirrors of her bedroom, their skin gleaming in the curtained afternoon light while Leo was out somewhere. Once she’d even tried a champagne bath; Bax liked to watch oysters slide down her throat; sometimes she splashed brandy around his groin. She’d laugh deep in her throat at times like that and Bax would grow hot-eyed, claiming it turned him on. There’d been no guilt or regret, only appetite. Bax would go home and she would shower and dress, feeling pleasantly battered, glad to be by herself for a few hours, disappointed if Leo came home.
But then it began to lose its spark. She watched the old man die, watched Victor come on the scene and work a hold over Leo, saw that she might lose everything. Also, where Bax had once seemed appealingly dangerous-something to do with his job, his corruption by the family, his wolfish looks-in the end he was just weak. She liked him enough when he was in a sharp frame of mind, working out the angles, but somehow, after the old man’s death and Victor’s appearance on the scene, Bax seemed to become less capable of following through with anything.
He’d seen easily enough how the raid by the man called Wyatt could be used to their advantage, but then at the last minute he had lost his nerve. He said Wyatt was too dangerous-Wyatt would want to shoot it out and everyone could get hurt. He said that if he shot or arrested Wyatt, there was no guarantee that Victor would be impressed. If anything, Bax said, Victor would argue that a raid on the compound showed up the family’s vulnerability and he’d be in a position to talk Leo around to his way of thinking, leaving Stella and Bax out in the cold. And there was still Coulthart breathing down Bax’s neck.
That’s how Bax saw it. As Stella saw it, the entire Mesic operation was up for grabs and just two things stood in her way-Victor Mesic on the inside, cops eager to break up the Mesics on the outside. The raid by Wyatt and Jardine could still be used. The firm could withstand the loss of two hundred thousand dollars. If Wyatt and Jardine were as good as Bax said they were, they’d never be found, never come forward, never say what state the household was really in when they left it.
The gun was a.22 target pistol. Bax had confiscated it when he’d worked with the Drug Squad, thinking he’d need it as a throwdown one day, something to cover himself with if he ever happened to shoot an unarmed man.
Wyatt and Jardine had come in, stripped the place, left again, and it had gone as Napper said it would go. Stella was alone with Leo and Victor for about two minutes, Victor spitting chips, Leo silent, then through the glass of the front door she had seen headlights. It was Bax. He came in through the front door, leaving his police car in the drive. He had a cover story ready to explain his presence in the house. He’d been following up a stolen car lead, had seen that something was wrong, had let himself into the house to investigate.
Bax had come in and Victor had said instantly, sharply, ‘Look who’s here.’ Stella knew from his voice that he was beginning to put it all together.
Bax crouched with keys and released her wrists. She stood, rubbing them. The strain showed in Bax’s face. She thought he might lose his nerve again, or change plans on her, so she’d put her hand on his wrist. Her grip was warm and strong, and for Bax everything in the world was reduced to a manageable size. She saw him begin to relax. ‘The gun,’ she said quietly.
His lean, handsome face wrestled with the notion of what she was about to do. He didn’t say anything, just reached inside the coat of his costly suit and drew out the pistol. He wore gloves. He gave her a large thick handkerchief to wrap around the gun. She jacked a round into the firing chamber. He’d already explained how the gun worked.
Leo hadn’t wanted to believe it was happening. He jerked the cuffs against the radiator and tried to stand. ‘Come on, Bax, Stel, undo the cuffs, will ya.’
‘Save your breath,’ Victor said.
‘You need me, Stel,’ Leo said.
‘Moron,’ Victor said, ‘can’t you see?’
Bax had turned away for the next stage. She shot each brother twice in the head and centrally in the chest, then dropped the gun on the floor and gave Bax his handkerchief back. ‘It’s done,’ she said, touching his arm. Then she’d sat on the floor and Bax, avoiding the bodies, the tremors passing through them, had cuffed her to the radiator again.
‘Bax,’ she said quietly, holding his eyes, ‘it’s working, all right? All you have to do now is call it in and have your story ready.’
A divisional van had arrived first, followed by an ambulance, a second ambulance, several police cars. A policeman removed her cuffs, poured her a brandy. She was numb and grieving and robotic. Crime scene officers photographed the bodies, the safe, the open drawers. They dusted for prints. The ambulance officers got restless, said in future call the pathologist before you call us. The pathologist when he got there was irritable, methodical, a white coat over his dinner jacket. Homicide detectives took her to the kitchen, a policewoman made a pot of coffee, they said, ‘A few questions, if you don’t mind.’ They questioned her, questioned her again. Armed robbery detectives questioned her. Homicide again, the same questions worded differently. Finally she said, ‘This is intolerable. I’ve told you all I know,’ and put her head in her hands. She didn’t see Bax again.
It was ten o’clock before they let her go. They wanted to know where she’d be staying, a number where she could be contacted. She gave them the South Yarra apartment, let a woman detective take her there. It was curious: she was scum in their eyes, the family was scum and the world a better place now, but once or twice the police seemed to remind themselves that her husband and her brother-in-law had been executed before her eyes and that she must have looked death in the face, for they showed her little kindnesses, which she gravely accepted.
She fitted the role to herself like a cloak and it stayed with her even when the detective was gone and she was alone in the apartment. She felt sombre, reflective and tragic. She poured Scotch over ice in a glass, put Marianne Faithfull on the stereo and pictured all the lonely women driving through Paris in sports cars.
Bax dissipated all that soon enough. He showed up just before midnight, standing white and agitated outside her door. She took him into the main room and pushed him down onto the sofa. He was like a clockspring ready to break and there it was again, questions, questions.
‘I told you not to come here,’ she said. ‘It’s too risky.’
‘No one followed me, Stel.’ He leaned his face toward her imploringly. ‘I had to find out what they said to you, what they wanted to know.’
‘What do you think? They wanted to know did I get a look at the two men? Could I describe them? Did I have any idea who they were? Did I think robbery was the motive here, or was it murder made to look like a robbery gone wrong? What enemies did the family have?’ She laughed. ‘I told them yeah, sure, only the entire police force. They wanted to know how much was in the safe. Did the two men say anything? Etcetera, etcetera.’ She stopped. ‘What about you? Did they swallow your story?’
‘A stolen car inquiry. They bought it.’
‘They weren’t curious as to your timing on the scene?’
Bax rubbed his face with his hands. ‘They were, but I told them the evenings were the only time I’d find the Mesics at home, I gave them Coulthart’s name, told them I’d been working your case for a couple of years.’ He stopped dry-washing his face and said, ‘God, I can’t believe it, you were so cool.’
Stella looked at him, wishing he would go away.
‘The investigation will drag on for a while,’ he said. ‘It will be a few weeks before they stop sniffing around. Meanwhile we’ve scared off the opposition and we can quietly put the firm back together again.’
The apartment lighting was turned low. Beyond the thick curtains the night was black. Bax, sitting stiffly at the far end of the sofa, edged imperceptibly along it. Stella backed away until her spine was against the arm rest. She tucked her legs under her and clamped a cushion to her chest, body language aimed at telling him to keep his distance. There was a vast gulf between them and it wasn’t only the empty space on the sofa. ‘I don’t know, Bax,’ she said finally.
He pricked up at that. ‘What do you mean?’
She shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I just feel different, things have changed. I feel I could pack it all in, sell up and go overseas or something.’
He looked away and there was a catch in his voice. ‘Where does that leave me?’
‘The Mesics are finished now. That should get your boss off your back.’
‘I don’t mean that. I mean me and you,’ Bax said.
Somehow she didn’t have the energy for this. There was silence and she let it lengthen, waiting for him to find the answer in it.
‘I’d better go,’ he said at last.
She nodded.
He got up, seemed to wrestle with the idea of kissing her, and said, ‘I could call in tomorrow afternoon.’
‘I might not be here.’
‘I’ll give you a ring,’ he said.
She nodded.
At the door he said, ‘I’ll let myself out.’
When he was gone she realised that she should have asked him to return her key. She unplugged the telephone, got ready for bed. She didn’t want hassles with him, she didn’t want to see his pained face or see him maudlin or violent or however it would affect him, so when she heard his key in the lock a short time later, real anger flared in her. She marched out to confront him.
But the man standing in the main room was one of the men who’d robbed her, and the look he directed at her was full of hard and unnerving intelligence. Bax and two strangers were with him. He pushed them toward her. ‘Your new partners, Stella,’ he said. ‘Meet Mr Towns and Mr Drew.’

****



Thirty-nine


After he left them, Wyatt drove back across the river. Everything led to the house in Abbotsford. Rossiter knew about the Mesic job, there was that unexplained release of Niall from prison, and only the Rossiters knew he’d be at Ounsted’s surgery.
He left the Peugeot under a plane tree on Gipps Street and entered the alley on foot. There was no easy way about the next step other than to storm the place. He stopped when he reached the granny flat. Its rear wall was incorporated into the alley fence. There was one dusty curtained window, a light on and a radio playing inside. Wyatt went in noiselessly over the fence.
He was ready for the killer dog. It came at him across the yard, thick and low-slung, as meaty and hairless as a pig. Wyatt wrapped his belt around his left forearm, feinted with it, flicked open the switchblade in his other hand, sliced open the straining throat. The heart and lungs worked briefly, inhaling blood, discharging a scarlet-flecked froth, then life went out of the dog and it dropped like a stone, the canines tearing the skin of Wyatt’s wrist.
He stepped back from the animal, his heart hammering. This death only a metre from Niall’s window was harsh and liquid, and Wyatt instinctively backed into darkness as Niall appeared in the doorway, backlit by a bare light bulb in the room behind him.
Wyatt stepped out again. He let Niall see the.38 in his hand. ‘I’ve come for my money.’
Niall had been smoking and drinking. His eyes were slitted against the smoke drifting from the cigarette in the corner of his mouth and he held a beer can near his thigh. He recognised Wyatt and dropped the cigarette. Then, when the dying dog made a last tremor, shooting out its legs, expiring on its side, Niall dropped the beer can.
Wyatt expected Niall to go to the dog. He was prepared to let that happen. Instead, Niall jerked back into the flat and slammed the door.
Wyatt knocked, tried the handle, slammed his shoulder against it a couple of times. ‘Niall,’ he said, ‘just give me the money.’
The crossbow bolt came through the window at him. Weakened and deflected by the glass, it plucked at his thigh and fell uselessly to the ground. He dropped into a crouch and edged away from the light.
Then he heard glass again, only it wasn’t the window facing him but the one on the alley. There was a sound of cotton tearing and then footsteps stumbled away from the house.
Wyatt stepped onto the kennel roof and vaulted over the fence into the alley. He crouched for a moment until he saw Rossiter’s son show clearly in silhouette in the streetlights at the end of the alley. He set out after him, loping easily, the.38 where it couldn’t be seen.
Niall turned toward the river. At one point he passed between a streetlight and the flank of the brewery, his headlong shadow soaring then shrinking across the blank brick wall. He had a day-pack strapped to his back. Wyatt stayed two hundred metres behind him, keeping pace, waiting for the kid to weaken or break stride.
But Niall was twenty years younger than Wyatt and driven by panic. In a series of left and right turns Niall closed in on the river, the old convent on the western bank, and Wyatt lost him in the Children’s Farm behind it.
It was a good place and it was bad. Niall belonged on the street; that’s where he should have run to, hailed a taxi perhaps, shoved the crossbow under someone’s nose at a traffic light. The bushes, pens and grassy paddocks on the river bank would be incomprehensible to someone like Niall. Then again, so long as he had nerve and patience, he could hide all night there and not be found. The traffic noise on Studley Park Bridge, the darkness and the unfamiliar terrain, would provide all the cover he’d need. They’d cover Wyatt, too, but otherwise they were a liability.
Wyatt could flush Niall out in the morning light, but he wasn’t prepared to wait. Starting at a point near the entrance to the Children’s Farm, he began to quarter the area, sweeping left and right across each segment. He concentrated on the centre, knowing that if he spent too long on the margins he might lose Niall. Now and then he stopped to listen. Cars accelerated over the bridge and up into Kew. He heard wind in the trees, and something else, low but constant in the background, that he supposed was the river between its many bends. There was a cough, almost human, as he passed among some sheep in the grass.
Then a squeal of terror. This also was not human but it was terror. By the time Wyatt reached the pig pen the cry had been taken up by other piglets and the heavy old sow, a crossbow bolt in her flank, was ranging back and forth, simultaneously protecting them and menacing Niall Rossiter, who was on his backside in the mire, struggling to rearm the crossbow. Wyatt saw all this in the moonlight and said, ‘It’s over, Niall. Just drop the weapon and climb the fence.’
Niall swung around, loosed a bolt at him. Wyatt heard the phutt of it close to his head. He fired the.38, three well-placed shots that straddled the rail behind Niall’s back and slapped into the mud near his crotch. ‘You get the next one in the stomach. Drop the crossbow, climb out of the pen.’
Niall disintegrated then, letting out a peevish sob and throwing the crossbow at the sow. When he lifted free of the sucking mud he looked helplessly at the filth that clung to his hands and pasted his jeans to his legs. He turned, climbed over the rail. His feet slipped, he fell, and Wyatt was there on the other side.
‘Give me the bag.’
Niall shrugged free of the day-pack, moving exhaustedly, rocking on his feet. ‘There’s nothing in it, only my stuff.’
Wyatt took the bag, stepped back, and opened it, keeping the.38 trained. The things that tumbled onto the grass did not add up to his two hundred thousand dollars. It was an escape kit: a change of underclothes, a wallet, a sheathknife, spare bolts for the crossbow. In the wallet there were sixty-five dollars and four stolen credit cards.
Wyatt threw the pack away. ‘Let’s see what your old man has to say.’
Niall spat. ‘He don’t know nothing.’
‘Your mother then.’
‘She’s gone. Shot through a couple of hours ago.’
That’s all Wyatt could get out of Rossiter’s son. They went back the way they’d come, Niall walking slump-shouldered before him. When they got to the house there was a light on above the front door. The Valiant was in the carport but the VW was missing. ‘Around the side,’ Wyatt said, prodding Niall with the gun.
The back door was ajar, the screen door unlatched. Wyatt pushed Niall inside. ‘No warnings,’ he said softly, guiding Niall’s spine with the barrel of his gun. They went that way past the laundry, the leaking lavatory, through the empty kitchen, to the sitting room, where Rossiter was sitting in darkness, punishing a bottle of supermarket Scotch. He heard them, reached for a switch, and lamplight threw the shapes from bad dreams over the walls and ceiling. His eyes were red-rimmed and cigarette ash dusted the Collingwood football jersey he was wearing in place of a pyjama top. He nodded morosely. ‘Thought you’d show up.’
Wyatt gestured both men to the couch and handcuffed them together. They were heavy and unresisting, Rossiter saying uselessly, ‘You don’t have to do this.’ Then he changed expression, looking up at Wyatt for understanding. ‘Mate, she let me down, I’m sorry.’
But Wyatt gave him nothing, only a stare that did not shift or stray but stayed locked on him. Rossiter had to turn his head away from the force of it.
‘Did she take the money with her?’
Rossiter laughed. ‘She took the VW and my last fifty bucks.’
The anger building in Wyatt stripped his face of flesh and colour. He slammed the old man’s head with his fist. ‘She traded me for Niall. That’s why he’s out of jail.’
‘Yes.’
‘You spilled the whole job to her, where we were staying, everything.’
Rossiter’s eyes flickered briefly at Wyatt. ‘Mate, she’s the wife.’
‘As if that explains it,’ Wyatt said. ‘Who did she spill to? A lawyer? A magistrate? A cop?’
‘A cop,’ Rossiter muttered.
‘Name?’
‘Napper. From the local nick.’
‘She’s with him now,’ Wyatt said, ‘splitting the money with him.’
Rossiter thought about that. His face said it was a cruel possibility. Then he said, ‘No, doesn’t sound right. She did it for the boy, not the money.’
Wyatt watched him neutrally. After a while he said, ‘The Outfit sent someone to knock me at Ounsted’s tonight.’
Rossiter flushed and looked away. ‘Well, yeah, she did that. She was expecting to hear Napper had arrested or maybe shot you tonight, so when you rang here she panicked, knowing you’d come after her sooner or later.’
‘So she tipped off the Outfit they could find me at Ounsted’s?’
There was no spirit left in Rossiter. He looked down, nodded his head.
‘Have you always been on friendly terms with them?’
‘Mate, that price on your head, forty thousand, everyone knew who to call.’
‘The pair of you should have cleared off with her.’
‘I wanted to put it right with you,’ Rossiter said.
Wyatt stared at him. It might have been true. He gestured at Niall. ‘What about him?’
Rossiter looked at his son and there was no pride in it. ‘Stupid fucker reckoned he’d be able to take you if you came here.’
Niall jerked away from his father, turning his shoulder to shut him out. The movement pulled Rossiter’s arm with it, and Rossiter’s veiny mottled hand flopped onto Niall’s thigh. Niall shrugged it off, swearing bitterly. Wyatt saw what blood ties could do to people and it looked small and vicious to him.
Then both Rossiters stiffened, listening. The front gate creaked open. They seemed to wait for it to close.

****



Forty


Napper had got the idea from a rapist he’d arrested after a stakeout one night several years ago. The rapist would climb onto his victim’s roof, remove a few tiles, crawl into the space above the ceiling, then drop into the house through the manhole. Except the rapist had been a weedy little squirt. Napper’s broad thighs felt scraped and bruised from squeezing through the manhole of the house in Northcote where Wyatt and Jardine were staying and he’d landed hard, hurting his shins.
Added to which he’d panicked when the pistol jammed. Next time he pocketed a drug-raid gun, he’d make sure it was a double-action revolver, not a semiautomatic. If a pistol misfires and jams, you’re stuffed. If a revolver misfires, you don’t have to stop and clear the jam, you just pull the trigger again.
Still, he was home safe and two hundred and nine thousand dollars better off. Napper clapped his arms around himself on the edge of his bed, rocking a little, relieved and exultant. He reached out and touched the twenties, fifties and hundreds. He’d unbundled and scattered the notes to give an impression of bulk. Somehow, bundled together, it hadn’t looked like a lot of money. In fact, he’d been disappointed until he’d actually counted it. And-probably owing to all the vodka he was drinking-the more he looked at the money the less real it looked, like a spill of jam jar labels, rectangles of coloured paper, swimming, swimming.
Napper jerked himself awake, swallowed more vodka. It was past midnight and he’d been sitting here like this for over two hours. He’d rung Tina, but she’d bitten his head off, said she was sleeping, she had to get up at five, as he well knew, so why didn’t he just piss off, and had slammed down the phone.
The more Napper thought about it, did he want her anyway? This was some serious money he had here. With that kind of money you can pick and choose your birds. He gazed at the money again, unfocused, looking inward at the years with Josie. It had seemed like the real thing at first: as a social worker she’d appreciated the problems the cops had, Roxanne had come along, they’d bought a house-then suddenly everything had turned around on him. Josie found feminism-and lesbianism, for all he knew-and a mouthful of slogans she used on him twenty-four hours a day. She’d wanted to return to study. She accused him of being brutalised by the job, said it would taint Roxanne, said he never spent time with Roxanne. Napper stiffened as he remembered it all, the glass of vodka halfway to his mouth. Wasn’t that a contradiction? He was tainting Roxanne yet he never spent time with her? Lousy bitch. He’d have to make sure she never got wind of the money.
By degrees Napper came to see that his two hundred and nine thousand dollars amounted to fuck-all. Lawyers’ fees, maintenance, child support, replace the ute with something that didn’t have a hole in the floor between him and the exhaust pipe, find a better place to live, pay off the few thousand he owed the SP bookies-Jesus, it could all be gone by the end of the year.
He swallowed the vodka, poured himself another glass, reached over and scattered the money some more, making it cover a greater area of the bed. But then he caught himself, and laughed. It was still two hundred and nine thousand bucks; scattering it wasn’t going to make it bigger. Napper put down his vodka, stood up, leaned over and gathered in every twenty, fifty and hundred, and bundled them back into the vinyl bag. He zipped it closed and sat again with the bag in his lap. The bag felt solid and comfortable. Napper had removed his trousers to rub cream into his scraped thighs. He was wearing his towelling bathrobe and liked the feeling of nakedness it gave him, the idea of his cock in striking distance of all that dough.
Napper looked around his bedroom. He couldn’t stash the bag under the bed, under dirty clothes in the bottom of the wardrobe, in his sock drawer. Or in the kitchen or bathroom cupboards, or behind his collection of Willie Nelson LPs. And that was the extent of his miserable flat. If he left the money in the flat, he’d spend all his time thinking of burglars when he wasn’t at home. If he took the money with him, he’d spend all his time looking out for muggers. Well, no one was going to break in tonight, not at this hour, not with him at home. Maybe he’d bank the money tomorrow, twenty accounts of nine thousand nine hundred dollars each to avoid the government legislation that required banks to report all deposits of ten thousand or more. Jesus Christ, were there that many banks and building societies? It would take him days. A creeping kind of dread grew in Napper. He had the money but where was he going to hide it, how was he going to hold onto it?
That fear gave rise to another, and this one gripped him hard. It wasn’t burglars he had to worry about, it wasn’t muggers, it was the business he should have finished tonight but hadn’t. He had failed to kill Wyatt and Jardine. He had shot one, clubbed the other, but it had been panicky and it hadn’t felt final. How would they see it? In Napper’s experience, crims were always ripping each other off. With any luck they’d look in that direction. But they weren’t stupid, they’d start wondering who knew about the job. Eileen wouldn’t stand much pressure, she’d soon shop him.
Napper looked at his hands and they were shaking- the drink or fear or both.
He tucked them into his armpits and rocked on the edge of the bed, trying to think it through. Should he do something, or try to find out what had happened? He couldn’t go back to the Northcote house. He could try ringing around the hospitals, try the Homicide Squad or the Northcote station boys, but there’d be questions, cops wanting to know who he was and why he was so interested in a man with a gunshot wound.
That left the Rossiters. If he could shut them up, the trail would end right there, and Wyatt and Jardine would never find him. Only the Mesics knew he was involved, and they thought he was out of the picture. Napper sniggered. Thought they could get rid of him. Thought he’d be happy with their measly two and a half grand. Just as well he’d decided to stick around tonight, see what he could salvage. Only the fucking jackpot, that’s what.
His anxieties came back. How do you wipe out three people one after the other without disturbing at least one of them? It happened all the time, crazed fathers walking through the house shotgunning the wife and seven kids in their beds, but Napper didn’t want to risk it. A knife? Napper had never used one, didn’t know if you stabbed the heart or sawed through the neck. All that blood, and the person in the act of dying rearing up in bed at you. Napper couldn’t do it.
It had to be a bomb. Get all three Rossiters at once. Bombs he understood. He’d been to army bomb-disposal lectures, done a short course, and one of his informants, the man who’d given him the mercury switch idea, had been a car bomber in Belfast before he’d got tired of poverty and politics.
Napper put on his pants and went outside. There were lockup garages at the rear of the flats. Napper didn’t use his as a garage. He drove the ute every day and it was a drag unlocking and locking the garage door all the time. He used his to store the gardening gear he’d had from when he’d owned a proper house: lawnmower, fertiliser tins, rakes and shovels. Most of the space was taken up with removalist’s cartons, stuff he should have flattened and recycled, except the word ‘recycled’ made him think of Josie and her lefty notions, and so the cartons stayed where they were.
The gelignite he’d got from the car bomber, three sticks of it, plus detonators. Napper closed the garage door, turned on the light above the work bench, and gingerly took it out of the shoebox. It was sweating. ‘Past the use-by date,’ his snitch had said, ‘so go real careful with it.’
Napper stared at the gelignite. He’d be better off using a plastic explosive, C4 or Semtex, something he could mould into shape and which wouldn’t blow up on him if he got careless. But he didn’t nave any, and where would he get some at this time of night?
Still, gelignite would do the same job. He ran through some of the possibilities. First, your car bomb. Wire it into a headlight or the ignition circuit, or set a pressure switch under the driver’s seat, or wire the boot so that when the lid was opened it pulled a slip of cardboard free from between the jaws of a clothespeg, thus closing a circuit. Or a bomb inside the house. The good old alarm clock device. The wired desk drawer. The string-tied parcel. Or some sort of remote control, like a radio signal, except he didn’t have signalling or receiving devices. Maybe wire it to the telephone, ring the house and kaboom. Or the good old bomb through the window.
The main problem was detonating the gelignite. Maybe he could use its instability somehow. Some sort of extreme and sudden shock or atmospheric change should set it off. He pictured the Rossiters’ house. They had gas-a wall furnace to heat the place and a gas stove in the kitchen. There would be a pilot light on the wall furnace. What he could do, plant the gelignite, turn on the gas in the kitchen, piss off, wait for the gas to accumulate, wait for the pilot flame to do its work.
An hour later the gelignite was sitting on the rusted-out floor of the ute and Napper was grinding the starter motor. He glanced up the street. It was a street like Tina’s, a block of flats, a lot of tarted-up cottages, a few double-storey terrace houses. It was full of yuppies who’d stacked the local council and forced it to put in a one-way system and speed-traps every fifty metres. He switched on the headlights and peeled away from the kerb. He had half an inch of vodka left and he toasted all the quiche eaters and civil libertarians and their dinky houses and their tin-can cars. He lived a cloaked and dangerous life, and they wouldn’t know if their arses were on fire.

****



Forty-one


Wyatt reached around and turned off the lamp. He tracked the footsteps: their crush-grind along the gravel drive, then a fainter snap as they passed under the carport at the side of the house. Then silence. The winking red numerals on Rossiter’s VCR read 2.04 in the morning. Four hours before dawn on day twelve of the Mesic job and he was no closer to the money.
He slipped through to the dingy rear of the house. The iron-hard cement floor seemed to drain all warmth from him, and as he crossed to the porch door, a bulky shape came through it.
Wyatt stepped to the side, into the icy laundry, and let the figure pass him. He moved out again, coming in from behind. The things that didn’t seem right about the intruder-smell, shape, susceptibility-were confirmed for him when the kitchen light blazed on.
‘Eileen,’ he said.
She turned sharply. Her hand flew to her chest. ‘I knew it.’
‘Are you alone?’
She backed away from him, reaching around blindly for a kitchen chair with the movements of someone brought down by resignation and fatigue. ‘Of course I’m alone.’
‘You’ve been splitting the money with your cop friend?’
Her head was bowed and she shook it. ‘Was it Napper? I knew it, as soon as Ross said your mate had been shot.’ She looked up. ‘I thought all he’d want was an arrest.’
‘That makes it better? Either way I get it in the neck, Eileen.’
An hour ago Wyatt had been prepared to kill the Rossiters. It was what he did to the people who sold him out. But now all he could see was their wretchedness and struggle. They were driven by the code of the family, and that was something Wyatt didn’t understand. He knew only that it was powerful and it had never applied to him. The Rossiters were stupid and dangerous, but it was mostly aimed inward. They would always shoot themselves in the foot. A final thing stopped him. He had to work in this town. If he killed Rossiter, Eileen and their son, he would look like a mad dog to the world. He would become one and be treated like one.
‘Why did you come back?’
She sat slumped in defeat. ‘Car broke down.’
That seemed to define the Rossiters. Wyatt dropped his gun arm. The movement caught her eye. ‘You might as well get it over and done with.’
Instead Wyatt said, ‘Where did you have your meetings with this cop?’
She looked away and he saw shame there. ‘His flat.’
‘Show me.’
Eileen scrabbled in her purse. ‘I’ll write it down for you.’
‘He’s not going to open the door to me, Eileen. You’re my ticket in.’
From the other room Rossiter yelled, ‘That you, Eileen?’
They ignored him. Wyatt motioned with his.38. ‘Get up.’
‘No.’
‘Eileen, is that you?’
‘Yes, so shut up!’ She dropped her voice again. ‘Why should I? I’m out of it now.’
Patiently Wyatt said, ‘Eileen, you’re a liability to him. He’ll realise that sooner or later.’
‘So shoot me and it won’t matter. What do I care?’
‘You care about Niall. Napper won’t feel safe until he’s got all of you. At the moment we’re ahead. Let’s keep it that way, let’s get to him first.’
Silently she stood, passed by him, and he followed her to the back door. Rossiter shouted after them. They heard the little man’s voice again as they passed down the side of the house. On the footpath outside, Eileen stopped, mute and dazed, and let Wyatt guide her to Ounsted’s Peugeot. They strapped themselves in. She leaned abstractedly against her door.
‘Which way?’
She pointed. ‘Bridge Road.’
At Church Street they turned right and the Peugeot laboured up Richmond Hill. Then she took him into the side streets, to a broad avenue that had been a handy through-road the last time Wyatt had used it. Now it was a one-way street stoppered at either end by bluestone paving and slowed by speed-traps. He braked, changed back into third, eased the creaking springs and chassis over the first speed trap. A hundred metres farther on, Eileen pointed sullenly at a block of flats. ‘Number six, first floor.’
Then life came into her and she sat forward on her seat. ‘There’s Napper now.’
Ahead of them a battered Holden utility was pulling away from the kerb. Smoking badly, listing to one side, it swerved along the centre of the road as it gained speed. Everything about the driving suggested rage and hate, and Wyatt saw the brake lights flare as the driver noticed a speed-trap too late. The front tyres slammed into the up-slope. Wyatt expected to see the utility bounce cruelly over it but what he saw was a rip of vivid orange flame in the cabin and the old vehicle seemed to rear up and tear open, then fall broken-backed on the road, burning fiercely. The explosion blew out the windows of a nearby house and one wheel rolled down the footpath.
Wyatt braked gently and pulled into a gap between streetlights. This could be the end. He’d got the Outfit off his back, but what if his money was shredded and ablaze there in the utility, along with the twisting, ruptured policeman? Still, he got out, opened the door for Eileen, followed her into the block of flats. Napper’s lock gave him no problems. He went in.
Instead of pulling the flat apart, he stood there for a while, thinking his way into Napper’s skin. He thought, and one of the places it gave him was the bedside cabinet, the gap between the carpet and the underside of the bottom drawer. Two hundred and nine thousand dollars will crowd a space that size. He tugged hard on the drawer. Something was making it stick. In the end he simply tipped the cabinet over and got back his money that way.
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