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One


There were two of them and they came in hard and fast. They knew where the bed was and flanked it as Wyatt rolled onto his shoulder and grabbed at the backpack on the dusty carpet. He had his hand on the. 38 in the side pocket and was swinging it up, finger tightening, when the cosh smacked across the back of his wrist. It was lead bound in cowhide and his arm went slack and useless. Then he felt it across his skull and he forgot about his hand and who the men were and how theyd known where to find him and everything else about it.
He came to on the floor, dust in his nose. A weak light was spilling into the room from the fluorescent strip above the grimy corner sink. He kept his eyes hooded. Apart from a minute flexing to test his bruised hand, he didnt move. The men had his pack on the chipped chest of drawers and something about it amused and irritated them.
Jesus Christ, a radio scanner, one man said, unloading the pack item by item. Portable phone, revolver, couple of changes of clothing. Just your typical hitchhiker, right?
The money?
Cant see any.
Whitney, the guy snatched a payroll.
Well, you take a look, then, the man called Whitney said.
The other man felt the pockets, lining and straps of the pack. He was methodical and very soon he would find the twenty thousand dollars that Wyatt had distributed in his personal gear, five thousand dollars here and there, rolled up in his socks, folded into an aspirin packet, tucked under a shirt collar. There should have been three hundred thousand but someone else had got to it first and the twenty thousand was all that Wyatt had in the world.
He moved then, pushing up from the carpet, drawing in his legs ready to spring. The man called Whitney saw him first.
Moss, look out.
Wyatt lunged. He had nothing particular in mind beyond hoping he could knock one man off his feet and slow down the other. He saw them step apart as he came at them, low and darting. He veered, drove his shoulder behind the knees of the man who still had his back to him, then swung around to grapple with the other. There were no shouts or cries, just the sounds of effort and desperation: grunts and pained sobs, bony flesh smacks, ragged breathing, and then a scrabble at the flimsy motel door and the slick squeal of running shoes on the shiny concrete at the side of the building.
Wyatt found that he had the cosh in his hand. One of his assailants was under him, curled against the blows, an arm wrapped around his face and head.
I give up. I give up, the man said.
The tension went out of Wyatts arm. He saw that the door was open, his backpack gone. A starter motor ground somewhere behind the motel, an engine fired, there was a spin of grit from accelerating tyres. He got to his feet. Your mates deserted you.
Dont hit me.
Wyatt went to the door and looked out. It was two oclock in the morning and if this had been a decent neighbourhood there would have been signs of irritation or query from the other residents by now. But this wasnt a decent neighbourhood. Wyatt was on the run, staying in on-site caravans and rundown motels in forgotten towns. So far hed made it to a place on the Melbourne side of Mt Gambier. He hadnt taken a direct route, assuming there would be roadblocks and train and bus searches. Going from outback South Australia to Melbourne via Mt Gambier was the long way around, but it avoided the police. So who were these hoons and how had they known about the payroll?
He closed the door and turned back. The man was whimpering on the floor.
Get up.
Dont hit me.
Im not going to hit you. Get up.
Wyatt watched the painful articulation of joints and muscles as the man climbed to his feet and swayed on the carpet. Sit, he said, pushing the man onto the bed.
Wyatt stood above him, very close, the light behind his head where he wanted it. When the man looked up, all hed see would be solidity, an implacable shape. Wyatt put some flat menace behind his voice.
Whats your name?
Mostyn.
Mostyn and Whitney, Wyatt said. Nice.
The man was silent. Wyatt said, But its not your names Im interested in. I want to know who you are and why youre here.
We were hired, Mostyn said. He mumbled it, looking at the floor. He wore a black tracksuit and scuffed gym boots. There was red hair on his knuckles, red hair cropped skinhead style on his scalp. He couldnt have been more than twenty-five.
Who hired you?
I mean, Mostyn said, someone hired the boss to find you, and he put me and Whitney on it
What boss are we talking about?
The man looked up. He had freckles and anxious, uneven teeth in a thin, dry-skinned face. Mack Stolle.
Never heard of him.
Stolle Investigations? the man said, the question mark at the end of it saying surely Wyatt had heard of Stolle Investigations.
You and Whitney, the mate who ran out on you, youre private detectives? Jesus Christ.
Mostyn wet his lips. Licensed. I swear it.
A pair of cowboys. You were hired to rob me?
Mostyn looked away. No.
Who hired your boss to find me? The security firm running the payroll?
Mostyn raised and lowered his hands. Not them, no. The boss said it was a private job, some woman in Queensland. Thats all I know. I swear.
Wyatt didnt know anyone in Queensland. He didnt know many women, and none that he thought would remember or want him. He didnt know where to run with this line of questions so he said, How did you find me?
Some dignity came into Mostyns voice. We specialise in missing persons. Weve been tracking you since you hoisted that payroll.
Wyatt bent his face close to Mostyns. Let me tell you something. I didnt touch that payroll. Someone got to it before I did.
Mostyn muttered, as though to himself, That explains the hitchhiking and caravan parks. We thought with three hundred grand youdve bought your way out of the country.
And you two clowns thought youd see if you could roll me and buy yourselves three hundred grands worth of happiness. What were you going to do, tell the boss you couldnt find me?
The man called Mostyn flushed and looked away. Wyatt tapped him with the cosh. He put no force in it but the fortified leather connected audibly with Mostyns cheek. Empty your pockets.
Sullenly Mostyn tossed a wallet, a handkerchief, a set of locksmiths picks and a small vinyl case onto the bed.
Whats in the case?
Mostyn pulled the zip around three sides and peeled open the top. A syringe and a vial of colourless fluid.
A junkie, Wyatt said. He hated them. They had changed the face of crime. They were invariably desperate, vicious and unpredictable. Hed never work with one.
But Mostyn was shaking his head vigorously. No way. Its a knockout drug. Sometimes the people weve been hired to find dont want to come home.
A slow, cold smile appeared on Wyatts thin face. Mostyn saw it and knew what it meant. Hey, come on.
Wyatt smacked the cosh across the bridge of the mans nose. It came just short of cracking the bone. What do you prefer, a painless sleep or the bashed-over-the-head kind?
Wordlessly Mostyn stuck out his arm.
Do it yourself, Wyatt said.
For several seconds, Mostyn didnt move. Then, his movements small and spiderlike, he removed the syringe, and upended the vial over the needle. Holding it up to the light, he drew liquid into the barrel. Finally he test-squirted the plunger, pulled up his sleeve, and tapped the vein in the crook of his elbow. Both men watched the needle depress the skin, slice gently into the vein. Mostyn pushed the plunger with his thumb. The vein swelled a little. Mostyn slid the needle out, put a finger on the puncture, bent his hand to his chin.
Not long now.
They waited. The first signs were unfocused eyes, an unsteadiness in Mostyns trunk. Then his head dropped, his shoulders and arms slumped. Wyatt pushed at him experimentally. He fell sideways onto the bed.
Wyatt opened the mans wallet. He found credit cards, drivers licence, a card saying that Mostyn was licensed as a private inquiry agent in the state of Victoria, and two hundred dollars in cash. From three hundred thousand dollars to twenty thousand to two hundred, Wyatt thought, pocketing the money.
It was time to move on. Hed paid in advance for the motel room, so no-one was going to call the cops if he wasnt around in the morning. He also didnt think the man called Whitney would be back. But when the cleaners found Mostyn in the morning, the police would be alerted. This was a lonely corner of the country. There werent many roads out of it. Theyd stop Wyatt on one of them soon enough, once they knew he was here.
His only chance was to get rid of Mostyn. There was a 24-hour Caltex station and roadhouse next door to the motel. Heavy long-distance rigs had been snarling in and out of there all night. Wyatt went out the back way, Mostyn slung over his shoulder. It was easier than hed expected. A car transporter bound for Adelaide in a shadowy corner. Five Honda Legends on the tray. A comfortable back seat ride for Mostyn through the night.
Wyatt walked back into the town. The sky was very black, cloud over the moon, wind gusts agitating the solitary traffic light suspended above the intersection. It was Saturday but everyone was in bed. He found the shire council depot next to a Mechanics Institute and opposite the war memorial, a Great War soldier in leggings, bayonet extended, pigeon shit streaked down his back. The shires vans, utilities and road maintenance trucks were locked in a yard behind the office. Wyatt hot-wired a Falcon ute. It wouldnt be missed before Monday morning, if then.



Two


Wyatt drove east, the road unrolling through pine forests then farmland. Sometimes the clouds broke up in unheard winds and he caught sight of the sea under moonlight. In the small fishing towns, spiny jetties poked darkly into the silver water. The night and the road were long and empty, encouraging in him a detached sensation, as though he didnt inhabit his skin and bones but rode along with them.
A few hours ago hed been portable, mobile, sustained and protected by technologythe gun, the radio scanner, the cellular phone. Hed had money enough to hide for a few months or to bankroll a hit against the Mesics, the people who now had the money from the payroll heist that had gone so wrong in the red dirt country of South Australia. Now? Now he had two hundred dollars, a set of lock picks and the clothes hed been sleeping in.
He passed through Portland, Warrnambool, towns with banks, building societies, Medicare branches. Some other time. Hed find something in Melbourne, a place where he had contacts, if not friends. Only a mug would try to hit a bank at night, alone, unprepared.
The headlights drew him over the curve of the earth and an edge of anxiety settled in him. Solitude was his natural state. He got things done that way, especially the sorts of things that he did. Wrapped in silence, he could thrive, away from the noise and confusion that other people created around themselves. He never felt lonely loneliness was an illusion. He knew all these things about himself, but, still, in this tunneling shire council ute on this dark plain, he began to feel unconnected to the world. There had been other times when hed lost everything, been forced to move on, build up funds again, make a new home for himself, but this time the task seemed enormous. It occurred to Wyatt that he didnt necessarily want to do it alone, this time.
Then he was back in himself, feeling concentrated and alive. He was driving directly into the suns rays; he couldnt afford an accident now, not with a price on his head and his hands on another mans steering wheel. The introspective mood lifted and he put his mind to the next stageacquiring some more cash.
It was eight-thirty in the morning when Wyatt reached the outskirts of Geelong. The city had the shutdown air of Sunday morning and he felt confident that he could stop for petrol, breakfast and phone calls without drawing attention to himself. Two hundred dollars. He put fifteen dollars worth of fuel in the tank, consumed coffee, toast and eggs in a roadhouse for five dollars, and saw a motel on the other side of the highway: Rooms $35. Theyd be costlier in Melbourne, and Melbourne was an unknown for him now, things had gone wrong there recently.
Room eighteen was at the back of the building and he parked the ute in a corner, the shire council logo on the drivers door shielded by a brick wall. The ute wasnt a problem yet, but it would be tomorrow, Monday. By then hed have another set of wheels and be somewhere else.
Nine oclock. He called Rossiter first. Rossiter had been his main contact in the past, before hed lost everything. Rossiter passed information to him, put him in touch with people, warned him when cops or hardheads with a grudge were looking for him.
Eileen, Rossiters wife, answered. Yeah?
Its Lake, Wyatt said. Lake was a name he used from time to time. He used it in motels and whenever he thought there might be a tap on a phone line.
Eileen Rossiter wasnt concerned about a possible tap on her line. Wyatt? Youve got a bloody nerve.
Wyatt said nothing.
You hear me? My old man almost got strangled because of you.
Sugarfoot, Wyatt said, naming the last punk to have come looking for him.
Exactly. He came round wanting your address. Ross had no choice. Permanent rope burns on his neck.
Im sorry about that. Look, is Ross there? I need to talk to him.
You must be joking.
Wyatt was left with a dead connection and an angry crash sounding in his ear. He tried Loman next. Hed used Loman in the past whenever he needed vehicles, explosives, people to drive or crack a safe for him. He didnt know the voice that answered.
Get me Loman.
There was a pause and the voice went hard and suspicious. Who wants him?
A friend.
Hes not here.
When will he be back?
Tell me what this is about and maybe I can help you.
It was Wyatts turn to pause. He didnt like what was happening. I need him to put me in touch with someone.
Like who?
Forget it, Wyatt said. Ill try again later.
Who will I say called?
Wyatt thought about it. The STD beeps at the beginning of the call meant he could have been calling from anywhere in Australia. To see what it would precipitate, he gave his real name. Wyatt.
A hard knowledge came into the other mans voice. Waddya know. Arent you the popular one. Top of everyones hit parade.
I need to speak to Loman.
The man barked a laugh. Or whats left of him.
Wyatt was silent. He could hear the other man on the line, his adenoidal breathing.
Then his voice. Burnt to a crisp. Suspicious circumstances, all that. Somebody torched the poor bastard. I guess we can scratch you off our list of suspects.
Wyatt went cold and cut the connection. Forget Melbourneno friends there. There would be something in Geelong for him. He made a final call, to a chemical factory in Corio. A man called Mike Harbutt worked there. He was a fireman but now and then he supplemented his income working for men like Wyatt. Harbutt was a still, silent, apparently nerveless man. He owed no allegiances to anybody and that made him valuable to Wyatt right now.
The switchboard put him on hold. Thirty seconds later a voice growled, Harbutt.
Its Wyatt. Have you got a minute?
Havent had a fire here in five years. Ill be redundant at this rate. Whats on your mind?
I need to know what the word is.
Where are you calling from?
Local, Wyatt said.
Good. Keep it that way. Anywhere else is too hot for you at the moment.
Meaning?
Meaning the cops have got your prints now, off your place on the Peninsula, theyve got a name for you, theyve been giving everyone a hard time while they look for you. Someones going to turn you in if you show up in Melbourne. Either that or theyll shop you to that Sydney crowd thats put a price on your head.
The Outfit.
Thats them.
Where do you stand in all this?
Me? Im growing old gracefully, keeping all my friends.
They were silent and then Harbutt said, About that payroll…
Again Wyatt explained that he didnt have the payroll, hed never had it. No offence, I wouldnt be calling you if I had it.
Ah well, at least the papers and the TV got some mileage out of it. How much do you need?
Im not talking about a loan.
Right, Harbutt said. Then, Im not an ideas man, Wyatt. Im strictly muscle. Give me a sledgehammer, a drill, a stick of dynamite, thats what I do.
But you can put me in touch with someone. Local, someone who doesnt know my face.
After a while, Harbutt said, Theres a bloke I done a couple of smash and grabs for, name of Ray Dern. Hes full of ideas, except most of them never get off the ground. Lack of local talent.
I want you to line up a meeting.
When?
Tonight.
Where?
Wyatt thought about it. He had nothing to worry about from Harbutt, and if the man called Dern didnt know the name Wyatt, or the face, then his motel would be safe enough. He gave Harbutt the details. Six oclock, he said.
He spent the day sleeping. At three oclock he caught a bus into the city centre and found a back street discount shop open. He bought cheap socks, underwear, jeans, shirt, windcheater and a disposable razor. The clothes were dark. They fitted poorly. He had one hundred and six dollars left. Back at the motel he showered, shaved, changed into his new clothes and washed and dried his dirty clothes in the motel laundry. Then he lay on his bed to think and wait.
He wondered what sort of man Dern would turn out to be. If Harbutt knew him, maybe that made him all right. Wyatt knew that the career criminals like himself were fast disappearing. There was no room for them. He put it down to drugs, the movement of money by electronic means, advances in security technology. The purely cash jobs were drying up. These days, armed robbery was virtually unproductive in terms of risk and profit.
Then there was a knock on the door and Harbutt and another man filed in and they had a woman with them.



Three


She hung back, letting Harbutt enter first, then slipped through the door and to one side. It was a display of meekness that Wyatt knew owed more to the man behind her than to personality. Wyatt had once spent a few days with her and there hadnt been much meekness in evidence then, so it had to be the man. Dern was fiftyish, a tall, benign, wise father-figure with a large, sensual, comfortable body. He beamed, and stuck out a broad tanned hand at Wyatt.
Mr Lake. Good to make your acquaintance. Id like you to meet Thea.
Thea bobbed, smiled quickly, shook Wyatts hand. When hed known her shed been calling herself Maxine. She looked at him levelly, a sallow, mocking blonde in a tight skirt. Then the nail on her ring finger dug warningly into his palm. It was a way of saying that she wouldnt reveal his identity if he wouldnt reveal hers.
Thea, Wyatt said, and she released his hand.
He leaned against the wall and asked them to sit. Harbutt chose the only chair in the room, Dern and the woman sat close together on the bed. When they were settled, Dern looked brightly around at everyone. He was a professional beamer, proud of his tangle of black hair and the young woman next to him. He wore a costly casual suit, the flowery tie tugged loose from the collar, and slim-line Italian shoes. Lets start from the beginning, shall we? he said. The voice was deep-chested, pleased with itself.
Harbutt leaned forward in the chair. I told Lake here that you had a couple of jobs in mind that required a good pro.
Indeed I have.
Wyatt didnt like the man, his air of satisfaction. Then he thought about the hundred and six dollars in his pocket and said, What sort of jobs?
Dern blinked, as though there should have been a few minutes devoted to small talk and other niceties first. Right you are. He counted on his stubby fingers. One, a weekend warehouse sale. Two, a racehorse. Three, a private art collection. I need someone who can work out the angles, bypass security, do a clean job, etcetera, etcetera.
Wyatt looked at the woman. Whats Theas role in this?
A rich, avuncular chuckle later, Dern said, She put me onto the first job. My little kitten here just happens to work for a crowd that specialises in your blockbuster style of three-day warehouse clearance sale.
The kitten simpered at Dern, then glanced expressionlessly at Wyatt as Dern went on: To cut costs they only employ one guard and the takes not collected by armoured car at the end of each day but after closing time on day three. Could be a couple of hundred grand in the safe by then. We simply go in before the armoured car gets there.
Wyatt folded his arms and rested his back against the wall. Half of the two hundred thousand will be in cheques and charge-card slips.
Doubt flickered in Derns face, but the optimism won out. Still, even a hundred grand is a tidy sum.
Split four ways, its twenty-five thousand each. You said a warehouse. Wed have to seal the place. What are we looking atfour doors, six, ten? Do we know what kind of safe it is? And so on. Is all that worth twenty-five grand each?
Thea flushed, as though hed attacked her, not the idea. She was pretty in a soft, undefined way, but it was spoiled by a perpetual sourness under the beauty. Wyatt knew that she collected and harboured injustices, and now shed just found another one. He put some conciliation into his face and voice and said to her, It shows an instinct for the type of score that can pay off, though. Im not discounting it totally.
She smiled at him. Dern saw it and narrowed his eyes, as if hed picked up a current running between them. He asserted himself. Like I said, I come up with the ideas. I rely on people like you to identify the snags. Next job, the racehorse, Almanac
Harbutt frowned. You want us to fix a race?
Dern put up both hands and his big smile creased his face. No, no, no. I want you to steal the horse.
Wyatt nodded. This Almanaca big winner?
One point six million in four years, Dern said. A mate of mines got twentieth share in him.
Insurance?
Possibly. Or possibly the owners themselves will fork out to get him back.
Wyatt looked flatly at Dern. One, how do we transport him? Two, where do we keep him? Three, how do we look after him? Four, what if they dont pay?
Now irritation and resentment were getting the upper hand in Derns face. Like I said, I deal with the big picture. Could it be that difficult though? I mean, rent a farmhouse, buy a few bales of hay.
Dern, the reason Im alive and on the outside while my peers are dead or behind bars is that I take the big picture and look at it dot by dot.
Ahh, Dern said, dismissing him with his big right hand. The left, meanwhile, was on Theas bare knee, rubbing it in a way that looked uncalculated but was intended to tell Wyatt to keep his eyes to himself and to remind Thea exactly who was buying her dresses and paying her rent these days.
The art collection, Wyatt said.
Definitely an insurance job. Theres a Western District grazier with a homestead chockers with antiques and original oil paintings. Old stuff. Old.
You say that as if you think a paintings worth something if its an oil and got a signature at the bottom of it. Id need to view the collection first.
Now, why doesnt that surprise me? said Dern. Dont any of the jobs Ive outlined grab you, make the old heart flutter? He looked at Harbutt. You didnt tell me your mate was a wet blanket, Mike.
Wyatt uncoiled from the wall and unfolded his arms. I havent said no, Dern. Give me the addresses of these places and Ill check them out. If one looks promising, Ill be in touch. But that will only be the start. Well need equipment, vehicles, somewhere quiet to stay. All that costs money. Are you good for it?
Dern scowled. He looked glossy but it was perspiration, not good health or enthusiasm. The enthusiasm was gone, worn down by the cold hard stamp that Wyatt was slapping on things. He took a notebook from his pocket and scrawled in it. I can go to five grand, he said, tearing off a sheet and extending it to Wyatt.
Wyatt pocketed it. Fine. Well meet again tomorrow, same time.
Here?
Wyatt shook his head. I dont like to stay in one place too long. Harbutt will let you know where.
When they were gone Wyatt lay on his back and stared at the ceiling. It was pebble-dashed, painted white, ringed here and there with water stains. The room resembled a prison cellmonastic, bare, grubby. He thought about Dern and the woman. Dern was a windbag. Thea could be a handicap. He didnt trust her. She carried grievances around with her and was liable to play both sides against the middle.
He thought then about the woman called Anna Reid who had soured things for him in Melbourne a few months back. She was calculating, cool under pressure, a professional. Like him, shed put the job first, and hed been in the way. Shed had her own agenda. In the end he had tumbled to what shed been doing and had stopped her, but not soon enough to do anything about the repercussions that had robbed him of his permanent base and forced him into going on the run. He probably should have shot her. It was an article of Wyatts faith never to give anyone a second chance to cross him. But something had held him back, the might-have-been element in their relationship and the knowledge that she was someone he understood and could work with, not against.
The woman calling herself Thea was no match.
Wyatt lay like that for two hours. When the knock came at eight oclock, instinct told him who it was. Cops didnt tap meekly like that.
He opened the door. Youre making a mistake.
She had her arms crossed protectively over her chest. Arent you at least going to ask me in?
She didnt wait for a reply but slipped past him into the room. She was full of mannerisms, little shoulder hunches, darting looks and mock wicked grins like a wife who knew she was misbehaving herself. Wyatt searched outside, then closed the door. You shouldnt have come.
A drink would be nice. You didnt even offer us a cup of tea before.
Wyatt pointed at the tiny refrigerator. Help yourself.
She pouted. Charming. Very gallant.
Say what you have to say and get out.
She crouched at the open door of the refrigerator. Scotch… gin… Ill have a vodka. She perched on the edge of the bed and unscrewed the cap of the little bottle. Cheers.
Does Dern know youre here?
Dern. A nice man, but, you know, a bit like a cuddly uncle.
Whats your problem, Maxine?
You are. Dont you know that? Weve got unfinished business from before. She searched for the right word. Closure, thats what I missed out on back then. You just cleared out on me.
It was finished.
Not as far as I was concerned. When I saw you in action this evening, demolishing all Derns clever ideas, I thought, what am I doing with him? Why arent I with you? You and me, wed get things done and have fun doing it.
Wyatt shook his head. It was over for him here. There would be no job with Harbutt or Dern or anyone else. Get out, he said.
She came close and placed the palms of both hands flat on his chest. You dont mean that. Cant I stay a while? Ray thinks Ive gone to see a friend.
Wyatt clamped his hands around her wrists until the pain showed in her face. He turned her around, shoved her toward the door. Out, he said.
But then headlights blazed beyond the curtain in the courtyard window and he knew he was too late. There were two vehicles and the lights went out, doors banged, and Dern started pounding on the door. He didnt seem to know who he wanted. Lake, you in there? You bastard. Thea, I know youre there. Come out, slag.
Wyatt went to the door and opened it. Dern was there, tense, his fists close to his chest. Behind him, at the door of the second car, was Harbutt. He shrugged apologetically at Wyatt. Sorry, pal.
Dern burst into the motel room, large and agitated, swinging his fists uselessly. Wyatt stepped calmly into a gap and drove his knee into Derns groin. The big man doubled over and dropped to the floor. He gasped and writhed until the pain eased.
Ray, Thea said. She bent over him. Did he hurt you?
Dern pushed her away. Fuck off.
I was just talking over the job with him.
Dern screamed, I said fuck off. Oh, Jesus, it hurts.
Thea persisted. You should know his real name is Wyatt, not Lake. Hes bad news. You dont go in lightly with someone like that. I was just checking things out with him first.
Wyatt dragged her outside and slammed her spine against Derns Fairmont. He swung back his hand, slapped her so hard she rocked on her feet. Stop stuffing me around, broadcasting to the whole world who I am. Get in your boyfriends car and shut the fuck up.
Mate?
Harbutt stepped into the light, holding a cigarette. Im sorry, mate. He got this bee in a bonnet about you and her after we left this evening and had to come back. I tried to talk him out of it.
Wyatt nodded curtly. The jobs off. Im out of here.
Harbutt dropped his cigarette, ground it out with his shoe. Thats what I thought youd say. A shame. A couple of them jobs had promise.
Wyatt had nothing to say in reply to that. He went back into his motel room. Dern was in the bathroom, the door closed. There were the sounds of water being scooped and sloshed behind the door and he guessed that Dern was soothing his overheated groin.
Wyatt packed everything he owned into a carrier bag and walked outside. Harbutt was smoking another cigarette.
Mate, I could see what was happening, how it was all one way between Thea and you. Ill let Dern know nothing happened, you werent interested.
I dont care what you tell him. I dont care what he thinks. Its nothing to do with me.
The last Wyatt saw of Thea was her pinched face in the passenger seat of Derns car, begging a cigarette from Harbutt. He walked away from the motel, wondering at the binds and knots that people got themselves into over feelings.



Four


We found him, Mack Stolle said, and then Im afraid we lost him again.
He put the receiver to his other ear, reached for a pen and doodled on the pad in front of him. Hed been working on the Battle of Waterloo: Nelson, Hornblower, belching cannons, torn rigging above sailors with cutlasses in their teeth.
Thats what I said, and I stand by it, Stolle said. Eighty-seven per cent success rate in tracking missing persons.
He drew a splintered hole above the waterline in a French frigate. Thats right, near Mt Gambier. Hes on the run. You sure you want this bloke found? He beat up my operatives and got away from them.
Stolle looked up then, at the man in the chair across from him. No, I certainly will not be putting the same men on this case again. In fact, Ill be doing it myself.
Mostyn, bruised and sorry-looking, stirred in the office chair.
No. Yes. Thank you, Stolle said. Bye for now.
He replaced the handset. No guesses who that was.
She pissed off with us?
Stolle stuck his forefinger in his ear and agitated it. You could say that.
Im sorry, boss, Mostyn said.
Youre sorry. Im the one thats sorry. If you two pricks hadnt fucked up Id have delivered him to Brisbane by now. Id be on the Gold Coast, happy as a pig in shit, squandering our hard-earned fee at the roulette table in the Monte Carlo. He looked at Mostyn sharply. What went wrong anyway? Wheres young Whitney?
Forget him, he cleared out, Mostyn said. Look, we tracked Wyatt to Adelaide, lost him, found him up the bush somewhere, eventually followed him to some place near the border.
Stolles voice took on a lashing quality. The way I heard it, he was up the bush snatching a payroll. Id say you two dickheads tried to relieve him of it.
No way. He didnt have the money on him.
So you did try it on. Arsehole.
Boss, we had him, okay? We were in the actual room with him, needle primed ready to go. Naturally we searched his gear.
And you let him escape. I thought you were meant to be crash-hot with your hands and feet?
Mostyns gaze slid away from Stolles face. Well, yeah, I mean, hes a powerful bastard.
And you woke up on the back of a semi in Port Adelaide.
Mostyn nodded tightly.
Jesus Christ, Stolle said. So what happened to Whitney?
Got scared, did a bunk, buggered if I know.
Got scared with his pockets full of the blokes money, Stolle said.
No, boss. It wasnt
Just shut up, okay? Whitneys long gone. You he pointed, you want a chance to redeem yourself?
Some of the gloom left Mostyns face. You mean youre not giving me the sack?
Better the devil you know, right? Ive got three jobs for you. The main one is the picket line at Plastico. I want you to slip in and stir them up a bit, get the cops called if possible. Take your camera along. If some bastard takes a swing at someone or chucks a rock through a windscreen, the client will pay a bonus.
Wont I stand out?
Theres a whole heap of outside stirrers there. You wont be noticed.
Whos the client?
Lets just say hes a Minister of our fair state.
Mostyn knew how it worked. His family companys got shares in Plastico, plus he wants to bash the unions.
But you and me, we dont know that, all right, Chuckles?
Sure. What else?
Stolle grinned. He had a tight-skinned face and the grin seemed to stretch and split it. How does a 3 am wake-up call sound?
I can handle it.
Stolle pushed a folder across his desk. Tony Baggio, greengrocer, lives in Cheltenham.
Fuck no. Let one of the others take it.
Mostyn, you owe me, okay? Youll pick him up at three-thirty tomorrow morning. Hell have about seven grand on him, so take a gun with you. See that old Tony plus dough get to the market safely.
Jesus, boss, the Mafias doing these blokes over left, right and centre.
So shoot first and ask questions after.
Yeah, yeah. What else?
Stolle pushed another file across his desk. No hurry with this one. The client is Ameribank. They need information about the names on this list, deep background stuff if possible. Use our regular contacts in Social Security, the Lands Department, Motor Vehicles, Tax Office, Securities Commission. Tell them to fax it to mefrom a newsagent, not the officeand Ill pay cash on delivery.
Stolle watched Mostyn collect the files and leave the office. Despite his name, despite his failure to bring in Wyatt, Mostyn was good valuequick with his hands, a sure instinct for outguessing people. The failure to bring in Wyatt probably owed more to Wyatts skills than to Mostyns sticky fingers.
Stolle tolerated a certain level of dishonesty in his people. He could hardly do otherwise. Seven years ago hed gone by the name Securicor. On the surface hed been in the business of installing burglar alarms, video scanners and electric eyes, but mostly what he did was rob small companies. Theyd see Securicor in the yellow pages, call for a quote, and Stolle would wander around with a polaroid camera, a frown and a clipboard, noting doors and windows, distances and angles, making little sketches to show the proprietor, constructing models with the polaroid snaps.
What he didnt write down, but filed away in his head, were lock size and type, window height, alley layout, traffic direction on the one-way streets, who the neighbours were, whether or not there was space to back in a small truck, how close the nearest cop shop was. Then hed type up a report, quote a figure guaranteed to scare the proprietor off the idea, and wait a few weeks. If another firm had fitted security to the place in the meantime, fine, Stolle simply pulled a long face and carried on, as his mother used to say. But more often than not the proprietor would hold off for a while and Stolle would hit the premises one night and clean it out.
That came unstuck the night he got clubbed by a nightwatchman. He got away, but the headache lasted six months.
Then two years ago he was SecureSafe. It was a sweet operation, more or less legitimate. Hed show the customer only top of the line security devices, but install look-alikes made in some Bangkok sweatshop. The cheap gear worked just as well as the expensive stuff.
More or less.
Most of the time.
There was the occasional pissed-off letter, the odd rave on his answering machine, but if he ignored them they went away after a while.
Until Inquiry File got wind of it and investigative reporters started to poke around with microphones and video cameras, camping on his front lawn, hanging outside his workshop, peering through the glass doors into his office, some bitch screaming questions at him three days in a row. He had rounded on her finally, shoving her to one side, clamping his hand over the lens of the camera. Dont touch the equipment, she squawked. Dont touch me or Ill have you up for assault.
Stolle had never felt such huge, useless rage. Hed been unable to get his words out. Hed wanted to smash the camera to dust, flatten the fairy cameraman, tear the clothes off the bitch with her questions, questions, questions.
So now he was Stolle Investigations. He didnt advertise. He ran a discreet business, installing security gear for cocaine kings, tax dodgers, bent union bosses and bikie gangs, finding missing persons, supplying bodyguards, anything for a buck. He even had a TAFE College diploma.
The main problem was that he ran a large staff of part-timers and a couple of full-timers, and they all cost money. Hed bleed his customers where he could, spin the job out over three days when it could have been done in two, charge for travel and faxes he hadnt made, but what he needed more of were clients like this Brisbane woman. He could smell more work there if he played his cards right. The fee didnt bother her, forty-five bucks an hour plus expenses, plus she was offering ten thousand bucks bonus if he could deliver Wyatt to her before the end of October. He looked at the calendar. He had three weeks.
The door to the outer office opened and closed. Stolle leaned back and waited. His secretary was out on a job, store detective at a mink show in the city. He heard a knock.
Its open.
The man who came in had the appearance and manner of a minor executivedark suit, plain white shirt, silk tie. He was about forty, thin, a hollow look to his face and not an ounce of humour in his bones. He said, Is your name Stolle?
What can I do for you?
I said are you Stolle?
If this was going to go anywhere Stolle had to admit to being Stolle. He nodded, and repeated, What can I do for you?
The words tumbled out. I heard you were the best person for what Ive got in mind.
Oh? Whats that?
The man sat uninvited and folded his arms as though to rein in powerful emotions. Theres this matter, this person, that needs fixing, if you know what I mean.
Stolle pulled his chair toward his desk, using the movement to press a switch with his knee. The switch was connected to a voice-activated tape recorder in his top drawer. The microphone was the tip of a pen in a jumble of pens and pencils in a jar next to his in-tray.
Go ahead.
Ill pay ten thousand.
To do what?
The man waited for a while. She has to go. I dont care how long it takes. Five thousand now, five on delivery.
Youre not making yourself very clear.
My wife. The property division has all but ruined me.
I still dont understand.
You want me to spell it out? Kill the bitch for me, okay? I dont care how long it takes, just do it. I heard you were the one to do it.
Stolle reached for his pad. Name and address?
Jesus, youre not keeping a file on this?
I cant start until I know who and where, now can I?
Stolle said it sarcastically. The man seemed to shut down in the face of it. Eventually he muttered his name and address and the name and address of his ex-wife. Stolle made a show of writing these on the pad and putting the paper into his pocket.
Now, he said, I want you to listen to something.
He opened the drawer, pressed rewind, pressed play, and their voices swelled from concealed speakers, filling the tiny office. The mans face suffused with anger. As he came out of his chair, Stolle waved an automatic pistol at him. To reinforce the point, Stolle drew back the slide, jacking a round into the chamber. It was an oily click, sharp and nasty. Sit down. Youre also on camera.
You bastard.
Youre the one who wants to kill his wife, Sunshine. Give us your wallet.
The man tossed a fraying wallet across the desk. As Stolle guessed, there was big money in it. Not the five thousand upfront fee the man had mentioned, but seven hundred and fifty dollars good-faith money. He pocketed it, tossed back the wallet.
This is as far as it goes, he said. I keep the audio tape, the videotape, insurance in case you do anything stupid. I also know where you live. Take my advice about the wifegrin and bear it. I did.
You bastard.
Only the one payment, and youve already made it. Im not greedy.
The man got up. He looked paler, weaker. Maybe hell get his courage back and try knocking her himself, Stolle thought. He could warn her. Then again, it was nothing to do with him.
The man stopped in the doorway. He looked compressed and dark again. Was that bullshit, what I heard, that you get rid of people for a fee?
Stolle rocked back in his chair, grinned, laced his fingers behind his head. Youll never know.
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In fact, Stolle had carried out four contract killings in the past three years: an errant wife; a junkie whod got a company directors daughter hooked on crack; an investment banker whod developed a conscience during a Royal Commission; an armed hold-up man suspected of killing a cop. Two had looked like accidentsthe banker, the junkie. The wifes murder had been attributed to a burglary gone wrong, the gunmans to an underworld score settling.
The point was, Stolle did referral killings only. His clients didnt know who had been hired and he never met them face to face. When he was wearing his private investigators hat, he liked to meet his clients. He liked the fact that they needed him, and there was always something more than the cash in it for him. But he wasnt interested in meeting clients when he was wearing his killers hat. He wasnt interested in their fear, greed, anger, their banal motives.
It was satisfying work, but he wasnt making a career out of it. Four jobs in three years was about right for him. The background research, the wait for the right moment, the swiftness of the hitall those things were satisfying but they were no match for the singular, prickling sensation he felt in his nerve endings when he was doing what he did best: tracking somebody.
He didnt even have to be in the field to experience it. A lot of the work was spent sitting on his backside, reading faxes, leafing through files, peering at computer or microfiche screens. When rumours first surfaced that things were crook in the National Safety Council, hed been hired by an investment company to do a background check on John Friedrich. He discovered that there was nothing on paper for Friedrich before 1975. He reported back to the client, the client pulled out of a deal with Friedrich, and Stolle earned himself a handsome bonus.
Most of his work entailed finding a spouse, a lover, a creditor. There was a standard approach and it worked eighty-seven per cent of the time. He started at the end: where was she last seen, and who was with her? He handed out pictures, he talked to family, friends, enemies, hotel and motel staff, taxi drivers, bus drivers, reservation clerks. He looked at passenger lists. If that failed, he followed the paper trail: credit card receipts, parking fines, passport applications, travellers cheques. If people changed their ID, he dug deeper. There was always a bureaucracy somewhere that had what he needed.
He liked the hunt, but he also liked the hidden benefits. A bit of the old in-out with female clients whod gone over budget; blow-jobs from sixteen-year-olds whod run off with boyfriends; hush money from embezzlers who didnt want to be found.
Stolle liked to get inside the skin of the people he was hired to find. He knew that a stranger in town didnt attract curiosity anymore, the nation being so mobile, so what Stolle did was not look for someone who was new to a place but look for that same person in a different guise. More often than not the people he was looking for tried to be the exact opposite of their former selves. Take his last case: a solicitor had done a bunk with money from his trust fund. He had exchanged his Porsche for a fishing boat and a Holden ute, his DB suit for jeans and thongs, his South Yarra townhouse for a fibro beach shack, his smooth cheeks for a beard and sunburn. What he hadnt changed were his basic tastes and habits. The man liked to play tennis, bet on the horses, borrow music videos, subscribe to yachting magazines. The stupid prick had even given himself a name similar to his real one: Ross Wilson, Ray Wilkes. Stolle wouldnt have been surprised if Wilson had eventually contacted his family or hung around outside his kids school.
Missing teenagers, mostly girls. If they hadnt been murdered and their bodies dumped in the bush, they were the easiest to find. More often than not the clients were exclusive boarding schools or wealthy executives who didnt want the police brought in. Stolle started with friends and relatives. If the girl wasnt shacked up with her boyfriend or she hadnt convinced an elderly aunt that she was taking an extended semester break, he checked railway stations, squats, refuges, the morgue. When that failed, he went straight to St Kilda or Kings Cross. Once, accompanied by a father, hed dragged a fifteen-year-old PLC girl from a brothel and been attacked by pimps armed with fireaxes and knives. The girl was doped to the eyeballs and HIV-positive. Stolle and the girls father went back a week later and torched the place to the ground. It was the least Stolle could do for the poor bastard. The girl? Stolle guessed she was dead by now.
Since the big-paying jobs were scarce, and the money always found its way into the pockets of the bookmakers, Stolles bread-and-butter income came from process serving and debt collection. He worked 12 to 14-hour days sometimes, six or seven days a week. The car became a mobile office and he was on the phone every few minutes, to his snouts, his answering service, his staff. He flashed his ID twenty times a day. He wasnt a cop but often people thought he was. It was in the words he used: Im licensed by the State of Victoria as an investigator
Sure, it was obsessive, but it made him feel connected to the street, in control of the flow of information, free for a while from that permanent hunger that made him want to chance all he had on the fall of the cards, the roll of the dice.
Stolle had one advantage over his competitors: he drank with a sergeant in the protective security group, the crowd responsible for Victorias witness protection program. They supplied anything from intermittent surveillance, around-the-clock guard and 008 hotline, to relocation under a new identity. Stolle had learned a lot that way; the sergeant enjoyed explaining the job. Apparently the easiest people to hide were the natural mimics. They knew how to fit their appearance, body language, speech and manner to a new place, a new name, a new job, a personal history saturated with solid information: passport, bank account, educational qualifications, birth and marriage certificates, employment record, club membership, Medicare and tax file numbers, drivers licence, photograph album, old letters and Christmas cards. Everything was recorded on computer, every file protected by an inbuilt code to prevent printing or copying. One day the sergeant showed a file to Stolle. Stolle wasnt interested in the file. He was interested in the mechanics of identity creation. Once he understood that he could anticipate, intercept or uncover the moves that people made.
The hardest people to find were those who shrank away from their pasts and ordinary human contact. It was as though they no longer existed. They had no-one, wanted no-one, had no ego, didnt want to be seen again. People like that left no paper trail, made no new friends, ended up in paupers graves. They were running away from life or some deep hurt. They were the sad ones.
Then there was Wyatt, in a class of his own.
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Wyatt reached Melbourne at nine oclock and abandoned his stolen Kingswood in the Spencer Street station car-park. There were advertisements for accommodation on the station concourse. He called a number and at nine-thirty moved into a room at The Abbey, a backpackers hotel near the parklands on Nicholson Street. It was not the best roomonly metres from the tram tracksand now he had little more than eighty dollars to his name.
At ten oclock he walked through the cobbled lanes to a Turkish restaurant on Brunswick Street. He bought a doner kebab and ate it on the move. Something about the excursion unnerved him. It had been a principle of his life that he operated in and cherished his dark solitude at the edge of clamorous cities and people, but now he felt exposed. He didnt dare eat at a restaurant table. That would be inviting troublearrest, a blade in his neck, a bullet at the hairline.
Back at The Abbey he leafed through a telephone directory in the foyer. Mesic. In Melbourne it was a name that meant small-scale racketeering and a vicious brand of muscle. Hed heard that the Mesics lived in a compound in Templestowe, and there it was, Mesic K. and L., on Telegraph Road. Wyatt was obsessed with them. He wanted to hit them hard and get his money back. Tomorrow hed look at the place. That meant another car. He was running close to the edge, stealing a set of wheels every day or so like this. But there was no-one he could go to for help any more.
He tried to sleep, his reflexes dull and velvety, but he could not escape the trams and the mean, barren laughter of young backpackers returning, shouts as people left the nearby pubs and looked for their cars. Whenever he did wake, he supposed that some noise had caused it, but an old heartache seemed to slink away at the edge of his consciousness each time, like a trace of a badly remembered and comfortless dream. It left him tense and sleepless for long stretches of time. He slept through the early trams but at eight oclock there were trams every few minutes and he woke for the day, haunted and distracted.
He needed a car that would not be missed for a while. There was a Mobil service station across the road from The Abbey. He watched it through the morning. It was a busy place with a high and rapid turnover of customers for petrol and simple service and tune-up jobs. What interested Wyatt was that after the mechanics had finished working on each car, they parked it in an adjacent yard and tossed the keys on the floor under the drivers seat. At eleven oclock a Mobil tanker pulled into the forecourt and filled the underground reservoirs. The obscuring bulk of the truck, the distraction, gave Wyatt his chance. He loped across the road, slipped into a nondescript Datsun, and drove quietly away.
This was better. Planning an act, carrying it off successfully, was work, the sorts of things he was good at. Yet the sensation didnt last. He found himself driving the little car with his head down, his shoulders hunched, as though every driver and passenger in the city was primed to spot him and raise the alarm or crack open their windows enough to train a gunsight on him.
Thirty minutes later he stopped at a milk bar on Williamsons Road and ordered takeaway coffee and a cheese sandwich. Four dollars. He asked for directions to Telegraph Road and got back into the Datsun.
Telegraph Road was a broad, self-satisfied ribbon of clean black bitumen and white-grey kerbing. It curved around a gentle slope in the land and the houses were set far back behind thick hedges and red brick walls. The houses were ugly, the bad-taste homes of people whod acquired sudden wealth and nothing else.
He found number eleven. Everything about it suggested that the Mesics hadnt lived in the area for long. Theyd taken a hectare of dirt and turned it into a family compound: raw landscaped terraces, young trees, shiny lockup garage and a couple of blockish cream brick houses with colonnades grinning across the faces of them like stumpy teeth. The grounds were surrounded by a wire and girder perimeter fence three metres high.
The place looked deserted. It looked vulnerable to a hit: the neighbouring houses were concealed by trees, there were plenty of exits, he couldnt see dogs or guards. They had his money in there. The payroll heist in South Australia had gone wrong because someone who owed money to the Mesics had got to it first. Three hundred thousand. That would set him up again, enable him to buy a place, live in comfort while he concentrated on the big jobs again, the way it had been for him before it all went sour.
But it was pointless. He couldnt hit the Mesics alone, even if he did have the time and the funds to bankroll it. He couldnt put a gang together because he didnt know who he could trust. Everyone wanted a slice of him: he could feel the heat of it. Melbourne was unsafe. Victoria was unsafe. Maybe in six months, a year, he could come back.
Wyatt turned the car around and headed back into the city. He was on the freeway when an idea edged into his mind. It was foolish, born of desperation, which is why hed been suppressing it. But now he admitted the idea and let it grow, and it took on the configuration of possibility.
There was money hidden at his old place on the Mornington Peninsula and there was a pistol. Three months ago hed been forced to run, to abandon the farm and that part of his life. Hed thought it was permanent. It was permanent, he could never go back, but there was money there, and a gun. They were well hidden. Police and reporters would have climbed all over the house, the sheds, the little block of land with its view over the water to Phillip Island, but there was a chance they hadnt found anything. At this point that was the only chance he had in life.
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Six weeks back, Stolle had started with what the client had given him: that bare name, Wyatt, and Lake, a name he went by sometimes; an old address; a description; and the names of two men hed worked with recently. Both men proved to be dead. No photograph.
But the description shed given him the day she came into his office was clearer, more impressionistic than he normally got from a client.
Wyatts tall, shed begun, with dark hair and eyes and a kind of dark cast to his face, making him look watchful and sometimes almost lonely. Does that help?
Youre doing fine, Stolle had assured her. Go on.
Slender build, but strong. He moves easily, a sort of fluid grace. She didnt even blush. Like Robert Mitchum, the actor, except not so pleased with himself. The thing is, he adapts to places and people. In a room of lawyers hed be a lawyer. In a room of wharfies hed be a wharfie. A pair of glasses, a change of clothes, hair parted a different way, youd have to look twice to realise you knew him.
Jesus Christ, Stolle thought. Why do you want him?
The woman had looked away, a sure sign that she was about to be careless with the truth. Hell learn something to his advantage, she said. The thing is, its urgent. He has to be in Brisbane by mid-November at the latest.
Lawyer? Stolle wondered. He had waited a couple of beats, then said carefully, Is he a con man, a pro? Do the cops want him?
Shed looked at him sharply then. Stolles preference was for cheerful, leggy blondes, not brunettes. Your blonde is basically generous and uncomplicated. Still, hed had to admit that the woman from Brisbane had plenty going for her, from the shape of her ankles to her fine tilted head, framed with dead straight black hair. She knows and likes herself and gets what she wants, hed thought, and the only chink in her armour is this Wyatt character.
Im relying on your discretion, she said.
Which is?
Find him for me and not say anything to anyone and get a ten thousand dollar bonus. Cash.
Ten?
On delivery to me in Brisbane. I might also point out that hes hard and hes dangerous. If you snitch, hell get even somehow, even from prison.
Stolle flared suddenly. I dont like being threatened.
Its not a threat. Im just saying I know what hes capable of. All I want from you is for you to do your job.
Stolle had shrugged, said sure, pocketed the five thousand dollar retainer she handed him. Thats yours whether or not you find him, shed said.
Very generous of you.
Shed scowled, sensing sarcasm. And heres a further five. Tell him its his if and when he accompanies you to Brisbane, and tell him theres more where it came from. Do we have a deal?
We have a deal.
She had watched him for a while then, assessing him. Stolle stared back at her. He wondered if there was an inheritance behind all this. If Wyatt was wanted by the law, he could use that as a lever to get a percentage. Meanwhile, the woman was here on her own. If youre staying a few days, why not enjoy yourself?
She laughed. Mr Stolle, she said.
Encouraged, he kept pushing. It earned him forty minutes in an expensive cocktail lounge and that was as far as he got. Hed gone home feeling obscurely dissatisfied, and the next day she flew back to Brisbane and he had put Mostyn and Whitney on the Wyatt case.
Wyatt had been busy, very busy, leaving dead men and an agitated underworld in his wake. People were prepared to talk to Stolle, but they didnt know anything. The police now had prints that they supposed were Wyatts, but Wyatt had never been arrested and so they had nothing else on record. The man seemed to have no friends or family. It was rumoured that hed started his career in the armed forces in Vietnam, stealing a payroll from an American base, raiding high-stakes poker games, selling jeeps, radios and weapons on the black market, but when Stolle checked with Canberra, he found no Wyatt matching the man he wanted in army, navy or airforce records. Police in four states had him down for a string of hold-ups and killings but, as Wyatt operated largely outside the system of loose criminal groups and coteries, their investigations had taken them nowhere.
Wyatt didnt even have interests to speak of. Anyone looking for me, Stolle thought, would know to check out the casinos and sooner or later theyd find me.
But Mostyn and Whitney had got lucky. They knew the man had fled interstate, leaving behind a house on the coast and an identity for which thered been no paper record. The trail had gone cold for a while thenuntil the payroll heist north of Adelaide had hit the headlines. They were smart enough to trace him to the border near Mt Gambier. They werent smart enough not to get greedy.
Now Wyatt had disappeared again and hed be twice as wary and twice as hard to find.
Either Ill stumble on him by accident, Stolle thought, or someone will sell him to the cops.
Or hell make a basic mistake.
Stolle took down a Victorian accommodation guide from the shelf. He also got out a book of maps. Then he started dialling.
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Wyatts private name for his old place was the farm, but real estate wankers must have dusted off the dented brass nameplate that had been tacked to the wall next to the front door and were calling it Blackberry Hill Farm. He slowed the Datsun, letting the little car roll to a halt opposite the shiny auction notice. This was Monday. The auction was midweek, Wednesday, 1 pm. The hype went on to spell out everything hed lost and had to run from: original weatherboard farmhouse; fifty hectares of pasture and bushland; running creek; original sheds; views to Phillip Island; seven minutes to Shoreham township.
A separate notice announced a clearing sale, 12 noon on the same day. It listed furniture, house fittings, wine collection, original paintings, tools, Massey Ferguson tractor, Rover ride-on mower.
It didnt list the Colt. 45 automatic or the two thousand dollars hed stashed away. Nor did it mention whod owned the place and why the real estate firm, acting under instructions from the Attorney Generals Department, was selling it.
Wyatt put the Datsun in gear and drove along the sunken road for a further fifty metres. He came to the driveway. It was lined with golden cypresses and made a lazy curve to the front door of the house. Wyatt didnt go in. They had bolted a new cyclone gate across the driveway and wrapped a chain and padlock around it. Nor did he climb the gate and go in that way. He didnt think the police would be watching the place any longer but the neighbours would still be jumpy.
Wyatt was wearing sunglasses and a decent enough op-shop suit, and hed scraped his hair back over his scalp. But it would not be so easy to shake off his loping walk, the articulation of trunk and limbs that would be like a signature to the people who once had accepted his right to be here, in the days before he had a running gun battle in the pine plantation behind his house and shot a Melbourne punk in the back of the head.
He followed the fenceline, driving slowly, looking the place over. There were twenty or thirty sacred ibis picking their way through the marshy ground at the base of his hill. Someone had put a slasher through the long grass and cleared the blackberry thickets. There was fresh paint on the house trim and the barn door was bright red. Wyatt had kept a car in the barn, facing the doorway, a spare ignition key under the dash, permanently ready for a fast escape. Thats how it had been, three months ago. Now some barrister would buy the place, park his air-conditioned 4WD there, use it as a tax write-off.
Wyatt drove back the way hed come. The farms and orchards rolled away on small humped hills toward the sea, and the land was divided by hedges, lanes and avenues of pines. It was a place where you could hide and learn to match a bird to its cry and be left alone by your neighbours apart from a finger raised from an oncoming steering wheel on the narrow roads. It had been a part of Wyatt and hed lost it. Bought from the proceeds of just one job, a gold bullion heist at Melbourne Airport five years before. He needed something like that again. He needed a new base, somewhere he could emerge from once or twice a year, pull a job that had plenty of money attached to it, disappear again.
But he needed that Colt first and he needed that two thousand.
Thats if they were still there.
Thats if the cops hadnt stripped the place. He had no reason to suppose they hadnt.
Wyatt took side roads back to Frankston and checked into an on-site caravan. Twenty-five bucks, grimy toilet and shower block, cars coming and going from the red-light van two doors down. He lay on the bunk, tuned everything out. He guessed thered be a big crowd at the sale and theyd stay on for the auction. It was almost November and thered be buyers there wanting a summer place close to the sea, thered be gawkers attracted to the blood spilt and the mystery, thered be neighbours curious to know how much their own places might fetch.
There could also be cops, wondering if sentiment would bring him back there.
The cops didnt really know what he looked like. They shouldnt be a problem.
It was the neighbours, kids like Craig from the next farm. Wyatt would have to work on his face, work on his body language, move around unnoticed and check both hiding places. Hed know at once if theyd been disturbed. If they had, hed slip away.
If they hadnt, hed return when the fuss was over and retrieve his gun, and the money that would buy him some time until a big job came along.
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Wyatt worked on three thingshe had to look as though he belonged; he had to draw eyes away from his face and body; he had to baffle those eyes that did look twice at him.
The first was easy enough. He was brown from the sunforearms, hands, face and neckand his hands were worn and roughened from weeks on the run. Added to that were faded khaki trousers, a worn army surplus shirt with a frayed collar, old, sturdy, highly polished brown shoes, a sweat-stained felt hat. Eighteen dollars at a Salvation Army op-shop and Wyatt resembled a smalltime Peninsula farmer, a man who slashed the blackberries and cleaned the horse troughs and weaned the cattle for barristers who spent the week on Queen Street making three hundred thousand a year and drove their teenage daughters to gymkhanas on the weekends.
The hat concealed his face but his height was a problem, the way he moved when he walked. He added a walking stick, a gammy leg.
That left his features, the thin, unsmiling, hooked configuration of eyes, nose and mouth, the dark, unimpressed cast of a face that someone there might know and recognise. Wyatt did two things. He shaved badly on the morning of the auction, leaving stubble patches on his neck and high on his cheeks, and he trained himself to mouth-breathe, resting his upper teeth on his lower lip so that he looked mild and slow and faintly stupid.
He checked out of the caravan park at eleven. Shirt, trousers, hat and walking stick were in the car; hed been wearing jeans and a T-shirt for the past two days and he didnt want to attract attention to himself now. When he was away from Frankston and on a back road, he pulled over and changed.
At the farm, parked cars, utilities and 4WDs choked the approach roads and were angled among the golden cypresses in the driveway. Wyatt had to drive several hundred metres past the entrance before he could slot the Datsun into a gap at the side of the road. He walked back, leaning on his stick, licking road dust from his upper teeth, and limped up the track to the house that had once been his. Eleven-forty. He had twenty minutes before the knots of people formed themselves into a crowd and followed the auctioneer around from one sale lot to the next.
He edged past them. No-one looked twice at him. Those who looked once were indifferent, maybe slightly sympathetic. He had some nice stuff, a woman said, resting her hand on a walnut sideboard. She looked puzzled, as though she thought a killer couldnt have a taste for fine things. Wyatt moved on. Hed once known every chip and scratch and loose thread in the furniture around him, but out here on the lawn it all looked dispossessed, running to seed.
He walked around the side of the house. The people were avid and suddenly he hated them. They were standing where a mystery man had lived and committed murder and something about it seemed to quicken their senses, make their lips wet, their eyes hungry. Wyatt scanned them as he limped past, searching for the face that didnt belong, the face that might blow his cover. But there was no-one.
Then a hand-held bell clanged and the auctioneer called the crowds attention to lot one, five dozen bottles of fine Mornington Peninsula wine. Wyatt hung back, then slipped away among the outbuildings like a farmer who had his eye on the tools and equipment, not the fancy stuff.
He stopped at the old dairy, a cobwebby log and corrugated iron structure as old as the farmhouse itself. The walls leaned to the left; the roofing iron was fringed with rust. Wyatt stepped inside. He was ready for an amiable, half-embarrassed exchange with any stranger he might encounter, but the dairy was empty. He crossed to the milking stalls against the far wall. It was clear from the floors unevenness that the police had prised up the flagstones. They had even torn parts of the inner walls away, revealing red-back spiders and decades of dirt and insect husks. What they hadnt done was check the upright bail posts. Wyatt reached up, hooked his fingers over the edge, felt the plastic sandwich bag with its wad of banknotes resting in the hollow.
Footsteps and someone whistling. Wyatt swung around and crossed to the opening. A shape blocked the sunlight. Wyatt nodded pleasantly, Good day for it, and limped past the man in the doorway. Youngish, about twenty-five, jeans, baseball cap, black Nike runners with a yellow stripe, an expression on his face of boredom and restlessness out here away from the city streets. He could be anyone, Wyatt thought, and made his way along the path to the pump shed. Behind him the man was idly stamping around inside the dairy.
The incident confirmed one thing: Wyatt would have to come back for his stuff when all this was over.
There was no-one in the pump shed. It was a small building, fibro, with a tin roof, cement floor, shelves and an electric water pump connected to an underground rainwater tank. When water pressure dropped in the house, the pump would cut in automatically. Wyatt leaned on his stick, regarding the pump carefully. It was bolted to an alloy support that was in turn bolted to the cement floor. His pistol was under the support itself, a gap five centimetres high sealed with a flap at each end. The area looked just as dusty and untouched as it always had.
Then the pump motor whirred, building quickly to its rattly full speed. It didnt die away, so Wyatt guessed someone somewhere had turned a tap on. Maybe the auctioneer was making himself a cup of tea, maybe a child was fiddling in the laundry. The noise seemed to fill the little shed, and Wyatts first indication that he wasnt alone was a sharp pain in the flesh high under his right arm. He stiffened. The pain increased a little, the cotton parted before the blade, and Wyatt looked down and around at the Nike running shoes.
Saves me the trouble of tearing the place apart, eh, Wyatt?
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If it had been a gun, Wyatt might have moved against it. No-one would risk a gunshot with eighty witnesses around. But it was a blade and a kind of fear paralysed him. Hed been cut when he was barely a teenager, trapped by the Comets, neighbourhood kids in a gang driven to rage and hate by his lone-wolf air. He had weaved too late and a knife blade had scored his stomachshallow, barely raising a blood ribbon, but the pain had been like a hot wire and his mind had done the rest, spilling his guts into his hands. In Vietnam it was bamboo, one misstep on patrol and a panjee stake had punctured his calf. So Wyatt stood stock-still in the pump house and thought about the razor edge slicing through his chest if he moved against it, slipping between the bones of his ribcage.
Cat got your tongue?
What do you want?
What do I want? What do you think I want? Same thing you came back for.
Wyatt said nothing. It had happened before, some punk convinced that he had a fortune stashed away somewhere.
Youre wasting your time. Theres nothing here.
Yeah, right, you just came back out of sentiment.
I mean, Wyatt said, theres hardly any money, not worth your while.
Dont hand me that caper. Every bastards after you. You wouldnt chance it if it wasnt worth it. Turn around.
Wyatt turned cautiously, thinking the man wanted him face to face, but the black runners edged around with him, the knife tip maintaining its pressure.
Where are we going?
To hide till everyones gone home. Then you can show me where the stuff is.
The clearing sale was over. The main auction had started and there were eighty backs turned to them as Wyatt and the man with the knife stepped out of the pump house. Wyatt didnt try to run. He knew that before hed taken a step his body would betray him and hed feel the knife. He didnt want to call attention to himself. He didnt try to swing round with the walking stick. He did as he was told, walking ahead of the man with the knife, down the hill and into the pine plantation at the bottom.
At the edge of the trees he stopped. The knife nicked him again. Further in.
Wyatt walked on. His skin felt damp: blood was gathering at his waist. It wasnt a deep cut, barely painful, but the intention was there, and memories.
Thisll do. Chuck the stick away.
The cane flew end over end toward some saplings. They were in a small clearing. The air was resinous, blanketed and still, but snatches of the auctioneers shouts reached them. The pine trees were old and densely packed. The earth between them was bare, all nourishment given up to the trees. The pine needles were springy under Wyatts op-shop shoes. On your stomach, the man said, and Wyatt stretched out on the ground. A beetle skittered over the ground, paused at Wyatts thumb. Above him a Nike running shoe pressed against the base of his spine.
Three months earlier, Wyatt had shot a man dead among these trees, in a clearing like this one. He said, Whats your name?
He got a harsh laugh. How does Finn grab you?
Three months earlier Wyatt had also robbed a lawyer named David Finn, the job set up by Anna Reid, the job that had precipitated all the trouble he found himself in now. I know the name.
David Finn was my brother, so you might say theres also a personal element in all this, its not just the money.
They were silent. The auctioneers shouts ceased. Later they heard cars start up in the yard above them and on the road at the front of the farm. Still Wyatt and Finn stayed there. Theyll be signing the papers now, Finn said. Well wait.
Thirty minutes later he kicked Wyatt. Lets go.
They climbed the hill again, skirting the boundary unseen. The grounds around the house and sheds revealed the recent presence of eighty peoplepaper scraps, scuffed dirt, torn plantsbut all the cars were gone and they were alone. Satisfied, Finn prodded Wyatt into the dairy.
This is the first place you checked. Youve got stuff stashed here, right?
All along there had been a vicious edge to Finns voice. Wyatt knew it would be dangerous to play for time with Finn. The man would work the knife on him until he talked, and enjoy doing it. There, he said, pointing.
Get it.
Wyatt reached up, withdrew the money, turned around cautiously. He got his first good look at Finn: compactly put together, with a short neck, small hands, skinny forearms, an indistinct, forgettable face.
Wordlessly Wyatt handed over the money.
Finn took it and stepped back. He still held the knife, cutting the air between them rhythmically like a charmer distracting a cobra. Wyatt saw him risk a look at the money inside the sandwich bag. It was in hundreds, held together by a paper clip, but there were only twenty of them, scarcely any thickness at all. Finn looked up in disbelief. And the rest.
I told you. Thats all there is.
Finn snarled, advancing on Wyatt. Bullshit. I bet its all like this, a bit here and a bit there all over the place, am I right? He jerked his head. Come on, smartarse, the pump shed.
Finn had made two mistakes. Hed allowed Wyatt to turn and face him and hed lost his temper. All his anger was concentrated in the arm that held the money. He shook it in Wyatts face, the knife arm temporarily forgotten, and Wyatt lashed out with his right foot, driving the heavy leather toecap into Finns ankle. Finn screamed, dropped to the ground. He huddled on the flagstones, rocking himself for comfort, clutching his foot.
He wouldnt stay like that. He had youth and the knife on his side. Wyatt headed for the door, leaping as Finn slashed at him with the knife, and ran toward the pump house. He had about thirty seconds to remove the plate and retrieve the Colt from its hiding place under the pump. If the nuts were seized by age and rust, his thirty seconds could count for nothing at all.
Wyatt!
It was a roar of hate behind him. Wyatt plunged into the gloom of the pump house, fell to his knees, scrabbled at the base of the pump. Something was wrong. Where there should have been a plate there was only a gap, and where there should have been his Colt automatic, his fingers encountered grit and dust.
This what youre looking for?
Wyatt stood and turned to the voice. He saw his pistol first, the steady hand that held it, then the owner of the voice. He was tall, his face fleshless and unknowable, like a mask snipped out of tin.
The man grinned. The name is Stolle. Rule number one, Wyatt. Never go back.
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A moment later, stumbling feet sounded outside the pump house. The man called Stolle backed into the space behind the door again. Finn appeared, hugging the doorframe. Hate and pain contorted his face and strangled in his throat. He lunged at Wyatt with the knife, hacking the air to get at him.
Hey, Stolle said. Over here.
Finn halted. He turned to the voice, and seemed to walk into the Colt as the barrel tip emerged from the darkness of the shed. Stolle fired. The range was point-blank and Wyatt heard it as a muffled exhalation in the little shed. Finn jerked back as if hed been punched, momentum slamming him flat to the opposite wall. Then he folded and the life went out of him.
Wyatt crouched warily, on his toes, watching the Colt. It swung around on him. He watched Stolles finger on the trigger. The man was wearing latex gloves. Wyatt looked for an opening but there wasnt one.
Stolle grinned. Arent you going to thank me?
Wyatt said nothing, keeping low to the ground, tensing his leg muscles.
I tell you what, heres a sign of good faith, Stolle said. His gun arm relaxed and suddenly the Colt was reversed in his hand and he tossed it.
Wyatt caught the pistol. What he did then was automatic. He felt threatened and needed to eliminate the threat. He slapped the grip into his right hand, a sensation as natural and familiar to him as breathing, snap-sighted the barrel tip on Stolles stomach and pulled the trigger.
Nothing.
Stolle grinned. He was a man who liked to grin. He patted his pocket. I emptied the clip, old son. Except for one shell in the chamber, now used. One shots generally enough, Ive found.
Wyatt waited. Stolle would explain himself sooner or later. He continued to hold the gun and edged to the middle of the floor.
Stolle circled with him, placing himself next to the door. The grin left his face. Time to talk business. Someone wants to see you.
You sent those two clowns after me.
That I did, Stolle agreed.
They fucked up.
They found you, Stolle said.
Get to the point.
Come with me now, to Brisbane, and you get five thousand of the clients money, up front.
Wyatt stared at him. And what else?
Theres more money in it for you, thats all I know. She says its urgent. Maybe if you dont come now, youll miss out.
Forget it.
Fine, Stolle said. That does make a lot of sense. Theres a body here, your hand on the gun. Half the cops in the country are after you. Theres a price on your head so you cant trust any of your mates. Fine. You might as well hang out here till they get you.
Stolle delivered this with his lip curled, as if he thought sarcasm might influence Wyatt. Wyatt ignored the delivery but he couldnt ignore the content. It was dangerous for him to stay here. He didnt know who Stolle was and he had no reason to believe the mans story. Private detectives were slippery, murky; they walked with cops and they walked on the other side. For all he knew, this was an elaborate ruse by the Outfit. He lashed out suddenly, smacking Stolle twice with the Colt, in the stomach and on the back of the head as he went down. Stolle stretched once on the concrete floor, groaned and seemed to go to sleep.
Wyatt went over to Finn and turned him over. Finns trunk was blood-soaked, the blood sticky on Wyatts fingers as he searched Finns pockets. The trousers were empty but for a set of keys for a Budget rental car. He stripped back the bloodied jacket flaps and saw the punctured inside pocket. Wyatt groaned softly. It had been an unlucky shot, and not only for Finn. He tugged free the sandwich bag. Blood had got to the money and there was no mistaking the force and nature of the damage left behind when the slug had ploughed through the bag on its way into Finns chest.
A kind of fury welled in Wyatt. He choked off a curse, stood up, kicked the body. Then he forced himself to be still and think. He took out a handkerchief, wiped his prints from the sandwich bag, put the ruined money back in Finns pocket. He cleaned his fingers and used the handkerchief to retrieve Finns car keys.
He thought about the gun. He needed it but the Colt was dangerous to him now: if he were ever caught with it in his possession, a ballistics check would tie him to Finns murder. The guns definition had to be altered. Wyatt knelt at the base of the pump again, reached further under it, dragged out a small wooden box. It was a service kit for the Colt: gun oil, cleaning rods and brushes, spare seven-shot clip, spare barrel and firing pin. Wyatt took the gun apart and replaced the barrel and the firing pin. Neither had been used before, except in the factory. In effect, it was a new gun, and the only killings a forensic expert could tie it to hadnt happened yet.
Finally, still protecting his hands with the handkerchief, he searched Stolle. A wallet in the mans jacket yielded one hundred and eighty dollars. Wyatt pocketed the money. He poked through the wallet: credit cards, drivers licence, PI licence in the name Macarthur Stolle, and a couple of cards admitting Stolle to exclusive gaming rooms at Jupiters, Wrest Point and Monte Carlo casinos.
Stolle groaned and stirred. Wyatt kicked him upright. You mentioned five thousand dollars. Where is it?
Stolle grimaced, both hands over his face. That was a cunt of a thing to do.
Five thousand. Where is it?
Stolle concentrated finally. You get it when we get on the plane to Brisbane, not before.
Wyatt walked to the door and out. Forget it.
He didnt have his two thousand but he did have close to two hundred and a gun and the keys to Finns car. By three oclock he was in Sorrento, on Port Phillip Bay. When the ferry to Queenscliff left at four, he was the first aboard. At the other end he didnt drive to Geelong but stayed where he was, in a rental van at the edge of a small oval a short walk from the beach.
That evening he called Harbutt again.
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They met in a docklands pub called the Prince Patrick. It was Harbutts choice, a squat corner pub with dirty stucco above cold blue tiles on the outside walls. Inside, the carpets were scorched and worn; an oily film of smoke and alcohol and urine vapour clung to the mirrors and shelves. The threadbare towelling on the bar was ashy and beer-soaked. At ten oclock in the morning there were plenty of drinkers, shift workers clocking on and off work or merely evading it. The air was heavy and malty. It was an old smell, surly and male.
Harbutts hand was shaking. He hadnt shaved and his eyes were red-rimmed.
Been on a bender? Wyatt asked him.
Harbutt drained his beer and lit a cigarette. Wyatt was drinking coffee.
Wyatt tried again. Not working today?
Harbutt looked at him. Mate, they gave me the push. Me and two hundred others. Another two hundred by the end of the year.
Wyatt watched Harbutt carefully, saying nothing. An edge of hunger was a useful quality in the man you were pulling a job with. Desperation or the shakes werent.
Hair of the dog, Harbutt said, ordering another beer. Ill be right. Its the shock, thats all.
Yeah, it would be.
Harbutt laughed. It turned into a cough. Mate, youve never done a days work for someone else in your life, except maybe when you were a kid. Never pulled in a fortnightly pay packet. No wife and kids to provide for.
You havent got a wife and kids.
You know what I mean. Never had to think about the future. Never faced retrenchment.
Wyatt didnt argue with him. His life was precarious in its own way but he didnt intend to moan to Harbutt about it. He changed the subject. Hows Dern?
Havent seen him.
Thea?
All Harbutts attention was directed at his cigarette. He rolled the burning tip on the edge of the ashtray, examined the hot cone. I think Dern told her to get lost.
Wyatt said, Ive been thinking about those jobs he proposed.
Harbutt looked at him then. I didnt exactly think youd come back for old times sake. Which one?
The warehouse sale this weekend.
Why that one?
Because we walk away with cash in our pockets. With the other two jobs theres only the promise of it from some insurance company. Plus the wait. The longer we wait, the greater the chance theyll track us down.
But you said the place was too open, too many angles to figure.
It could work if we hide on the premises at closing time. Disable the nightwatchman, blow the safe at our leisure.
Harbutt nodded. Some of his old form was returning. His cigarette burnt itself out, his beer went flat. Last day of the sale is on Monday, he said at last. We do it on Sunday night?
Yes.
Could be a goer.
What can you tell me about the place itself?
They call it The Barn because thats what its like, a huge barn. They sell liquidation gearfurniture, clothes, electrical gear, tools, records and tapes, laid out on these long benches.
Wheres the safe likely to be?
Theres a mezzanine level, offices and that. Up there, Id say.
You think we could hide in the place unnoticed?
Plenty of places, Harbutt said. Toilets, storage rooms, under a bench, even in one of them rubbish bins on wheels.
Where does Thea work?
Harbutt patted his pockets for his cigarettes. Nine to five at their head office in town. She wont be there.
Wyatt watched his friend. I dont want Dern or Thea to know about this.
Harbutt straightened in his chair. Got you.
They fell silent.
Which leaves the safe, Wyatt said. Are you up to it?
Harbutt splayed his fingers. They were more or less steady. Give me a combination, a drill, a stick of gelignite, whatever you like.
I want you to lay off the booze till after the job.
Harbutt nodded.
Good. Well make a dry run. The sale opens tomorrow, so it has to be tonight.
Youre mad, Harbutt said. The nightwatchman.
Its a risk we have to take. There wont be any money on the premises, so hes not likely to be too jumpy. We need to know where to hide when the time comes, what kind of safe it is, the best way out. We can keep out of his way easily enough. If he spots us, well run, thats all.
They separated and met again at The Barn late that afternoon. It sat alone on an immense asphalted field outside Geelong. At one time it had been a supermarket called Super City; the old name was still discernible, painted over on the facia board. The front was all glass, two storeys high and running the length of the building. The glass curved inwards from a shallow channel choked with pansies. A sign said: The Longest Curved Glass Window in the Southern Hemisphere. It was five oclock and several vans and lorries were backed up at the side of the building. A dozen men were carting sofas, refrigerators, sealed cartons and racks of dresses through the side doors.
Wyatt and Harbutt approached the front door. They each carried a clipboard and wore a dustcoat with the word Inspector stitched across the top pocket.
Workplace safety check, Wyatt told the security man at the door.
The man shrugged. It meant nothing to him. The world was full of grey men in dustcoats writing things on clipboards.
Wyatt and Harbutt went inside. Wooden trestle tables groaned under the weight of Taiwanese calculators, Korean batteries, Chinese shoes. Refrigerators and toasters were stacked around the walls. Armchairs and sofa beds littered an area the size of a tennis court in one corner. Sales staff hurried around, pricing goods and pasting large SALE signs on the walls.
At the rear of the building a broad staircase led to a narrow mezzanine level that extended halfway down the length of the building on each side. There were a number of frosted glass doors leading to plasterboard petitioned offices. Under the stairs were toilets and a storeroom.
Wyatt looked around swiftly. It seemed promising. Harbutt, he noticed, was sweating. He hadnt been drinking, the job was making him edgy.
They prowled around the shop floor. By six oclock the last of the goods had been delivered and the sales staff were heading for their cars. The nightwatchman had based himself at the door. He was middle-aged, beer fat and unhealthy looking. All his attention was on the young women as they left the building. He stared after them, rubbing his palms on his thighs. Hed set a bright red canvas directors chair nearby. He looked like a man who intended to get the weight off his feet when the place was empty. Sit in his chair and stare out at the night.
He didnt see Wyatt and Harbutt in the dark rear of the big room. They climbed the stairs, let themselves into the first office. It contained a desk, photocopier and filing cabinet. They settled down to wait. A dim globe at the head of the stairs leaked enough light through the frosted glass for them to see one another. Later, when the nightwatchman was dozing or inattentive, they would check the other offices. From time to time they murmured. Harbutt talked edgily, as though the building bothered him: too big, too isolated, too many sounds of its own. Wyatt let him talk. They wouldnt be heard here and theyd know if the nightwatchman was climbing the stairs. If he did climb them, that ishe had no reason to.
At nine oclock, two things happened. A vehicle pulled up outside, there were voices, a different vehicle drove away.
And lights went on all over the building.
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Light flooded the tiny office. Wyatt stiffened. He shifted around the wall until the desk screened him from the door. From that position he could see Harbutt clearly. Harbutt was on the floor, his back to the wall, legs straight out. He was slack, fatalistic, as if hed expected the lights. Now he drew up his knees, rested his forehead on them. For a short time, nothing happened. Wyatt watched Harbutt coldly. After a while, Harbutt felt the force of Wyatt there in the room with him, and began to talk. His voice was low, scarcely audible, and what he said was:
Its not easy getting retrenched at my age. It gets to you, eats away at you. I doubt if Ill find another joba bloke like me, Im for the scrap heap. I cant turn pro. Im not like you, I cant put something together and make it work.
Wyatt didnt reply. He might have been listening to Harbutt, or listening to the vast silence outside the door. He had his Colt out.
You were right to drop us, Harbutts muffled voice went on. Derns not solid enough. Anyone can see that. Theas got a vicious streak. She doesnt like to be crossed.
The building sat silent and brightly lit on the dark plain. Presently Wyatt said, Youd better tell me what happened.
Harbutt shifted his rump to get comfortable. After you shot through the other night, Dern kicked Thea out of his car and said he was finished with her. I gave her a lift home. You know what shes like, Wyatt. One thing led to another. I mustve been crazy. I mean, it shouldve been clear as the nose on my face it wasnt me she was interested in. She thought Id lead her to you, I suppose.
You told her about tonight?
Its getting sacked like that, mate. It was a shock. I was never that good at putting money away. My redundancys already eaten up with the mortgage. He looked directly at Wyatt for the first time. Theres a price on your head, twenty grand, did you know that?
You and Thea shopped me to the Outfit?
Harbutt nodded.
And our nightwatchmans been bribed to go and get himself a cup of coffee for the next hour or two?
Harbutt nodded again. And thats all I know about it, I swear. I dont know if theres one gun out there or a dozen.
Not a dozen, Wyatt thought. The Outfit was Sydney based, weak in Melbourne, so they wouldnt have organised that many guns. They would have sent a local, maybe two. He slid along the floor and eased open the door to the corridor.
They were waiting for him. A shot rang out and the frosted glass splintered above his head. He rolled, putting distance between himself and the door.
The position was bad, as though hed treed himself. The only way out was down the stairs, where hed make an easy target. His only cover was the waist-high safety barrier that ran around the edge of the mezzanine level corridor. He crouched behind it, conscious that it was plasterboard and wouldnt save him from a lucky or a careful shot.
He chanced a look over the rail and ducked again, twisting to his right. There was another shot and plaster shards sprinkled his face. Then a series of shots had him flat to the floor and moving back through the open door again into the office. Now he knew where the gunman wason the mezzanine floor, facing him from the corridor on the opposite side of the building. And it was an automatic rifle. His Colt could not match it for range, velocity or accuracy.
Wyatt rested a moment, thinking it through. He was alone in this. Harbutt was still on the floor, head buried in his arms, rocking his upper body. If there were two guns outside, the second one covering the stairs from the bottom, there was no way out. If the gun opposite was the only one, there was a chance. The rail around the mezzanine was an equaliser. Wyatt couldnt be seen, but nor could the man opposite him. With time, the other man might get off a lucky shot. Or hed remember what hed come here for and move around to this part of the mezzanine and force a confrontation.
Wyatt could wait, it was what he was good at, but he decided to push matters. The office photocopier sat on an open-shelved cabinet crammed with paper, pens and toner cartridges. There was also a bottle of methylated spirits. He broke open four packs of A4 paper and poured the methylated spirits over them, fanning the edges with his thumb to allow penetration. He soaked several cleaning rags with the fluid, and his dustcoat. Finally he searched the desk. He found a Bic lighter in the drawer. He tested it, turning the flame to high.
Still keeping low, he carried everything out into the corridor and weighed up the next stage. He needed to cut down on the amount of light that framed him and he needed to distract the gunman.
Leaning back, he sighted the Colt and squeezed off a shot. The corridor light went out, glass flakes falling to the floor. He sighted again and shot out the light at the head of the stairs. He chanced a third shot, smashing the closest of the three main lights in the hall. It didnt give him darkness but he was harder to see now, here above the remaining lights suspended over the shop floor below.
Without pausing he rested the Colt on the rail and snapped off four shots at the man opposite him. He heard them pass through the plaster and heard the soft thump of someone rolling for cover.
Wyatt judged that he had about five seconds before the gunman felt secure enough to return the volley. He lit the rags and the dustcoat, and flung them over the rail. Then he lit the paper bundles, watched the flames take hold, and scattered them onto the furniture below.
The rifle opened up again, so he scooted back along the corridor toward the stairs. Four shots, then silence.
Nothing happened for a while. Wyatt slid the spare clip into the Colt and waited. There were foam rubber sofas and vinyl armchairs directly beneath him. He knew they would burn readily, producing plenty of smoke, but it would take some time for them to catch.
Thats if hed got lucky with his aim.
Wyatt noticed the smell first, acrid and poisonous. He heard crackling then as the flames caught, and the smoke, when it reached him, was thick and black.
Then the alarms went off and sprinklers came on.
Water drenched everythingthe offices, corridors, the big display floor below.
Wyatt moved. He ran half-crouched down the corridor. As he rounded the corner and crossed the space toward the head of the stairs, a shape confronted him in the gloom, elastic and dark. He ducked, got off a shot. The shot went high. There was no answering shot. Instead, he saw the black figure hurl the rifle at him, butt first. It spun end over end and then he was tangled in it. He fell. The Outfit gun disappeared down the stairs and in those seconds, in the obscuring blackness, Wyatt formed one impression: the Outfit gun was a woman and she was hard and quick-looking, like a coiled black spring.
He got to his feet. He didnt go after her. She would be out the door and away before he got there. The fact that she hadnt stayed to finish the job indicated that she was alone, her clip was empty and she wanted to disappear before cops and firemen arrived.
So did Wyatt. But he allowed himself a moment for what he had to do next. Harbutt was coughing. The fire had roused him from his blues and he came out of the office, a handkerchief over his nose. His eyes were streaming. He stopped when he saw Wyatt. You got him?
Wyatt shook his head. Cleared off.
Im glad youre okay, Harbutt said. Then he saw the big Colt. A kind of sadness settled in him. You know youve got nothing to worry about from me.
Wyatt raised the muzzle. Thats right, he said.
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Wyatt spent the next five days aboard a rotting barge, existing on tinned beans and peaches. The world had become a place full of holes, corners and darkness. There was no-one he could turn to and he mistrusted the daylight. The money in his pocket had been meanly acquired and it would not see him beyond the next week. His pistol, tied to an inglorious killing, lay rusting on the bottom of the Barwon River. If they came to get him now, he had only his fists to face them with. And alone, in hiding, he began to feel eyes at his back.
On the fifth night he moved. Any earlier and hed have been trapped inside the police search radius or stopped on an exit road. After five days and no sightings, the search would have been called off. Slipped through the cordon.
Thankful of the darkness and the water, he went by boat this time, casting free in a motor cruiser and heading it out into the bay. The sea was calm and nothing showed on the radar. He sipped scotch and ate from a tin of sardines hed found stored in the galley. It was an expensive boat, well fitted out, but by morning it would be a chain around his neck.
He had to leave the state. Hed been offered a way, and had turned it down. Brisbane. Mostyn had said the client was a woman in Brisbane. Stolle himself had said it. The whole deal sounded too odd to be a trap. The general style of the people who didnt like Wyatt was to come at him with a gun, not try an elaborate ruse. Nothing about Stolle said that he was a hired gun. He hadnt been armed; his ID said he was a private investigator. Stolle had also mentioned flying. That meant airports and people, hardly the conditions for an ambush. Finally, there was that five thousand dollars. Wyatt took in everything the boat had to offer and saw only one thing that could help him now.
He had to call twice on the cellular phone before relays picked up his signal. It was one oclock in the morning and Stolles voice was thick with sleep and irritation. What? he said flatly.
You said five thousand.
Stolle came awake then. Thats right.
Is this line secure?
I ran a check only yesterday.
What about the room?
Its clean.
Wyatt was silent, wondering how to play this.
Say whats on your mind, Stolle said.
Im interested in your offer.
Good man. Ill be in my office at eight.
Things have happened, Wyatt said. I want you to collect me now.
Stolle didnt query or demur. Where?
Carrum. The Nepean Highway crosses a channel there. Park your car somewhere, wait for me on the bridge. If I see anything I dont like, thats it, Im gone.
They settled on 3 am and Wyatt broke the connection. He checked the fuel gauge: plenty to get him across the bay. By two-thirty he was throttling back a few hundred metres from the Chelsea foreshore. He could see streetlights and occasional headlights. By day Carrum and Chelsea were parts of an endless strip of sunblighted, low-cost houses and shopfronts. Wyatt knew and hated the area but right now it had the advantage of a marina where he could moor the boat without drawing attention to himself.
Thirty minutes later he was on dry land and watching the bridge. At five minutes to three a battered white Toyota van crept across the bridge. The words Food Delivery Vehicle were stencilled on it and the rear windows had a blackness about them that had nothing to do with the night. If Stolle used it as his surveillance vehicle, it was a good one.
Wyatt waited. He saw the van draw off the road and into a parking bay. Stolle got out and walked to the centre of the bridge. He did not look around and he gave no sign that he was nervous or had brought backup along. Wyatt let ten minutes and a handful of late cruising taxis and panel vans go by, then stepped out of his cover and onto the bridge.
Stolle swung around at his approach. This had better be on the level. I didnt come here to be thumped and robbed again.
Shut up, Wyatt said. I hope you didnt bring those two clowns along with you.
Mostyns off the case and Whitney cleared out on me.
Wyatt said, Good, and walked off without waiting. Stolle caught up with him next to the van. Where to?
Your place.
Stolle said nothing to that. He unlocked the van, got in, opened the passenger door for Wyatt. He drove in silence back along the Nepean toward the city. At St Kilda Junction he headed north along Punt Road and right into the cramped streets of renovated workers cottages in Prahran. A minute later he picked up a small electronic device, pushed a button, and light spilled onto the cobblestones from a garage door in an alley ahead of them. Stolle drove in, pushed the button again. The garage door clanged, sealing them off from the night.
Stolle had a little pistol in his fist. Get out.
You wont need that.
Get out.
Wyatt waited for him at the door that led to the house. He let Stolle prod him with the gun into the kitchen and then through to a room at the front. Stolle had spent some time and money on the place: thick woollen carpets, central heating, expensive fabrics on the chairs and over the windows.
Stolles front room had the look of an underused office. The furniture smelt new; there was dust on the screen of his Apple. He shoved Wyatt in the back. Have a seat.
There was an armchair and an ergonomic desk chair. Wyatt collapsed into the armchair. He realised how tired he was and a series of tendon-stretching yawns broke out in him suddenly. Stolle grinned at him, swivelling back and forth on the rotating seat of the desk chair.
God knows what she sees in you.
Who?
The client. On the run, fresh out of luck and friends, you dont exactly inspire confidence.
Wyatt yawned again. I want to see the five thousand.
Stolle lost his grin. After a while he nodded and reached his right hand into his left sleeve. Wyatt heard a snap of elastic on flesh and then Stolle was throwing him a small packet.
He caught it with both hands. He knew at once that it contained less than five thousand dollars. He riffled the notes with his thumb: ten one-hundred dollar notes, torn cleanly in half.
This was stupid. He felt too weary to fight it. He shook his head, dropped the half notes on the floor.
Stolle reached into an inside pocket of his jacket. This time it was an envelope with a key in it. Brisbane bus station locker key. Theres four thousand dollars waiting for you. The other half of the money on the floor youll get when were on the plane tomorrow morning.
Wyatt stared fixedly at Stolle and weighed it up. He could thump Stolle for the other half and walk out of here with a thousand dollars now, but be arrested or shot tomorrow. He could let Stolle take him to Brisbane and still find trouble, whether or not the promised five thousand was attached to it. He didnt think this deal came free of trouble. It was trouble in the sun, though, a place where his face meant nothing to anyone, and those things were more important than anything else right now.
What does this woman want?
She said there was something in it for you. Maybe your parents died?
Wyatt said nothing to that.
A rich uncle maybe?
Did she give you a name?
No name.
Describe her.
Stolle swivelled unconcernedly in the chair. He shook his head. Youve come this far. By lunchtime tomorrow youll have answers, plus five thousand bucks in your pocket.
What about you?
Me? Stolle grinned. I pick up my dough and go and play in the sun. He rattled imaginary dice in his palm and tossed them across his desk.
Wyatt shrugged. He didnt gamble and didnt understand the compulsion. Chance came into his workthe bystander in the wrong place at the wrong time, an unaccountable switch in routinebut mostly he worked from verifiable information and he controlled all the factors. He got up. Youve got the tickets?
We pick them up at the airport. Stolle looked at his watch. The flight leaves at ten. Im getting some shut-eye. Id advise you to do the same.
He disappeared. It was 4 am. Wyatt stretched out on a sofa in the sitting room. When a board creaked in the hall three and a half hours later, he came awake all at once, his eyes open and staring upward into curtained daylight. He heard an extractor fan rattle into life and then water gushed in the bathroom.
They left Stolles house an hour later. Wyatt had had his first shave in five days. He wore an old suit of Stolles. It fitted badly, looking wrong by itself, so with Stolles help he made a few additionsa lightweight overcoat to drape over his arm, a scuffed briefcase, a rolled-up newspaper.
No-one stopped them; no-one looked twice at them. Stolle sat next to Wyatt on the plane but he didnt communicate with him beyond indicating a picture of Jupiters Casino in the in-flight magazine. The flight was direct to Brisbane and took two hours. Five minutes before it landed, Stolle bent down and reached for something on the floor. It was an envelope and he said to Wyatt, You dropped this. Wyatt put it in his pocket. He guessed it was the other half of the torn one thousand.
No-one stopped or noticed them at the other end. Stolle collected his bag and led the way outside the terminal building. The air was hot and dry. They took a taxi, riding in silence across the flatlands near the airport. Dead grass lined the highway and closer to the city Wyatt saw further signs of drought, patches of bare earth showing in the parks and gardens. The sky looked brown and he could smell dust above the traffic fumes. Somewhere in the interior strong winds were stripping the topsoil, lifting it high and out over the coast.
Then the taxi was plunging into the canyons of the city. It was a glassy place, brash and fast. The taxi pulled up in Adelaide Street. The driver pointed. Bus terminals through there, under street level. He spoke rapidly, strangling his words: a Queensland way of speaking.
They got out and walked through to the mall and the stairs that led down to the lockers and the bus stands. All the while Wyatt felt focused and wary, the back of his neck prickling with the weight of the hand that might reach out to spin him around. But there were only out-of-work kids in the mall, bored police watching them, Japanese tourists in baggy cotton shorts.
The number on the key was 226. Locker 226 was in the centre of several banks of grey-faced lockers. There were people there, depositing or retrieving luggage, but the one of most interest to Wyatt stood up from a moulded plastic seat that was bolted to the floor and intercepted him as he approached the lockers. He didnt say anything, didnt move. She had nearly killed him three months ago and he wondered if death was part of this deal.



Fifteen


Wyatt backed away a little. It was a bad place to be plenty of exits but he was underground, in a city he didnt know, among people who would profit by his being dead.
Anna Reid seemed to sense this in him. She stood well clear, her hands where he could see them, and said, Wyatt, its okay, as if shed backed a risky dog into a corner. He stopped, his eyes restlessly scanning the crowd thronging the terminal.
Mr Stolle, Anna said. She smiled and shook Stolles hand.
Wyatt watched them closely. He saw Anna stand centimetres from Stolle and hand him a buff-coloured business envelope from the bag over her shoulder. The envelope disappeared somewhere inside Stolles coat. The transaction was quick and neat. No-one else saw it. Its all there, she told him.
The grin was wide on Stolles face. I trust you. Listen, now Im here, how about dinner one night?
He waited. Anna Reid stared at him. Then she said distinctly, You must be joking.
Stolle flushed. He said, You lousy cow, and backed away.
Anna watched him go. She wore a sleeveless cotton dress, olive green, and black sandals. Her hair, black and straight and fine, was drawn back behind each ear. It gave her a poised, challenging air. When Stolle was gone, she turned back to Wyatt. Give me the key.
He handed it to her. The number 226 stencilled on the locker door was chipped and faded. She opened it, took out an Ansett bag, and gave it to him. He slung it over his shoulder wordlessly. It felt light, but the bag had been padded out to give it bulk, probably with balled-up newspaper. She said what shed said to Stolle: Its all there.
Wyatt said harshly, Whats this about?
She ignored him. Have you had lunch?
Forget it.
He wanted to get away from her, from this place under the street where no natural light ever penetrated. He turned to leave, and as he did so she caught his arm. Her grip was strong. Ive got a job for you.
The low voice, the pressure on his arm, made him remember her, and at once some of the tension went out of him. Anna Reid had embroiled him in a chain of disasters but he remembered the heat of her, the kind of energy that spelt danger and risky rewards. They had acknowledged one anothers lawlessness and there had been a time when hed believed they could work together. Then it had all gone wrong. Hed had the chance to kill her, just as hed killed Harbutt, but he had not done it and, since then, whenever she had surfaced in his mind, hed been glad that he hadnt. Hed mostly put her out of his thoughts but sometimes an image of her lurked in the recesses of his mind. At those times a melancholy would settle over him.
But he didnt trust her. He trusted only himself, a fact that had kept him alive and on this side of the barred windows and the razor wire.
Wyatt? She shook his arm. Hear me out?
He looked at the ground. Someone had stepped in chewing gum, a streak of it stretching from the heart of the wad. He wasnt used to her and he wasnt used to this.
Have lunch with me? Listen to what I have to say?
He nodded. It was the warmest he could get.
She took him into the mall, turning right toward the river. A hundred metres down, in the centre of the mall, was an open-air bistro. Anna led him to an umbrella-shaded table set flush against the waist-high enclosure that separated the tables from the tourists and the shoppers. The cover was good for the things they had to say to each other. A Madonna clip blasted out from an adjacent Just Jeans outlet and a kid with a squeezebox was busking for coins on the opposite side of the mall. There was also a catwalk nearby, a man in a tuxedo squawking into a microphone as young women paraded in bathing suits. Wyatt watched the people watching the parade. Japanese tour parties, a couple of backpackers with peeling noses, students, shoppers. Almost everyone wore shorts and sneakers, so he forgot about watching for the kind of body language that said someone was packing a gun and meant him harm.
They ordered club sandwiches and a jug of water. Anna Reid also ordered wine in a small carafe. Wyatt didnt touch the wine. He said, What are you doing here?
She knew what he meant. I grew up here, remember?
Yes.
So after the fuck-up in Melbourne I packed it in down there and came back here to live.
The fuck-up didnt ring true. Shed forced it, as if she hoped it might establish a common ground between them, something hard and streetwise. She saw the shutter close over Wyatts face, and went on quickly: I walked straight into a good job.
She paused and searched his face for some encouragement. Wyatt didnt help her. There was no expression in his eyes, no softening, only a kind of hard summary.
You know, she said, that time in Melbourne… I didnt mean
She stopped, but Wyatt was still focused on her, a force complete and silent.
She said rapidly, I slept with you because I wanted to, not because it would make the job go smoother.
He continued to watch her.
I didnt know in advance what would happen with you. Surely you can see that?
Wyatt maintained his hard silence. He didnt eat, didnt touch his glass.
Sometimes I think of you, Anna said. I didnt mean for things to go wrong.
Wyatt leaned toward her and his directness was unnerving. You set up a scam that was intended to make you a lot of money. You put the money ahead of me. Know that about yourself.
She flushed. That pretty well makes us alike, wouldnt you say?
He didnt answer and he didnt let his face show anything. The truth was, she would have killed him then if he hadnt stopped her; hed had the chance to kill her and he hadnt taken it. That fact lay there between them and he hated it. He said, The past is a waste of time. Its only good for reminding you that it repeats itself. What do you want?
She was still angry and showed it. Not to kill you, if thats whats bothering you, and certainly not you for yourself. As I said, theres a job youd be good at. The moneys big, up to a couple of million, all large denominations so itll be easy to bundle.
What happens if I say no?
She looked tired suddenly. Youre free to go. The five thousand is yours, no strings attached.
People hurried by a few metres away. Just down from the bistro the fashion parade MC was inviting the gawkers to give his girls a great big hand. Wyatt tried a smile. Once it started, it was genuine. Tell me about it.
Anna nodded and some of her anger drained away. I work in the head office of an insurance company, run of the mill legal work. Several weeks ago a memo came across my desk from TrustBank, asking for a ruling on liability in a one-off matter affecting one of their branches. She leaned forward, dropping her voice. Between here and the Gold Coast theres a sprawling development called Logan City: new low-cost housing, down-market shopping centres, blue collar and lower white collar workers, young families, mortgages, high unemployment. TrustBank has a main branch there and two smaller branches. On Friday week the two minor branches will be closed for a security upgrade. The work will be carried out over one weekend and all their funds will be transferred to the main branch. As I said, up to two million, all in one place.
She sat back. I want you to hit that bank. I think its possible.
On Friday week?
She smiled apologetically. For a while there I didnt think Stolle would find you in time.
Rob it all by myself, Wyatt said.
I know people. I used to run with some hard cases when I was young, people my father used to defend before he was disbarred. I can put you in touch with the right kind, steady, no junkies or morons.
The point is, will they work with me? Do they know who I am?
Im not spreading your name around, if thats what you mean.
He stared at the table.
Ive seen you in action, she said. You can make it work if anyone can.
He stared at her for a while. An inside job, he said at last. Just like the last one.
Its not like the last one at all. Its an inside tip-off, thats all. Why should they trace it to me?
Who else knows this moneys going to be there?
A few people at TrustBank, a few in my firm, the security van people.
Wyatt nodded. A lot of people, in other words. There was good and bad in that. The good was that the finger wouldnt stop at Anna. The bad was that others might have got ambitious. He wondered if that was the only catch.



Sixteen


On Friday Daniel Nurse told his wife: Why dont you listen? Its staff only. No family.
His crocodile-skin suitcase was spread open on the bed and he was folding a change of underwear into it. Joyce watched him sourly. He took a couple of white shirts down from their hangers in the wardrobe and tried to figure out how to fold them. Joyce might have helped but she was going to be stuck here at home with their fourteen-year-old daughter all weekend while he went off gallivanting, so he had to do his own bloody packing.
I wouldnt be in the way, she said. I could read, walk on the beach.
Nurse turned away so that she wouldnt see his fear and strain. He also felt close to the edge of smacking her sulky mouth for her, and hed never done that before. He caught his reflection in the window and didnt like it. Short, round, pink and more or less hairless. The view beyond the glass was better. Their house was a 1920s Queenslander on stilts set into a slope of East Brisbane opposite the Norman Creek. There was a private school below the house, tiled rooftops among big old trees. Mignon Nurse would be going there in the next year or so, when hed scraped the money together for her fees. Better than the high school sprawled out on the opposite bank. The trees on that side were home to a colony of flying foxes. They stank, they were noisy, they reminded Nurse of vampires. Here, in East Brisbane, life was cleaner, more orderly.
He turned away from the window. Its a training session, for Christs sake. Im expected to share a room, some assistant manager from the Mackay branch. Ill be at lectures tonight, all day tomorrow, and tomorrow night. Were more or less shut away the whole time. Full on.
Joyce persisted. Theres no reason why we cant get a room together. You go off to your lectures, Ill lay around on the beach. If you got the urge to gamble, Id be there for a change to stop you losing the lot.
Jesus Christ, he didnt want her anywhere near the place. He should have said TrustBank was holding the workshop in Mt Isa this year. Mention the Gold Coast and it was like a red rag to a bull. Look, sweetheart, the head office boys will be there. It wouldnt look good. Theyre trying to build up a team spirit and Id be on the outer if you were there.
Joyce folded her arms. A lot of men and no wives? God, you must think Im naive.
Well be flat-out the whole time. Too buggered to muck around even if we wanted to. Plus which, they dont like it if we booze at these things.
At least, thats how it had been at the one and only TrustBank training retreat hed attended, two years ago. He tucked a pair of carpet slippers into the case. That was the right touch, for the sour look left his wifes face. Lets have a weekend down there soon, she said. Just the two of us.
Its a deal, Nurse said.
When she was gone he took his dinner suit from a forgotten corner of the wardrobe, folded it, closed the suitcase lid. He had a shitty couple of days coming upno reason why it had to be a total write-off.
He looked at his watch. Seven-thirty am, time to move. On the way out the door he kissed Joyce and Mignon, told them hed be back Sunday afternoon, and tossed the suitcase into the Volvo. The next part he loathed. Eight years ago hed been assistant manager at the East Brisbane branch of TrustBank. Ten minutes walk, there and back. Twelve months ago theyd appointed him manager of the main Logan City branch. A nice salary hike, nice car, but Logan City was thirty minutes away and it was the arse-end of the world. No way did he and Joyce want to live there, so he was trying to learn to put up with the long drive, and the barren place, with its jobless kids and mothers pushing prams around the shopping centres.
At eight-fifteen he slotted the Volvo into his own space, the only one in the tiny paved courtyard at the rear of the bank, and selected the key to the back door of the bank. The all-night security man was dozing in a vinyl armchair in the waiting room outside Nurses office. The man yawned, looked at his watch, walked away to the tearoom.
Other staff members began to arrive. Unlike Nurse, they had to wait while the security guard opened the double doors at the front of the building. Nurse greeted them, smiled at Angie, the teller with the boobs, and went into his office. It was going to be a hellish morningthe in-tray was full and he had an 11 am appointment with a man he didnt want to see.
To distract himself,. Nurse phoned through for coffee and biscuits and drafted a number of letters and memos. One matter took some thought. At the end of next week, from Friday afternoon until the following Monday morning, his bank was going to be holding deposits on behalf of the two smaller Logan City branches. They were having state of the art safes, cameras and alarms installed and Head Office thought it would save time and trouble to move their holdings to his vaults rather than to haul them up to town. Close to two million dollars, mostly fifty- and one-hundred dollar bills. Extra effort for Nurse and his staff, of course, a fact that his letter to the other managers made clear.
He wrote: I shall expect delivery to this branch at 4 pm precisely, so kindly ensure that the notes are correctly stacked, bound and secured in strongboxes of the appropriate dimensions, ready for collection by Mayne Nickless. I would count it as a favour if you would impress upon the workmen in your respective branches that they have been contracted to complete the refit before Monday lunchtime. I need not remind you that every hour the money is on the road or at this branch is an insecure hour. He underlined insecure.
At ten-thirty Nurse had a second round of biscuits and coffee. That was a mistake: fifteen minutes later, he went to the mens, his stomach churning. At ten-fifty-nine Angie showed the man who had inspired it into his office.
Danny boy.
Nurse stood shakily. The mans name was Ian Lovell and he had a long, raw-boned look, his hair fine and sun-bleached, his body hard and sinewy. His vigour and humour were plain, characteristics that earned him covetous looks from Angie. Lovell folded himself into an armchair, stretched out his legs, and directed a grin lurking with menace at Nurse. There was a briefcase next to his R M Williams boots. Nurse sat down and tried not to think about the briefcase.
So, Danny, what story did you give the missus?
It was a bushmans voice, rapid and almost unintelligible, but the man was a pilot, not a bushman. Nurse wondered how the air traffic controllers ever understood him. A weekend training session for bank staff, he said.
Did she buy it?
Nurse nodded.
Fucking women. Take my advice, ditch the family, become a free man. Lovell nudged the briefcase across the carpet. You know what you have to do?
Im in room 212. Between ten and four tomorrow Ill have three visitors. They each give me twenty-five thousand dollars
Count it, Lovell said. Dont let the bastards pull one on you. and I give them the stuff.
Say it, Lovell grinned. Heroin.
Heroin.
Then the genial crinkles disappeared from around Lovells eyes and he sat forward in his chair. No fuck-ups, understand? Make sure you count the money first.
You told me that.
Im telling you again.
I dont like it, Nurse said. How do I know these people wont just knock me on the head and take the stuff, the heroin?
Lovell leaned back again and laced his hands behind his head. He had a long trunk full of tightly bunched muscles, and Nurse feared it. Two reasons. One, they know its good stuff and theres plenty more where it comes from. Two, they know I know where they live. He showed his teeth. Same as I know where you live.
Nurse played with a paper clip. He needed to go to the mens again. What if I get arrested? Id get ten years for trafficking.
You wont get arrested. The palms down there are well oiled. Weve been dealing out of the Tradewinds for years.
I told Bone Id have the money I owe him by next month. I dont see why I have to do this.
Lovell didnt reply immediately. He stared at Nurse. After some time he pulled on each finger. The knuckles cracked and Nurse experienced it like a series of shots from a small handgun or the smack of an iron bar across his ankles, knees, elbows. Then Lovell spoke. This time he was soft and all the garbled diction was missing. Because you owe Mr Bone sixteen thousand dollars and he is tired of waiting for it, tired of listening to promises. Lets face it, you are an unlucky punter. You shouldnt gamble. You dont know when to cut your losses.
Nurse tried to rally. If Im only getting two thousand for this trip, that makes seven more trips before Ive cleared the debt. The wife will never buy it.
Fuck the wife. Ill see you Sunday arvo in the Irish Club, four oclock.
When Lovell was gone, Nurse went to the mens again. He was in there a long time. Then he worked through the afternoon and at five oclock he declined an invitation to go to the pub with the others, even though Angie would be there. He carried Lovells briefcase out to the Volvo. By five-fifteen he was well clear of Logan City. Traffic was smooth and fast on the freeway to the Gold Coast, but Nurse hadnt the concentration to stay with the flow. He found himself crawling along at fifty ks sometimes, angry drivers blasting their horns as they passed him. He didnt see the massive theme parks carved out of die scrubby trees at the side of the road, not even the looming billboards that invited him to look. He felt too weak, too fearful, too bleak.
The Tradewinds faced the water. Room 212 had a view of buildings just like it, glass towers stretching to the horizon. The casinos were nearby, smaller, drenched in bright neon. Nurse collapsed on his bed. He slept fitfully, trying to forget Lovell and the people Lovell did this for. But at seven oclock he showered and the shower changed everything for him. He put on his dinner suit and hit the Monte Carlo.



Seventeen


Nurse had come along at the right time for Lovell. A contact in the Drug Squad had tipped him the wink that the regular courier for the Tradewinds drop was going to be deported to New Zealand on a murder charge. Lovell had asked Bone to come up with someone else, and Bone had given him Nurse, ripe for manipulation. Lovell left Nurses office, well pleased, and drove to the airport.
Three hours and one connecting flight later, Lovell was looking down on Cooktown. It gave him a sense of bitter satisfaction to take a commercial flight. Hed been a second officer with Ansett at the time of the pilots strike in 1989. The company had refused to reinstate him, and he lost his house and marriage, and finished up relief driving for a Q-Cabs owner. Then one night hed got talking with a man called Bone, a radio job to Spring Hill. A week later he was flying again and making three times his old Ansett salary.
A smooth touchdown. Outside on the tarmac conditions were clear, some humidity, a slight north-easterly blowing. He walked to the terminal, made a phone call, and rented a Budget Commodore. He drove to an airstrip north of Cooktown. It dated from the Japanese scare of the Second World War and there were airstrips like it all through the north. They had their uses.
The plane was a Beechcraft Baron with twin 260hp Continental engines. There was room for four people but Lovell rarely carried any passengers. Extra fuel tanks had been fitted and two of the seats removed. Now the Baron had the capacity to carry almost four hundred kilos of cargo a distance of 2500 kilometres, cruising at 10 000 metres at a long-range cruising speed of 370 kilometres per hour. Sometimes, depending on where in Papua New Guinea he was working the trade, he had to refuel enroute. Bones people had arranged fuel dumps at two airfields close to the tip of Cape York Peninsula and a further one on Saibai Island in Torres Strait.
Felix was waiting for Lovell outside the hangar. Hed rolled a joint and was smoking it, a solid, slow-moving, lazy-lidded Melanesian whose forefathers had been dragged to Queensland by blackbirders. Felix got paid in cash and some of the New Guinea Gold that Lovell flew in.
Put it out, Felix.
First one of the day. Im one cool kanaka.
Put the fucking thing out. I want to die in my bed, not blow up on the ground or run out of fuel halfway across the Strait.
Felix shrugged. Youre the boss. He nipped the burning end and put the joint in his shirt pocket.
Lovell looked out across the pocked and empty field to the scrubland beyond. He hated it. Lets roll.
They filled from a 10 000-litre underground fuel tank fitted with an electric pump and a 100-metre retractable hose. The Baron always needed a boost when starting from cold. Felix kept a battery cart at his house, the batteries permanently on a trickle charge. Both men lifted the cart down from the tray of Felixs rusty Hilux and dragged it across to the plane.
By 1500 hours that Friday, Lovell was ready for takeoff. He waved at Felix, who had the joint in his mouth again, and taxied to the end of the strip. Conditions were still clear, the north-easterly moderating a little. Lovell released the brakes, pushed hard down the strip, felt the Baron lift off the ground. He felt good. Levelling off at 10 000 metres, he fixed the course hed follow until he reached the Highlands.
Some time later he crossed the coast at the north-western tip of the Cape. Seven thousand kilometres of coastline from Cairns to Port Hedland, and in Lovells particular corner of it there was fuck-all law to worry about. Queensland and Federal police on Thursday Island, and a minimal customs presence on Thursday and Horn Islands. The poor bastards spent all their time chasing Islanders, who transported the odd gram or two in banana boats and aluminium dinghies, while the big hauls flew in unmolested.
He switched to automatic pilot. This was his fourteenth trip this year. It wasnt always New Guinea Gold. Twice now hed flown in two hundred and thirty kilos of buddha sticks from Thailand worth three hundred thousand bucks a time. Hed also hauled cocaine and heroin that had originated in the Golden Triangle. It made its way overland and then by fishing boat and steamer to PNG, and he transported it the rest of the way. Finally, couriers like Danny took it to the Gold Coast, Sydney, Melbourne, and Lovell funnelled the money back to Mr Bone.
But flavour of the month right now was the PNG cannabis. Last week the radio claimed twenty-three thousand kids in Queensland alone smoked it on a daily basis, eighty thousand on a weekly basis. Users in Sydney couldnt get enough of the stuff and were prepared to fork out two hundred bucks a gram for it.
Meanwhile the demand for heroin and cocaine was undiminished, and skyrocketing for crack. The problem there was that the legal penalties were a lot stiffer. That had given Lovell his great idea. Now when he flew in PNG cannabis, compressed in bales the size of a couple of house bricks, there was cocaine or heroin inside each bale. If the Feds nabbed him, the charge would be conspiring to import cannabis, not cocaine or heroin. The cannabis bales would be incinerated and the hard stuff would go up with it.
Far beneath him a fishing trawler was working. Then again, maybe it was carting drums of compressed cannabis across the Strait to the mainland. Everyone was doing it. Lovell adjusted direction two degrees east. That would put him on course for Goroka and touchdown sometime late in the afternoon. He wondered how Nurse was going.
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They sat in dim light at the Monte Carlo main bar and after five minutes of idle talk the mark said, Call me Danny. He tried to conceal the gold band on his pudgy finger.
Sonia, Carol said. She turned her knees toward him.
Sonia. Lovely, said the mark. It suits you. He brushed her forearm with the tips of his fingers and Carol thought Got you.
Im celebrating, Danny said. He looked at her, waiting.
Let me guess, Carol said. Youve had a run of luck tonight.
Dannys eyes flickered over her. So far.
He began snapping his fingers. The barman moved toward them from the other end of the bar.
Apart from croupiers and barmen, Danny was the only man in the gaming room dressed in a dinner suit. His bow tie was a clip-on, nudged by the folds of flesh at his neck. There were spots on his pink scalp. He was about forty-five and a prime candidate for a heart attack.
What about you, you been winning?
Carol assessed him rapidly. If she said she had lost badly he would be sympathetic and generous, but hed also expect a return on it. On the other hand, if she coolly mentioned a sizeable win he might be impressed, more gratified with his conquest. In fact Carol had not been gambling at all. She had been watching arid waiting for a winner like Danny to come along.
A thousand, she said modestly.
Danny whistled. Not bad, not bad at all.
He looked at her, his head on one side. Carol wore a simple black cocktail dress, sheer stockings, and black court shoes. She wore little make-up and carried a plain Italian leather clutch-bag. Her blonde, sun-streaked hair was straight and fine, cut to brush her shoulders.
The barman brought their drinks. Cheers, Danny said.
She knew how it went with men like Danny. The typical mark didnt like to think he was picking up a tramp. When he was winning, he thought he deserved the best. He thought he was irresistible. It flattered him, gave him status, if a young, good-looking woman was attracted to him.
Carol began to concentrate. Danny was explaining his system to her. I cant tell you the fine details, Sonia, but I can say its been pretty kind to yours truly over the years. He winked.
Prick, Carol thought. What else do you do?
Me? Danny shrugged and looked around the room. Im in banking, securities, things like that. You?
The typical mark also exaggerated his status in the world. And he liked it if you had apparent wealth and standing. Carol looked at her watch, a Piaget fake from Singapore, and said, I run my own business. Interior design.
Danny whistled again. Carol said, Can that really be the time?
Hey, youre not going? The night is young.
He leaned toward her. Lets have another flutter at the tables. For luck.
It shouldnt go quite like this. By now the mark should be suggesting a drink somewhere more comfortable. Carol frowned at her watch.
Just for half an hour, Danny said. Then well celebrate. Im staying next door, at the Tradewinds.
Carol appeared to weigh the issues and capitulate. She laughed. Ive always admired an optimist.
They crossed the smoky room to the roulette tables. Carol had seen rooms like this in strong light, the drink stains and cigarette scorches revealed on the carpets and furniture. The casino was packed with package-tour bus trippers up from Sydney, housewives down from Brisbane, the occasional hard case. At her side, Danny was bouncing oddly on his toes. Carol realised that he was attempting to add centimetres to his height. What a prick.
He placed his bets and immediately began losing. Not badly, but badly if you think youre onto something good and dont want to blow it. He had a habit of rubbing his cufflinks between his fingers after each bet.
Oh, thats a shame, Carol said from time to time. She sat shoulder to shoulder with Danny and held his forearm, which he seemed to like. People were watching them, which he also seemed to like, and she thought that expressions like sharp-looking couple were probably running through his head.
If she didnt hold him to his thirty minutes he might soon be broke. She rested her cheek against him and let their thighs touch. He left an impression of perspiration, panic and greed. He turned his face to her and she smiled and wrinkled her nose. Id love that drink now, she said, putting a low, throaty quality into it.
Danny was torn. Bit longer, he said eventually. These games always have a turning point. What if it comes after we leave?
He was a moron, but she jiggled her knee and held tight to his arm. Dont worry. Youre still way ahead.
You dont understand, Danny said. He bet another hundred.
Carol was about to answer when she sensed that she was the object of a strangers unwavering attention. She looked up. Behind the gawking five-dollar punters, pensioners and loudmouths stood a tall, grim man wearing glasses with solid black frames. The pit boss. He held her gaze, then looked beyond her and nodded to someone.
She felt her shoulders being clasped. She knew without turning around that it was a security guard. A second guard stationed himself next to Danny.
Excuse me, miss, the first guard said.
Yes?
He leaned down. He smelt of cheap food. Youve not been playing, miss. Youve not played at all since you arrived here, three hours ago. You were not seen arriving with this gentleman.
If you would just come with us to the office… the other man said.
Whats it to you guys? Danny demanded.
Do you know this lady, sir? the first guard said. The backs of his hands were hairy.
People were watching them. One or two whispered to each other. Then the pit boss beckoned with a jerk of his head and Carol felt strong hands lift her.
Danny slapped a dozen chips down in front of her. The ladys with me. This is her stake.
Carol immediately selected four chips and pushed them forward. Im betting on red nine.
The croupier looked at the chips and then at the pit boss.
Nine. You heard the lady, Danny said. In fact, Ill go for that, too. He pushed all his chips forward.
The croupier shrugged. The other players were getting edgy. They hated delays. He checked around the table and prepared to spin the wheel. The pit boss turned away, clearly disgusted.
The guards muttered. Carol smiled at them. She knew she couldnt come back here, but there was no point in making enemies. It was just a little misunderstanding, she said. Thats all.
The guards edged away through the crowd. Incredible, said Danny loudly.
They were only doing their job. After all, I could be anybody.
Youre not though, Danny began, but the wheel was spinning and so he polished his cufflinks again.
Carol watched. A rapid clatter, getting slower; an impossible last-minute lurch; the number nine under the pointer.
Danny stood, roared Yes!, thrust up a plump fist in victory. People whistled and clapped. Carol smiled at Danny. The kiss he gave her was thrusting and moist. Lets have that drink.
She raked in the chips and shyly pushed them toward him. A grin was splitting his face. I dont believe it. I couldve bet black eleven till the cows came home. He pushed some of the chips back to her. Some of these are yours. You brought me luck.
She followed him out of the Monte Carlo and next door into the Tradewinds. There was a king-size bed in room 212, under an electric blue bedspread heavy enough to smother an ox. Danny parted the curtains, calling them drapes, and ushered Carol onto the balcony, pointing out the lights. He stood there with her just long enough to deny that animal heat had anything to do with why hed brought her to his suite, then closed the curtains and showed her back into the room.
There were two plush club chairs against one wall, a large TV and VCR unit on a bench, and a small table with Dannys crocodile-skin suitcase open on it. Hed left a light on in the bathroom and there was a damp towel on the floor. A bar fridge hummed in one corner. What would you like? he said.
He had loosened his collar and was mopping his brow with a handkerchief. He laughed suddenly and tucked the handkerchief away in embarrassment. Winnings taken it out of me.
Carol stepped close to him and rested her palms on his chest. Why dont you get comfortable first? She fingered his lapels. Why dont you take a shower and let me make the drinks. Ill make us something long and cool and very alcoholic
What she did with her hand then was unambiguous and the mark gleamed like a schoolboy. She stepped back, evading him, nodded at the bathroom. But dont be long.
Im long now.
Now, now, none of that.
Theres this spot, Danny said, contorting absurdly, in the middle of my back. I can never reach it.
Well youll just have to wait, wont you?
She turned to the bar. It was well stocked. She would be able to make martinis. Behind her, Danny was whistling in the bathroom. He had left the door open. Did he seriously imagine that she wanted to watch him?
She took two glasses and tumbled ice cubes into them. She broke the seal on the gin bottle.
What are you making?
She judged that he was standing at the bathroom door. She would not turn around. A surprise.
There was the sound of Dannys hands slapping himself. The shower door rolled on its coasters. She heard the water gush.
After thirty seconds she peeked. The glass shower enclosure was steamed up and Danny was soaping his groin and singing.
Swiftly she poured measures of gin and dry vermouth into each glass, then took a tiny glass bottle from her bag. The label read eye drops. She removed the top and filled the dropper with fluid. Danny turned off the water. She had about a minute. She squirted the fluid into one of the glasses, stirred the drink by poking the floating ice cube, replaced the eye dropper, and tucked the little bottle away. Da dum, she said triumphantly, turning to him, holding the glasses aloft.
Danny had succumbed to modesty. He stood by the bed, pink with emotion and steam and too many carbohydrates, a voluminous towel around his waist. Great, he said lamely.
He didnt know what was expected of him. Come, sit here with me, Carol said. She patted the edge of the bed.
I feel at a disadvantage, said Danny, taking the glass she offered him and sitting down.
Carol dipped a finger in her drink and touched it to his lips. She brushed his hot cheek with the cool edge of her glass, then slipped the base under the towel and let it rest on his thigh. Danny sighed. He raised his own glass and drank deeply.
Youre tense, Carol said. Her voice was soft. Her fingernails scratched gently in the hairs on his leg. Ill give you a back rub. Would you like that?
Danny laughed abruptly and turned onto his stomach. Youre amazing.
Carol began working her hands along his spine toward his shoulders. There was a great deal of him, and none of it firm. He sighed again, and once or twice rolled onto one hip to sip from his glass. When she thought he might he losing interest she let him hear her peel off her stockings. He gave a little groan, drank deeply, and stretched.
In ten minutes he was drowsy. In twenty, asleep. He had been administered several millilitres of scopolamine hydrobromide, a chemical found in motion sickness pills, and would be unconscious for up to twenty hours. He would wake up feeling dopey and useless.
Carol went to work. She washed both glasses and let water run in the sink while she cleaned her fingerprints off all the surfaces shed touched. She stripped Danny of his ring and watch, and scooped up the cufflinks, lighter and gold chains hed left on the bedside table. She emptied his wallet. He had almost three thousand dollars in it. Not bad, but not great.
There was nothing of value in his suitcase. His toiletries bag was crammed with soap and shampoo sachets hed stolen from the Tradewinds. But in the wardrobe, next to a pair of carpet slippers, was a small briefcase. With a handkerchief wrapped around her fingers she pulled it out and upended it on the bed.
And found her ticket out of this dump.



Nineteen


Anna Reid had reserved a room for Wyatt in a hotel in Logan City, and the first thing he did after she dropped him off by car was check out of there and take a bus back into central Brisbane. He paid in advance for two nights at the YMCA, two nights at the Victoria Hotel on Astor Terrace, and by wire for two nights at a chain motel in Surfers Paradise. Wyatt made it standard practice to arrange more than one bolthole in any place he found himself, and he never made base close to where he intended to pull a job.
A standard precautionbut there was a concrete reason for it, this time. Until he knew for sure that Anna Reid was not working for someone or did not mean him harm, any contact with her had to be strictly on his terms.
For two days he did nothing. Then on Saturday he began to fix the geography of the place in his mind. He spent the day in a tourist coach: twenty Japanese, a handful of Swedish backpackers, a retired couple from Perth and himself. Pick-up was at 9 am and they spent the morning touring the city and nearby suburbs with stops at the Gabba cricket ground, the Fourex brewery, coffee on Mt Coottha, lunch on the South Bank. The retired couple from Perth seemed to adopt him for the day. They were fearful of foreigners. The man referred to the Nips in the party and Wyatt guessed hed been a serviceman during the war. The woman muttered under her breath about the accents, singlet tops and horny, dirty feet and white teeth of the Swedish girls. Wyatt let their words wash over him. He stared out of the window or sat at kiosk tables and let the sun warm his bones as he thought about Anna Reid and a bank vault that for one weekend only would have close to two million dollars in it.
The city itself was difficult to pin down. There was no fixed quality to it. If there were any buildings left standing from the colonial era, Wyatt didnt see them. The coach would hurtle down the snarling ribbons of freeway suspended above the rivers edge, crossing one bridge after another, giving him a clear view of rakish buildings bared like teeth, and he could feel flourishing energy in the place. Then they would be prowling the slopes and valleys of the suburbs and he would see colour-supplement mansions sharing a postcode with triple-fronted brick veneers and sun-blighted wooden hovels on stilts. The camphor laurels and jacaranda had finished flowering several weeks earlier, but there were plenty of fleshy, tropical, over-scented plants to make up for them. The light was drenching, draining all colour from the sky. They passed near Boggo Road prison more than once. It dominated one of the citys hills, colder, longer, harder and more miserable than any building Wyatt had yet seen there.
After lunch the coach ran them south-east to the casinos and boutiques of the Gold Coast. Wyatt used the drive to position Logan City in his mind. As they passed through the raw new suburbs that made up the satellite city, he took in the freeway exits, the strips of trashy, low-cost glass and concrete shops on either side, the patterns of first-home-buyers houses behind them. One thing was clearif he pulled this job he would stay well clear of these streets: they looped and curved like the edges of jigsaw pieces, not a right angle among them, a living nightmare to a driver who didnt know them well and had the law on his tail.
Wyatt slipped away from the others when they reached Broadbeach. He had a pocketful of vouchers entitling him to floor shows and chips at the Monte Carlo, but he tossed them into a bin and set out to explore on foot. If he hit the Logan City bank and got away with the money, he would hide out rather than run for it, leaving the state days, weeks later. He wanted to know if the Gold Coast would conceal him, if there might be an identity he could adopt, one that would slip easily over his existing skin and make him one of thousands and therefore invisible.
He saw enough in thirty minutes to know that it was possible. He could be a tourist, junkie, gigolo, gambler, boulevardier.
The coach drew into Brisbane again at six-forty-five. The city had undergone a change: the peak hour was over, the buildings empty, the long streets windswept and bare. Wyatt shook hands with the man and woman from Perth. Suddenly they were all friends. The Japanese beamed at him. Then, just as he was turning to leave, one of the backpackers planted a kiss on his mouth. She tasted of salt; he smelt her perspiration faintly, clean and disturbing. She laughed and he laughed with her and when the group left him he felt hungry and restless for contact.
Anna Reid answered on the first ring. Ive been trying to get hold of you. They said youd checked out.
Im still around, he said.
She was aggrieved and needed to unload some of it. I thought Id kissed goodbye to my five thousand.
Nope.
Youre supposed to keep in touch.
Here I am, checking in, Wyatt said.
Yeah, two days later. What exactly is going on?
Wyatt tired of it suddenly. Are you in this evening?
A pause. Yes.
Expect me.
He broke the connection. In Roma Street he found a cab rank, twenty cabs lined along the kerb. His driver tossed away a cigarette, fitted his right shoulder against the door, and drove one-handed through the city and onto Coronation Drive. He didnt speak. Riverside lights were reflected in the black water below. A dredge, squat and box-like, lay idle in the centre of the river. Wyatt told the driver to pull into a drive-in bottle shop. He bought a bottle of imported claret and realised that it had been a long time since hed last done this.
Anna Reids house backed into a hill. Wooden slats painted white concealed a large space under the house. Wyatt climbed the steps to a broad verandah. A couple of deckchairs sat outside the floor-to-ceiling windows on either side of the front door. Soft blue and yellow light spilled through the coloured glass surrounds and he saw it darken as he knocked and a shape moved on the other side of the door.
She stepped back to let him in. He glanced around curiously. It was a common Queensland house but hed never been in one like it before. A very short hallway opened onto a large room that took up most of the central part of the house. Doors to bedrooms and the kitchen opened off it. It was a high-ceilinged room, trimmed with wooden panels and arches. An armchair in front of each window, a dining table and chairs at the far end of the room.
She stared at him and he moved first, putting the bottle down and lifting her skirt, rucking it about her waist. Everything after that broke the strain they were feeling. It was necessary, like a cure. But even as he stripped Anna Reid, and bent to touch and taste her, a part of Wyatt was removed and working. Three months ago, when he almost but didnt kill her, shed been trying to steal a dealers cache of heroin and cocaine. He couldnt see track marks in her groin, between her toes, in the crook of her arms, and he supposed that that was a good thing.



Twenty


Nurse blinked awake by degrees. He badly needed to urinate. Hed heard knocking sounds but they had gone away after a while. Now strong sunlight was heating his face, penetrating his eyeballs. He turned his head away; it was like rolling a heavy iron ball on wet beach sand and still the sun bore down on his fleshy cheeks and neck. Lifting both hands to his face was no help; they were too heavy, too slack.
So he lay there. Then he thought about the unfamiliar bed, the room, the towel tangled around his legs, the sun at a high angle outside the window. These facts were the configuration of a messy life and he jerked upright. His watch was gone but the bedside clock winked 14:30 in red numerals and at once he knew that hed lost seventeen hours out of his life. Other realisations chased it. He staggered to the wardrobe. The briefcase was there but not precisely angled as hed left it and the top was open. He knew by its weight that the bag was empty but still he shook it and stuck his hand inside it.
And his wallet was missing.
And his cufflinks and chain.
That girl last night, Sonia, whatever her name was. It took Nurse some time to move beyond the notion that hed drunk and screwed himself into a seventeen-hour unconsciousness. Sure, hed had a couple of scotches, a drink at the bar when hed met this Sonia, then the martini shed made for him at nine oclock, but thats all. And he didnt remember screwing her, though theyd been working up to it. The more he thought about it the more convinced he became that the only action his cock had seen in the last seventeen hours was just now when it reminded him his bladder was full. So that meant the bitch had slipped something into his drink while hed been taking a shower.
Nurse let outrage carry him through the next few minutes in the bathroom. He came out feeling better physically, bladder eased, the sleep washed from his face, but then it hit him that he was in the middle of something nasty.
If the girl was working solo, shed struck luckybut how did he explain it to Lovell?
If the girl knew he had the stuff, then she was working for the people Lovell sold to, meaning Lovell had made himself some enemies.
Nurse preferred to go with this idea. It would take the heat off him for a while, distract Lovell from the key issuethat he, Nurse, had been careless and let someone pinch seventy-five thousand dollars worth of heroin.
Or had allowed it to happen. Nurse went cold, knowing thats how Lovell would see it. Lovell was in the sort of game where you expect the worst of everyone, where you suspect everyone of trying to rip you off or inform on you, so when something goes wrong you hit back and you make it hard and permanent.
Thats how Lovell would read the facts and it terrified Nurse. He put on his pants. Then he removed them and got into bed. With the covers to his chin he felt marginally more secure, but it was all relative: he couldnt stay here forever.
A red light blinked away the seconds on the bedside clock. Nurse was mesmerised. The numerals climbed to 14:59 and dead on three oclock the telephone rang.
Nurse went through the possibilities. Room service, wanting to know if maids could clean now. Unlikely. Lovell had a permanent arrangement here. This room, 212, wouldnt be touched until five.
Maybe one of the buyers. Nurse thought hed heard knocking earlier. Three dealers, itching to get back on the street and sell to the users, getting twitchy, more and more dangerous as they saw the weekend slipping away from them.
He could bluff it out. Sorry, youve got the wrong person, kind of thing. The handset seemed heavy and slick in his damp hand. Hello?
It was Lovell.
Nurse? What the fuck are you doing? Ive just had three very pissed-off messages on my answering machine. I thought you mustve cleared off on me.
Nurses mouth was dryfear, and a hangover from the drug. He coughed, tried to summon spit from somewhere. Something went wrong. I
Not on the phone. Stop there, Im coming up.
And the line went dead. This time Nurse dressed fully. He put on a tie. It made him feel more in control. When the knock came he stood near the door but didnt touch it. Yes?
Its me, arsehole. Open the door.
Nurse unlocked the door and it smacked into his shoulder as Lovell and a second man came into the room. The second man was small, quick and crouching: in five seconds he had checked the room, the bathroom, the wardrobe, under the bed. Clean, he said.
Lovell had been watching from the door, his hand on something in the side pocket of his jacket. Go down and help the others. You know the drill.
The man nodded and slipped away. Despite himself, Nurse had to know what was going on. Wheres he going?
You think Id go into a situation like this without backup and counter surveillance? So what happened? The drug squad get to you? Someone rip you off?
You could say that.
Lovell crossed the room and the blows were hard, stunning, the flat of his hands left, right, like the base of a frying pan across Nurses face. Nurse folded, contracting his limbs protectively, bobbing before the sinewy pilot as if in prayer.
Either you were ripped off or you werent, Lovell said. Dont muck around with me.
I didnt rip you off, I swear I didnt.
Lovell was close and dangerous. Well soon know, wont we? Unexplained wealth, your debt to Bone suddenly squared, Ill soon know. Now, what the fuck happened? He jerked back. You stink. You look like shit. What happened?
There was this woman.
Nurse waited for the explosion. It didnt come. Instead, there was an iciness in Lovell, a glittering patience.
We came back here, Nurse continued. She made me a drink. Im talking about last night. She made me a drink he yawned and the next thing I know its half past two in the afternoon and Ive been ripped off. Wallet, watch, cufflinks
Tell it to the insurance company. She got the stuff, is that what youre trying to tell me?
Nurse nodded.
Show me.
They went to the wardrobe. Nurse had upended the briefcase among the mothballs and his carpet slippers. Lovell picked it up and did what hed done, shook it, put his hand inside it.
Im sorry, Nurse said.
Lovell ignored him. We need to find her. Tell me about last night. Fucking leave anything out and Ill wipe the floor with you.
His voice was hoarse with warning. Hard knots showed at the corners of his jaw. Nurse swallowed and told him: early floor show, a couple of drinks, dinner alone, a few dollars here and there on blackjack and two-up, then this woman, Sonia.
Describe her.
Nurse described her.
And thats all?
What do you mean?
Come on, Nurse. Was she alone? Did she slip anyone the wink? Did anyone see you who can verify your story? Think, for Christs sake.
Well, there was this one incident at the roulette table. Management tried to chuck her out.
Why?
Nurse shrugged. I suppose they thought she was sus.
But not you, eh? Anybody else could tell she looked wrong, but you did your thinking through your prick.
Nurse kept his eyes on the floor. Lovell stood very close to him and the mans long torso seemed redolent of hard, rangy competence. It was like being back in the schoolyard bumping chests with some bullyboy.
What are you going to do?
Me? Find her, what do you think? A, she ripped me off. B, what if she talks?
All the concentration was on the girl. Nurse began to relax.
That was a mistake. Lovell read it in Nurses mind and body and stabbed a forefinger under his jaw like a gun barrel. Not that youre off the hook. Profit and loss, you know what Im talking about? Youre well and truly in the red.



Twenty-one


Jesus Christ, Lovell, youre stretching the relationship.
Come off it, Rice. You get your cut.
Yeah, for turning a blind eye, not for sticking my neck out.
With irritation, Lovell took three fifties from his wallet and shoved them into Rices suitcoat pocket. The detective jerked away as though hed been fouled, fished out the notes and folded them into his wallet.
What if they refuse?
Sweet-talk them. If that doesnt work, suggest youll wander around frisking the patrons.
Theyve got clout. Theyll laugh in my face. Id be busted back to uniform duty in fucking Ipswich if I hassled the patrons.
Lovell was exasperated. Youre the cop. You know how to get cooperation out of people. Look, just tell them some flash types from the States have been working a scam in the casinos out here and you need to see if theyve hit the Monte Carlo yet.
Rice tapped his fingers on the steering wheel of his unmarked Sigma and thought about it. Lovell was in the front seat with him. The car was parked in a side street adjacent to the casino. Three young women flashed by the car on roller blades. They were leggy and deeply tanned, licking ice-creams. Their bikinis were brightly coloured scraps of cloth that might as well not have existed, and both men groaned, collapsing flesh and ice-cream into one serviceable image. Nurse saw them too. He was waiting outside the car, sitting palely fat and selfconscious on a wood and cast-iron municipal bench under a young palm tree.
Lovell nudged Rice. Look at him. What a prick.
Rice looked but it meant nothing to him. Who is he anyway?
He can ID the woman.
I dont know about this, Lovell. How do I explain the pair of you to their security people?
You flash your badge, they wont want to see if weve got badges too. Just say were part of the task force, whatever it is you bastards play at.
Rice looked hard at Lovell. The detective was overweight, neckless, fair-skinned, and he wore a prickly, carroty moustache and metal-frame sunglasses ten years out of date. He shook his head. You two are the least likely cops Ive ever seen.
Lovell looked out at the soft, fat banker and then down at his own long frame, his jeans and boots. Lets just try it, okay? So long as they think its for their own protection and we arent there to hassle the patrons, they wont think about us.
They got out of the car. Lovell motioned to Nurse, who wriggled his backside to the front edge of the bench, placed his hands on his knees, levered himself to his feet. He looked pink and damp and exhausted. Where are we going?
Youll see.
Saturday, five oclock in the afternoon. The Monte Carlo operated twenty-four hours a day but Saturday afternoons and evenings were the most popular times. The three men pushed through to the main room, Rice flashing his badge a couple of times to force a path. The air was heavily scented with perfume, tanning oil and aftershave lotion. The Monte Carlo was small and downmarket. Lovell saw men and women in shorts and running shoes; one woman wore a halter top, one man a pair of thongs. There were plenty of potted plants and marble surfaces in the main gaming room. The carpet was spongy, in shades of stain-concealing red and brown. And no clocks, no windows to the outside, in this twenty-four-hours-a-day world.
Rice led them to a set of steps against a wall at the side of the room. A sign said Private. Up here, he said.
They came to a mirror-glass observation platform that ran around all four sides of the big room. A couple of still, silent men in tuxedos stood looking down at the gambling tables. Other men watched banks of video monitors. A glass door was set in the wall next to the monitors. The sign on it said Security Manager.
Rice knocked and went in, showing his badge. Lovell and Nurse crowded in behind him. Detective Constables White and Brown, Rice said, waving his hand at them. I wonder if you could help us.
The security manager had the word Security monogrammed to his shirt. His tie had tiny dice all over it like insects. Pinned to the tie was a nameplate, Wayland. He stood, frowning at them. Depends.
Weve had word that a ring of scam artists is in town. They milked a couple of million off some places in Reno and Las Vegas before they got barred. Now theyre trying it here. We need to look at your tapes. See if we can spot them.
The security manager looked appalled. Which ones? We run eight tapes, continuous twenty-four hour loops. Could take you days.
Weve narrowed it down to early last night, Lovell said, say, between eight and ten, one of the roulette tables. He turned to Nurse, who was watching glumly. DC White was here with his wife last night and thought he recognised one of them. Which table was it, Danny?
They ushered Nurse to the mirror-glass wall. He looked down, pointed wordlessly. Table Five, the security manager said.
He turned away to confer with a man watching a screen. Lovell dug his forefinger hard into Nurses flank. Brighten up, for Christs sake. Try to act the part.
Nurse shook himself, breathed in heavily, tried to smile.
Wayland came back carrying a tape. We can watch it in my office.
Lovell took the tape from him. Im afraid this is still a covert operation from a police point, of view. Perhaps if you could show us how to work the machine and then leave us to do our job? Wont take long, and if we see anything that concerns the casino, youll be informed straightaway.
Wayland shrugged. Suit yourself.
When he was gone, they played the tape. The time was displayed in the top right corner. It read 18:00 at the start. Lovell fastforwarded until it read 20:30, then slowed it to one and a half times normal speed. At 20:40 Nurse stiffened. There.
Lovell froze the image. It showed the roulette table, Nurse arrested in the act of staring into the cleavage of a young woman wearing a cocktail dress. There was a grimace on his face that might have been a leer, a ghastly smile on hers.
Cant tell a thing, Rice said. Move it on.
Lovell pressed the play button again. Faces and bodies became clearer in movement. The men watched for a while in silence.
Not bad, Lovell said. Did you dick her, fat man?
Nurse seemed to struggle with the question. Sure.
Bet you didnt.
Lovell concentrated on the screen again. Wonder who she is.
I know who she is, Rice said. The big detective stretched, easing a kink in his back. A gust of body odour escaped with it. Her names Carol Something. Used to work for an escort service in the city. Came down here about six months ago.
Know where I can find her?
Rice regarded him carefully. Whats on your mind, Lovell?
I just want to talk.
Sure you do.
On the way out, Rice slapped the tape into the palm of the security manager and was full of apologies. Sorry, pal, false alarm.
Wayland looked unhappily after them. But who are we supposed to look out for?
Two blokes, youngish, tanned, Rice called, describing half of the men in the casino. The other half were oldish and tanned. They plunged down the stairs and out of the building.
On the footpath outside, Rice scribbled an address on a piece of paper. Youre on your own now, pal. Remember there are things I cant turn a blind eye to.
No worries.
Lovell watched him go. The detectives suit was too small, the fabric sweat-stained and caught tight in his armpits and groin. Girls in singlet tops were leaning on an open MG. Lovell saw Rice stop to eyeball them. The mans tumescent heat was almost palpable.
Lovell clapped his arm around Nurses shoulder. Right, Chuckles, time you went home.
Is that it?
Lovells eyes were fierce and deep like coals and ice. I dont think so, do you? This is just the beginning.
He watched Nurse walk away. The address Rice had given him proved to be a block of townhouse apartments on a canal. The area was new, transported palms set in manicured lawns, private jetties and massive yellow-brick houses straight out of Boys Town raffle brochures. Lovell pulled in behind a hot-pink VW Superbug and drew on a pair of latex gloves.
The woman who had doped Nurse and stolen seventy-five grands worth of heroin from him seemed to know why he was there. In Lovells experience, people who know theyre going to die will either go berserk or collapse into a kind of sleep, limp and fatalistic. This one collapsed. She opened the door and the light left her eyes and the elasticity drained from her neck and shoulders.
Carol, Lovell said. Youve got something of mine.
She muttered softly. Lovell tilted her chin. Say again?
Not any more.
The silly cow had kept enough for her own stash and sold the rest on the street for five grand. Lovell pocketed the money. A measly five grand, meaning he had another seventy grand to find.
When he left Carol she was ODing on the stuff shed kept for herself. He liked the neatness of that. He could have used a knife on her, or a pair of her tights, but that would have spoilt Rices day.
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Wyatt leaned over her, scarcely brushed her forehead with his mouth, but she woke instantly and dragged him down. Stay.
No.
She sighed. Just testing.
He couldnt stay because this was an inside job and the police would look hard at anyone who knew about the bank transfer. They would look hardest at the branch staff and the security firm but when they drew a blank there they would look at other people in the know. They could conceivably question friends and neighbours and Anna Reid might find herself accounting for the strange man she was seen kissing goodbye in her dressing gown on a Sunday morning one week before the hit on the TrustBank in Logan City.
So Wyatt was leaving at 3 am. He leaned over, let her plant kisses around his neck, his ears. He tingled with it.
He caught a cruising taxi on Coronation Drive in Auchenflower and took it to a street corner four blocks from the Victoria Hotel. He walked the rest of the way. The lobby was deserted. He slept until 10 am, awoken by cleaning staff in the corridor outside his room. He felt a curious kind of peace and realised what it was. Tension like a second skin had bound him for too long but now hed torn through it. Hunted, crossed, destitute, he had been living a young punks version of viciousness and instinctive cunning. But his hours with Anna Reid, the promise of the job, had released him and now he felt compact and alert.
There was an express bus to Logan City at eleven oclock. Wyatt would have preferred a car but he didnt want to risk stealing one, he didnt want to squander Anna Reids five thousand on buying one that proved to be unreliable, and hed long ago lost all his fake ID so he couldnt hire one. There were six people on the bus: two men and a woman bleary-eyed from an all-night bender; an elderly couple dressed for church; a man in a tracksuit carrying an Adidas bag. Wyatt sat at the rear, under the push-out window where he could watch his back and his front.
The shopping centre had the blighted, end-of-the-world atmosphere of a cheap studio set. Someone had thrown a rock at a jewellers window, cracking but not breaking the glass. A pair of womens underpants cringed next to a half-consumed apple in the gutter outside the milk bar opposite the main TrustBank branch. The milk bar was open but the streets were long, broad, windswept and empty. Wyatt went in and bought coffee and a Sunday paper. He sat at a round plastic garden table by the window and drank his coffee.
Using the newspaper propped as cover, he scanned the bank on the other side of the street. It was constructed of plate glass, aluminium and prefabricated blocks of concrete, like any new bank anywhere. There was one front entrance, glass, next to an automatic teller machine set in windows screened by a broad-slatted vertical blind on the inside of the glass.
If he were a cowboy hed ram a truck through the glass and bring all hell down on his head.
Or go in with guns and watch futilely as security screens slammed downproviding there were security screens. But even if he were able to get behind the counter there was no guarantee hed have easy access to the strongroom. It would take time and patience to get cooperation or understanding from the frightened bank staff, and even then someone might trip an alarm. If the safe were on a time lock and the manager shut it at the first sign of trouble, it was all over, no access to the money inside unless he blasted or drilled through, or waited twenty-four hours for the locks to release again.
Still using the newspaper as cover, Wyatt left the milk bar and ambled across the street. An empty bus bellowed away from a bus-stop in the distance. A church bell rang out somewhere; it sounded electronic. He could smell toast and supposed that people lived in flats behind or above the shopfronts.
There were no doors or windows in the wall facing the side street. The inside wall was shared with a remainder bookshop. That left the rear of the bank.
Wyatt walked on. The side wall stretched for twenty-five metres and he came to a small courtyard carpark. A sign read KEEP CLEAR AT ALL TIMES. There was one door in the back wall, solid, made of steel, and one small, barred window set high up in the wall. Then Wyatt heard a toilet flushing and knew they had a permanent guard on the premises.
He idled past the little courtyard, reading the sports pages. A minimum of three men, himself and two others, preferably with a fourth man to drive them out of there, though Wyatt had been let down by drivers in the past. They got twitchy and drove into lampposts, they turned up in vehicles that belonged in a wreckers yard, they didnt turn up at all. If they could somehow get a reliable vehicle into that courtyard, they could load the money via the rear entrance to the bank.
Then Wyatt wandered back the way hed come. He paused outside the parking area and bent to tie his shoelaces. There were two rubbish bins and a number of empty cartons stacked in one corner. Otherwise there was space for only one vehicle and it was designated manager only in white stencilled paint on the wall facing it.
Wyatt knew how they were going to do it.
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He went back to the city and called Anna Reid. Meet me outside the Gallery in an hour.
I could have other plans, she said airily. I might be going out for the afternoon.
There were things about her, about any sort of involvement with someone, that he didnt understand. Either you are or you arent. Which is it?
Her voice changed, growing old and tired. Forget I said it. Just an old teasing habit I should have outgrown by now. But next time try asking instead of telling.
This was baffling to Wyatt. They had a job to do and nothing about it was geared to a normal life. He was unused to games and this kind of intrigue anyway. He made an effort: I need to see you, to discuss the job, but Id also like to see you.
She laughed. Fair enough. See you at three.
An hour to kill. Wyatt walked across the Victoria Bridge and leaned for a while on the railing at mid-river. A paddle-steamer passed under him, crammed with people pointing cameras at the city, the South Bank buildings. One man aimed a video camera up at the bridge; Wyatt jerked back from the railing, continued down the slope to the State Gallery. Inside the Gallery he sat on a leather bench and listened to a trio saw away on a cello and violins. Then he left and made for the museum. He didnt notice the right whale model suspended by wires, its recorded song, the displays of historic machines. His head was telling him the story of the hit on the TrustBank branch and the objects around him had the impermanence of images and jingles on a television screen.
The woman who found him on the lawn outside the Gallery was dressed for a Sunday afternoon in a hot country and Wyatt had begun to back away before her voice claimed him. Hey, its only me.
He had seen Anna Reid unclothed and clothed in costly dresses. This time she wore sunglasses, shorts, sandals and a sleeveless shirt, and she looked small and touristy. She sat next to him, drawing her knees to her chest. In the bright light of day her skin was taut and luminous, the colour of mild tea. Wyatt wanted to stretch out with her like lovers anywhere on a riverbank and once again he felt the disjunction between a normal life and the kind of life that hed made for himself.
She made it easy for him, pushing him onto his back. She leaned over him on her elbow. Youve seen it?
He nodded.
Can you do it?
There are some things I want you to find out. One, the managers home address. Two, there will be time locks on the strongroom: I need to know what time theyll open.
A couple of students sat near them. They carried pads and had been sketching in the Gallery. Lets walk, Anna said.
She led him across the pedestrian bridge to the theatres opposite the Gallery. A banner flapped in the wind, advertising a Sondheim musical. They walked by the waters edge. In 1988 this part of the river had been the Expo site. Now bike paths and footpaths crossed it, isolating islands of trees, fountains, shrubbery, outdoor cafes, a Thai temple, a manufactured beach with golden sand and palm trees.
They talked. Ill need three extra men, Wyatt said.
I can get them.
Ill need to meet them, the sooner the better.
My place, eight oclock. Ill make sure theyre available.
He stopped her. Not your place. Youre not thinking it through clearly. Somewhere neutral.
She flushed, her nostrils flaring.
Wyatt clasped her shoulders. Youre taking it personally. Dont. If were going to work together you have to be as good as I am. Im teaching you what I know, not criticising you. Do you understand?
After a while she nodded abruptly.
Okay. Think of a place.
She looked away, then swung back to face him again. The Londona down-market motel, a place where no-one asks questions.
Where is it?
Out on the Ipswich Road.
Arrange it with the others. Ill see you there at eight.
He watched her walk away. He sat in the sun for a while, then went back across the river and moved his things from the Victoria Hotel to the YMCA.
At seven oclock that evening he hailed a cab, getting out several blocks short of the London Motel. He walked the rest of the way and for the next forty-five minutes watched the place from a bus-stop on the other side of the street. The three men arrived separately and alone. Anna let them in.
At ten minutes past eight he crossed the street. The motel room was square and functional, a double bed dressed in shades of brown, thick curtains, two cigarette-scorched orange vinyl chairs.
Wyatt shook hands with each man, assessing them mentally. The man called Phelps was built like a wardrobe but he moved easily. His size would come in useful for what Wyatt had in mind. Riding was different: small, sinewy, his eyes wary. He looked quick; hed have good reflexes, a dangerous heat.
Know anything about guns?
Riding nodded.
Shotgun or handgun?
Riding seemed to understand the question. Depends what youve got in mind. For crowd control, a shotgun. It scares people, it makes a loud noise and scatters a lot of damage around if you do have to use it. For close, fast work Id use a handgun.
Good.
Wyatt turned to the third man, Pike, and saw a problem. Pike had dead white skin, lifeless brown hair badly cut, and fleshy red lips that he liked to lick. There was an air of smothered misery about him.
Im told youre good with cars.
Pike winked. He moulded the air with his hands. Like I was sleeping with them.
What were you in for?
Pikes jaw dropped open. He shut it with a click, opened it again. What are you on about?
At a guess Id say you were doing time somewhere until a week ago.
Pike looked uncomfortable. Might have been.
Its written all over you, Wyatt said. You havent seen proper sunshine for years. Where were you?
Pike shrugged. Up north. Cairns.
What were you in for?
Pike waved it away with his hand. He said rapidly, in a mangled, slurring voice: Ah, it was piss-weak. Nothing to do with driving getaway. They wont come looking for me for that.
What were you in for? said Wyatt flatly.
I tell you, it had nothing to do with holding up a bank, whatever it is you got in mind.
Wyatt shook his head. Youre not listening. I said, what were you in for?
Pike looked to Anna for help. She nodded. He looked at Wyatt. Friggin sex with a minor, all right? I mean, she looked eighteen at least.
Wyatt shook his head again. Anna should have known about this. How long were you in for?
Five.
Years? Out of how many?
Eight.
Youre on parole?
Pike nodded.
You report every week?
Not me, pal. When those doors opened I was gone, fuckin A.
Wyatt said, Wait outside a minute.
Hey, come on, Im good with cars, all that caper.
I said wait.
When he was gone, Wyatt said softly, Hes skipped parole, meaning hes wanted. We cant use him.
Anna looked angry with herself. Sorry.
Wyatt ignored her. How about you other two?
They looked at one another and then back at him and said simultaneously, Im clean.
Have you any idea what this job is? He jerked his head. Did she tell you?
Riding said, No. Phelps shook his head.
So we can unload Pike without having to do anything drastic to him, Wyatt said. He looked at Anna. You brought him in, you pay him off.
He could see the struggle in her face as she tried to tell herself that this was work. She went outside. They heard her talking to Pike. Her voice was soft, full of warmth and regret: You mustnt take any of this personally, okay? Its just one of those things. Youre best out of it anyway. They are very hard men in there. How are you off for cash?
Pike muttered something.
Heres two hundred. No, make it two-fifty. Im sorry about this. Now, take care of yourself.
She put plenty of feeling into it and the men in the room could picture her comforting hand on Pikes arm, her warm, perfumed breath close to his befuddled head.
She came back into the room. Wyatt knew things were okay for now but Pike would feel cranky later, when hed spent the money and had time to think. By then it would be too late. They wouldnt be returning to this motel and Pike had no idea what the job was.
Meanwhile Wyatt hoped he could pull this job with two other men instead of three.
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Lovell banked the Beechcraft steeply as he came in over Goroka, levelled out and touched down on the Highlands airstrip. Wednesday, 1400 hours. There was no cross-wind: the airsock drooped like a condom and the smoke from the jungle villages hung motionless above the dense trees.
He taxied around to a forgotten corner of the airfield and stepped down from the cockpit. At once perspiration broke out on his skiri, sticky under his clothing. Some children gathered around him, waiting. He dug into his satchel, tossed brightly coloured gobstoppers above their heads. The children shrieked and scattered, snatching the sweets from the air and scrabbling for them on the ground.
As usual, Pius Agaky was waiting for him by the Nissen hut where empty drums and out-of-date spare parts were housed. As usual he was shoeless, dressed in shorts and a white T-shirt. His beard, moustache and hair were close-cropped, black on skin the colour of cinnamon. He extended a massive hand. They shook, and Lovell handed over the satchel.
Pius, he said, Im afraid I couldnt scrape all the money together for this consignment. Ill have to owe you the balance, okay? You know my moneys good.
This changes things, Pius said.
He looked over Lovells shoulder, and Lovell turned, thinking Agakys men had started packing cannabis resin into the Beechcrafts hold and he was signalling them to stop. But the place was empty. The children were running away and a pig had wandered onto the landing strip but otherwise the field was deserted.
Then Lovell saw Saun, Taiang, Daru, the men who always loaded the Beechcraft, watching and waiting in the shade of nearby trees. They were all but invisible, some distance away, but he knew that if he made a run for it theyd get to the Beechcraft before he did.
Come on, Pius, we can sort it out.
Pius called something and his men came at a run from the trees. They took Lovells arms and led him toward a hangar while Pius drove away on a scooter. No-one spoke to Lovell. He sat on an overturned jerry can and flipped pebbles into the jaws of a wrench lying in the dust. For ninety minutes nothing happened, only an old DC3 rumbling in from the coast, banking over the jagged green ridges that surrounded the airfield.
Then Pius returned. Someone want a word with you.
Who?
Youll see.
They went around to the rear of the Nissen hut. A black Mercedes was parked there. A costly car two years ago, it was now mud-spattered, sideswiped, pocked with dents. The man who got out said hello, said Lovells name. The accent came from New Zealand. Turn over a rock in PNG, Lovell thought, and youre sure to expose an expat.
The New Zealander introduced himself as Hughes. He was ruddy and mild-looking, with receding sandy hair that grew thickly behind his ears, as though hed pushed his scalp back like a hat. Lets sit in the car and talk.
They got in the front seat. Hughes fired up the motor and turned on the airconditioning, then leaned back against the drivers door to look at Lovell. Pius informs me you didnt bring the full amount.
I can make it up. I got ripped off, thats all.
Hughes had a fleshy smile. Does your Mr Bone know?
Jesus Christ, leave him out of this.
It seems to me youre in strife, old son. Now, the thing is, youve got a plane, you know the terrain, you could be a great help to us.
Like how?
Hughes said, Up till now its been sweet, right? A handful of Aussie currency in exchange for bulk amounts of New Guinea Gold worth a mint back home. Except now the locals want to branch out a bit and I can see a quid in it for both of us.
Get to the point.
Simple, Hughes said. Guns.
I dont need any guns.
Arsehole, I mean the locals want guns, some of them. Hughes ticked them off. Youve got your raskol gangs in Moresby, your tribal factions here in the Highlands, your OPM freedom fighters, your Bougainville rebels.
It was all politics to Lovell. So?
So they want guns. They cant get them here, apart from the odd. 303 left over from the war.
Lovell shook his head. Where am I supposed to get guns? What kind of guns?
Hughes took a sheet of paper from his shirt pocket. Body damp had made it limp. Pius gave me a shopping list.
Lovell ran his eye down the page. It listed semi-automatic rifles, preferably AK47s, rocket launchers, surface-to-air missiles, preferably Stingers or RP7s. The names meant nothing to Lovell. You could fight a war with this stuff.
Too true.
Are you sure you want to do this? I mean, these guys are strictly stone age.
Theres a buck in it.
These surface-to-air missiles: what the hell do they want them for?
Hughes laughed. Yeah, I know, unreal. Its the helicopters, Australian Iriquois on loan to the PNG forces. They hate them on Bougainville. In the Solomons theyre pissed off because they reckon their air space gets violated all the time.
Politics again. Lovell held onto the page by one corner. Where am I supposed to get this stuff?
Use your initiative. Youve got blackmarket mates in Singapore? Use them.
I dont have to deal with you. I could kiss goodbye to this and find another source for the Gold.
You could also find sugar in your fuel tank one day, Hughes said, no mildness about him now. You could find Mr Bone knocking on your door. The cops waiting for you.
You bastard, Lovell said. He paused. Ill need cash, big cash, to buy arms.
Unfortunately, thats your problem, old son. Youll find a way. But look at it this way: PNG is loaded down with cannabis. Pius and I could fill one jumbo jet a week for you for the next ten years if you were interested, all for a few guns now and then. So, how about it?
Lovell was already putting it together in his head. Buy from his blackmarket contacts in Thailand and Singapore, the guns moved by fishing boat or yacht to somewhere in Torres Strait or the Gulf country, then fly them into PNG. If he played this right, hed be able to cut himself free of Bone eventually.
If he could get hold of upfront money first, that is.
I tell you one thing, he said. From now on Ill be supervising every time my kites refuelled.
Hughes winked, as if Lovell had made a joke.
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Nurse had a compartment in his mind for Lovell, the seventy-five thousand dollars worth of stolen heroin, his gambling debts on top of that. The door to this compartment was always open, so he always remembered it was there, but it was only one compartment after all, and for most of that week he managed to ignore it, going about his normal life at home, on the freeway, in his office. His wifes cottagey kitchen, Radio National on his car radio in the mornings, Angie, the teller with the boobs these things were familiar, unsullied reminders that life was okay after all. Not great, but he was hanging in there.
Then on Thursday Lovell came to his house, and the badness spilled out like a stain. It was eight oclock at night, big day tomorrow with the money transfer, so he was only half paying attention to Joyce and Mignon. They were doing the dishes, Joyce washing, Mignon drying, Nurse stacking the plates away, when the knock came.
Mignon answered it and she came back stricken, as if Lovell were a god. Lovell looked tall and lean beside her and his teeth flashed white in his tanned pilots face. He grinned at Mignon, eyes crinkling nicely. He grinned at Joyce. He wore a bomber jacket and seemed slangy and reckless and huge in the little kitchen overlooking the good private school at the bottom of the hill.
Nurse stumbled through the introductions and they stared at one another, Joyce and Mignon with their lips slightly apart. Nurse said, Actually, were a bit tied up at the moment.
Joyce came to life. Nonsense. Get Mr Lovell a drink.
Ian, Lovell said.
Get Ian a drink.
Lovell asked for scotch, ice, no water. Joyce said shed have a martini. She never had martinis. Mignon asked for one too, but both parents packed her off to finish her homework. Nurse poured himself a scotch as well, and he, Lovell and Joyce sat far apart in the well-upholstered chairs in the best room at the front of the house.
Having Lovell there seemed to open Nurses eyes to the room for the first time. It was all Joyce and he hated it, the berber-look carpet and the chintzy fabrics over everything, an old copy of Vogue on the coffee table. Then Lovell raised his glass, said Cheers, and everything about the man was insinuating and mocking.
Joyce sat like a fulcrum in the room. Nurse and Lovell both directed the conversation through her. Nurse said, Ian is one of our biggest clients. Lovell grinned at her, confirming it. Both men waited.
What is it you do, Ian?
Aviation business.
That must be interesting.
It is.
Finally Lovell leaned toward her. It was a careless, masculine gesture, full of promise. His brown forearms were on his knees, his glass dangled from one slender hand, his eyes were crinkling: the force of the pose hit her like a blow. Nurse saw her swallow. Actually, Joyce, your husband and I have got some tricky matters to sort out before the New York exchange opens tomorrow.
Joyce flushed. Of course. Ill leave you to it.
She went out, closing the door behind her. Lovell watched her go, then turned to Nurse. Lovely. Over here, me old mate, so I dont have to yell.
He pointed to the couch next to him and the journey across the room racked Nurses nervous system. His voice trembled. What do you want? Its out of order, coming here.
You could say Im a bit strapped for cash.
I could sell the car.
Chickenfeed. I need a lot more than that, and you owe me more than your cars worth.
I dispute that. It wasnt my fault your stuff got stolen.
You dont know, do you? You havent got a clue how it works. Lovell edged closer, violence crackling around him like static electricity. Matey, in this business, you lose it, you replace it.
How? Nurses voice went shrill. He tried again. How? I wouldnt have a clue where to get heroin.
You werent listening. I need cash. Seventy-five grand for the smack you lost plus another twenty-five to cover the hassles you caused me.
I havent got that kind of money. What do you expect me to do, sell the house?
As soon as he said it he wished he hadnt. Lovell said, Theres a thought.
Please.
On second thoughts, it would take too long.
So, how?
Keep your voice down. A bank loan.
Nurse lost energy. He collapsed into the spongy material of the couch. Hed heard of this sort of thing happening, organised crime figures getting their hooks into bank managers, arranging loans they had no intention of repaying. He said, I cant do that, regulations wouldnt allow it.
Lovell looked at him, shook his head slowly. Dont give me that crap. You do it every day.
What about asset security for the loan? Could we nominate your plane, maybe?
Youre incredible, you know that? Get real, Nurse. I want you to forget the formalities, dont you understand that? Jesus.
Nurse muttered, When?
Well, I need it soon, dont I? You see, being out seventy-five grand, I had to dig into my own reserves to pay for the last delivery. Now I find myself in a position where I need upfront cash.
What about Bone?
Lovell spoke through his teeth. We dont speak about the people I work for, understand? That side of things is strictly my business.
Nurse realised then that Lovell was running scared on this deal. Hed lost a load of heroin, probably soured relations with his buyers, and had people breathing down his neck.
Not that that was any comfort. With one round-trip to New Guinea, Lovell could be back on track, whereas he, Nurse, had permanently derailed himself.
He had to know: What if it cant be done?
Lovell tipped back his throat, sliding the last of his scotch down it like an oyster. Cute daughter, Nurse. What is she, fourteen? Fifteen? Hard to tell at that age.
You leave her out of this.
Lovell was finished. Tomorrow morning, your office.
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The gum-chewing assistant in Kampworld looked meaningfully at the sun-drenched street outside, the heat shimmers and toxins in the air, the soft tar, then down at the T-shirt, shorts and thongs she was wearing, then at the balaclava, black wool. Sure this is what you want?
Im sure, Wyatt said.
She shrugged. She tucked the balaclava into a plastic bag. Nine ninety-five.
Wyatt handed her ten dollars, got five cents change. There was a guide-dogs charity tin next to the cash register but if the girl remembered him, told the cops hed put money in the tin, theyd run a check on every print on every coin. Bushwalking, he explained. Tasmania.
That seemed to explain it to the girl. Oh, Tasmania, she said, as though the word meant sleet and winds off the Antarctic. Already she was grinding her jaws again, grinning Can I help you? to a kid clutching a pair of Doc Martens.
Wyatt joined Phelps and Riding in the car. They were silent, professional men. It was Saturday morning, two days before the hit, and this was a shopping trip. Phelps drove to Toowong next, waiting in the car with Wyatt while Riding bought a balaclava in a disposals store. Then he drove to Buranda. Every second shop was a clothing discounter. The three men separated. Phelps came back with running shoes, jeans and a nylon jacket of the kind worn by athletes. Riding and Wyatt bought cheap black shoes and cheap business suits. The money would be transported in a couple of roomy pink and blue striped shopping bags. Anna Reid had supplied them with latex gloves bought from a department store pharmacy. Everything was capable of leaving a trace for the forensic experts, so everything except the money would be burnt later.
The guns were already taken care of. Riding had supplied them, a sawnoff shotgun for himself, a. 38 each for Wyatt and Phelps.
The three men spent Saturday afternoon scouting around. They started in Logan City, Wyatt pointing out the bank, the small courtyard behind it. After five minutes of exploring the adjacent streets they settled on a place to stash the first getaway car overnight on Sunday. It was a busy twenty-four hour service station at the bottom of an exit ramp on the Gold Coast freeway. It would not be noticed there and the area was too open, too well lit to attract vandals or car thieves.
Where now?
Wyatt indicated a spot in the street directory. East Brisbane.
The managers house was a Queenslander, prettified with savagely pruned flame trees and pastelly colours on the external trim. The street itself was short and narrow but a bus ran along it, there were a handful of shops at the end, and plenty of cars used it. That was useful to know. Wyatt preferred activity to a cul-de-sac where nothing happened all day except the probing sweep of eyeballs behind the neighbours curtains.
Phelps cruised past slowly a second time then took them along the side and back streets until Wyatt was satisfied that he would know if the manager, Nurse, took a wrong turn on Monday morning.
After East Brisbane they drove to the grounds of the university in St Lucia. The road curved slowly around to the right, the river on one side, tennis courts and playing fields on the other. Phelps rode the brake, avoiding speed humps, joggers and kids on roller blades. With the windows down they could hear the whok of racquets slamming tennis balls. They came to a sharp bend in the river with fewer people about and more open space. According to a sign, they were behind the residential colleges. Students cars, small Japanese sedans with roofracks and bumper stickers, were nosed into concrete barriers next to sloping lawns and hockey fields. Trees hid the colleges from view. Music pounded from a window somewhere above them. Otherwise the area was deserted.
Here? Phelps said.
It was Ridings idea. He had been a student here, fifteen years ago. At ten on Monday morning, he said, theyll be in lectures or still in bed. If were seen making the final switch, no-one will think twice about it. Theres always someone loading and unloading stuff around here.
Sure, Phelps said. What was the course again?
I did computer science.
Computer science, Phelps said, trying the words out with his tired mouth. You could be making big bucks legitimately if youd stuck to it.
I was expelled, Riding said. They caught me tapping into NASA files.
Huh, Phelps said.
Wyatt listened to them. He didnt claim to understand what made them tick. All he knew was, there were people like Riding and Phelps, who would always slip out of concentration, and there were people like himself.
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In Singapore on Sunday morning the message was sure, no problem, as soon as we see the colour of your money.
Lovell replied, But you can fill the order okay?
Sure. No problem.
The intermediary for the arms dealer was a Chinese tailor just off Bugis Street. Lovell hated Singapore. Twenty years ago hed been kicked out for looking like a hippie. Well, in those days he had been a hippie. Hed landed in Singapore in the first place because he wanted to take the hippie trail overland to London, like everyone else. But theyd shut the door in his face and ordered Qantas to fly him home again. Qantas had got pissed off. In the end, to save hassles, hed had a haircut. Five hours later, half a dozen twittering transvestites had felt him up on Bugis Street, squeezing his balls, tweaking his nipples, running their hands up his crack, and lifting his passport and moneybelt. Bugis Street was clean now, and Lovell preferred short hair, but he still hated Singapore.
How long?
The Chinese tailor looked at him. Explain, please.
I said how long will it take you to fill the order?
No problem. We see your money first.
A hundred thousand bucks. Lovell groaned inwardly. Hed hoped hed have something left over from the hundred thousand Nurse had given him on Friday morning, but no such luck, meaning he still had to find the full seventy-five thousand for the smack stolen from Nurse.
It was all in the timing. Pray that Bone would take a while to notice the shortfall, giving him time to buy the guns, deliver them, fly back with a few planeloads of cannabis to sell to the eighty thousand Queenslanders who smoked it at least once a week. Earn back his original stake plus Bones seventy-five grand.
Maybe he could get this gook to see reason. Weve done business before, he told the tailor.
The man beamed, his glasses flashed and his sleek oiled hair caught the dim light. Funny how their hair was either dead straight or kind of fluffy.
Yes.
Buddha sticks, Lovell said. White rock. Pink rock.
Yes.
So you know my moneys good. So why cant you ship the guns now and Ill pay you in a few days time? This will be an ongoing thing, you know.
No problem. We see your money first.
Lovell flew out of Singapore at two oclock, a hundred thousand dollars poorer and his hatred for the place a notch or two tighter. He flicked restlessly through magazines, tried to doze. He was a pilot; he was no good at this kind of shit, smuggling, dealing, overseeing couriers.
When he eventually got to Brisbane airport that evening it was dark outside. He kept close to people. In the carpark he checked his car before getting in. On the freeway he changed lanes, hung back, spurted ahead. It had been a week since Nurse was robbed. Why the silence? he wondered.



Twenty-eight


On Sunday they set the incendiary devices.
Phelps was responsible for these. There were two devices and they consisted of plastic jugs half-full of petrol, a timer and battery, two contact points a whisker apart.
Half-full to allow fumes to build up, Phelps explained. At nine-fifteen tomorrow morning a spark will jump across the contact points and pow, instant fire.
Wyatt nodded encouragingly. He knew how the devices worked but he saw it as part of his job to drop praise here and there, encouragement, to keep Phelps and Riding efficient and calm.
They put the devices in place at five oclock, the hottest part of the day, when the city sprawled heat-dazed and inattentive under the sun. The first incendiary went at the bottom of a four-metre-high pile of used tyres in a yard several blocks east of the bank. Lots of smoke and drama, Phelps said.
They set the second in a dumpster of rubbish behind a nearby supermarket. Flattened cardboard, paper, plastic sheeting, plywood, styrofoam packaging: it would cause plenty of panic but no damage.
That night they stole the getaway cars.
They lifted both cars from the long-term carpark at the airport. Travelling separately to the airport by bus at half hour intervals, they met at a side entrance to the carpark. Wyatt arrived last. What have you got?
Riding spoke softly. A fawn Camira.
Parking ticket?
He nodded. On the dash above the steering wheel, stupid prick.
When?
A jet was taking off. The sound thundered around them, so Riding waited. An hour ago, soon after I got here.
That was good. The owner was not likely to be back for it before Monday afternoon. What they needed now was a second car much like the first. Witnesses at the university who saw the changeover were more likely to confuse two cars that were similar in size and shape.
Theres no guarantee well find a match with a ticket inside. You two keep an eye on new arrivals. Ill scout around.
Wyatt walked into the gloom. He didnt want to spend too long here. There were few people about and it was dark, but even one person could be one too many. His shoes were loud in the gravel. Two minutes later he saw a ticket poking up from an ashtray in a soft-top VW. He unsnapped the top, pocketed the ticket, snapped back the flap.
He rejoined the others. Riding pointed. Cream Commodore.
Stubby bushes screened them. They watched the Commodore shunt back and forth into a parking bay. An elderly man got out and walked to the bus-stop.
When the courtesy bus had picked him up, they moved again. This time they were after numberplates. Not any plates but plates with a prefix and digits similar to each of the getaway cars. They found the first on a Toyota van, the second on a new Mercedes, and switched them with the plates on the Camira and the Commodore. Wyatt was relying on the owners not noticing the slight difference in their plates immediately. Meanwhile, if anyone took down the number of the Camira and the Commodore and reported it, the police computer would show a Toyota van and a Mercedes. It was a smokescreen, extra insurance, all part of the job as far as Wyatt was concerned. He looked at his watch: 8.26. This time tomorrow morning theyd have Nurse in their hands.



Twenty-nine


Daddy!
It was a name she hadnt called him since she was nine years old. That, and the sheer panic in her voice, jerked Nurses attention away from the Weeties packet on the table in front of him.
His daughter was coming into the kitchen from the back porch, a shoe-cleaning brush in her hand, and there were three men with her. They were masked, they looked hard and competent, and his guts churned.
The first one pushed Mignon gently between the shoulder blades. She ran across the kitchen to Nurse and stood close to his shoulder, trembling. She was wearing her blue and gold uniform. Her hair was damp, uncombed; her feet were bare. Nurse put his arm around her, crushing her against him.
The first one spoke. He wore a cheap dark suit and his voice was low, mesmeric, uninflected. We dont want to hurt you or your family, Mr Nurse.
Nurse was to realise later that the man called him Mr Nurse throughout the whole ordeal.
Where is your wife, Mr Nurse?
Mignon chose that moment to do something stupid. Nurse felt warmth and flexing in her little body as she opened her mouth, drew in a breath, screeched, Mummy! Run!
She might have gone on screeching but the second man, small and quick and also dressed in a suit, came behind her and locked his forearm against her windpipe. The cry strangled in her throat and Nurse felt his bowels loosen. He started to get out of his chair but the first man said, Dont, very quietly.
He had a revolver to back it up. He said, Mr Nurse, your wife?
Shes asleep. She gets migraines. Dont disturb her.
Nurse could see the mans eyes, nothing else. They were brown, steady and unimpressed. I cant do that, Mr Nurse. He turned to the man behind him, nodded once.
Nurse was starting to take in more about them. The third man was bulkier than the other two and he wore jeans and a T-shirt. He went out and came back a moment later, pushing Joyce ahead of him. Her face was creased and swollen with sleep. She was wearing a scoop-necked nightgown and the freckled tops of her breasts showed. Nurse felt an obscure shame and disgust, as if she had bad morning breath. Danny? she said.
The leader said, his voice a soft, patient rasp: We dont mean you any harm, Mrs Nurse. Please sit down at the table with your husband and daughter.
Behind Nurse the small man eased Mignon away and into the kitchen chair at the end of the table. Joyce chose the chair opposite Nurse. They were like a family at breakfast, except who was hungry anymore?
Is it money? Joyce demanded. Danny, give them your wallet.
Nurse reached into his pocket automatically. He tossed the wallet onto the table among the crumbs and sugar grains and spilt jam. No-one moved to pick it up.
Then Joyce sneered at him. I bet its the horses. She turned to the man with the gun. Is that it? He cant pay what he owes you?
The man turned to her and said softly, Shut up and listen.
His words washed over them soothingly. We wish to rob your bank, Mr Nurse. A few minutes from now you will take myself and the man behind you to Logan City in your car. We will wait there until the time locks open, we will load up, and you wont see us again. There is no reason why this shouldnt be smooth and easy. Were not violent. We dont hurt people for the sake of it. And the bank carries insurance, so there will be no need for you or your staff to protect the money. Do you understand me so far?
Nurse felt the blood drain from his face. They knew everything. He didnt believe the mans claim to non-violence. The three of them were practically dripping with itthe guns, the balaclavas, the silent menace of it all, the way they filled the kitchen.
Joyce dug a long fingernail into the corner of each eye. Whatever she dislodged there she wiped on her thigh. Theyll get you. They always do.
Nurse hated to think what they thought of her. Why involve my family? You could have waited at the bank.
Joyce snorted. Use your brains. She gestured. Count how many there are. He goes to the bank, so does he. That leaves one left over.
The answer came to Nurse and his head pounded. No, no, you cant do that. Leave my wife and daughter out of it.
Too late, wouldnt you say?
Shut up. Im not having you and Mignon
The leader picked up Nurses cereal bowl, dropped it on the floor. The porcelain smashed, shooting grey spurts of milk and sodden wheat flakes over the quarry tiles. It was a simple act, like a domestic accident, but it spelt terror to Nurse, as though his spine had snapped and splinters would slice Mignons feet to ribbons. He flinched, putting a hand over his eyes.
Nothing. The man was still and patient again.
Mr Nurse, your wife and your daughter will stay at home. My colleague here will keep them company. He wont harm them; thats not what were about. Do you understand?
It wont work. You
I said, do you understand?
Nurse muttered yes.
I have a portable phone. As soon as we get in the car you will call your wife. Do you understand?
Nurse nodded. He was looking at the table. There was fear mingled with excitement on Mignons face and he hated that. His wife had found some sort of rude courage, sitting there like a tart. Most of all, he hated the mans eyes searching him to his core.
We will maintain the telephone link to your family from the bank as well. We intend to be in and out quickly, but Im sure youd like the continuing reassurance that your wife and your daughter are all right. On the other hand, if you cause trouble at the bank and my colleague loses contact with us, he will kill your family. If we lose contact with him, we will kill you.
Scum, Joyce said.
Do you understand, Mr Nurse?
Nurse said clearly, overriding his wife: I understand.
The last thing he saw before they took him out the back way to the car was the phone extension on the kitchen table, Joyce and Mignon roped to their chairs, the bulky man spooning Nescafe into a cup. Prints! he thought. No, they all had latex gloves on. He tried to exchange a look with his wife and his daughter but, typically, they were too involved with their own feelings to think about him.



Thirty


It was important to keep him calm. Wyatt took the mans keys, opened the drivers door of the Volvo, said, Get in, Mr Nurse, never losing the soft patience in his voice, never moving suddenly.
A high paling fence draped in wisteria screened the sides and back of the house from the houses around it. The three men had not been seen bundling Mignon Nurse in through the back door. Now Wyatt and Riding could not be seen abducting the manager.
When Nurse was strapped in behind the wheel, Wyatt shut the door on him. He removed his balaclava, scraped his hair straight back and put on a pair of glassesplain glass, heavy black rims, twenty dollars in a theatre costumers. He turned up his collar, concealing the shape of his neck and chin. He looked across the car at Riding. The little man took off his balaclava and put on a pair of sunglasses, completing the distortion with a pipe clamped between his teeth. The sawnoff shotgun was rolled up in a newspaper.
They got into the car. Before we start, Mr Nurse, a gentle warning. Keep your eyes on the road, not on me or my colleague.
Wyatt watched Nurse carefully. He saw him nod.
Fine. Now I want you to start the car and back out into the road. Not too fast. Watch for pedestrians, kids on bikes. Do what youd normally do.
Wyatt rested his. 38 across his thighs, pointed at Nurse. Glance sideways, Mr Nurse. Do you see the gun? Its all right, I wont use it. Not unless you do something stupid. Just concentrate on getting through the next hour or so and being reunited with your family.
Wyatt watched Nurse. The fat manager seemed to welcome the comfort of the wheel in his hands, the distraction of the morning traffic. He wound down his window and drove in silence to the freeway.
Wyatt took a cellular phone from his pocket. He punched out the number for Nurses house. He heard the phone being picked up but Phelps, as instructed, said nothing. Its me, Wyatt said.
Yep.
Put the wife on.
There was a pause, some muffled sounds. Wyatt pictured Phelps moving the receiver to Joyce Nurses ear and holding it there. He heard her say, Danny? Are you all right?
Your husbands doing fine, Mrs Nurse. Ill put him on.
Wyatt passed the phone to Nurse. Gently does it. Just act normally.
It wasnt much of a conversation. Wyatt heard a faint squawk from the receiver and saw irritation on Nurses face. He said, All right, all right, I hear you, a few times, then moved suddenly, as if to fling the phone through the open window. Wyatt closed his hand around the mans wrist. No, Mr Nurse.
He took charge of the phone, holding it close to his ear. The drive to Logan City took just over thirty minutes and he checked in with Phelps from time to time and twice coaxed Nurse into talking with his daughter. The conversations with the wife seemed to cause aggravation on both sides.
Nurse turned into the side street next to the bank at eight-twenty-five. Monday morning, the start of another working week. Shopkeepers were rolling up the shutters, sweeping dust away from their doors. Kids late for school were draping themselves around poles and over benches at the bus-stop. A greengrocer reached into a van, dragged out a crate of mangoes. At the bookshop next to the bank a man with a ponytail was wheeling a trolley of remaindered books onto the footpath. The little courtyard carpark behind the bank was clear and the vertical blinds were closed.
I want you to reverse in, Mr Nurse, leaving a gap of a couple of metres between the car and the wall.
Everyone knew the silver Volvo. It was parked behind the bank five days a week. Everyone knew the fat manager; he was as much a part of the landscape as his car. No-one thought twice about the men with him. They wore suits, so it added up to bank business. Wyatt looked out at the street, the occasional pedestrian hurrying to work, and understood all these things. He said to Phelps: Were there, and placed the phone back in his pocket.
Now, I want you to trip the lever that opens the boot, Mr Nurse.
Nurse leaned under the dash. Wyatt followed him with the gun. He heard a click at the back of the car and turned to look. As hed expected, the boot lid popped up only a couple of centimetres, not far enough to attract attention.
You have all your keys?
Nurse nodded.
Okay, take us in.
It means going around to the front, Nurse said.
Wyatt let him hear the hammer crank back on his. 38, let him see the black bore of the barrel. No, Mr Nurse. Ive been watching all week. You always let yourself in through the back door. Your staff come in the front way. Please dont make things hard on yourself.
Nurse took the keys from the ignition. He selected two silver deadlock keys. These, he said, offering them to Wyatt.
No, I want you to open up for us. I want you to call out to the nightwatchman to hold the door for you, youve got a few boxes of files to carry in. Understood?
Yes.
Whats the guards first name?
Bill. It came out too quickly and naturally to be wrong.
Okay, lets go.
They got out and stood close to Nurse while he opened one lock and then the other. The door was heavy, steel plate on a steel frame, with a pneumatic hinge. It opened inwards. Wyatt pushed with him, stopping when a crack of light appeared. He dug the. 38 into the roll of fat around Nurses waist. Call him.
Bill? Can you come here a tick?
Whatcher want?
Can you give us a hand with a couple of boxes?
The guards tread sounded heavily on the carpet in the corridor beyond the door. Wyatt heard muttering, and the wheezing of a three-packs-a-day man. When he saw the mans fingers close around the edge of the door and pull inwards, he pushed Nurse into the corridor. It was hard and sudden and the guard slammed back against the inside wall.
Riding slipped past first, unwrapping the shotgun. He ground the barrel into the mans groin. Take out your gun, nice and slow, two fingers.
The guard fumbled with the leather strap across the butt. His thumb and forefinger shook as he lifted the revolver out of the holster. Twice it slipped out of his grasp before he got the barrel clear. Riding leaned forward, snatched it from him, put it in his pocket.
Wyatt closed the door. He left the bottom Yale unlocked but snipped the top one. He didnt want anyone coming in and he didnt want to waste too much time getting the door open again. After reporting to Phelps on the cellular phone, he pulled the balaclava over his head and nodded to Riding to do the same. The glasses went back into their pockets.
Okay, down to the main room.
Riding went first with the shotgun, checking offices that opened onto the corridor. At the archway leading into the open space behind the counter he paused, swept his eyes around, went in.
Wyatt followed with Nurse and the guard. The long counter where the tellers sat was protected from the public by bulletproof glass that reached to the ceiling. Here behind the counter were two more glassed-off offices, desks, filing cabinets, a photocopier and fax machine, computers and typewriters. There was paper everywherein folders, pinned to the walls, stacked in cartons against the walls.
Another archway at the end led to the strongroom. Wyatt looked at his watch. Eight-forty-five. The tellers and other staff would be arriving soon. Riding helped him take Nurse and the guard around to the other side of the glass to wait for them. For the next forty minutes it would be all waiting.



Thirty-one


They began to drift in at eight-forty-five, the assistant manager first. Riding met her at the door with his shotgun. She took in the twin black bores, his black balaclava, and started a scream that Wyatt cut off with a hand over her mouth. Take it easy and you wont get hurt. He turned her head until she could see Nurse and the nightwatchman. They were against the wall, on their stomachs under the bench where customers filled out deposit and withdrawal slips. Lie there with the others and youll be all right.
Wyatt didnt like doing it this way, but he had no choice. Ideally one man would be taking the staff to a back room as they came in, where a third man would hold a gun on them, but there was only himself and Riding so they were forced to hold everyone here until theyd all arrived.
The fourth teller came through the front door at nine-ten and Wyatt shot home the lock behind her. She was pretty in a busty kind of way and, unlike the others, didnt scream or struggle. Nurse looked up at her. Angie, down here with us, love. Theres nothing to worry about. Its just a robbery. They dont intend to hurt us.
The manager was trying to be soothing. Angie eased down onto her knees, then swivelled to one side, awkward in a binding skirt, and finally stretched out. One of the other women was sobbing. A young male teller gulped and shuddered and Wyatt realised he was trying to control his breathing.
Wyatt knelt where he could be seen and asked them all to lift their heads and look at him. Nurse, the guard, the assistant manager and four tellers. Too many. He didnt like it. His cheek itched under the balaclava. He scratched it absently with the front sight of his.
38. Angies eyes went wide.
I want you to listen. We dont want to hurt anyone. If you do anything foolish then of course we will hurt you. At twenty-five minutes past nine the strongroom time locks will spring open. Mr Nurse will then open the combination locks. We will empty the vault. It should take no more than five minutes, and then well be out of your hair. Do you understand?
They all watched him, some anxious, some frowning, trying to plumb for meaning beneath the words. How could he tell them there wasnt a meaning, that he meant exactly what hed said? He turned to the fat manager, who was biting the inside of his cheek. Tell them, Mr Nurse.
Just do as the man says. Company policy on this is very clear: if theres a robbery in progress, dont interfere. These men will be gone before customers arrive.
Wyatt nodded. Good. Now I want you all to stand up.
He backed away from them. Turn around, he said.
They saw Riding, the gaping shotgun barrels, and instinctively closed up. Nurse put his arm around Angie briefly.
Now to the other side of the counter, Wyatt said.
Riding motioned with the shotgun and they took them through to Nurses office and told them to lie on the floor again. Riding stood watch in the doorway, his shotgun trained on their backs. Wyatt took Nurse with him to the strongroom, then spoke into the cellular phone. You there?
Phelps answered immediately. Yep.
Put the wife on.
Wyatt handed the phone to Nurse. Talk to her. Tell her everythings all right.
They had done this every ten minutes. Nurse said pretty much what hed said the other times Yes, Im fine. Are you okay? Mignon, is she okay? Id better go nowand handed the phone back to Wyatt.
It was now almost nine-twenty-five. Wyatt said, Stand by, into the phone and placed it in his pocket.
They waited. The sound was soft, a buzz followed by the gentle clunk of well-tooled metal parts moving. Wyatt nudged Nurse. Open it.
Nurse needed both hands to start the massive door, then it swung easily, finely balanced and as thick as a mans head. The inside walls glittered, polished steel. There were shelves of documents and a large safe fitted with two combination locks.
Now the safe. No bullshit.
Outside there were distant sirens. The incendiaries. Nurse stopped what he was doing, an expectant look on his face. Theyre going to a fire, Wyatt said. He thumbed back the hammer on his. 38. I said no bullshit.
Nurse seemed to lose heart a little, his shoulders drooping, showing the strain. He leaned forward and spun the top dial clockwise and anticlockwise, repeating it with the bottom one. Then he stepped back, hauling the door open, and Wyatt smacked him with the. 38. Nurse dropped like a stone.
Wyatt spoke into the phone, Were in, and dropped it back into his pocket.
The money was in eight metal strongboxes, verifying Anna Reids information. There was also a large police revolver and cash stacked on a shelf in paper bands, the banks own holdings. Wyatt filled his pockets with the loose cash then hauled out the first strongbox and ran with it toward the corridor. He passed Nurses office. He said nothing. Riding said nothing.
At the back door he stopped, put down the strongbox, wedged open the door, ran out to the Volvo. He lifted the boot and ran back for the strongbox. About one minute had passed. He calculated that they could be out of there in another five.
He tossed the strongbox into the Volvo and was back in the corridor when he heard the boots on the asphalt outside.



Thirty-two


They had been waiting for him on Sunday night. Intercom system, security locks, first floor apartment with alarms and barred windows and balcony, and they were in his lounge room waiting for him. Lovell hadnt seen the black limo parked outside so it must have been around the back somewhere. Mr Bone, he said.
Bone was grey, long-faced, with the balding look of a sly monk or scholar. Lovell had never seen him without his charcoal grey suit and black tie and the only time hed seen the man alone was twelve months ago, when Bone had hailed his taxi and heard his story and made him an offer he couldnt refuse. At all other times Bone was with his driver, a big-jawed man who liked to bounce on his toes and keep his hands curled at his sides.
Lovell had kept a wary eye on the driver, dumped his bag in the corner and gone to the drinks cabinet. Get you something?
No thanks. But you go ahead, Bone said.
The situation had called for something with a bit of bite, like Jack Daniels. Lovell kept the neck of the bottle away from the rim of the glass, not that his hands were betraying him much.
Yet.
Hed sat opposite Bone. The driver had edged around and after a while Lovell heard the guy breathing behind him, long regular intakes and exhalations. The whisper was, it was the driver who knocked people that Bone wanted knocked. There were two that Lovell knew of, dealers whod become addicts, a big no-no as far as the organisation was concerned. I can explain, he said.
Bone picked a speck of lint off his knee and smoothed the expensive cloth. That would be a start. My partners and I, we ran a few possibilities past each other. One, your courier was arrested. Two, your courier robbed you. Three, your courier was robbed. Four, you robbed us. He looked up. Not necessarily in order of importance.
Lovell had known then that Bone had been speaking to Rice, the Drug Squad detective. It was a courier problem, he said.
And youve taken care of it?
I have.
Good. That still leaves us with a shortfall, though, doesnt it?
Ill make it up.
Of course you will. Youre obliged to, for a start, and we dont doubt your ability. The problem is, we may have lost valued customers as a result of last weekend.
Mr Bone, theyre a dime a dozen down there.
Im glad to hear it. Bone got up. Because weve started losing business to some Lebanese outfit. He showed some emotion. Quite mad. Kill their own mothers if there was a dollar in it.
Its not my fault what happens at street level.
It is if you cant fill orders and we lose buyers as a consequence.
Ill get you your cash.
Bone and the driver were at the door now. Bone said, Thats not the point. What this organisation depends on is regular cash from regular clients. He paused. And your New Guinea trips? Everything clockwork there?
Lovell swallowed. Of course.
Bone had smiled. Fine, Ian. Well speak again. You have forty-eight hours.
They had left Lovell with a headache like a steel band around his skull.
He slept badly. Then, at two oclock on Monday morning hed woken up thinking: Why not a second loan?
Banking hours were ten till four, but Lovell got to the TrustBank in Logan City at nine-twenty-six. Catch Nurse while the guy was still half asleep and easily persuaded. If Nurse needed extra persuasion, Lovell had it, his. 22 target pistol, the shape cold and sculptured like some sort of ray gun.
He rapped his knuckles on the glass.
A minute later, when nothing happened, he rapped again. A minute after that he wondered if maybe it was a public holiday. In his line of work, public holidays didnt mean much. No, all the shops were open. The post office was open. Bank staff worked nine to five; they had to be in mere, thirty minutes to opening time, having coffee, putting cash in the tills. So why were the blinds still closed? How come the place looked so shut up?
Lovell had gone around to the rear of the building. There was Nurses silver Volvo. The boot lid was up. The back door was propped open.
So the bastards were there. They just werent answering the front door. All right, in through the back.
And now the doorway was darkening and a man wearing a suit was coming through it, moving fast. A box thudded into the boot of the Volvo; the car shook with the weight of it.
The thing was, the bloke had a balaclava over his head. Lovell blinked. If this was a snatch, that was his cash they were taking.
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Wyatt ducked, turned, bringing up his gun in one movement.
A man hed never seen before was framed in the doorway, body low, swinging a pistol on him. It was some kind of fancy target pistol and Wyatt heard it snap sharply a couple of times. The shots went wide. He returned the fire, then ducked back into the bank.
Riding was there, dancing lightly, shifting his aim, looking for trouble. Wyatt pushed him back into Nurses office. Stay with them.
Already there were raised voices on the footpath outside. Wyatt slipped farther into the bank, using desks and filing cabinets as cover. He waited. He couldnt show himself at the corridor. He and Riding could try for the front door but that would mean showing themselves on the street. If the gunman let them get that far.
Who was he? Was Anna Reid pulling some kind of cross?
Wyatt edged around to the main counter and crouched there, two metres from the corridor entrance. The gunman moved first. He came through fast and low, firing rapidly. Wyatt tried to track him with the. 38.
Riding was the first to die. He stepped out into the gunmans path, readied the shotgun, and caught a slug high in the cheekbone. Wyatt saw him spin back against the wall and glass split and fell in shards around him as he slid to the floor.
By now the gunman was past Wyatt. Wyatt rolled free of the counter, looking for a clear field of fire, and saw the gunman die.
It was Nurse, dazed and bloodied and filled with something like hate. He seemed to shake the banks revolver like a deadly forefinger at the gunman and fire it at the same time. The gunman pitched over backwards.
Nurse saw Wyatt. He ducked into the strongroom.
Wyatt moved. He wasnt going to play cat and mouse with Nurse. He ran for the Volvo, leaving seven strongboxes behind.
The big car snaked a little until the rear tyres caught. He heard the boot slam. Out on the street people stared and scattered. When he was clear of the shopping centre he slowed the car, pulled off the balaclava. A dense cloud of smoke was building in the east.
At the service station he parked next to the Camira. Everything was slow and measured now. He transferred the strongbox to the Camira, got in and started the engine. He backed out, drove away slowly. No-one noticed him. The drama was somewhere else, the sky acrid and roiling, sirens on the freeway above.
He looked at his watch. Nine-forty. Phelps would be leaving Nurses house about now.
At ten oclock he reached forward and turned on the radio. Thirty-two degrees, winds moderating. Wyatt kept the needle on 99 kph and looked at the city skyline in the distance. Already it was limned in a haze of dust and smog in the lifting sunshine. Heading the news bulletin was an unconfirmed report of a robbery and shootout at a Logan City bank.
He turned down the volume. Two million dollars, eight strongboxes. Assuming the money had been divided evenly among the strongboxes, hed got away with just a quarter of a million dollars. Riding was out of the picture, so that left eighty-three and a third thousand dollars each. Make it eighty thousand for himself and Phelps, ninety thousand for Anna Reid to cover her costs.
Or nothing for Anna Reid if shed sent in that gunman. Wyatt left the freeway and followed the river around to St Lucia. Would she have been so stupid? He could think of better ways she could have pulled a cross on him.
And shed have thought of better places than the bank for springing a hijack. Wyatt drove behind Womens College and paused a while. There was the Commodore, Phelps waiting in the drivers seat. Wyatt rolled forward again, steering slowly off the road until he was parallel with Phelps. The big man seemed to be engrossed by a pair of myna birds under the casuarina trees. He didnt glance around at Wyatt, didnt get out of the car. That was wrong and Wyatt cranked the gear lever into reverse. He didnt get further than that before a black Range Rover blocked him and two men came at him with guns drawn.
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When Wyatt and Riding had left with the manager, Phelps slopped milk into his Nescafe and sat opposite the Nurse woman. As he reached across the table for the sugar the woman cleared her throat and he saw mucous flip onto his wrist. It was yellow-white and he shook his hand with a great, recoiling shudder.
The woman grinned so he went around and wiped it off on her chest. She jerked in her rope bindings.
Nothing was said. Phelps didnt chance the sugar pot on the table again but found a packet on a shelf above the refrigerator. He stirred, sipped, pulled his chair back from the table.
Big man, the woman said. Thinks hes tough.
Phelps guessed that size was the reason Wyatt had chosen him for this part of the job. He was built like a fighter across the shoulders. His neck was barely discernible. Hard work and hard living made him seem big, red, abraded. But all that had no effect on the woman.
Phelps checked the girl. Wings of damp hair hung about her cheeks. She was sniffing. He couldnt see her eyes, so he didnt know if she was crying or had a runny nose.
The phone rang. Watching the woman carefully, he picked it up. Wyatt, reporting in. For the next hour that phone sat there, concentrating their attention. Phelps spoke to Wyatt. The woman spoke to her husband. The daughter spoke to her father.
Phelps drained his coffee and scratched his face with both hands. Cheeks, forehead, ears, chinwherever the balaclava touched his skin there was a reaction, an intense itchiness.
Take it off, why dont you? the girl said. She was getting some spirit back.
God, sweetheart, do you really want to see what he looks like?
Sniggers.
None of this fazed Phelps, and to show he didnt care he walked to the sink, unzipped and urinated loud and long over a couple of teaspoons.
The girl pitched about in her chair. Her hair flew about her cheeks. Thats disgusting! Oh, yuck.
The woman said, We should feel sorry for him. He wasnt very bright at school and he comes from the kind of background that doesnt know any better.
But the smell.
I know, dear.
What about when we have to go?
The woman spat her words. Thats quite enough. Pull yourself together. Hes not important. You mustnt let him see you like this.
Phelps hadnt had a better time in years. You tell her, missus. Think shed like to see my old boy?
I would. The woman turned around, making sucking noises. Bring it over. Wipe it first.
Phelps reddened under the balaclava. He turned away and fumbled himself back into his pants. She had a tongue on her like a Fortitude Valley tart. It was stupid, engaging in a conversation with her. She was the sort of woman who came at everything sideways, so you didnt know where you stood. He could knock the grin off her face but all it would prove was that shed got to him.
So he ran through the job in his mind. Wait for Wyatt to report that the time locks were open, then wait fifteen minutes. Smash the phone on the way out, drive the stolen Commodore to the university. Transfer the two millioncop that, two millionto the Commodore and head in a big loop out through Toowoomba and Kingaroy to Noosa on the Sunshine Coast, then down to the Gold Coast, where Wyatt had reserved a Budget motel in Surfers. Dont dump the Commodore where it could be found but get it off the street by booking it in for a valve grind, telling them there was no rush. Divvy the two million and split. Wyatt was staying put for a while. Phelps guessed he had something going with the woman. Riding said he was headed for Europe. Phelps hadnt figured where he was headed yet. Hed told them he was going to Manila, invest in a bar, but that was just to get them off his back. Wyatt insisted on knowing everything. He was the sort to get shitty about loose ends.
Time passed like that and then at close to nine-twenty-five he spoke to Wyatt again. Nurse spoke to the woman and her daughter. Phelps waited.
Were in, Wyatt said, and Phelps smashed the receiver against the edge of the table. The movement was sudden and vicious and both women jumped.
He grinned. Be gone soon. Bet youre sorry.
He left the managers house at nine-forty, glad to be out of there. He drove to the university, keeping to the speed limit, not letting the yellow lights tempt him.
A trend in womens sport that appealed to Phelps was that instead of shorts they now wore things that were more like knickers. He drove slowly, eyeballing women jogging on the river path, stretching their hamstrings on the hockey field. Maybe with his half million hed become a mature-age student.
Hed just parked the Commodore and racked the handbrake on when the car rocked and a voice said behind his ear: Always, always, check the back seat before you get in.
He didnt hear much after that, fingers pressing into his carotid artery, cutting the blood to his brain.



Thirty-five


Wyatt freed his. 38 from his belt. The men wore boilersuits and stocking masks and everything about them looked well-oiled and effortless. One man stepped up to the boot lid of the Camira and jemmied it open. The other stood outside the drivers door in a shooters stance, aiming a big. 45 through the glass at Wyatts head. The intention was plain: stay put.
Wyatt didnt want to risk a shot. If he fired through the door the slug would lose itself or be deflected by the lock and window mechanisms. To shoot through the glass hed have to raise his gun arm, but a movement like that would invite a bullet to the brain.
So he shifted into first and planted his foot. The Camira leapt forward and the front tyres hit the low concrete barrier separating the parking strip from the hockey field. One tyre climbed the barrier, slewing the Camira a few degrees to the right. There was a yelp as the flank of the car slammed into the man with the gun, knocking him to the ground. The rear tyres were spinning, looking for purchase in the gravel. Wyatt kept his foot planted. Slowly the other tyre mounted the barrier and the front of the Camira was over. Wyatt heard the bottom of the sump tear away. He wouldnt get far with a seized engine.
Far enough was all he wanted.
He looked back as the back wheels climbed the barrier. The first man reached a hand into the boot, neatly plucking out the strongbox as the Camira finally surged free of the barrier. There was now a squat blue-metal automatic in the mans other hand. Wyatt half turned with his own gun. For a moment the two men locked eyes. A kind of signal passed from the man with the strongbox to Wyatt: I will shoot you from here in the time it takes you to swing around on me. Just go. Then he turned away from the car, straddled the man on the ground, and shot him in the head.
Wyatts jaws snapped as the rear tyres bit in and the Camira accelerated. The distance from the concrete barrier to the white, single rail fence around the hockey field was six metres. He felt a hesitation as the radiator grill tore free a section of the rail. The impact was enough to swing the car to the left. Before Wyatt could correct with the steering wheel, the Camira ploughed into a massive turf roller. The machine was stationary, gathering rust, but it was as big as a boat and heavy enough to flatten kinks in the earth. Wyatt jerked in his seatbelt, the back of his head flipping against the whiplash support.
The engine cut out. Wyatt wasnt going anywhere in the Camira now. He got out. Exactly two minutes had passed and it had been two minutes of screams and gunfire, yet the only witnesses were a groundsman on a tractor far away and a clump of cyclists on the ring road. The cyclists slowed, saw that Wyatt was all right, and sped away again.
But somebody would be calling the university security patrol soon. The groundsman would want to know why someone was churning up the field he was paid to keep close-cropped and flat. Wyatt figured that he had about one minute to get out.
He started to move. The black Range Rover was pulling away, leaving plenty of rubber behind. In the drivers seat of the Commodore, Phelps was waking up, rolling his head on his neck.
He was Wyatts ticket out. Wyatt began to run.
But a look of panic twisted the big mans face. He fumbled, started the engine, backed out. Wyatt reached the car, beat uselessly on the side panel, fell back as Phelps accelerated away from him.
All he could do now was get an answer to a question. He knelt. The man on the ground was dead, blood seeping from a wound in the temple. Footsteps sounded behind Wyatt. Using his body as a shield, he peeled off the mans stocking and pocketed it.
What happened?
Wyatt stood, pushing his hair back from his forehead and hooking the black-rimmed glasses on his face again. He turned. Four or five students. Loading distress into his voice he said, It was terrible. Hit and run. This man was knocked down and I was run off the road. They just took off like animals.
Animals, someone said.
Anyone get the number?
We should get an ambulance.
He looks bad. Anyone here know first aid?
Youre not supposed to move them.
Anyone a med student?
They were dealing with it. Wyatt stepped back. Hed recognised the dead man. It was a face from three weeks ago, on the Victorian/South Australian border. Mostyn, who worked for Stolle. Meaning Stolle had the money now. Stolle and Anna Reid.



Thirty-six


Wyatt crossed the road to the joggers path next to the river and turned left, toward the city. There would be police soon, security men. His only way out was the Dutton Park ferry.
At this time of the morning there were no students waiting on the university side of the river. The traffic was all one-way, from Dutton Park to the university. Wyatt waited on the ramp that extended over the water. On the opposite bank cars were pulling into the carpark and students were gathering to cross. The ferry was in midstream. It swung around in a wide arc, drew in, and Wyatt stood back as the passengers filed off. There were one or two older people among them, academics or campus workers, but most were students wearing the puffed faces of recent sleep and anxiety and morning lecture panic. Some wheeled bikes. One or two looked curiously at Wyatt. You didnt get many suits on this ferry.
Wyatt paid his dollar and sat down. The ferryman waited a couple of minutes. When no-one else appeared, he cast off.
Ten-thirty. Wyatt found that he was trembling. Mostyns blood had streaked his fingers. He stood up, shoving them into his pockets, and remembered the loose cash from the vault. Standing where the ferryman couldnt see him, he counted it: fifteen thousand dollars in fifties and hundreds.
His heart stopped thudding and slowly the fright ebbed and a cold anger took its place. She had set this up with Stolle. They had brought him in to do the hard work, the kind of planning and execution work that he did better than anyone, then Stolle had stepped in at the point where Wyatt was most vulnerable, the final switch of vehicles. He thought bitterly about the code he worked by and how this time hed betrayed it. One: people who cross you once will do it againnever give them a break. Two: never let feelings affect your judgment. Three: never tell the people you work for more than they need to know. Hed told Anna Reid exactly how they would do the job and where the getaway vehicles would be waiting.
He heard the ferryman throw the motor into reverse. Water churned and the ferry edged with a bump against the rubber tyres on the Dutton Park landing. Wyatt stepped out, threaded through the students waiting on the ramp, and climbed the hill behind it.
He walked. He had fifteen thousand dollars that he could be spending on transport but it was enough that the ferryman had seen him without taxi or bus drivers pinpointing his movements any further.
Wyatt walked through Highgate Hill to South Brisbane and in thirty minutes he was at the rear of the State Library. He went in, found a mens room outside the Childrens Library, and cleaned the dirt from his clothes and shoes, the blood from his hands. Then he worked water into his hair and used his fingers like a comb, creating a new part and a lock over his forehead. He removed the tie and put the suitcoat over his arm, the. 38 in a pocket where he could reach it quickly. He walked over the Victoria Bridge into the city like any white collar worker in the sun.
Eleven oclock. Hed told Anna Reid not to do anything that would draw attention to herself on the day of the robbery, so shed be at work now. Her firm was in a building on Allenby Street. It had a flat, innocuous, concrete slab exterior that offered no pleasures for the eye. Wyatt went in through the main doors and straight to the lifts as though he had business there.
He waited. A lift arrived and he stepped in, pushing the button to close the doors, then pushing buttons for the seventh and ninth floors. He put on his suitcoat and tie again and moved the. 38 from his coat pocket to the waistband at the small of his back.
The lift climbed. In a panel above the door, green numerals formed and dissolved, formed and dissolved: 4… 5… 6… Then 7, where Anna Reid worked. Wyatt would not get out at 7 but he needed to know the layout, where the offices were in relation to the corridor, where the stairwell might be. He lounged at the back of the lift when it stopped, just a man on his way to an upper level.
The lift gave a shudder, the door seemed to hesitate, then the three panels slid back into the door recess and Anna Reid stood staring at him.
The blood drained from her face, as though she knew hed come to kill her.
Neither moved. Wyatt stared at her neutrally, then at the men standing with her, one at each elbow. One made to step into the lift, pulling Anna with him, but the other said, Its going up.
The first man nodded, resumed his position and his hold on Annas arm.
Not that she was going anywhere, handcuffed like that.
Wyatts expression was gawking now, the nine-to-five citizen finding a little vicarious drama in his day. He kept the look pasted there as the doors closed again, shutting off Anna, the plainclothes men, the uniformed cops in the corridor behind them.
Wyatt got out on 9, a long corridor with unmarked doors on either side. Somewhere he heard a racking cough but otherwise the place was deserted. According to a notice on the wall opposite, the toilets were to the left. Wyatt followed the arrow and came to the stairwell door. He opened it and went in. The air was musty. Somewhere far below him a door banged.
He took a first step down and then another. He couldnt stay in the building: she might say that shed seen him, use him to trade her way out of trouble. His head was pounding again. He wanted to run, but forced himself to go slowly all the way to the bottom. There could be a cop on the stairs, there could be someone snatching a smoke break. A running man in a stairwell would not look right.
At the ground floor he eased the door open. Through the main doors at the end of the foyer he could see the plainclothes men, an unmarked car, Anna being bundled into it. Thats it for her, he thought. Theyll give her ten years.
Wyatt closed the door and waited. He thought about his options. Hed pocketed fifteen thousand dollars of loose cash from the vault, which was better than nothingenough, anyway, to finance a hit somewhere that would support him until it was safe to return to Melbourne and get his money back from the Mesics. Stolle and Mostyn must have been operating alone, he realised. He began to picture Stolle, the mans place in Melbourne, the quarter million hidden away somewhere, and left TrustBank behind him forever.



Thirty-seven


Stolle whooped as he drove away from the city. He couldnt help it. He giggled and whooped and pounded the flat of his hand on his knee.
He owed it all to a combination of idle curiosity, hatred and lack of funds. Just over a week ago hed been blinking in the afternoon light outside Jupiters, wondering whether to run his last twenty dollars through the poker machines or buy a ham sandwich and take the first flight home, when hed seen Wyatt step down from a tourist coach.
Hed ducked into a boutique and watched Wyatt through the racks of string bikinis against the window. He waited to see if the woman was with him. A bunch of Japanese, a couple of pensioners and a handful of breezy backpackers but not the woman whod hired him to find the man.
Help you, sir? Something for the wife, is it?
Stolle motioned the assistant to leave him alone. He didnt turn around. Perve, she muttered.
As Stolle watched, a kind of shiver had crawled across his skin. Something was going on and he owed it to himself to check it out. If Wyatt had been needed so urgently, why was he down here on the Coast a couple of days later with a load of tourists? If sex was the reason the woman in Brisbane wanted Wyattand Stolle had come to accept that that was the casethen how come shed let him free with a bunch of leggy sheilas half his age?
He saw them pour into a cafe near the bus. Wyatt did not go in with them. Wyatt walked off alone. A while later, Stolle followed. What did the guy want, if not to play at being a tourist?
Hanging well back, hed tailed Wyatt for thirty minutes. Wyatt walked slowly and he seemed to be acutely aware of his surroundings, a stranger in a strange land. He looked in clothing shops. He stood near sidewalk cafes, eyeing the patrons intently. Once or twice he went right around beachfront motels, checking windows and doors. Was he casing the place? The man did armed robbery; he wasnt a cat burglar.
There was a risk that Wyatt would tumble him if he kept this up. Stolle remembered Wyatts treachery in the pump house at the farm, the way hed treated Mostyn at the motel, the womans curtness at the bus station, and had allowed a kernel of hate to grow for both of them.
He dropped away a few minutes later and rang the coach company. He learnt that they ran a full-day bus tour each day, taking in Brisbane and the Gold Coast, finishing back in Brisbane just before 7 pm. Did sir want a ticket? There were spare seats today, pick-up outside Jupiters at six oclock.
Future reference, Stolle told the operator, and cut the connection.
Curiosity, hatred and lack of funds. Stolle looked at his last twenty dollars. Wyatt robbed banks and armoured cars for a living, so if it wasnt sex the woman wanted him for, maybe she had a job lined up for him.
Stolle had two options: wait around and see if he could grab a piece of the action, or fly home to Melbourne. Given that the tingling in his spine was working overtime, the second option was out. He trusted that feeling, every time.
So, he stayed in Queensland. He would follow the woman, follow Wyatt. See where they went, who they saw, what they were spending their money on.
But hed known he couldnt do it alone. He fed five of his remaining dollars into an STD phone inside a Burger King and called his office in Melbourne. How are you doing with those jobs I gave you?
Had an argument with the grocer, Mostyn said. Now hes got his nephew riding shotgun, stupid prick. The Plastico strike was called off. Thought Id start that other job tomorrow.
Leave it. Itll keep. I want you in Brisbane first thing tomorrow morning. Check a couple of guns and permits through on the same flight, and scrounge what cash you can. Plus a couple of infra-red binoculars and the Nikon with a range of lenses. I think Im onto something here.
Fifteen dollars left. Stolle had walked into Jupiters then. An hour later he walked out again with five hundred dollars in his pocket. He went to the Avis office, rented a Falcon and was waiting in it when the coach pulled up outside Jupiters at five-forty-five. He didnt know if Wyatt would be among the passengers or not. If the hit was somewhere on the Gold Coast, Wyatt might not go back to Brisbane. Tailing him locally would be tricky: the Coast was a small place and Wyatt would spot him eventually.
But Wyatt did board the coach. Stolle saw him hang back and let the others on first. The man was a pro, the way he guarded his back out of habit, even on a bus trip among a bunch of tourists; the way he stood where he could watch the pedestrian traffic, waiting until the last moment so he wouldnt be boxed in on the bus itself.
Stolle got to the freeway ahead of the coach. He let it pass him and draw away. When the city skyline appeared, he accelerated, catching the coach and passing it. He was waiting half a block away when it pulled into Adelaide Street to unload.
It was a useful evening for Stolle. He tailed Wyatt and found where the woman lived. He rooted around in a rubbish bin under her house and came up with a name: Anna Reid. At three oclock in the morning he discovered where Wyatt was staying.
The next morning, Sunday, he drove out to the airport. Mostyn had checked through two. 45 automatics and was carrying three thousand dollars in cash. They claimed the guns and Mostyns luggage and drove to Wyatts hotel. A little before eleven oclock Wyatt emerged and caught a bus.
They had tailed him to a new shopping centre halfway to the Gold Coast. It was puzzling. Was the guy meeting someone? Stolle went carefully. The streets were deserted and he knew Wyatt had only to spot the Falcon twice in two separate locations to know he was being followed. When the bus signalled for the stop, Stolle parked two blocks behind it, pulling in tight against a small car with a high roof and plenty of glass on all sides.
Train the camera on him. Telephoto.
While Mostyn fiddled with the Nikon, Stolle tried to figure what Wyatt was up to. First Wyatt went into a milk bar. He was in there a while and when he came out he was reading a newspaper as if he had all the time in the world. He ambled across the street, eyes on the paper. He went down a side street and they lost sight of him. A couple of minutes later, he was back again.
Hes scouting, Mostyn said. Has to be.
The bank, you reckon?
Has to be.
I guess well find out, Stolle said.
He started the car and they drove back to Brisbane. Wyatt had still been at the bank but Stolle didnt want to push his luck by sticking to him any longer. They bought sandwiches in the mall and staked out Wyatts hotel again. At mid-afternoon, when Wyatt wandered around South Bank with Anna Reid, Stolle and Mostyn had watched and taken photographs from a spot on the opposite bank.
What do you think?
Mostyn lowered the Nikon. What do you mean?
What Ive been teaching you: signs, body language.
Oh. That. Well, the guys been screwing her.
What else?
This doesnt look like your average stroll in the sun. As if theyre working out something heavy-duty and hes laying down the ground rules.
Good boy.
They watched a while longer, then Stolle gave Mostyn the keys to the Falcon. Take it back, rent something smaller.
Mostyn had returned with a Mazda. That evening they followed Wyatt to a motel out on the Ipswich Road. They saw him stake out the place first, then go in. A while later a man came out, looking bewildered. Then the Reid woman came out. She seemed to apologise to him and pressed money into his hands. Then she went back inside and the man wandered away, scratching his head.
Acting on a hunch, Stolle started the car. Lets talk to him.
He pulled in several metres past the man. Mostyn got out. He crossed the footpath to a car showroom window and peered in. When the man came adjacent to the car, Stolle opened the back door and Mostyn, moving fast, had closed in with his pistol. Inside, he hissed.
Jesus Christ, the man said.
They had driven him to a dark corner of a hotel carpark. Five minutes and one hundred dollars later, Stolle and Mostyn had known for certain that Wyatt and the Reid woman had a job ready to go. After that it was a matter of watching and waiting.
They had watched and waited for a week. Little happened in the early days. The three men met twice for short periods. Anna Reid did not appear again but, curiously, Wyatt staked out her house a couple of times. Other than that he stayed low, moving hotels every couple of days. Then, on the Wednesday and again on the Friday, Wyatt had staked out a house in East Brisbane and followed the man who lived there to the bank. The manager, Stolle discovered later.
On Saturday, Stolle saw the three men go shopping. When they stole the cars on Sunday, he knew they were getting ready to strike.
It was time to stop leaving a paper trail. Using cash and fake papers, Stolle had rented a Range Rover mounted with a bullbar. Hed need something with muscle for what he had in mind.
This morning, early, Wyatt and the others had moved. When Stolle saw them go straight to the managers house, he knew at once how they planned to get into the bank. When they left in the silver Volvo, he followed, leaving Mostyn to deal with the hostage taker. Mostyn with his clever hands.
Now it was three hours later, and the money was all his.
On his way out of the city, hed paid for courier delivery of a package. It hadnt far to go. Police HQ. Call it insurance, call it payback.
Next stop, the International Room at the Flamingo. Where your big-money boys like to play.
Stolle was grave for a moment. A shame about Mostyn.
Then he whooped and giggled and slapped his knee again.
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If it had been anything elsecomputer fraud, stealing from a trust accountshe might have got bail, but this was armed robbery and the police argued that there was an unacceptable degree of risk that she would abscond. So it was remand in a new, privately-owned womens prison complex in Inala, and Anna wondered if Wyatt would get to her eventually, revenge for the grief shed caused him in the past, the grief he was blaming her for now.
At least she knew now that he was alive. For a while, shed thought he was dead. Shed heard a couple of news flashes on the tiny radio shed taken to work, and tried to piece it together. There had been a gun battle at the bank: two men dead, a third escaped with a limited amount of money from the vault, and then news that a man was dead in a separate but related incident at the university.
She had felt her control slipping away. She was partnered to three men and there had been three bodies. No names, no indication of what had gone wrong. One of those men could have been Wyatt, and in the minutes before the lift door opened she had allowed herself a prayer or two, a tribute.
She had not believed in forever with him, not even in the afterglow of the kind of lovemaking that told her sex could be more than just a quick loss of joy. But she had believed in six months, a year. And, a long time ago, three months ago in Melbourne, he had said they could work together, that he had jobs lined up where a woman would be needed. Three months, in which there hadnt been a day when she didnt want to taste again his bitterness, watchfulness and buried humour.
She remembered what it had been like, seeing him again at the bus station lockers after Stolle had delivered him to her. His angular face showing too many lines of strain and exhaustion around the eyes; the hard quickness of his body, poised ready to escape or fight. Clearly hed had a hard time of it on the run, held together by fortitude and nothing else, dancing on thin ice for so long that he was almost through to the chilling black water underneath.
Later, at the bistro in the mall, it had been hard work. There had been something unrelenting and final about the way hed watched her, quite still, eyes dark and hooded. If shed been hiding anything from him she would not have been able to withstand his scrutiny at all. If hed sensed the smell of something wrong in her story, in her head, he would have killed her, shed been certain of it.
And he still might, one day. He would never forgive or forget and the damage was irreversible.
He hadnt touched her at the bistro. He hadnt even touched her for some minutes when he came to her house. But when he did, a hand on each flank, hands flat and wide and highly charged, the jolt had gone straight to the base of her stomach, and shed watched the layers of caution peel away, letting the man inside surface.
Shed wanted a future with Wyattsix months, a year. She was never one to tie herself to men whose steps were small and delicate, one after the other.
And now shed lost it and it hadnt been her fault.
The questions had started almost immediately. Detectives from the armed robbery squad questioned her in relays, first at the City Watchhouse, then at the prison. They wouldnt tell her what had happened; they wouldnt tell her how they knew she was involved.
They had photographs.
Shed been stripped of her corporate outfitstockings, skirt, silk shirtdecked out in a prison issue tracksuit and cheap canvas runners, and taken to an interview room where a dozen glossy black and whites were fanned out over the table.
Carafe of water. Three glasses. Ashtray. Three chairs around the table: one that she was pushed into, one for the man who sat opposite her, one for the female detective who preferred to stand behind her, leaning her cheaply perfumed head close to Annas from time to time.
A second woman waited at the door.
The man was called Vincent, the woman Clyne. Lets start again, Vincent said.
Clynes warm, stale breath stirred the hair at Annas neck. Some names.
One by one, Vincent spun several photographs around with the tips of his fingers. Two grainy, long-distance shots of Riding and Phelps in the motel carpark; a couple more of them in a car outside a shop; two sharp close-ups of men shed never seen before, both lying dead in pools of their own blood, one on a carpet in a building, one on gravel somewhere.
Whoever took those night shots knew what he was doing, Vincent said. Telephoto, infra-red, the works.
I dont know who these people are. Ive never seen them before.
Oh please, said Vincent wearily. The detective was small and buttoned-down and clerkish; they both were.
Never seen them.
Silently Vincent spun a further two photographs toward Anna. She saw herself at the door of the motel, letting Riding in, letting Phelps in.
I can meet friends if I want to.
Clyne leaned over her shoulder and stabbed a bitten-down forefinger on the men at the motel. This man was found shot dead at the bank. We know who he is, Jeffrey Riding. This man she indicated Phelps is also known to us: Brian Phelps. Were currently looking for him.
Vincent pointed to the photographs of the dead men. This man was also killed at the bank, and this one was found dead at the university. We dont know who they are.
He paused. Two further photographs lay face down in front of him and now he turned one of them over. But the man were most interested in is this one.
Wyatt leaving the motela grainy, blurred shot, not helped by the automatic caution that governed everything he did, for he had his collar up, a cap over his, brow, dark-rimmed glasses on his face.
Anna chanced a question. So you knew about this all along? Youve been watching?
Vincent looked around her shoulder at Clyne. A signal passed between them and the woman breathed on Annas neck again: Looks like youve got some enemies out there, Anna. We got this lot by courier just a couple of hours ago. An anonymous note with it.
Vincent leaned forward. Anna felt herself cringing. They both had her hemmed in with their body heat. A citizen doing his duty? Vincent asked. A rival gang? You tell us.
In a way its no skin off our nose, Clyne said behind her. Weve got enough here to make a case stick against you. Well find a way to explain the incidental bodies
They all belong to your gang, for example, Vincent said. You all had a falling out. and case closed, Clyne concluded. Once we find Phelps and this other character.
Phelps will be easy.
Its this other man, Clyne said. Him were really interested in. Interests you as well, eh, Anna? Something going on there?
Anna drew her neck into her shoulders to escape the woman behind her. I havent had my phone call. Im entitled to a lawyer.
Not if we have good reason to believe youll tip off your accomplices, Vincent said.
He turned the other photograph over. Wyatt was still indistinct but clearly holding her shoulders on the South Bank on that Sunday afternoon a week ago. Stolle, Anna thought. Who else apart from the police had the know-how to run a surveillance like that? He saw what we were up to and got curious and greedy.
Is he good, Anna? Clyne breathed, reaching over to tap Wyatts face. Give you a good time, does he?
Vincent leaned back, folded his arms. Hold onto your memories, sweetheart. Hes the last bit of dick youll have for a long, long time.
Attractive woman like you, Clyne said, all that lovely hair, unmarked skin, good education, nice manners, proper way of speakingyou know how long someone like you will last in here?
Anna said nothing. Shed been wondering exactly that but she said nothing.
Dont talk, dont trust, dont feel, thats what its going to be like from now on. But that wont save you. Theres an element in here that hates what you represent. The merest hint that youre waving your tits or arse around, theyll shaft you.
Or maybe theyll pussy-tame you. You might even get to like it, Vincent said.
Shed be better off not flaunting it, though, dont you think?
Oh, absolutely.
Anna tried to let the words run off her back and sink into the hard floor. It was cruelty and gutter talk from a couple of people who looked like adherents to a fundamentalist church and she would not let it get to her. She closed her mouth in a thin line and did not speak again.
Clyne said, Come on, Anna. Who is he?
Are you scared? Maybe we could arrange something, some protection, Vincent said. What do you think, Lesley?
The woman at the door wore the nastiest suit Anna had ever seen. It was electric blue, a vampish 1950s film star outfit in polyester. She came and sat near Anna and smiled a smile of hard falsity at her.
Vincent stood up, stashing the photographs in a vinyl briefcase. DC Clyne and I are going now. Youll be seeing us again.
They left the room. After a while, Anna forced herself to look at the woman in the blue suit. The name on the ID pinned to her lapel was Lesley Van Fleet. She wasnt government: she was employed by the corporation that ran the prison. What happens now?
You and I have a little talk.
Why should I talk to you? Youre not a cop.
Dont make it hard on yourself, Van Fleet said. Talk to me. She leaned close. Start with the money.
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Anna didnt talk. Finally Van Fleet said, Youll be sorry you didnt, and went out the door.
A custodial officer took Anna down long corridors, past a methadone dispensary, a television lounge, a library, a room for table tennis and chess. It was recreation time for the inmates and she got assessing looks, a cool challenge, one or two grins. They knew all about her and what had happened. What a bringdown, someone called.
She passed cells on the long walk. They looked bright and lived-in, books and candles on shelves, posters and cuttings on the walls, tie-dyed scarves over lampshades, the intimate indentations of the owners body on bedclothes and pillows. The cell she was shown to was small and bare.
The custodial officer shoved sheets, blankets and a pillowcase into her hands and began to walk away. Anna said, What happens now?
The officer stopped. Evie will show you the ropes. Evie, come here.
An Aboriginal woman emerged from the next cell along. Young, large-framed, intensely shy, she stared at the floor until the custodial officer had left.
Pleased to meet you, Anna said. She held out her hand. Evie touched her fingers briefly, then snatched her hand away. She kept her eyes averted, smiling a little.
So, Anna said. She shifted the bedding from one arm to the other.
Evie looked up, unable to hide her curiosity. You done that bank?
Thats what they say.
Your feller got away?
I hope so.
Evie nodded.
They stood there like that for a while. Anna sat on her mattress, foam, the cover new-looking. She pointed to a plastic chair in the corner. Have a seat.
Evie sat and looked around at the walls. Ill have to start decorating tomorrow, Anna said.
I got some pictures. Till you get your own stuff.
Thanks.
Evie came back with a slippery bundle of magazine clippings: Madonna in a bra and jeans, grinding a microphone; Demi Moore naked and pregnant; a woman with windswept hair on a wild stretch of coastline; a sleeping Labrador bitch with a tortoiseshell kitten curled against her teats.
Thanks.
Evie was wearing a tracksuit top and fished in the pockets. Sticky tape.
Thanks. Thats great.
Anna smoomed Madonna over her knee. What are you in for? Is it all right to ask?
Killed me old man.
Really?
He come home drunk and wanted to put it up me tail and bashed me when I said no. I had enough. Five years of it, so when he flaked out I stuck him in the guts.
He used to hit you?
And the rest, Evie said. Five years.
You should have got a protection order. You could have gone to a shelter.
Evie shrugged. No-one told me.
How long?
They reckoned I meant to do it, Evie replied, so I got twenty-five years.
God.
Well, I did mean to do it.
The doorway darkened. The two women looking in at Anna wore amiably mocking expressions but underneath it they had a keen, hard interest in her. They were big, lithe women, one black-haired, the other tawny, hair that was cut brutally short everywhere except for long patches along the crown. Blue-black tattoos ran the length of their bare arms, from shoulder to wrist. Silence and power; Anna was reminded of a panther and a leopard and she went tense on the edge of the bed. She wondered if Evie would protect her.
The women came in. The fair one sat next to her on the bed. A grin split her face. My names Blaze.
The panther leaned on the wall and laughed. She burns.
Anna nodded at one, then the other. Anna, she said.
We know, the panther woman said. She uncoiled from the wall and held out her hand. Im Lauris.
Anna shook hands warily with both women.
Then Lauris pointed at the clipping of Madonna on Annas knee. Evie! What are you giving her that crap for?
A giggle shook Blaze, seeming to pass through her entire body.
Femming it up, showing her tits off. Get rid of it.
Anna glanced at Evie. Evie had drawn back into herself, shy again, looking at the floor. Anna began to sort through the clippings. A sheet of notepaper fluttered to the floor. She picked it up, saw broad, round handwriting, a few lines of verse that expressed a lament, an aching in the heart.
Evie snatched it from her, furiously embarrassed. Didnt know that was there.
Anna said, Did you write it?
Lauris took up a stance on the cell floor. The grin had left her face and she pointed her finger at Anna. Theres one thing youd better learn right now, lawyer lady. There are people in here who use things like that against you. Inmates, screws, they like to find personal stuff so they can twist the knife. Know what I mean?
Anna knew it would be a mistake to lose face, let herself be cowed. She got to her feet, her eyes on a level with Lauriss. And youd better learn right now that Im not one of them.
Lauris was expressionless. Then she shrugged. I guess well find that out.
Blaze said, keeping the peace, You write to keep yourself from going crazy. I was in solitary for ten months. All I could see was this star and Id look out at it and write.
Ten months?
Stress showed on her face. They said I was uncontrollable.
Lauris approached the younger woman, held her head to her stomach briefly, ruffled her hair. Blaze closed her eyes and the strain vanished from her face.
Then her eyes snapped open and she freed herself. Got any good books, lawyer lady?
Anna sat down. I havent got a thing.
You can have a loan of my Dragonspell Saga.
Thanks.
Evie said, I got Dean Koontz.
Thanks.
They were silent. Anna could feel the force of Lauris above her, the womans fearlessness and her black eyes.
Hey.
Anna looked up. Yes?
When we write letters and that, appeals, would you help us?
Official letters?
Lauris nodded. You need the right words. We dont know the words. A dictionarys no help.
Anna said, Ill see what I can do.
It works both ways. You help us, we help you, Lauris said.
Anna looked at each of them. They were watching her. Ive already had offers of help.
Blaze said, By Van Fleet, I bet.
Anna nodded.
Lauris said, If youre in with Van Fleet, thats it, finito. She made a slicing motion with the flat of her hand.
I told her to fuck off.
Blaze giggled. Bad news. Youll be cleaning dunnies the rest of the year.
Anna said lightly, Well, we can always escape.
They went still. Eventually Blaze said, You could, maybe. Youd manage on the outside. We couldnt. Where would we go?
Anna looked up. Lauris was watching her. She was like Wyatt, a mind prober. Then Lauris said unexpectedly, Well help you survive in here.
Survive, Anna said flatly.
Your looks, youre dead meat, fuckin A. Lauris reached out her hand and Anna willed herself to keep still. She felt Lauriss fingers pluck at her hair; the touch was gentle. Thisl have to come off.
Blaze giggled. You fem it up around here you wont last five minutes.
Lauris grinned. Im the hairdresser in here. Doing my certificate.
Anna weighed her up. All her senses were alert. The women made her feel wary but they were potential allies. She gave a short, abrupt, reluctant nod.
Blaze and Evie went with her to the little hairdressing salon the next morning. Lauris and one other woman worked there, hours 9 am to 10 am. Anna heard the scissors at the back of her neck, saw her hair fall until she was transformed.
After that, she wrote letters for them. She gave legal advice. She helped in other ways. Whenever she went anywhere, one or other of the three women stayed at her side. It was not a claiming gesture or an explicit warning-off, but the message was clear enough: Anna Reid is with us.
It didnt always save her. On Thursday she was standing in the refectory queue with Evie. A group of inmates jostled Evie, said, Where you going, boong? one eye watching to see what Anna would do.
The leader was a tall woman who called herself Petra, an athlete busted for supplying steroids. She wore a gym-slip, bottle-blonde hair cascading around her shoulders. Anna targeted her, ignoring the other women. Grinning broadly, she stuck out her right hand. This flustered Petra, who frowned, made to shake hands with Anna. What Anna did then was textbook smooth. She turned her right shoulder to Petra, simultaneously dropping, bending and reaching around with her other hand.
If Petra had been a small woman, it might have worked. Instead, Anna staggered and fell, and Petras crowd moved in, their feet lashing. Custodial officers broke it up but Anna was bruised and shaken and for hours afterwards she could hear Petra, feel the spittle on her face: Youre history.
She stayed in her cell. Lauris, Blaze and Evie had advice for her, not comfort. You didnt back down, thats the main thing. Youll get your chance.
Then, on Friday, a custodial officer sought her out. You got a visitor.
Anna had grown up in Brisbane but there was no-one from that part of her life that she wanted to see. She went because she was curious, expecting a journalist, a legal aid lawyer.
What she got was Wyatt, dressed as a priest. And the look he gave her was not a killers look but one youd expect with the words, Ive come to get you out.



Forty


Wyatt heard her say softly, I didnt cross you.
I know.
She was sitting opposite him, a high flush to her cheeks, a shine to her eyes. Her whole face was alight, as though he were food and water to a dying woman.
Stolle?
Yes.
You know for sure?
Wyatt told her about Mostyn. Stolle got away.
The cops have photographs of us. Stolle must have been watching us the whole time and saw a way to intercept the changeover and dob us in.
Wyatt felt himself stiffen. Photographs. What photographs?
He saw Anna check for curious ears in the visiting room. A dozen small tables and chairs, some armchairs, posters of rainforests on the walls. A couple of custodial officers joking with visitors and inmates nearby. Chairs scraping, laughter, kids running around. He was the only man but he was a priest so no-one looked twice at him. No-one was listening.
Anna touched his sleeve. Dont worry. They dont know who you are, and the pictures of you are blurred. You interest the cops, though. They know Phelps and Riding couldnt have put this together.
Wyatt stared at her hand. He remembered her bare skin, its colour and pliancy. Then he looked up. She wore an oversized T-shirt that concealed and flattened her body. It was torn here and there, a washed-out shade of black. Loose, worn, faded tracksuit pants hid the rest of her. Shed done something to her hairor had it done to her. A brush cut on top, shaved close to the scalp on either side, woven tendrils reaching down between her shoulder blades. It was a tough jailhouse outfit and she looked coldly sexual in it.
What did you tell them?
Frown lines appeared between her eyes and she pulled away. Nothing. I resent it that youd think I would tell them anything. Thats why you came back, isnt it? Not for me. You wanted to know how much they knew about you. You thought I might be a liability, might swing a deal with them or something.
Wyatt didnt answer. He said, I want to get you out. Are you okay for the time being?
Ive got friends.
His stare was flat so she elaborated. Im not prison pussy, if thats what youre thinking. All this she plucked at her T-shirt and touched her hairmakes sense in here, thats all. And I kind of like it.
Wyatt said nothing. He changed the subject. What did the cops tell you about the character who tried to jump us at the bank?
They asked, did I do coke? Did I smoke the dreaded weed? His name was Ian Lovell and he was a dealer.
Stolle wouldnt have sent him into the bank, not when he intended to grab everything at the university.
Some kind of wild card?
Wyatt played back the fiasco at the bank. He remembered the pointed way in which Nurse had emptied the banks revolver into Lovell, as if something very, very personal was going on. I guess so. It doesnt matter.
Wyatt, Im sorry.
Wyatt gave a short head jerk of irritation. You didnt apologise for stuff-ups you hadnt caused. And the stuff-ups you did cause should always have good reasons behind them. He said, We have to get you out.
Again that frown, looking for his motives. I hope this isnt just so you can silence me for good.
You want to stay in here?
Dejection showed in her face. He realised that she was losing her natural colour, gaining a prison greyness. Her voice soul-sick and low, she said, Ill wither up and die in here. Its privately-run, but that doesnt mean much. Ive got friends but I cant watch my back all the time. She looked fully at him. I cant bear it, Wyatt.
Careful. Father Kennedy.
They both glanced around the room. No-one was paying them any attention. It brought back her humour. Some priest.
Wyatt looked too weather-beaten and rough around the edges to be a scholarly priest or an ambitious one or an ingrate in a wealthy diocese. The effect he had aimed at was prison visitor, a long-faced, stoop-shouldered man who probably grew vegetables and devoted his time to the kind of heartache cases that no-one else would touch. There had been priests like that around in his childhood.
Just then Wyatt became aware of a shift in the rooms atmosphere. He looked across at a table by the door. A woman was talking to the people there, an inmate and her mother, and it was clear that they resented her but could not tell her to shove off. It was a curious tableau, almost like a pimp touching base with whores.
Anna confirmed it. Oh God, not her.
Who is she?
She works here. She put the hard word on me the moment I came inside. Shes convinced I know where the money is and will want to channel some of it her way. You know, in case I want extra cigarettes, a Walkman, silk knickers, an office job instead of peeling vegies, uppers, downers, some marijuana to sprinkle in my roll-your-own tobacco.
Wyatt watched the woman. She wore a mauve suit, the jacket gathered tight at the waist, the skirt slit at the back. A filmy scarf frothed at her throat and she wore big tinted glasses with fussy, angular, gold-speckled frames. Her hair was dark, permed into a cloud around her head. Somewhere under all the frills there was a calculating heart.
What did you say to her?
I said fuck off and the result was Ive been peeling vegies ever since and some inmates tried to heavy me.
The woman looked up, saw Anna, saw the priest with her, and smiled.
Brace yourself.
Wyatt watched as the woman threaded her way among the tables. The inmates and their visitors kept their eyes lowered and stopped talking, relaxing only when it was clear the woman had someone else in her sights.
Anna, how are things with you today?
Anna said stonily, Go away.
Arent you going to introduce me?
Father Kennedy, Anna said.
The woman gushed over Wyatt. An enamelled name-plate on her lapel read Lesley Van Fleet. There was lipstick on her teeth, cracks in her make-up.
Annas settling in very well here, Father. She knows that if I can help her, I will. Anything at all, she only has to ask.
Van Fleet was watching Wyatt but it was all aimed at Anna. He could see the womans love of manipulation and imagined her house, a life surrounded by pampering luxuries paid for with inmates money.
Youre very kind, he said.
When Van Fleet drifted off to another table, he said, Theres your ticket out.



Forty-one


At eight oclock that evening, Van Fleet said immediately, Its not enough.
Wyatt regarded her calmly. Apparently she cast off the veneer when she went home at the end of the day. Her face was free of make-up, giving it a diminished, unprotected look, reinforced by the puffball slippers on her feet and a pair of pink silk pyjamas. She had been smoking when Wyatt found her. Hed picked her back door lock, proceeded noiselessly through the house with his gun out, and come upon her in an armchair reading a book. The cigarette sat unfinished in an ashtray and she picked up a sherry glass.
Nowhere near enough.
Not Get out of my house… Who do you think you are?… No, Ill never do it or Ill tell the police. He had promised her money and she had wanted it at once.
Wordlessly he counted out another five thousand dollars. The first five, crisp twenties and fifties, was neatly stacked in front of her.
I knew you werent a priest. I could tell.
Shed had a few drinks. They hadnt softened her, just increased her sourness. The money and her acceptance of it reminded her that she hated herself, but she also had a kind of sneering contempt for Wyatt and knew the cards were stacked in her favour. People like you, you make me sick.
Wyatt counted out the money a note at a time.
Think youre Bonnie and Clyde. Youre just scum. Give me one of those poor husband-killers any day.
Wyatt looked at her. Theres envy there somewhere, he thought. Shes stuck, thinks shes missed out. He took in the room: soft falls of curtain over the window, fluffy white hearthrug, a pink tinge in the wallpaper and plenty of cold, clean white paint on the skirting boards, doors and mantelpiece. Small porcelain milkmaids and shepherds were grouped on an antique sideboard. The lounge suite was new, stuffed cream leather couch and armchairs. She was listening to a syrupy FM station and reading a fat paperback called Siren Song.
Ten thousand, he said.
She sipped her sherry, staring at the second bundle of banknotes on her coffee table. Her fingernails were like talons, albino pink, and he saw her slip one between stiff, lacquered waves and scratch her scalp. The sound was audible across the room.
She looked up at him. Tell me again.
Wyatt told her.
She folded her arms. Nope. Not enough. Too much risk.
Wyatt bundled the money into one pile and put it in his pocket. He didnt look at her, didnt speak. He was in the doorway when she called out: Wait a minute.
He paused with his back to her.
Fifteen thousand, she said.
Wyatt came back into the room. He sat down, put the ten thousand dollars in front of her and said, Ten.
Make it twelve.
Wyatt had been prepared to go to fifteen. What mattered most was that she wanted the money badly enough whether it was five or fifteen. He waited a while, then counted out another two thousand dollars.
Theres your twelve.
Van Fleet drank greedily and refilled her glass. Wyatt could smell day-old perfume, cigarette smoke and sweet sherry, and hated it. He wanted to get out of there but this was just the beginning.
Van Fleet folded her arms again. Okay. Ill need three days to set it up. Well need a room, notices, the education officers permission. More than anything, the paperwork has to look right, as if I couldnt be blamed for thinking the offer looked genuine so I passed it on to the education officer.
I understand.
Call me tomorrow.
She reached across to pick up the money but he got to it first. It went into his pocket and a wail of loss and privation broke from Van Fleet. No!
Wyatt stood and looked down at her. He took the money out. Ill give you a thousand. The rest you get on the day itself.
He could see her working out the profit and loss. In case you decide to keep the thousand and report to the cops, remember two things: twelve thousand is better than one thousand, and he showed her his gun again I kill people.
Van Fleets mouth went down in a sulk and she snatched the thousand from him. Let yourself out.
Wyatt changed hotels twice in the following three days. He telephoned Van Fleet several times. When she finally said that she was ready, he shaved his head and paid a pharmacist to put a ring in each ear. He bought hundred-dollar jeans, a seventy-dollar shirt, and black lace-up boots stitched with yellow thread. He bought a baseball cap in a surf shop, a scuffed briefcase in a junk shop and a bundle of second-hand books with titles like Style Manual and Plotting Your Way to Success.
Van Fleet picked him up the next day at twelve-thirty. She did not comment on his appearance but held out her hand for the money. Instead, he counted out five thousand dollars and stuffed them into a post office jiffy-bag that had a stamp and her name and address on it. He knew that greed crawled in her and he was stringing it out. Theres a letterbox on the corner.
She stopped the car while he got out and dropped the jiffy-bag in the slot. He got back in the car.
You still owe me six thousand. I want it now.
Think, Wyatt said. Theyll check you out, theyll have to. Do you want them finding six thousand dollars in your bra or in the glovebox of your car? He had a second jiffy-bag, prepaid but unaddressed. He put the money inside it and stuffed it in his briefcase. Weve reached the point where it has to be trust on both sides, all the way. If you try to warn anyone at the prison, Ill tell the cops to check your mail tomorrow. If all goes well, Ill post this as soon as were out.
Think youre so smart.
That was all she said. They got to the prison at twelve-fifty-five, timed to coincide with a shift change at the gate. He pocketed Van Fleets keys and tucked his gun under the front seat of her car. She signed him in and he clipped a visitors pass to his shirt. They went through the metal detector, a door was buzzed open, and they were in.
Library, Van Fleet said.
Wyatt bounced on his toes as he walked. He wore the cap at a jaunty angle. At a couple of places in the corridor, posters had been pasted to the wall, advertising a workshop in the library, 1 pm sharp. He hoped that Anna had done her part.
The prison library was a broad, glass-walled room at the end of the corridor. The books were in grey metal stacks, their spines colour-coded according to subject area. Most were yellowfictionand most of these were fantasy novels. There were three large tables and a couple of computers. Posters and book jackets were taped to the glass between the shelves.
The room was occupied: Anna Reid and a brisk, efficient woman wearing an ID card bearing the words Education Officer. The woman said regretfully, I hope for your sake a few of the other inmates show up. It was such short notice, you see.
Wyatt gave her a careless grin. Im used to it.
Right, well, Ill leave you to it, shall I? This is my lunch break.
She bustled out, glancing amusedly at Wyatt, nodding at Van Fleet.
A moment later, three inmates slipped into the room. Annas friends. They were jittery, grinning, curious about Wyatt. Doesnt look your type, one of them said.
They moved quickly. A powerful woman nodded at him and stationed herself at the door. Her job was to dissuade anyone who thought the notices advertising the workshop were genuine. Wyatt could feel her scrutiny, her black eyes trying to penetrate him. His sex didnt interest her. His life lived in risk and walking in shadows did.
The other women took Van Fleet behind a protruding bookstack. He heard the snap and scrape of clothing against flesh. It took the women five minutes to get Anna into Van Fleets suit, blouse and stockings, shape a wig around her head, cake her face in make-up, fit the glasses to her face.
She came out looking like Van Fleet, carrying Van Fleets clipboard and satchel. Van Fleet was behind the bookstack, trussed and gagged.
Then the three women were gone. They touched Anna as they went and the lithe woman whod guarded the door said, Send us a postcard. They ignored Wyatt.
Wyatt followed Anna to the main gate. The time was ten minutes past one and the afternoon shift paid no attention as Anna scrawled in the book and Wyatt handed back his visitors pass. The gate clanged shut when they were halfway to Van Fleets car. Anna stumbled a little as though shed been shot and Wyatt heard a moan, low and relieved, in her throat.
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They had checked all along Broadbeach and Surfers Paradise. Stolle wasnt playing Jupiters or the Monte Carlo. That left the Flamingo, a place that didnt feature in the tourist brochures. Small, practically anonymous, the Flamingo was a casino with a hotel attached, fifty suites starting at one thousand dollars a night. Five levels, ten suites to a level, one ordinary gaming room on the ground floor and something for the high-rollers called the International Room. They learnt that Stolle was paying one thousand dollars a night for suite 306, and losing between fifty and one hundred thousand dollars a night in the International Room.
They checked in. Later Anna said, He won a million in the first week, and lost most of it two nights ago.
Wyatt ran his fingers the length of her spinal column. After a week in prison, she looked thinner. Her backside was small, tight and youthful, and as he stroked it she raised her hips from the bed.
The girl at the front desk told you all this?
With the help of a fifty dollar note. Theyre not well paid here. Management told them theyd get rich on tips but the big spenders dont like to tip.
What story did you give her?
Anna laughed, twisting her head around to look up at his face. I got the idea from Stolle himself. I said I was a private detective hired by his wife to gather proof about his level of income and spending for a divorce settlement.
Some expense account, accommodation at the Flamingo.
They had less than a thousand dollars left of the money that Wyatt had pocketed in Nurses vault. They had left Brisbane with three thousand and spent one thousand quickly buying a haircut for Anna and the kinds of luggage and clothing that would get them into the Flamingo. And a thousand for suite 506, two floors directly above Stolles. The balcony looked out on cliffs, marinas and curving yellow sand, but they werent there for the view.
Wyatts hand was ceaseless, down her long, supple spine to the backs of her thighs and slipping between them. Anna raised her rump and arched her back and reached under with her hand to find his. She clamped it where she wanted it until their hands were moving together, a ten-fingered hand pressing and probing. She said she wanted him inside her, straightaway, as she was, and he moved around on his knees, then forward and it was easy, a kind of gliding release.
She was the first to speak afterwards, leaning over him on her elbow when he was close to sleep: He doesnt keep it in his room.
He snapped awake. She saw his open eyes and went on: The hotel provides safety deposit boxes. The girl on the desk said Stolle was always going to his to buy more chips. Are you up to another raid, guns blazing?
He shook his head.
She flopped onto her back, fitting her flank to his. How are we going to do it, then?
They drifted into sleep. Wyatt woke again and this time he was clear and focused. We get him to take the money out for us.
She mumbled. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted slightly. Not all of the strain had left her face, and her hair was very short now, like a cap on her skull, so that she looked small and drawn. He showered and dressed, letting her sleep.
She awoke while he was examining the lock. What are you doing?
He didnt answer. He poked his head into the corridor, saw that it was deserted, and began to work at the mechanism with his locksmiths picks. He gave up. The Flamingo had installed tricky locks in its doors, a deterrent to hotel thieves. It would take too long to break into Stolles room. He shut the door, Anna watching, thinking it through with him.
The balcony.
He nodded.
It was almost 5 pm, the sun sliding toward the hinterland horizon. They took a bus several kilometres to the Oasis Shopping Resort in the most garish part of the Gold Coast and bought leather work gloves, latex gloves, one pair of overalls, rope and a climbers harness.
At the hotel again, Wyatt waited in their room while Anna talked to her informant. She came back. Stolles in the International Room and has been most of the day. Apparently thats been the pattern all week. Hell stop for dinner at eight, and resume playing again at nine.
Dinner, a few drinkshell be sluggish by nine.
What now?
He picked up the phone. We type the note.
Ten minutes later there was a knock at the door and a maid delivered a portable typewriter in a carrying case. Anna typed while Wyatt dictated.
You bastard, he said. I saw Mostyn before he left and he told me what the deal was. We need to talk. Im at the Sunset Strip, on the Esplanade in central Surfers. Room 101. Whitney.
Her fingers clacked over the keys. Will this work?
It will seem plausible. Mostyn and Whitney used to work together, then Whitney cleared outStolle told me so himself. Hell think Whitney followed Mostyn up here, saw what happened, and decided to put the squeeze on him. Stolle pulled a chancy hijack that happened to pay off, but he left too many loose ends behind and now hes losing and he feels far from home. Im betting hes skating close to the edge. Hell run.
Three hours. Wyatt took Anna out onto the balcony and showed her how to use his picks on the sliding glass door. When she was proficient she said, Enough, stripping him and taking him to the bed.
At nine oclock she rang the desk. Stolle had returned to the International Room. They dressed and Wyatt opened the balcony door. A quarter moon and heavy cloud cover. He leaned on the railing and looked down the black wall. Spotlights illuminated other hotels and apartment blocks in the area but the Flamingo didnt draw that kind of attention to itself.
He turned back into the room. Anna had drawn the overalls on over a black cocktail dress and was shrugging her shoulders into the harness. He tightened the straps for her, tied the rope to the metal rings.
Got the picks?
She patted the pouchy front pocket of the overalls.
Lets do it.
She climbed over the balcony and waited while he wound the rope between the bars of the railing and fastened the other end. Then he took up the slack, braced his foot and said, Okay.
He played the rope through his gloved hands half a metre at a time. Within two minutes the rope went slack. He tugged, felt a return tug, and looked over. Anna was waving to him from Stolles balcony. A minute later she tugged again and he hauled in the rope hand over hand. The overalls and his set of picks were bundled at the end of it. She was in.
He took the stairs to the third floor. Outside Stolles door he knocked three times, then once. Anna opened the door and he slipped by her into the room. Her colour was high, her eyes alight. It was easy.
He took an envelope from his pocket. The words Mr Macarthur Stolle were typed on it. Now you deliver this.
Wyatt searched Stolles room while she was gone. Some clothing, a suitcase, little else, confirmation that the money was in the safety deposit box downstairs.
Anna knocked, their prearranged signal. Wyatt let her in. Okay?
Very posh. A young man in a white tuxedo delivered it on a silver tray. I stayed long enough to see Stolle come out and go straight to his safety deposit box.
Wyatt flicked off the light. Not long now.
Where do you want me?
Behind the door.
And when hes on the bed, I tape his wrists and ankles.
Wyatt said, Yep.
His tone sounded wrong to her. Wyatt, is that what you want me to do?
Thats what I want you to do.
She was silent. They waited. Less than a minute later, Stolles key scraped in the lock. The tumblers fell inside it, the door opened, and Stolle came in, an odour of tension and expensive cigars clinging to him. He was carrying a leather slipcase and Wyatt grabbed it, kicked the door shut, and dug the end of his. 38 under Stolles jaw. The force of it bent Stolles head up and he choked.
Wyatt stepped back from him, easing the pressure. Without taking his eyes from Stolle, he held the slipcase behind his back, felt Anna take it from him.
Sit, he said, propelling Stolle back toward an armchair. He punched the man hard, doubling him over into the chair.
Wyatt, Anna said, a warning note.
Wyatt ignored her. The killing was quick. While Stolle fought for breath he was virtually helpless. Wyatt fitted his gun into Stolles right hand, angled it between Stolles teeth and pulled the trigger. Stolle jumped once and his legs trembled for some time as he died.
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Anna pulled on Wyatts arm. You didnt have to do that.
Yes I did.
Wyatt stood looking at Stolle, seeing him with a cops eyes. Wyatt had got powder residue on his own hand but there would be enough on Stolles. The angle indicated suicide. He turned, took the slipcase from Anna. The money still had the TrustBanks paper bands around it. He took out a bundle of fifties, removed most of the notes from it, dropped the rest in their paper wrapper on the floor by Stolles feet. There were question marks but a suicide explained away most of them. Stolle had lost almost all of the stolen money at the gaming tables. Then hed lost heart and shot himself.
Wyatt turned to Anna. We cant stay here. Lets go.
She was holding herself for comfort, staring at the body. You meant to do that all along.
Hes a killer, Wyatt said.
What does that make you?
He took her arm. Come on.
They went back to their room. She wouldnt let go of the shock. You didnt have to kill him.
Wyatt cupped her small head in his hands. He found me when nobody else could. He would have found me again. You too.
She dropped her eyes. He felt her warm cheeks move in his palms as she nodded acceptance. He released her. Lets see what weve got.
They sat on the bed a metre apart and Anna tipped the money into the gap between them. He watched her count it, the tendons working in her slender fingers and knew a sense of loss.
She said, avoiding his face, How much did you say you got away with?
One strongbox, about a quarter of a million.
Theres less than half of it left. A hundred and five thousand.
They looked at the money, not each other. After a while Wyatt heard Anna say:
They want you but they dont know who you are and they dont have prints to tie you to any of this. Methey have my picture, my prints, theyre in a frenzy out there because I walked out of their precious prison.
Yes.
Theres nowhere I can go, is there, Wyatt? Not here, at least. Id always be looking over my shoulder. Id be a liability to you.
Her hand closest to his was restlessly sifting and sorting among the banknotes. He closed his big fingers around it and at once it went slack and boneless.
You got me out of prison but Ill never know exactly why. Do you know exactly why?
He couldnt go on holding that dead hand. He let it go and for a while she left it on the coverlet between them.
Ive always led a chancy life. Never the straight and narrow. Id always thought I had your kind of nerve and calculation. She shook her head. I dont.
Then she was looking at him, a sad face. Ill learn it now, on the run. The thing is, you never learnt it, its what you are, so Id never be like you.
Wyatt tried one last useless thing. Well build you a new identity, the person youd like to be, with interests youd like to have. Ill disappear two or three times a year for a week, a month, and come home again and you need never know the details.
She laughed; she gripped his hand. Wyatt, the little wife? No. She went sombre again. No. Always looking over my shoulder. I cant stay here.
He knew she meant more than that she should get out of the hotel. Where?
Europe. There are people who can get me that far.
Then she was pumping his arm for emphasis. Wyatt, let me have the money. Ill need all of it.
He looked away and shortly after that he said, Leave me five.
Five thousand dollars in the world.
A couple of days later, when she was gone, somewhere in the Coral Sea aboard an islands steamer, he took the five thousand dollars into Jupiters, a delay of his run south. Wyatt didnt believe in good or bad luck but he thought that surely things had to get better from this point.
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