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Port Vila Blues





One


Carlyle Street, Double Bay, 7 a.m. on a Tuesday morning, the air clean and cool. Behind closed doors in the big houses set back far from the street, people were beginning to stir, brewing coffee or standing dazed under showers. Wyatt imagined the smell of the coffee, the sound of the water gurgling in the pipes.
But not at 29 Carlyle Street. According to Jardine’s briefing notes, the house would be empty for the next few days. It was the home of Cassandra Wintergreen, MP, Labor member for the seat of Broughton, currently in Dili on a fact-finding mission. ‘Champagne Marxist and ALP head-kicker from way back,’ Jardine had scrawled in his covering note. That meant nothing to Wyatt. He’d never voted. If he read the newspapers at all it was with an eye for a possible heist, not news about political tussles. His only interest in Wintergreen lay in the fact that she had $50,000 in a floor safe in her bedroom: a kickback, according to Jardine, from a grateful developer who’d asked her to intervene in a planning dispute regarding access to a strip of shops he was building in her electorate.
Wyatt continued his surveillance. Whenever he staked out a place he noticed everything, no matter how trivial, knowing that something insignificant one day can be crucial the next; noticing in stages, first the general picture, then the finer details; noticing routes out, and obstacles like a rubbish bin or a crack in a footpath that could bring an escape undone.
There were two gateways in the long street frontage, indicating a driveway that curved up to the front door then back down to the street. Shrubs and small trees screened the front of the house from the footpath and from the houses on either side. It all spelt money and conviction.
Conviction. Wyatt had grown up in narrow back streets. His mother had never spoken about his father and Wyatt had no memories of the man. Wyatt had earned himself broad convictions on those narrow streets. Later he’d read books, and looked and listened and acted, refining his convictions.
Jardine’s floor plans revealed a hallway at number 29, two large front rooms on either side of it, and a range of other rooms at the back and on the upper level. Jardine had marked three possible hitches for Wyatt’s attention. One, the house was patrolled by HomeSecure once a day, usually around midnight; two, the alarm system was wired to the local cop shop; three, he’d not been able to supply the cancel codes for the alarm system but the combination for Wintergreen’s safe was her birth date: 27-03-48. Jardine built his jobs on information supplied by claims assessors in insurance companies, the tradesmen who installed security systems, surveillance reports and bugged conversations collected by bent private detectives. A word dropped here and there by real estate agents, chauffeurs, taxi drivers, bank clerks, casino croupiers, clubland boasters.
Wyatt watched for another five minutes. It was the variable in any situation that kept him on his toes. Without the habit of permanent vigilance he knew that he’d lose the edge, and that might mean a final bullet or blade or at the least steel bands manacling his wrists. There was always the unexpected change in layout or routine, the traffic jam, the flat battery, the empty safe. But these were things you could never fully prepare for, so you hoped they’d never happen. If they did, you tried to absorb them as you encountered them and hoped they wouldn’t trip you up. The innocent bystander was often the worst that could happen. Man, woman or child, they were unpredictable. Would they panic? Stand dumbly in the line of fire? Try to be a hero? Wyatt hated it if they got hurt or killed-not because he cared personally but because it upset people, particularly the police.
Satisfied that the house was empty, Wyatt crossed the street to number 29, a brisk shoe-leather snap to his footsteps. Dressed in a dark, double-breasted coat over a collar and tie, swinging a black briefcase, he might have been the first businessman up that morning. Soon cars would be backing out of driveways, white exhaust gases drifting in the air, but for the moment Wyatt was the only figure abroad on the long, prosperous streets of Double Bay.
He paused at the driveway. A rolled-up newspaper was lying in the gutter nearby. Wyatt had dropped it there unseen in the dark hours of the morning, but anyone watching from a nearby window now would have seen him bend down, pick up the newspaper and stand there for a while, looking indecisively up the driveway at the house as if he were asking himself whether or not he should take the paper in or leave it there where it could be damaged or stolen. They would have seen him decide. They would have seen him set off up the driveway, a kindly passerby, banging the paper against his knee.
The front windows could not be seen from the street or the houses on either side. Wyatt swung the briefcase, smashing the sitting room window. At once the blue light above the front door began to flash and Wyatt knew that bells would be ringing at the local police station. He had a few minutes. He wouldn’t rush it.
The newspaper was tightly rolled in shrink-wrapped plastic. It had the stiffness and density of a small branch. Wyatt dropped it under the window and walked unhurriedly back down the driveway and onto the footpath again.
In the next street he took off the coat and tie, revealing a navy blue reversible jacket. There was a cap in the pocket. He put that on and immediately looked as though he belonged to the little Mazda parked near the corner. Dark, slanting letters on each side spelled out ‘Rapido Couriers’ and he’d stolen it from a service depot the night before. Couriers were as common now as milk vans in the old days, so he wasn’t expecting questions and he wasn’t expecting anyone to be looking for the car in Double Bay. He climbed in and settled back to wait, a street directory propped on the steering wheel-an old ploy, one that worked.
He fine-tuned the police-band radio on the seat next to him in time to hear the call go out. He heard the dispatcher spell the address slowly and give street references.
‘Neighbour call it in?’ a voice wanted to know.
‘Negative. The alarm system at the premises is wired to the station.’
‘A falling leaf,’ the patrol-car cop predicted. ‘Dew. Electrical fault. What do you bet me?’
Another voice cut in: ‘Get to it, you two.’
It was as though the patrol-car cop had snapped to attention. Wyatt heard the man say, ‘Right away, sarge, over and out,’ and a minute later he saw the patrol car pass, lights flashing behind him on Carlyle Street.
The toothache didn’t creep into his consciousness, it arrived in full, lancing savagery. Nerves twitched and Wyatt felt his left eye flutter. He couldn’t bear to move his head. It was the worst attack yet, arriving unannounced, arriving when the job demanded his full attention. He tapped the teeth on his upper left jaw, searching for the bad one as though finding it would give him some comfort. It was there, all right.
He snapped two paracetamol tablets out of a foil strip and washed them down with a bottle of apple juice. Then he took out a tiny jar of clove oil, shook a drop on his finger, rubbed it into his jaw and gently over the tooth. He’d been doing this for five days now. He didn’t know if the painkillers or the clove oil did much good. They didn’t make things worse, so that was something in their favour.
Wyatt blocked out the pain and concentrated on the radio. It was good to be working alone, the appeal of the planning and the execution-and, if he cared to admit it, of the anticipated and actual danger. He thought for a moment about these jobs Jardine was blueprinting for him. In one instance, three months earlier, a millionaire had hired them to get back the silverware collection he’d lost to his ex-wife in the divorce settlement. In another, a finance company had paid to have a bankrupt property developer who owed them two million dollars relieved of two undeclared Nolans and a Renoir.
The radio crackled. The patrol car came on the line: ‘False alarm.’
‘Explain, please,’ the dispatcher said.
The voice might have been writing a formal report. ‘Constable Wright and I approached the premises. We observed that a front window had been broken. On closer examination, we discovered a rolled-up newspaper lying on the ground under the window. Constable Wright obtained entry to the premises through the broken window. The premises are furnished but empty and intact. We await further instructions.’
The sergeant came on the line. ‘Knock off the fancy talk. You reckon the paper boy got a bit vigorous?’
‘Looks like it, sarge.’
‘Okay, go back in, turn off the alarm, and shoot over to the highway. There’s been a pile-up.’
‘Right, sarge.’
‘Meanwhile I’ll give the security firm a bell and get them over to seal the window.’
‘Right, sarge.’
Wyatt continued to wait. When he saw the patrol car leave along Carlyle Street, he reversed into an alleyway, got out, and pasted HomeSecure transfers over the Rapido name. Finally he pulled on overalls stencilled with the name HomeSecure and drove around to number 29, spinning into the driveway with a convincing show of urgency. Pulling up at the front door, he got out, cleared the remaining shards of glass from the window frame with his gloved hand and climbed over the sill and into the house.
He made straight for the main bedroom. It was a curiously flattened room: a futon bedbase and mattress at ankle height, low chest of drawers, squat cane chair in one corner, built-in closet, no pictures on the walls. Only curtains existed above waist level and they admitted the blurry light of early morning onto the bed. It was also an asexual room, as though Wintergreen spent all of her passion brokering deals somewhere else, for her profit or for the profit of those who might one day help advance her career.
The safe was under a heavy Nepalese rug at the foot of the bed. Wyatt lifted the floorboard panel, keyed in the combination, heard a hum as the electronic lock disengaged.
He opened the door and looked in on a cavity the size of a small television set. There were papers and files stacked in there, but not the fifty grand that Jardine had promised. Wyatt emptied the safe and knocked against the sides and base with his knuckles. He snorted. The bottom was false.
Wyatt pushed experimentally at the corners. The base lock was a simple push-pull spring-loaded catch. He swung it open.
The fifty thousand was there all right, bundled in twenties, fifties and hundreds. Wyatt stacked them into slits in the lining of his overalls. Twenty-five for Jardine, twenty-five for himself.
He paused. There was something else down there in the darkness, a small, soft, black velvet bag. Wyatt reached down, pulled it out.
The object that tumbled into his palm gleamed softly in the light of his torch. It was a butterfly, 1930s Deco style, with an eight-centimetre wingspan. The body consisted of 2-carat diamonds set in gold. The wings were also gold, set with flowing rows of baguette diamonds in channels alternating with rows of round diamonds. He turned it over. A thin line stamped in the gold read Tiffany amp; Co.
Wyatt added the butterfly to the fifty thousand dollars. Jardine would know someone who’d know what to do with it-sell it overseas as it was or melt the gold setting and sell the stones separately. A local buyer was out: the larger stones could be identified and traced too easily-they’d be on record somewhere, able to be matched to an X-ray or a photograph.
He was out of the house and easing down the driveway five minutes after he’d gone in. He paused for a moment at the gate, then eased the Mazda onto the street. There were more people about now: children walking to bus stops, men and women heading to work in glossy foreign cars. They looked scrubbed clean and well fed, that’s all Wyatt knew or cared about them.

****



Two


Wyatt’s tooth was giving him hell by the time Ansett’s early breakfast flight from Sydney touched down in Melbourne on Wednesday morning. He always travelled light, knowing that if anyone intended to grab him it would be while he waited around for his luggage to tumble onto the carousel. He had an overnight bag with a change of clothing in it, wrapped around the Tiffany and the fifty thousand dollars. And where possible he avoided leaving a paper trail, even with fake ID, so he walked past the hire-car booths and caught a taxi.
Thirty minutes to Brunswick Road, and even on the exit ramp it was bumper to bumper. He checked the time: 8 a.m. They should be awake in the Coburg house.
The cab driver turned left off the exit ramp and headed east along Brunswick Road.
‘I’d like to give Sydney Road a miss,’ he said, ‘if that’s okay by you?’ Wyatt nodded his assent. Sydney Road was the most direct route into Coburg but he knew that it would be bad, locked with peak-hour trams and heavy transports. The driver turned left a couple of streets before Sydney Road and wound his way deep into Coburg, a region of hot little streets and weatherboard houses, finally delivering Wyatt at the entrance to a dead-end strip of asphalt ten houses long. Wyatt got out, paid the man, let his senses register that he was safe, then headed for the white weatherboard where Jardine was maybe slowly dying.
Jardine’s sister opened the door. She was careworn, thin, a spasm of emotion pulling her mouth down at one corner when she saw it was Wyatt at the door. It was a look Wyatt knew well, so he said her name carefully, softly, barely murmuring it: ‘Nettie.’
Sourness became exasperation and she said, ‘Why don’t you leave us alone? We’re managing. You’re just bringing back bad memories.’
‘Did he say that?’
She looked away stubbornly. ‘It doesn’t do him any good, seeing you.’
‘Let him be the judge of that, Nettie.’
Jardine’s sister bit her lower lip. Then she shrugged, closed the screen door in Wyatt’s face and disappeared down the gloomy hallway to a room at the back. The house was in need of restumping and the interior smelt of cooped-up humans and dampness. The house was rented. The wallpaper, carpets, light fittings and laminex benches were left over from the dismal end of the 1950s, and Wyatt looked forward to the day when he could rescue Jardine and the sister and place them somewhere better.
Nettie materialised from the shadows, hooking limp strands of hair behind her ears. She resembled an Oklahoma dustbowl survivor, etched cheekbones and eyes wide, dark and long-suffering. ‘I just want you to know,’ she said, opening the screen door to admit Wyatt into the house, ‘he doesn’t blame you but the rest of us do.’
Wyatt stopped and stared at her. His voice was cold, factual and remote, with no detectable emotion in it: ‘Nettie, he knew the risks.’
Jardine came from a family of half-bent secondhand dealers and back-of-a-truck merchants. They were careful and stayed out of trouble. Jardine’s getting head-shot six months ago on a job with Wyatt had been unaccountable, the kind of thing that could have happened to anyone, but it was a first for Jardine’s family and Jardine was the only one who wasn’t blaming Wyatt for it.
‘He knew the risks,’ Wyatt repeated.
What Wyatt wasn’t admitting was that he did feel some responsibility-not for the fact that he’d put Jardine at risk, but for what had happened since. When he’d first seen Jardine again after the job, Wyatt had been shocked by the change in the man with whom he’d pulled a dozen successful jobs over the years, a man he liked and trusted-as much as Wyatt liked and trusted anyone. Six months earlier, Jardine had come out of retirement as backup on the hit on the Mesic compound looking fit and alert, a man with a slow-burning good humour, but they’d been ambushed after the Mesic job and Jardine had been head-shot, a graze above one ear. Wyatt had paid Jardine his fee, taken him to a doctor who didn’t ask questions, and gone to ground in Tasmania, a base where the wrong people would never find him.
He’d assumed that Jardine had gone back into peaceful retirement, but the Jardine he’d seen in Sydney a few weeks later was partly paralysed along one side, kilos lighter, a few IQ points slower and duller. Jardine tended to forget things. He owed two months rent. Pizza cartons and styrofoam coffee cups littered his pair of rooms at the Dorset Hotel in Newtown, and it was clear that he wore the same clothing for days at a time.
Wyatt had hauled his old partner off to a 24-hour clinic, fabricating a cover story to account for the wound which still showed as a raw slice in Jardine’s scalp. ‘Stroke,’ the doctor diagnosed. Probably brought on by the injury. Jardine needed professional care. Was there someone who could look after him for the next few months? A friend? Family? A live-in nurse, if that could be afforded?
Wyatt contacted the family in Melbourne. For two days he let himself be tongue-lashed by them. Finally Nettie said she’d take Jardine in. Wyatt had known someone would. All he’d wanted was for them to say so. ‘I’ll pay the bills,’ he told them.
Nettie had never married. She’d had a job in the Kodak factory but lost it a year ago and didn’t like her chances of getting another. She found the Coburg house, a dump with enough room for two adults at a monthly rent that wouldn’t cripple Wyatt, and Jardine moved in with her. All their needs-medical, domestic-Wyatt paid for.
He knew it was temporary and he looked forward to the time when he could score big and set Jardine and Nettie up for life.
Get that unwanted weight off his mind, his back.
‘I promise not to upset him,’ he told Nettie now.
Nettie had made her point. She turned away from Wyatt in the hallway and opened the door to one of the front rooms. She jerked her head: ‘He’s out the back.’
Wyatt clasped her arm gently and gave her a package. ‘To keep you going,’ he said. ‘Twenty-five thousand.’
Nettie didn’t look at the money, didn’t count it. The money disappeared with her into the front room and Wyatt’s final contact with her that morning was the sensation of her thin arm in his fingers and a sound that might have been a muttered ‘thanks’ hanging in the air between them.
He walked through to me back of the house, a fibro extension with a low, buckled ceiling and dust-clogged louvred windows. The only good thing about it was the morning sun striking it through a fig tree in the yard outside. The air was warm, a little streaked and blurry owing to the dust motes stirring in the angled sunlight, and smelling only faintly of illness, privation and cut-short dreams.
Jardine clawed a hand over the old bakelite smoking stand next to his lumpish armchair. His mouth worked: ‘Mate,’ he said at last, smiling lopsidedly. ‘Where did you spring from?’
‘The Double Bay job, remember?’
Wyatt spoke harshly. He hated to see the weakness in Jardine. Jardine seemed to exist in a fog a lot of the time now and he wanted to cut through it. ‘The MP on the take, Wintergreen.’
Jardine looked across at him, wavering, trying to draw back the spittle glistening on his lips. His left hand rested palm up in the threadbare brown blanket in his lap. The left half of his face was immobile. A strange, inappropriate expression formed on his face and Wyatt realised that his old friend was frowning, trying to recall the briefing session, the job itself. Then Jardine’s face cleared. A smile of great sweetness settled on it, and his voice was clear: ‘Got you now. No hassles?’
Wyatt shook his head. ‘I gave your share to Nettie.’
Jardine shook his head. ‘Mate, I don’t know how to thank you. Me and Net-’
A lashing quality entered Wyatt’s voice. ‘Forget it.’
Jardine straightened in the armchair. His right hand fished a handkerchief from the pocket of his cardigan and he wiped his chin defiantly. ‘Okay, okay, suit yourself.’
Wyatt unbuckled his overnight bag. ‘I found a piece of jewellery hidden with the money. Valuable, Tiffany butterfly.’
‘Nice.’
‘We need someone who can offload it for us.’
Jardine laboured to his feet and shuffled into the adjoining kitchen. A short time later, Wyatt heard his voice, a low murmur on the telephone.
He stared across the room at the little computer perched mute on a card table. Jardine used it to cross-reference jockey weights, track conditions, blood-line and other horse-racing factors. In five years he claimed to have won $475,000 and lost $450,000 using his system. What people didn’t know was that Jardine had also spent the past few years selling burglary and armed holdup plans to professionals like Wyatt. Wyatt didn’t know how many jobs Jardine had on file, but he did know that they were all in New South Wales and that all would grow rapidly out of date the longer Jardine stayed in Melbourne with his sister.
Jardine came back. ‘A sheila called Liz Redding, eleven this morning, a motel on St Georges Road.’
Wyatt watched Jardine carefully. Jardine’s face had grown more elastic in the past few minutes, as if his mind worked well if he had something to stimulate it. Wyatt even recognised an old expression on Jardine’s face, a mixture of alertness and absorption as he calculated the odds of a problem.
‘Fine.’

****



Three


They took a taxi to meet Jardine’s fence. Wyatt wound down his window and leaned into the wind. Every after-hours lapse and misery the car had ever seen was leaking from the seats into the confined space behind the driver. Jardine, foggy in the head again, leaned back into the corner and appeared to sleep. It irritated Wyatt. First the vicious, jabbing pain in his upper jaw, and now this, his friend well under par when he needed him to be sharp with the woman who would be fencing the Tiffany for them.
‘What’s she like?’ Wyatt had asked, before the taxi arrived.
‘Never met her.’
A chilling kind of dispassion was Wyatt’s style, but this time he’d given in to his impatience and his throbbing tooth. ‘Mate, how do you know she’s any good?’
‘I checked around. Mack Delaney trained her.’
‘Mack’s dead.’
‘Yeah, but he was one of the best.’
Wyatt conceded that. He’d used Delaney once in the old days to move stolen gear. Delaney had specialised in ransoming silverware, paintings, watches and coin and stamp collections back to the owners or to the insurance companies, but now and then he’d forge the provenance of a painting and sell it at auction overseas. As he’d explained it to Wyatt, art thieves had it good in Australia. Insurance premiums were prohibitive, meaning galleries and private owners were often not insured, relying on cheap security systems to protect their paintings. They also tended not to keep good photographs of the items in their collections, or at best only kept handwritten descriptions. An international magazine called Trace tackled art theft by maintaining a computerised recording system, but subscription costs were high and there were on-line compatibility problems, and, as a result, few of the Australian galleries, dealers, auctioneers or private collectors had joined. Many paintings stolen in Australia were shipped overseas to private buyers. Mack had explained that in Japan it was possible to gain legal title to a stolen art work after only two years; in Switzerland, after five years. Then there were the buyers who had no interest in aesthetics. They used the paintings to finance drug deals. In Wyatt’s eyes, everything boiled down to that, these days.
Wyatt peered at the motel as they passed in the taxi. There always was a motel, in Wyatt’s game. He hid in motels, outlined hits in motels, divided the take in motels. Motels made sense. The other guests left you alone, coming and going just as you did. If the truth be known, half of them were probably up to something illicit or illegal anyhow. Unfortunately motels were also easy to stake out and potential traps. They were stamped from the same mould: layout, carpet, paintwork, bedding, decor, prints above the fat beds.
They got out of the taxi a block past the motel and walked back. It was called the TravelWay and it faced St Georges Road. One lane of cracked and buckled asphalt had been cordoned off by plastic ribbon and witch’s hats, and boggy holes had been carved out under the tramtracks in the centre of the road. In the late morning light the street was a wasteland, still and lifeless.
Wyatt viewed it sourly: this wasn’t a place with a quick exit. The motel itself was a simple building, a one-storey block parallel to the street, with rooms facing St Georges Road and an identical number of rooms backing on to them, facing suburban back yards at the rear. Most of the cars in the lot were Falcons and Commodores, commercial travellers’ cars, white station wagons with sample cases and cardboard displays stacked behind the front seats. Wyatt automatically examined the interior of every car in the lot and on the street outside, then watched the door to room 14 for a few minutes while Jardine sat on a bluestone block in the sun.
Satisfied that they weren’t walking into a trap, Wyatt knocked on 14 and stepped to one side. That was automatic, too: he’d been shot at through spyholes; men had come at him through doors or bundled him into rooms through doors much like the red door to room 14.
Jardine, hearing the knock, blinked and limped to join him. A woman’s voice, pleasant and inquiring, the voice of a faintly puzzled legitimate guest, said, ‘Who is it?’
‘Frank Jardine,’ Jardine said.
The door opened. Nothing happened. When hands didn’t seize Jardine and men didn’t scream at him to drop to the ground, Wyatt stepped into view behind him.
The woman’s eyes flicked over them, assessing their faces, where they had their hands, finally checking the motel forecourt and the torn-up street behind them. Until she’d done this she said nothing, expressed nothing but wariness, but then she smiled, a flood of warmth in the poky doorway. ‘Come in,’ she said, stepping back, one hand indicating the room, the other holding the door fully open.
As they edged past, Wyatt saw her glance at his overnight bag. Aware of his eyes on her, she looked up and grinned. He smiled a little, despite himself. She had a cheery vigour that he liked, an air of someone good at her job but not about to let it button down the atmosphere. She wore sandals and a billowy cotton shirt over patterned tights. A faint scent of soap and shampoo drifted around her head. Her hair was fine, dark and dead straight, parted in the middle, framing her face. There was a faint asymmetry about her features: one eye seemed to stare out a little, one cheekbone sat a fraction lower than the other, giving her an air of sceptical good humour and quick intelligence.
Wyatt entered the room cautiously. Apart from the standard fittings, it was empty. Jardine checked the ensuite bathroom and came out again, nodding the okay. So he hasn’t completely lost it, Wyatt thought, setting the overnight bag on the bed and unzipping it.
‘Straight down to business,’ the woman said.
‘He is a bit obsessive,’ Jardine agreed, catching her mood. Together they watched Wyatt.
‘Does he talk? Drink tea or coffee?’
‘Been known to,’ Jardine said.
Wyatt had few skills at this sort of thing, but he made an effort. ‘I won’t have a drink, bad tooth, but you two go ahead.’ His palm floated automatically to his cheek.
The smiling sympathy in Liz Redding’s face and manner was genuine. ‘Abscess? Old filling?’ She came close to peer at his face. ‘It does look swollen on that side,’ she said. ‘You’d better get it seen to or your performance will suffer.’
She could have meant anything by that. He felt an absurd desire to embrace her. ‘I’m fine.’
‘Sure. Tough guy.’
‘Look, can we get down to it?’
‘Suit yourself.’
Wyatt stepped back from the bed and leaned his rump on the leading edge of the television bench under a painting of junks on Hong Kong harbour. Jardine swung die room’s only chair around and sat in it. Both men watched Liz Redding fold back the tissue paper until the Tiffany sat in the palm of her hand.
‘Nice,’ she said at last.
Taking a jeweller’s glass from her pocket and holding it to her eye, she examined the Tiffany stone by stone, turning the piece occasionally, allowing for light refraction. Finally she took a small set of scales from a box in her satchel and weighed it. ‘It’s the real thing, all right.’
‘How much?’ Wyatt asked.
‘He does like to get down to it, doesn’t he?’ she said. ‘Depends on whether or not it’s sold as is or broken up, the gold and the stones sold individually.’
‘Be a pity to do that,’ Jardine said. He took the Tiffany from her hand, placed it above her right breast, angled his head to gauge the effect. ‘That’s where it belongs.’
Liz Redding grinned, pushed his hand away. ‘Yeah, right, once a year I draw the curtains, remove it from its hiding place, admire myself in the mirror.’
Jardine grinned back at her.
Wyatt’s jaw was burning. All the strain of his chosen life seemed to erupt in him and he snarled, ‘Cut the crap, you two. I want to work out where and when so we can get the hell out of here.’
It might have been Wyatt’s anger, or it might have happened anyway, but Jardine’s treacherous body failed him again. He seemed suddenly to fill with shame, shifting in his chair and moaning softly.
Wyatt frowned at him. ‘What?’
Jardine, his face contorted, said helplessly, ‘Mate, I’ve shit meself.’
Wyatt stared at him. ‘Oh, Frank,’ he said.
He lifted Jardine out of the chair. Jardine was a tall man, once quick and strong like himself, but now he was skin and bone. The chair seat was smudged watery brown and Jardine reeked of his own waste.
‘Come on, pal. I’ll take you to the bathroom.’
Jardine shuffled with him across the floor. ‘I’m sorry about this. I’ll-’
‘Shut up,’ Wyatt said. He felt a kind of tangled anger. He didn’t want thanks, he didn’t want to clean shit off his friend, he had no room for feelings he’d never had before, yet he knew all of it was unavoidable and necessary.
‘Sometimes I just-’ Jardine said.
‘For Christ’s sake, shut up.’
Then Liz Redding was on the other side, helping him support Jardine. ‘Quit that. You’re upsetting him.’
For a moment, Jardine was the instrument in a tug of war. ‘I’m taking him to the bathroom,’ Wyatt said uselessly.
‘No you’re not. I’ll do it. You haven’t got the touch.’
‘I’ll call a taxi.’
‘Forget it. Just leave, okay? I’ll get him cleaned up and I’ll drive him home myself.’
Wyatt released Jardine. Jardine’s shame eddied around the three of them. By now it was an intimate thing to Wyatt, not strange or repellent. He said, ‘Take care, Frank.’
He turned to Liz. After a moment he said, ‘Thanks.’
She sighed, nodded, smiled sadly. ‘Give me twenty-four hours to put out some feelers, here, Amsterdam, maybe New York.’
‘Okay.’
She led Jardine into the bathroom, saying, ‘Tomorrow morning suit you?’
‘Southbank,’ Wyatt said.
‘Fine.’
Wyatt left the motel. He liked to be the first to leave. If you left first, the others couldn’t wait around the corner and follow you.

****



Four


The bank was a ‘feeder’. The largest branch in the largest town in the upper reaches of the Yarra River Valley in Victoria, it ‘fed’ the smaller branches in the smaller towns. Fair enough-except that a cool half million was in the vault, twice the normal amount, and if they didn’t hit the place tonight, all that money would disappear into the wallets and paypackets of the locals tomorrow.
There was twice the normal amount in the vault because this was Wednesday and tomorrow was Thursday, payday and also the first day of the Upper Yarra Festival. According to the blueprints supplied for this hit, over the next four days wineries would be flogging raw whites at twenty bucks a pop, every village showground in the valley would stage a handful of run-down ghost trains and shooting galleries, and it all added up to a lot of people needing a lot of spending money, starting tomorrow morning.
Niekirk glanced at his watch. The town clock had struck midnight ten minutes ago, but the eight-to-midnight disc jockey was still inside Radio 3UY, next door to the bank. The midnight-to-dawn announcer had arrived, but until the other man clocked off and went home, Niekirk, Riggs and Mansell had to sit tight and wait.
Not that the waiting would be a problem. The three men sat in the van like clones of one another: silent, watchful men in their thirties, dressed in black balaclavas, black overalls. The van belonged to Telecom, stolen an hour earlier in Eltham. If anyone asked questions, Niekirk, Riggs and Mansell were tracking down a cable fault. They also had a stolen Range Rover with tinted windows stashed in Warrandyte. The Range Rover was Riggs’ and Mansell’s way out of the hills. They were wearing dinner suits under their overalls and if anyone stopped them later, they were a couple of winemakers celebrating the start of the festival.
Niekirk had his own way out. He’d be carrying the money and he didn’t want Riggs and Mansell to know where he was taking it. And once he’d made the delivery, Niekirk didn’t know where the money was going. De Lisle, the man who put these jobs together, wanted it that way, and Niekirk was in no position to argue, not when De Lisle could put him in jail for a long time, and especially not when De Lisle controlled the pursestrings. Disappear with the money himself? Forget it. De Lisle would find him in five seconds.
Mansell went tense suddenly. He was in the driver’s seat, a headset clamped to his ears, a police-band radio in his lap. He fine-tuned the radio, listening intently. ‘I’m getting something.’
Neither Riggs nor Niekirk spoke. If they had something to worry about, Mansell would soon tell them. Even so, they relaxed visibly when Mansell grinned. ‘Kid ran his car into a tree near Yarra Junction.’
Niekirk nodded. That was good: a car smash would tie up the local boys in blue for a while. He watched Mansell. Mansell disliked being the driver and radio man. But, as Niekirk continued to point out to him, Riggs was needed to open the safe, himself to oversee the job, leaving Mansell to keep watch.
Niekirk spoke. ‘Here he comes now.’
A man had come through the side door of Radio 3UY. He wore a denim jacket and jeans and his shaved skull gleamed in the moonlight. The three men saw him stretch, yawn, shiver, then climb into a sad-looking VW and clatter down the hill and out of sight.
Niekirk glanced at Mansell. ‘All clear?’
Mansell nodded.
‘Let’s go.’
Riggs and Niekirk slipped into the darkness and across the street to the metre-wide alley that separated the bank from the radio station. The bank’s rear door was flat and implacable, a dark steel mass in the wall. There were two locks, and Riggs knelt before the lower one, took a set of picks from the breast pocket of his overalls, and went to work. Niekirk watched him, training the narrow beam of a pencil torch at the lock.
A half minute later, the lock was open and Riggs started on the upper one. He breathed heavily as he worked, audible sounds of effort and concentration. Then the second lock fell open and he seemed to deflate, the tension draining away from him.
Niekirk folded back a flap of his overalls, where he’d stitched a tiny radio into a pocket above his breastbone. He depressed the transmit button. ‘We’re going in.’
He heard Mansell’s acknowledgement, a crackle of static, and pushed open the steel door. According to the briefing notes, there was minimal security inside the bank. There had never been the need for it-you didn’t get bank raids in these little hill towns, where lives were modest and every road was crippled with S-bends. But Niekirk hadn’t lived as long as he had by accepting the things he was told without checking first. He paused in the doorway and played the torch beam over the interior walls, floor and ceiling. Nothing.
He put his mouth to the radio, said, ‘It’s clear,’ and led the way into the bank.
Behind him Riggs shouldered a canvas bag of tools and closed the door in the rear wall, sealing them off from the cloudy moon.
The briefing notes consisted of floorplans, a description of the security system, external patrol times, notes on staffing levels and the size of the take, and an estimate of the minimum time elapse before cops might be expected to arrive if they happened to trip a hidden alarm. There was also a number to call if they were arrested. As with the other jobs they’d pulled for De Lisle, the groundwork and backup were impressive. Someone had done his homework. But Niekirk didn’t know who the someone was, and that was the big weakness in this job. All he knew from De Lisle was, they had a green light as far as the local armed-holdup squad was concerned.
The vault was in a room adjoining the staff toilets along the far wall of the bank. Veiling the torch beam with his hand, Niekirk led Riggs along the main corridor, past a storeroom and the manager’s office, and across an open area where desks and cabinets squatted like outcrops of granite on a wintry plain.
A heavy steel grille barred the entrance to the vault. The briefing notes hadn’t said anything about that. Niekirk murmured into the radio: ‘There’s a grille we weren’t told about. I’ll keep you posted.’
The radio crackled.
Again Niekirk trained the torch while Riggs probed with his set of picks. The steel grille gave him no more trouble than the door to the bank itself, and a minute later Niekirk was saying into the transmitter: ‘Final stage.’
Riggs unzipped his canvas bag. First he removed a heavy-duty industrial drill and rested it at the base of the vault. He followed that with a weighty metal device shaped like an ungainly handgun. It was an electromagnetic drill-stand and it hit the vinyl tiles of the floor with a thud. Finally he reached in and wordlessly handed Niekirk a small fluorescent camping lantern, two coils of thick black rubber power leads and a double-adaptor.
Niekirk flicked a switch on the lantern. A weak, localised glow illuminated the door of the vault. He searched the walls and skirting board. There was a power point in the corridor outside the grille door. He plugged in the two leads, switched on the power and said softly: ‘Ready.’
Riggs pulled the drill trigger experimentally. The motor whirred, muted and powerful. He rested the drill on the floor again then heaved to his feet, holding the drill-stand in both hands. He eyed the combination lock assessingly for half a minute, then pressed the leading edge of the electromagnet against the vault door. Metal slammed against metal, clamping the drill-stand to the face of the vault like an ugly handle. Finally he fitted the drill with a diamond-studded bit.
Neither man said anything for the next fifteen minutes. While Niekirk watched and listened, Riggs drilled three holes through the Swedish steel door of the vault. Guided by the electromagnetic drill-stand, he was assured of being accurate to within five millimetres of the crucial point in the locking mechanism, just above the tumblers. Metal filings curled to the floor, smoke wisps rose from the hot tip of the drill, and even with wax plugs in their ears the sound seemed to tear each man open.
After fifteen minutes Riggs undamped the drill-stand and rested it on the floor. He glanced at Niekirk, who said into the radio: ‘Anything?’
Mansell’s voice crackled: ‘All clear.’
Riggs fished in his bag for a small tin. It held powdered chalk, which he rubbed into the palms of his hands, the sound dry and satisfied. Then he took out another of his special tools. This was an aptoscope, used by urologists to examine the human bladder. He crouched at the drill holes, positioned the aptoscope, and began to examine the tumblers inside the lock. After a while he breathed, ‘You little fucking beauty,’ and started to poke and probe with a lock pick. Two minutes later, he had the door open.
Niekirk bent his mouth to the radio. ‘We’re in.’
They worked quickly. Riggs repacked his bag while Niekirk stepped into the vault and began to empty it. Their first job, back in February, had involved hitting the safety-deposit boxes of a bank in suburban Brighton, seizing bonds, cash, jewellery; this time the orders were clear-take the money only. The money was in small plastic containers similar to margarine tubs, stacked neatly along a shelf. As Niekirk piled them outside the vault, Riggs carried them away to the rear door of the bank, next to his tools.
Then things began to go wrong. Mansell came on the air and said, ‘A security patrol van just pulled in behind the bank.’
‘He’s early,’ Niekirk said.
‘I’ll keep you posted.’
Niekirk joined Riggs at the steel door. They heard a handbrake crank on just outside, heard a car door slam, and footsteps approached the bank. A moment later the door was rattled experimentally and they heard a faint slither as the patrolman slipped a calling card under the door. They expected the man to drive away then but instead he seemed content to wait there for a while. They heard him urinate against the wall, farting once with a sharp brap, and then a second vehicle arrived. Niekirk and Riggs heard whispers, a giggle or two, and knew they were stuck there inside the bank for the time being.
Niekirk walked back along the corridor to a point where his voice wouldn’t be heard outside the bank. ‘Looks like his girlfriend has just turned up. We’ll go with the other plan.’
‘Right,’ Mansell said.
This was their third heist. The newspapers had begun to call them ‘the magnetic drill gang’, stressing that they stamped their raids with efficiency and professionalism. Part of that was being ready whenever a situation reversed itself. That’s why they always had a backup plan to put into place. They’d each studied the bank earlier in the week, defining the likely problems. How could they get out if their planned route was blocked? The front door was no good-it faced the main street. They couldn’t burrow out or blast a hole in the wall, so that left the roof.
Working swiftly and silently, Riggs and Niekirk dragged desks and chairs to the centre of the main room and built a tower. Four desks placed together formed the base; two desks stacked on top of them formed the second tier; a single desk formed the third. Niekirk climbed to the top and reached up. His fingers brushed the ceiling, white acoustic battens. He called Riggs to bring him a couple of chairs. Now he could slide the battens away, giving him access to the space under the roof.
With Riggs passing to him from below, Niekirk stacked the money in the ceiling. Then he climbed down and both men ranged quickly through the bank, flashing the pencil torch at all the doors. They chose the storeroom door; it was long and sturdy and lifted free of its hinges as though it had been oiled for just that purpose. They went back to the desk tower. Niekirk climbed to the top, took the door from Riggs and slid it up into the ceiling.
It was warm and airless under the roof. Using the rafters for support, and working with the aid of the camping light, the two men carted the money and the door to the wall opposite the side wall of the radio station. The roof was steeply pitched here and they had to carry out the next stage doubled over. Removing the terracotta roof tiles one by one, stacking them silently, they opened a gap to the sky. Cool air poured in; clouds drifted across the face of the moon.
The roof of Radio 3UY was a little lower and less than two metres away from the roof of the bank. It was also flat. Niekirk saw a tarred surface, an airconditioning shack and a manhole cover. Using the storeroom door as a bridge, he crossed to the other side. For the next two minutes he stacked the money as Riggs slid the containers across to him. He could feel vibrations under his feet. Radio 3UY was blasting the night away.
They took the disc jockey with.38s in their hands and balaclavas over their faces. The DJ was playing an early Animals track, running his fingertips over an imaginary organ keyboard. He gulped when he saw the two men. He moved to cut the song and yelp into the microphone but Riggs moved first, smashing the edge of his gun across the DJ’s throat.
It was hard and vicious and unnecessary. ‘Steady,’ Niekirk said.
That was all he said. He had electrical tape in his pocket. He bound the man to his studio chair, then tipped man and chair onto the floor. The song finished. Both men froze. But it was an album. Another song started.
Songs had been short in the sixties and seventies. Niekirk guessed that he and Riggs had about two and a half minutes. He put his mouth to the radio: ‘Come and get us.’
Mansell backed the Telecom van onto the radio station’s forecourt. Parked like that it obscured the foyer doors from the street. The three men worked quickly, forming a chain, Riggs passing the money to Niekirk at the doors, Niekirk passing to Mansell, who stacked the containers in the rear of the van.
Another song started, ‘Sky Pilot’, droning from a speaker mounted to the wall above the reception desk. Good, a longish song, seven minutes at least. Niekirk kept the money moving, knowing there was no guarantee that the DJ wouldn’t free himself. There was no guarantee that loyal listeners wouldn’t investigate when 3UY went off the air soon, either.
Then they were loaded and Mansell was driving them out of there, Riggs in the passenger seat, Niekirk with the money in the rear of the van, just as ‘Sky Pilot’ ended, nothing following it, only a speaker hiss like a mute presence at the end of an open phone line.
Mansell turned left onto the main street, accelerating smoothly. A late cruising taxi cut in around them but otherwise the town was dark and deserted. Voices murmured on the police band: a domestic in Eltham; suspected prowler in St Andrews.
They’d parked the Range Rover at the rear of a used-car lot in Warrandyte, ‘sale’ stickers plastered across its windscreen. The entrance to the yard itself was a simple driveway with a hefty padlocked chain across it. Niekirk picked the lock, waited while Mansell drove in, looped the chain across the driveway again, and followed on foot to the rear of the lot.
Mansell parked in shadows next to the Range Rover. The three men got out and then stopped still and stared at one another. There was always this moment of uncertainty. If there was going to be a cross, this was the time and the place for it. They each carried guns and they stood with their gun-hands curled ready to snatch and fire, a standoff that could collapse into pain and blood.
Mansell broke it. He moved next to Niekirk and said, looking levelly at Riggs, the risky one: ‘We’ve been paid. It’s time we weren’t here.’
Riggs studied both men narrowly, then suddenly grinned. Moving carefully, he took out his gun and handed it to Mansell, butt first. Mansell was the quartermaster. The gun hadn’t been fired; he would issue it again, issue it for job after job until the time one of them fired it, and if that happened he would dump it in a river.
Then Mansell collected Niekirk’s gun and after that they loaded the money into a pair of small gym bags. Finally, still watching one another warily, the three men stripped off their overalls, gloves and balaclavas, Mansell bundling the clothing into a garbage bag, ready for burning. The clothing was evidence against them. When you went into a place you left part of yourself behind, and when you left a place you carried part of it with you. The forensic boys knew that, too.
The job was done. Mansell and Riggs were ready to leave but still Niekirk was wary. If Mansell and Riggs had the opportunity to drive away with half a million, why should they be satisfied with the twenty-five thousand dollar fee that De Lisle had paid into their accounts?
The silence stretched between them, Niekirk at ease with it, Mansell beginning to show signs of strain. It was always like that. There didn’t seem to be an end point to Niekirk’s eyes, only darkness, and no one ever endured his stare for long. Mansell turned and got into the driver’s seat of the car.
But Riggs seemed to think that he had something to prove. He winked at Niekirk, an expression edged with contempt. ‘See you on the next job,’ he said, climbing into the passenger seat.
Mansell fired up the engine. The Range Rover began to creep across the car yard. Niekirk watched it burble away, on to the road and into the darkness.

****
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Springett and Lillecrapp worked the surveillance using a pair of Honda 750s, not cars, wanting speed, ease and concealment on the tight mountain roads. They maintained contact on a little-used emergency band, restricting themselves to clipped commands that might almost have been static, and kept well back, lights off, when they tailed the Telecom van from the bank to the car yard.
Lillecrapp went on ahead to an unlit service station with instructions to tail the Range Rover. Springett watched Niekirk, Riggs and Mansell make the transfer with night binoculars, stationing himself on rising ground behind the car yard.
So far, he’d seen nothing iffy-but that didn’t mean anything. Niekirk and his men could easily have been skimming off some of the money while they were in the bank itself, let alone in the van. Surely the temptation was there. No one had known to the last dollar how big the take would be, after all. As soon as Springett had got word that the money would be in the bank he’d briefed De Lisle in Sydney, and De Lisle had arranged the hit. Niekirk, Riggs and Mansell were De Lisle’s men, not his.
If they were crooked-and someone had to be, given that the Tiffany brooch had suddenly shown up again- then Springett wanted to be sure of his facts.
He took the glasses away from his face, blinked and rubbed his eyes, focused on the yard again. The Range Rover was leaving. Lillecrapp would pick it up farther along the road and tail it. Springett’s instructions had been clear: ‘Stay with the vehicle until you get an idea of where it’s headed. There’s no need to follow it all the way to Sydney. What I’m interested in is if they stash something somewhere along the way, meet with someone, unaccountably double back, that kind of thing.’
Lillecrapp had blinked uncertainly, brushing his ill-cut fringe away from his forehead. ‘You don’t want me to stop them? Heavy them?’
‘Christ, no. Just do what you’re told.’
Niekirk stayed behind after the Range Rover left. Springett watched him. The man was thorough, giving the van a final check. Springett knew there’d be no joy there for forensic technicians. The three men had worn gloves, so there’d be no prints to give them away. They hadn’t smoked; they hadn’t had anything to eat or drink. They might have left clothing fibres or shoe grit behind at the bank, but soon there wouldn’t be any clothing or shoes available for a match, only ash somewhere. These guys were pros.
Finally Niekirk wheeled out a big motorcycle that had been stashed behind a rubbish skip and packed the gym bags into the panniers. It was one-thirty in the morning when he left the yard. Springett stayed well behind him. The roads out of the hills and down onto the coastal plain were fast and quiet, yet Niekirk kept to the speed limit all the way.
There was probably half a million dollars strapped to the bike. As Springett had informed De Lisle, it would be in new bills, consecutive serial numbers, therefore easy to trace. But that was De Lisle’s problem. Springett had no intention of ripping off the money himself. There were fences around who would give him twenty cents in the dollar, but that would take time and effort and leave him exposed. It was better to take the one-third cut De Lisle was offering him to identify the hits. Only De Lisle was in a position to get the full return on half a million, a haul that would be like hot potatoes to anyone else.
Springett tailed Niekirk down to the Doncaster freeway and along it to the Burke Road exit. The traffic was sparse, the lights in their favour. A sweet setup, he thought. De Lisle sends in a contract team from across the border, men who aren’t known to the local boys in blue and who can fade back to Sydney after every hit. The foot soldiers like Riggs and Mansell get paid a decent flat rate. I get a retainer plus the promise of a one-third share of the take once the heat has died down and De Lisle has laundered everything. Ditto Niekirk. And if Niekirk and his men get arrested, there’s a number they can call, a green light to get them out of that kind of trouble.
Sweet, Springett thought, except De Lisle has some serious dirt on us, we have to wait for our money, and already someone has fucked up with that Tiffany.
Springett followed Niekirk onto the south-eastern freeway and toward Carlton, keeping below the speed limit, the heavy bike burbling under him. At Faraday Street he stopped and got off the bike, watching Niekirk make two sweeps of the street and finally make for a taxi parked halfway along. There were a dozen taxis just like it nearby, all operated by Red Stripe, a small suburban outfit housed in a narrow tyre-change and service depot on the next corner. Taxis moved in and out of Faraday Street twenty-four hours a day, shift drivers clocking on and off at irregular intervals.
Springett nodded to himself. No one was going to look twice at a man wheeling up on a bike and transferring his gear to a taxi. He guessed that the taxi light, meter, radio and Red Stripe decals were authentic but that the car itself, a Falcon, was simply Niekirk’s transport when he was in Melbourne to pull a job or do the groundwork for one. He could go anywhere in it and no one would question his right to be there.
Springett watched from the shadows. The boot lid up, his body screening the bootwell, Niekirk transferred the money from the bike’s panniers to the car. Two-thirty. He got in and started the taxi. Springett kicked the Honda into life and tailed him again, out of the parking space and across Carlton toward the southern edge of the city, eventually rolling down La Trobe Street and turning left into Spencer Street.
As far as he knew, this was the final stage for Niekirk. A courier would be coming to collect the money and take it to De Lisle. The operation was protected in part by safeguards and circuit breakers. De Lisle remained as far as possible in the background, activating the members of his team separately and by message drop. In turn, Niekirk and his men met only when they were planning and pulling a hit. Springett and De Lisle stayed in touch via a couple of post office boxes.
It worked, but still, De Lisle had a hold over each of them and Springett hated it. He liked to stay on top of things when he could. So far he trusted De Lisle. He had to. But he had no reason to trust Niekirk, Riggs, Mansell or the courier, who’d all been hired by De Lisle.
He braked the Honda. Niekirk parked the taxi and fetched a tartan suitcase from the boot. He was outside a place called U-Store, a self-storage warehouse a few hundred metres west of the big rail terminal on Spencer Street. It was a long, single-storey building with a roof and a verandah of red corrugated iron like a colonial style farmhouse. It looked no more or less out of place than anything else in that part of the city.
Springett cruised past, U-turned, parked the bike and waited. He had a fair idea of what the building looked like inside: windows and doors fitted with sensors and alarms; a couple of security guards patrolling the corridors; the guard on the front desk taking a while to get with the flow of the midnight-to-dawn shift, holding a half-full mug of coffee just beneath his chin, yawning in Niekirk’s face, stretching and swallowing a few times as he checked Niekirk into the warren of lockers beyond the security door, camera monitors flickering silently behind him.
A few minutes later, Niekirk emerged without the suitcase. Springett watched him get into the taxi and pull away from the kerb. Bye bye, Niekirk, he thought, and settled back to see who would come for the money.
But Niekirk surprised him. He steered the taxi into the Spencer Street bus terminal, which was just a block away and on the opposite side of the street. Interesting. Maybe Niekirk and the courier were working the skim.
They were muted hours in the city, between 2 a.m. and 6.30. A couple of taxis, slow between the lights, their drivers shoulder-slumped inside, dreaming over the wheel; delivery vans stacked with the midnight print run of the Age; lone cars using Spencer Street as a conduit between west and east of the river. Dew dampened everything and Springett got cold sitting there, watching for the hand that would walk out of the U-Store, carrying a distinctive tartan suitcase.
By 6.30 the station was starting to breathe again. Springett imagined the echoing chambers underground, the shoe snap of early commuters streaming from the trains, walking stunned and staring into the grey light above. He saw them bunch at the pedestrian crossings and choke the Bourke Street trams. A pub opened its doors to the men hawking phlegm into the gutter outside.
A man was stacking newspapers and magazines on the footpath outside the station. Springett saw him stand a box on its side, wrap himself in a blanket, and sit there morosely, scarcely acknowledging the commuters who bought their morning papers and pressed money into his hand, held palm up like a dead creature. But the man did have a styrofoam cup in his other hand and steam was rising from it and Springett felt a hollowness in his gut.
He was curious to see a parking officer rap on the window of Niekirk’s car. She exchanged words with Niekirk, all the while looking toward the rear of the car. An interstate coach was heaving off Spencer Street and into the parking station, road-grimed, snarling, top-heavy with surly, fatigued passengers. Then exhaust smoke from another big motor shot into the air and an airport transit bus rattled into life. The terminal was waking up and Niekirk was getting in the way.
Springett watched Niekirk head the taxi toward the street. He grinned to himself. Niekirk didn’t want to miss connecting with the courier, but at the same time he didn’t want a ticket for parking illegally. A ticket started a paper trail, placing a driver and a vehicle at a particular place at a particular time.
Springett saw him judge a break in the traffic, swing onto Spencer Street and head two blocks away from the station, to an unoccupied parking meter diagonally opposite the U-Store. He reversed in, shunted a few times until the car was angled for a quick exit, and settled back to wait again.
It was 7 a.m. Springett was buffeted as a number of big trucks gusted past him. It was a convoy, cranes, boilers and massive preformed cement slabs and pipes heading for a building site somewhere across the city. They filled the air and Springett might not have seen the tartan suitcase knocking against a blue-uniformed knee if he hadn’t trained himself in twenty years to ignore the things that had nothing to do with the job.
Fortunately the lights changed and the crosstown traffic was stalled long enough for him to watch the progress of the man carrying the tartan suitcase. He was about thirty-five, medium-sized with a forgettable, smooth-cheeked face that might never have been scraped by a razor. The only hair on his head was an inadequate scrape of brown, blending at the edges with pink skin. A pilot or a cabin steward, Springett guessed, judging by the blue peaked cap under the man’s other arm.
That made sense, if the money was going straight to De Lisle in Sydney. It was easy for flight crews to avoid baggage checks, and no one questioned their right to be in an airport or on a plane.
The man walked back along the footpath opposite Niekirk. Springett watched, expecting him to make contact with Niekirk, but he darted across the street and boarded the airport transit bus.
That made sense, too. The courier wouldn’t risk using his own car for this job, and he wouldn’t risk letting a taxi driver log the journey, one fact among the many that map who we are, where we’ve been, that can be used against us one day. The driver of the transit bus, driving this route many times a week, wouldn’t remember the courier.
It all helped to give Springett a better fix on De Lisle, a man who ensured that everyone who worked for him took pains and covered himself and muddied any trail that might lead back to the top. Which probably explained why Niekirk had stopped behind to see who was coming for the money. Working on a need-to-know basis didn’t suit Springett, either. Knowledge was power.
But now Springett knew that he was no closer to knowing who might have pocketed the Tiffany brooch after the Brighton bank job in February. Time for a bit of push and shove. Niekirk was staying at a motel in St Kilda. He’ll keep, Springett thought. First I need to know from Lillecrapp if Riggs and Mansell pulled anything after they left Niekirk in the car yard.

****
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After leaving Niekirk and the money, Riggs and Mansell had driven north, Mansell winding the Range Rover through farming land beyond the hills of the Yarra Valley, Riggs hunting through the FM bands on the radio, filling the vehicle with gulps of sound. Where 3UY should have been there was nothing, only a faint scratching. He switched off and settled back in his seat. ‘Done the locals a favour tonight, no more golden oldies.’
Mansell slowed for a hairpin bend. ‘What’d you do to him?’
‘Clobbered him, tied him to his chair.’
Mansell shook his head. ‘Jesus, Riggsy.’
‘What?’
‘It looks bad. It’s the sort of thing that gets the local boys bent out of shape.’
Riggs could feel anger rising in him. ‘You weren’t there, pal. He was going for the microphone.’
‘What if you’d killed him?’
‘That crap he was playing,’ Riggs replied, ‘I should’ve finished the job.’
Despite himself, Mansell sniggered. He said what Niekirk was always telling them, mimicking Niekirk’s flat tones: ‘Quick, clean, that’s our trademark. We appear out of nowhere, pull the job, disappear without a trace.’
Riggs laughed harshly. ‘Niekirk, writing headlines in his head.’
Mansell said soberly, ‘If he falls, we fall with him, and for blokes like us that’s a bloody long drop.’
Riggs snaked his hand out, clamping his fingers around Mansell’s lower jaw. ‘But it’s not going to happen, is it, old son? Eh? It’s not going to happen.’
He stared at the side of Mansell’s head. After a while he released him. Mansell jerked away, hunching his shoulders. For the next hour, neither man spoke. Riggs gazed sourly out at the blackness beyond the shapes at the road’s edge and Mansell concentrated on throwing the Range Rover through the switchback curves of the road.
They had far to go. The airport was closed for the night and they knew that morning flights, and bus and train departures, could be monitored. The best option they had was to drive-not all the way back to Sydney but as far as Benalla. Here they would dump the Range Rover, change into casual clothes and catch a coach to Sydney. ‘No jobs on our own turf,’ as Niekirk put it. Mansell could see the sense in that. Three times now they’d slipped down into Victoria, robbed a bank, slipped back again, netting themselves $25,000 each time. He only wished he felt free to pick and choose, come and go, like your average holdup man.
They drove for three hours in silence. Mansell broke it first. They were far north now, the Hume Highway stretching across the sodden plains of central Victoria. Feeling he could relax a little, he said: ‘What do you make of Niekirk?’
Riggs stirred in his seat. ‘Arsehole.’
Mansell grunted his assent. ‘What do you think he does with the stuff?’
‘Spends it for all I know.’
‘Come on, be serious. Someone’s behind him, right?’
‘Like a cracked record, this conversation. We get paid.’
‘Yeah, twenty-five grand a job. Not much considering the risks involved. You can bet Niekirk’s getting more.’
They lapsed into silence again. There were a couple of traffic lights in Benalla, an oddly comforting sign of civilisation after the high country where Ned Kelly had once ranged and stolen horses and eluded the troopers.
Mansell parked the Range Rover behind a block of flats in a side street and they changed into casual clothing. The street lights were far apart. There were no clouds this far north. The river had flooded and receded again a few weeks earlier, leaving the little city mud-smeared and damp, smelling of wet carpets and rotting, fecund spring weed growth. Mosquitoes attacked them.
They set out along the broad, flat back streets. “The thing is, Manse,’ Riggs said, ‘where’s he getting his information? Shit, this time last year all Niekirk had us pulling was the odd burglary.’
‘The thing is,’ Mansell flung back over his shoulder, ‘how much are we dipping out?’
Riggs nodded. ‘That, too.’
They continued in silence. When they reached the lighted part of town they watched for a while from the shadows. No uniforms, no patrol cars, no unmarked cars bristling with aerials. When the bus pulled in, thirty minutes later, Riggs and Mansell were stationed several metres apart and could have been mistaken for strangers.

****



Seven


Wyatt looked at his watch: she was early. He made room for her on the bench.
She sat, shifted a little, looking for an opening. Finally she said: ‘I spoke to Frank on the phone. He sounded stronger.’
Wyatt nodded. But he had to make an effort, so he said, ‘Liz, I want to thank you for helping him yesterday.’
‘It was nothing.’ She said it mildly, looking away at the river.
They talked, growing easier with one another. Most people couldn’t read Wyatt and it rattled some of them. There were others, like Jardine from the old days, who had long since adjusted themselves to the fact of his stillness. To them, Wyatt was constructed of silence, a single unadorned look for all emotions and a suspicious mind. But he could be trusted, so they accepted that it was not necessary to know anything more about him. Along the way Wyatt had also run into some who found his self-containment an affront and a challenge. Men got cocksure and women tried to draw him out. Wyatt would do nothing to encourage it, but he might show a faint irritation finally, and act swiftly, irritated because he could not see the point of anyone’s interest in him.
That’s why he began to experience a forgotten pleasure, the uncomplicated company of a quirkily attractive woman, as the sun warmed his bones and broke into shards of light on the river behind a cruising pleasure boat. Liz Redding wasn’t questioning him, wasn’t wanting to know him better, wasn’t playing any games that he could detect. He relaxed marginally, crossed his legs at the ankle, tipped his face to the sun.
They were on Southbank, the stretch of the Yarra that had been reclaimed from the old industrial grime for the sake of tourists and postcard photographers. A bike path, plenty of close-cropped grass, flagpoles, cafйs, Cinzano umbrellas, the Melbourne central mile growling across the water.
Wyatt was starting to like the sun and the view and the company of the woman next to him, but he also liked the fact that he had all the exits he’d need if this were a trap. He could even swim away if he had to, and he’d toss the Tiffany butterfly into the river rather than allow cops to tie him to it.
‘No motel this time?’
‘I don’t like to repeat myself,’ Wyatt said, then clammed up a little, not wanting to talk about himself, not wanting to sound self-satisfied.
Liz Redding smiled. It wasn’t an issue. He saw her look away. Her eyes were drawn to the river as if it were a flame. His, too, though he was also drawn to Liz Redding, an unaccustomed fascination with her body and quizzical face. And he seemed to want to breathe her in, as if her skin and hair were reacting to the sun, maybe even to him.
She said, ‘Have you got it?’
Wyatt had a small gift box nestled in tissue paper on the bench between them. He was conscious of her long thigh, sheathed in a skirt this time, as he leaned to open the box. She seemed to watch his hands, big hands snarled by veins, as he prised off the lid. To anyone walking by, he might have been opening a gift from his lover.
He watched her. He would not have registered the brief intensity and concentration that passed across her face if he’d not been looking for it. ‘Lovely,’ she murmured at last.
But that wasn’t it, the loveliness of the brooch. She hadn’t responded like this yesterday. There was something else, and he’d have to wait for it.
She glanced left and right along the bicycle path and then behind her. They were alone for the moment. He saw her move the Tiffany to her lap and turn it over twice. Then she checked the path a second time, put her jeweller’s eyepiece to her right eye and bent her head over it. Wings of straight black hair swung about her cheeks, concealing her scrutiny of the diamonds. The movement also bared the back of her neck and Wyatt found himself touching her there.
She took it for a warning. Within a second she had whipped out the eyepiece and crammed it and the Tiffany into the gift box. She turned to him, smiling, getting close, part of a charade of lovers on a park bench. But Wyatt went tense at her touch so she looked around, saw that they were alone, and moved until she was a fraction apart from him again. She looked at him oddly, and Wyatt shrugged, to give himself time and something to do.
In the end, she behaved as though nothing had happened. Wyatt felt his edge of embarrassment recede. Suddenly the world seemed to be full of possibilities. But he said nothing, did nothing.
Liz Redding drew in air. ‘We won’t be cutting this up, by the way. It’ll remain intact.’
Good. She’d found a buyer. Wyatt wondered if he wanted her because she was like him or because he wanted her to be like him. The moment he met someone, he could spot the flaw in them, which was often the same thing as the trait that defined them. It was a blessing and a curse and had rarely let him down. Beneath the professionalism, Liz Redding was excited by the Tiffany and all the risks involved, his risks and hers.
Some kids went by arm in arm bawling out: ‘Rolling, rolling, rolling down the river.’ The year Wyatt had served in Vietnam, refining skills he’d learned on the street, every American GI he’d encountered had been singing that song. The Americans had terrified him. They blundered across the landscape, doped to the eyeballs, inviting an ambush. Wyatt made it a rule to stay well clear of them. The only good thing about the dope was that they all seemed to use it, including security guards at the US bases, and it made them slack and careless. Wyatt had snatched his first payroll in Vietnam. It bought him a year’s travelling in Europe when he finally quit the army.
Then Liz Redding said, half to herself, ‘Yep. This is the one. I’d been wondering when this little beauty would show up again.’
At once Wyatt went cold. His face was mostly flat cheeks, bones, unimpressed eyes and a mouth that could look prohibitive if it didn’t occasionally turn up in a smile. There was no smile now and he saw her flinch. His voice was tense and quiet: ‘Turn up? I’ve only just acquired it.’
‘I mean-’
Wyatt was hard and certain. He made each word sound like a slap. ‘You mean the Tiffany’s got a history. When you saw it yesterday you recognised its description from a stolen valuables list.’
She winced, angry with herself. Wyatt had seen women cure themselves of him quickly, and expected that of Liz Redding now that he’d caught her out, but she didn’t do that. Instead, a certain defiance came back into her face. ‘So what? I assumed you’d been hanging onto it, that’s all.’
‘I haven’t, so tell me about it.’
She cocked her head and watched his face carefully. ‘Are you on the level? You only just got your hands on it?’
‘Just give me the history.’
‘You’ve heard of the so-called magnetic drill gang, right? Some time ago they hit the safety-deposit boxes of a bank in Brighton. The Tiffany was among the stuff reported stolen.’
That was an irrelevancy. Wyatt brushed it aside. ‘The thing is, how do you know?’ He stared at her. ‘You’re no fence.’
He stood, pocketing the Tiffany, and began to walk away from her, not hurrying it, but not wasting time either. His nerve endings were wide open, expecting clamping hands on his shoulders, his arms, but no one called out or stopped him. In a minute or two he would be an anonymous face in the crowd and a minute or two was all Wyatt ever needed.
Then she was swiftly and silently matching him step for step. ‘There’s a reward.’
He walked on. ‘Forget you ever met me.’ He said it quietly, not bothering to look at her.
‘I mean it, Wyatt, there’s a reward. That’s my job, I negotiate rewards on behalf of the insurance company, okay?’
She grabbed his arm angrily, jerking him to a stop. ‘Twenty-five thousand, all right? No questions asked. But it will take a couple of weeks to line up.’
Wyatt considered the odds. It takes a very heavy, very professional team to hit the safety-deposit boxes of a bank successfully. Who were they? And who had given-or sold-the Tiffany to Cassandra Wintergreen, the woman he’d stolen it from? Wyatt felt that he was on the edge of something better left alone, a sixth sense he relied upon to keep the odds working his way, but Liz Redding was also very close and alive in front of him. If he set the rules he would be all right. He stayed long enough to tell her how to get in touch with him, then faded away among the strollers thronging Princes Bridge.

****



Eight


Pacific Rim flight 39 from Melbourne and Sydney touched down at Port Vila International Airport a few minutes past the scheduled arrival time. Late Thursday morning and Lou Crystal unbuttoned his uniform jacket and went down the steps to the tarmac. The tropical air seemed to sneak up on him, warm, humid, smelling of aviation fuel and ripe, rich fruit, so that he was perspiring before he reached the terminal building. Over one shoulder he carried his usual stopover bag; in the other hand he carried the tartan suitcase that had been stashed in the U-Store locker in Melbourne. Crystal’s instructions were clear each time: attach an address label reading ‘Mr Huntsman, Reriki Island Resort’ to the tartan suitcase and lodge it with the driver of the Reriki Island Resort minibus.
The passengers from flight 39 were lining up at the immigration counters. Crystal eyed them as he walked through, wondering if one of them was Huntsman, but all he could see were backpackers, honeymooners and middle-aged Australians and New Zealanders spending their superannuation payouts. They looked tired and pasty-white, impatient to get to their resort hotels and try on neon yellow and green shorts, T-shirts and sunblock. Crystal despised them. He loathed their noisiness and ignorance and simple pleasures.
Pacific Rim Airlines had been flying in and out of Vanuatu since Independence in 1980. Crystal himself had been stopping over in Port Vila for five years. Everyone knew him and he nodded left and right as he slipped through immigration and customs and onto the main concourse. Here, clones of flight 39’s passengers were queuing up to pay their departure tax. They were noisier, a little more sunburnt, overburdened with cheap local handicrafts, but essentially no different. Crystal walked past them, still carrying the suitcase and his weekender bag, out to the taxi and minibus ranks outside die terminal building.
A misty rain was drifting in, obscuring the tops of the mountains, leaching brightness from the green of the lower slopes. Banyans, coconut palms, pandanus and a handful of tree ferns and milk trees bordered the airfield and lined the nearby roads. Creepers and orchids choked some of them. There were leaves like shields and swords everywhere in Vanuatu and in the rainy season they dripped water on to Crystal’s head. In the mornings sometimes he’d see spiders the size of his hand waiting motionless at the centre of huge webs strung between glossy trees.
There were half a dozen people waiting in the Reriki Island minibus. The driver was leaning against the canopied luggage trailer, smoking a cigarette. He smirked at Crystal, took the proffered suitcase and stored it on the covered trailer. Then he went back to smoking and waiting and forgot about Crystal. For his part, Crystal was glad to be rid of the case. He was guessing drugs, and drugs were bad news, even in this backwater.
Pacific Rim pilots and cabin crew on stopover were obliged to stay at the Palmtree Lodge, a small collection of motel units on a crabbed, featureless lagoon south-east of Port Vila. Fifteen minutes by car, a fare of eleven hundred vatu, and that’s where Lou Crystal should have been going when he climbed into the dented Toyota taxi.
‘Yu go wea? Palmtree Lodge?’ the driver asked, recognising Crystal as a regular and addressing him in Bislama.
Crystal shook his head. ‘Malapoa Restaurant.’
The driver started the engine. He nodded cannily. ‘Good coconut crab.’
‘That’s right,’ Crystal said.
The drive took ten minutes, past small houses and flat-roofed cement-walled shops set amongst cyclone-stripped palm trees. Crystal had been on Vanuatu when the last cyclone had hit the islands. He’d been unnerved by it, a ceaseless wind that bent palm trees almost to the horizontal, tore apart coral reefs and dumped ships hundreds of metres in from the water’s edge. He’d seen flying tin cut a woman’s arm off and his balcony furniture at the Palmtree Lodge had cartwheeled across the coarse cropped lawns between the motel units and the coral beach.
The taxi pulled off the road and stopped. ‘Nine hundred vatu,’ the driver said.
Crystal paid him and got out. The Malapoa Restaurant was on a tiny spit of land jutting into Port Vila harbour. Crystal had eaten excellent coconut crab there. If it hadn’t been for the patrons-idle yachting types from all over the world, shouting at one another-he would have eaten there more often.
He let the driver see him walk into the Malapoa courtyard. When the taxi was gone, Crystal re-emerged and walked fifty metres to a public toilet block. He went into one of the cubicles, his head reeling from the urine-thick atmosphere, and stripped off his uniform, exchanging it for shorts, T-shirt and sandals that he’d packed in the top of his weekender bag.
The toilet block was set on the edge of a narrow carpark attached to a small concrete wharf. Water taxis and harbour-cruise boats used the wharf. So did the Reriki Island ferry, and that’s all Crystal was interested in.
He stood under a corrugated iron shelter to wait. Reriki Island dominated Port Vila harbour. It was a humped, jungly lump of land in a small bay, the shore lined with airconditioned, balconied huts on stilts. It was a resort island; the manager lived in a red-roofed house among palm trees on the highest point of the island. There were three restaurants, a swimming pool, boats for hire and a tiny wharf. You did not have to be a resident to visit the place, and that’s what Crystal was banking on now.
He saw the ferry leave the island. It made the harbourside run every few minutes, twenty-four hours a day, a two-minute trip each way. Crystal watched the ferry skirt around a couple of two-masted yachts. One looked worn and hard-working. A bearded man was pegging towels and T-shirts to a rope above the galley. The words ‘Miami Florida’ were painted across the stern. The other yacht was tidier and more seaworthy by about a quarter of a million dollars. It came from Portsmouth and Crystal was betting the owner was one of the loudmouths in the Malapoa Restaurant.
The ferry docked and Crystal got ready to board. It was a long, low, flat-bottomed aluminium craft fitted with a canopy roof. The sides were painted in bright splashes of colour: words, symbols and shapes that reminded Crystal of the sanctioned graffiti he’d seen on railway underpasses in Melbourne.
One person got off. Three got on with Crystal. He eyed them briefly: two kids with slim brown legs and a local man dressed in a white shirt and a black cotton wrap-around garment like a skirt. The words ‘Reriki Island Resort’ were stencilled on the top pocket of his shirt.
The ferry drew away from the wharf. Crystal looked back at the receding harbour shoreline, the mixture of waterfront businesses, rusting warehouses and tattered inter-island cargo ships. At the midway point he saw the resort’s minibus pull into the carpark. He’d beaten it by only a few minutes. The driver and passengers got out and he saw the driver begin to stack the luggage next to the ferry landing.
The ferry docked at the island and Crystal alighted with the other passengers. Steep paths led up to the main buildings. The grounds were carefully landscaped: neat palms, pandanus, small banyans, orchids, coral-edged walking tracks, close-cropped grass in between.
Crystal sat on a bench at the centre of a patch of grass. The clouds cleared suddenly and he was drenched in late afternoon sunlight. There were several tourists nearby, doing what he was doing, enjoying the sun. He half closed his eyes, waited, and saw a Reriki Island bellboy wheel a trolley-load of suitcases up to the main office. The tartan suitcase was unmistakeable among them.
A few minutes later, Crystal followed. There were plenty of people about: visitors, people staying at the resort, resort staff. No one looked twice at him.
The main building was constructed to resemble an oversized jungle village meeting place: a high-ceilinged roof, exposed beams, open sides, a suggestion of bamboo fronds and rattan. It housed a bar, a dining room and the reservations desk. Crystal sat at a small cane table in a shadowy far corner of the vast room. He had 20-20 vision. The sky remained clear and he could see every detail of the harbour, the yachts and the distant rocky beaches smudged with mangroves and casuarinas. He could also see the bar clearly, and the reservations counter where the new arrivals’ luggage was being stacked by a porter.
Half an hour later the tartan suitcase was the only one not claimed or delivered to any of the cabins. Nursing a beer, Crystal maintained his watch over it. He grew drowsy. A small drama at the bar woke him, shouts of ‘bon jour’ as a middle-aged white man came into the bar and clasped several of the black staff. He seemed to be a great hit with them. ‘Bon jour,’ they said, and he beamed, and asked after their kids.
Crystal headed for the cover of a cane screen, fear and hate hammering in his heart. The man himself, centre of all his recent misery. Crystal peered around the screen. There was no mistaking De Lisle: aged about fifty, starting to go plump and soft, wearing a white shirt, white trousers, and a straw hat with a red band around it. The humidity seemed to be affecting him. He was pink in the face and mopped his forehead and neck with a blue handkerchief. He twinkled a lot, a hot, damp man in the tropics, surrounded by admirers. At one point he took an asthma spray from his pocket and sucked on it frantically, closing his eyes for a moment afterwards, his fleshy chin tipped back, rising to the tips of his neat tasselled shoes as though preparing to levitate, then returning with a smile to the people circling him, calling ‘bon jour’ to the bartenders, who were all grinning.
Lou Crystal took in every hated detail about the man. Then he took in how De Lisle left with the tartan suitcase, carrying it down to the jetty, where a waiting water taxi took him to a little dock under a cliff-top mansion on the other side of the harbour.

****



Nine


The house was on a cliff top two kilometres from the post office in the centre of Port Vila. It had been built for the director of a French bank a couple of years before Independence in 1980, and that fact accounted for the two features that De Lisle had been looking for when he bought the place. One, the house was luxurious, the plunging grounds beautifully terraced, with harbour frontage and views across the blue water to Reriki, the island resort in the bay; two, the nervous French colonist had erected a steel-mesh security fence around the perimeter to keep the rebels out. Now Vanuatu was a republic but the fence was still there. In fact, De Lisle had also upgraded the alarm system inside the house. All that cash and jewellery coming in was making him nervous.
De Lisle stepped off the broad verandah and climbed down the steep steps to the little concrete dock at the bottom of the property. He’d once thought of putting in a small funicular to run between the house and the water’s edge-the climb back up the steps was a killer- but that would have been inviting trouble. He pictured thieves beaching silent canoes and swarming up the cable and into his house and cutting his throat.
At the bottom he checked that no one was lying in wait on the other side of the perimeter fence and unlocked the steel gate. He’d bought the house three years ago, soon after the first of his tours through the Pacific as a circuit magistrate. Now he had an oceangoing yacht as well, the Pegasus, a two-master gently bumping against the truck tyres along the edge of the little dock. De Lisle had crewed in a couple of Sydney to Hobarts a few years back and knew he could sail the Pegasus around the world if he wanted to. Depending upon his work schedule, he often sailed it between Port Vila and Suva. He kept the yacht fully stocked with food and equipment. In fact it was his way out of Port Vila if anything should go wrong. He had a second set of papers: in five minutes the Pegasus, Coffs Harbour, could be transformed into the Stiletto, registered to a company in Panama.
De Lisle’s various bank accounts were also in company names. It was all a smokescreen, and as necessary as food and water, now that he was moving large amounts of money into and out of Vanuatu. Being a tax shelter, the country offered security provisions and confidentiality agreements protecting his banking and other activities. No income tax, no capital gains tax, no double taxation agreements with Australia. No exchange controls or reporting of fund movements. And he was able to deposit money in whatever amounts he liked, in any currency, no questions asked.
There was nothing to excite the attention of the police in his apartment in Sydney or his house in bushland behind Coffs Harbour. He kept anything like that here in Port Vila, in safes and safety-deposit boxes.
He stepped onto the yacht, removed the security shutters, unlocked the cabin door and went below. The interior was teak-lined and when he opened the curtains it glowed a rich and satisfying colour in the morning sun.
The safe was concealed behind a small bulkhead wall oven. De Lisle unlocked the oven, pulled until it slid forward on rollers, and reached in. There were documents stacked on the bottom shelf, duplicates of the information he’d passed on to Niekirk for the next heist, the Asahi Collection of precious stones: floor plans, a map of the alarm system, staffing level, the size of the take, the best time to hit, the expected delay before the cops would respond to an alarm, what number to call in the event of an arrest. De Lisle took out everything from yesterday’s Upper Yarra job now, and fed it to the garbage compactor under the galley sink.
He leafed through the material he had on Riggs, Mansell, Niekirk, Crystal, Springett-as far as he was concerned, the only useful outcome of all those inquiries and royal commissions he’d sat on over the years. All those names: paedophiles, bagmen, cops running protection rackets or moonlighting as burglars and receivers, perjurers, officials with their fingers in the till. It was pervasive and as natural to the running of the world as mothers’ milk.
The thing was, all those names had something to hide and all were potentially useful to De Lisle. In some instances he’d had to wait. He hadn’t had a courier until Lou Crystal’s name had cropped up during an investigation into Australian sex tours to Asia, for example.
After the Asahi job he would quit. He would retire from the bar and come here to Vila to live. He’d had retirement in mind for the past year, but he was also prompted by the fact that he couldn’t count on Springett and Niekirk remaining patient forever about getting their cut of the action. And they could see with their own eyes what each hit was worth. They didn’t have the resources De Lisle had for moving the stuff, but they were men, they’d get greedy sooner or later, despite knowing that De Lisle had dirt on them that could put them away for a very long time. How serious was he about using that dirt, anyhow? They’d name him for sure, if he did. That option would be at the backs of their minds. So, time to quit while he was ahead, finish liquidating the cash and jewels from the bank raids, pay them off.
De Lisle locked the safe, secured the yacht and started up the steps to his house. He took them slowly. Only 27 degrees but 90 per cent humidity and his breathing was ragged, his shirt and underwear soaked, before he’d reached the halfway point.
He paused to catch his breath. Work tomorrow. Vanuatu lacked lawyers and judges, particularly in the north. The Public Prosecutor’s Office and the Public Solicitor’s Office were there to get cases ready for court, but they were understaffed and the day-to-day court staff were overwhelmed with demands from jungle bunnies and expatriates wanting help with forms and claims. So, several times a year, De Lisle sat on the Supreme Court of Vanuatu to help ease the strain. He was funded by the Australian Government’s Staffing Assistance Scheme, and he loved it. He got to hear evidence in open-air courts half the time, just bamboo and palm tree fronds between him and the blue sky above. Mainly British law, with a bit of French and a bit of jungle bunny thrown in. Last time he was in the little republic he’d been obliged to turn a blind eye to a spot of police brutality. The police had been called in by a council of chiefs to warn off a man believed to be practising witchcraft, but things got out of hand and the man had died of injuries. Still, no loss to anyone.
And the trips to Vanuatu provided the perfect cover for moving the stuff that Niekirk and his crew had liberated from those Victorian bank jobs. The world was going to blow one day-corruption, erosion of values, mobs in the street-and De Lisle wasn’t about to be caught without a hedge against that kind of collapse.
He put one foot after the other again and continued up the steps. Deep breathing, that was the answer, deep breathing to control the heart, deep breathing to concentrate and clarify the mind. To centre himself, in the jargon of a fuckwit who’d insisted on making a statement to the court back in Sydney last week.
Deep breath. If he didn’t watch it he’d die of a heart attack on the job. He snorted-’on the job’ was right. The last time he’d been in the cot with Cassandra Wintergreen she’d leaned on one elbow and grabbed the spare tyre around his waist, pinching tightly, grinning cruelly: ‘Here’s a little fellow who loves his tucker.’ De Lisle had batted her hand away: ‘Quit that, Cass,’ he’d said, wishing now that he hadn’t given her that tasty Tiffany brooch from the safety-deposit hit Niekirk had pulled for him in February.
He put Wintergreen out of his mind. Half a week’s work here in Vanuatu, then spend two or three days sailing the Pegasus to Suva. A spot of Supreme Court work in Fiji, then fly back to Sydney, leaving the Pegasus moored in Suva. A quick turnaround in Sydney this time. He’d arranged his workload so that he could be in Vila to collect the Asahi stones.
Grace, De Lisle’s hi-Vanuatan servant, was waiting for him on the verandah. White cloth on the cane table, martini in a steel jug beaded with condensation, chilled glass, a plate of oysters. De Lisle stood close to her, rotated his bulk a quarter turn, fitting his groin against her thigh. Her brown skin felt cool beneath the hairline. Then cotton, a series of bumps along her spine, then her wonderful arse.
De Lisle rested the folds of his chin on her bare shoulder. He watched her stare out across the water, very still except as he began minutely to move against her.

****



Ten


It was eight o’clock on Thursday morning before Niekirk got back to his motel. He crawled into bed, exhausted from the bank job and the long hours staking out the U-Store building.
He slept long into the day, then showered in scalding water, needles of heat easing the strain in his neck and shoulders. He dressed, caught a tram into the city, walked the arcades. ‘The Asahi Collection, on show from Monday 9’ said the discreet card in the window of the Soreki 5 department store. Niekirk mapped the area in his mind, then sat in a coffee shop opposite, watching the security men change shifts. Groundwork. He would spend another day doing this, then fly back to Sydney, wait for word from De Lisle.
Late in the afternoon he returned to his motel. He was turning the key and pushing the door open when a man came through the door behind him, crowding his back. Another was already in the room, smiling humourlessly at him from the edge of the bed. If Niekirk hadn’t been exhausted he might not have been bushwacked. They wore suits and he knew that was bad news.
He turned to the suit behind him, half inclined to fight his way free, but stopped when he saw the gun, a police issue.38 revolver, stopped when he heard the giggle, high and mad.
‘I wouldn’t if I were you.’
The guy leaned back against the door, a gun-happy light in his eyes, tongue tip sliding once over his upper lip. ‘Don’t make me,’ he said, giggling again, jerking his head in a nervy spasm, tossing hair away from his eyes. It was a ragged fringe of hair, cut haphazardly by someone once a month-wife or girlfriend, but maybe even mother for all Niekirk knew-over an eager killer’s face.
So Niekirk turned to the suit on the bed, who said immediately, smiling all the while: ‘A few matters to discuss, Sergeant Niekirk.’
So they had his name. Niekirk forgot about offering his fake ID. He reassessed the smile of the man on the bed. It was a reflexive, all-purpose smile, the kind used to express rage, pain, pleasure, hope, bonhomie to the media, ingratiation to the men upstairs who outranked him, and often nothing at all. The other guy had the.38 but this was the one Niekirk had to watch.
‘What matters?’
The smile. ‘This and that. Missing items.’
The voice was deep-chested, a sonorous baritone that liked to listen to itself. Niekirk said, ‘I’m entitled to a phone call.’
The senior man got to his feet. He was tall, a little stiff. He made a flowery gesture at the bedside telephone with one long, well-shaped hand. ‘Be my guest.’
Niekirk had memorised the number he was to call if the local boys in blue nabbed him. He stood rather than sat, and faced the room, the telephone cord clumsily draped across his chest. He waited for the dial tone and punched in the number. At once he heard the ringing tone on the line and a soft burr in the room. Smiling one of his smiles, the elegant senior man fished a small black fold-up phone from his pocket.
Niekirk replaced the handset. ‘You’re our green-light cop.’
The austere face kept smiling. ‘I suppose I must be.’
‘Got a name?’
The smile faded a little, deciding. ‘Springett.’
‘You’d have rank,’ Niekirk observed.
The smile came back. ‘Inspector.’
‘Who’s the cowboy on the door?’
‘Lillecrapp.’
‘Jesus Christ.’
‘It is a mouthful. Sit down. The bed.’
Niekirk complied. Springett remained standing, every hair in place, a neat, perfect knot in the bright, chaotically patterned tie at his throat. The suit itself was sombre, the shirt crisply white.
Niekirk said, ‘What missing items?’
‘Cast your mind back to your first hit, that bank job in February.’
‘What about it?’
‘You’ll recall there was a small gold butterfly encrusted with diamonds?’
‘Think I’m a philistine? I know what it was, a Tiffany.’
‘A Tiffany, exactly. Well, it’s turned up again.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘I got word yesterday afternoon that a small-time character here in Melbourne is trying to fence it.’
Niekirk raced through the possibilities. He knew that Riggs and Mansell hadn’t pocketed anything from the safety-deposit boxes, for he’d packed everything himself. They couldn’t have dropped it in the alley behind the building. There couldn’t have been two Tiffanies. De Lisle wasn’t stupid enough to offload it to a small-time fence. ‘The courier,’ he said.
‘Now I wonder how come I knew you were going to say that?’ Springett said.
‘I handled the transfer. My men didn’t take the Tiffany. I didn’t take the Tiffany.’
Springett was watching him. Behind the smile he was guarded, sceptical. ‘You sound very sure of yourself.’
‘Fuck I’m sure. I’d check out the courier.’
Springett said nothing for a while, as if weighing up possibilities. ‘I take it that you know a man called De Lisle?’
Niekirk grinned. ‘Now we come down to the nitty-gritty. Yes, I know him.’
‘I thought so. De Lisle’s setup works in theory, separating your side of things from mine, separating the courier from both of us, like a circuit-breaker arrangement in case one of us takes a fall. But what happens when one of us starts acting solo, know what I mean?’
Niekirk watched him carefully. ‘You don’t like it that the left hand doesn’t know what the right is doing. Nor do I. I especially don’t like it that you knew my name but I didn’t know yours. Did De Lisle give it to you?’
‘I insisted on knowing. I had to be ready to cover up if anything happened, like your name appearing on an arrest report.’
‘Fucking lovely. An imbalance of power between us right from me start. So, if I pull the jobs for him, what do you do?’
Reluctantly, Springett said: ‘I put the jobs together- identify the target, supply photos, floor plans, maps of the alarm system.’
Niekirk looked at him cannily. ‘For a fee?’
‘Now that’s the nitty-gritty,’ Springett said. ‘I get a cut of the action. Exactly a third.’
‘Same here. It’s my blokes who get a set fee.’
‘But have you been paid your third yet?’
‘A retainer.’
Springett nodded. ‘Sounds familiar.’
“The rest when the heat’s off and De Lisle’s moved the stuff.’
‘Trusting pair, aren’t we? A retainer to keep us sweet. Not many men would put up with that.’
‘Fucking spit it out, Springett. He’s got you over a barrel, same as he’s got me. If we don’t play ball he puts us away. If we do his dirty work, we stay out of jail and pocket a few hundred thou. Am I right or am I right?’
Both men relaxed, feeling a common ground between them. Lillecrapp continued to loll against the door, bored, too absorbed in cracking his knuckles to feel envy or interest in what they were saying.
Niekirk said suddenly: ‘What’s De Lisle got on you?’
Springett’s face shut down. ‘Now you’re stepping over the line.’
‘Suit yourself.’
‘It’s no longer a factor.’
‘Sure.’
‘It’s strictly business now.’
‘Sure. So you’ve told him the Tiffany’s shown up?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘Meaning no. Going to tell him?’
‘What’s your feeling?’
‘Don’t. If there’s been a fuck up, a rip off from our end of the operation, I say we deal with it ourselves. We don’t want him pissed off. Or there’s another possibility: he’s moved all the stuff and is conveniently not paying us what he owes us.’
‘Using small-time fences? Unlikely,’ Springett said. ‘Plus he said he’d wait a few months.’
‘De Lisle hasn’t said anything about the Tiffany not showing up in the original haul?’
‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ Springett said. ‘He didn’t know what was going to be in those safety-deposit boxes in the first place, so why would he be worried if it didn’t show up in the stuff the courier delivered? I didn’t know about the Tiffany myself until the owner and the insurance company provided my people with photos and a description. Either it was ripped off by the courier before Di Lisle took delivery, or De Lisle’s sold it already to someone who’s trying to sell it again. I like the first scenario, myself, and I say we deal with it ourselves. I’m not ready for De Lisle to get an attack of the nerves and shut us down. I can’t afford it.’
‘The mortgage,’ Niekirk said. ‘School fees.’
‘Exactly.’ Springett rubbed his jaw. ‘So I say we lean on the courier.’
‘You’ve convinced me.’
They were silent for a moment. Springett said: ‘I watched you watching him.’
Niekirk snorted. ‘And the rest, arsehole. You knew what the job was, and when, so you watched me and my blokes pull it and then you followed me, right? So much for De Lisle’s fail-safe method.’
Springett shrugged. ‘If the stolen Tiffany hadn’t shown up I wouldn’t have had to shadow you last night. You were watching the courier, don’t forget.’
‘So we’re all suspicious of one another. So what?’
Springett stretched tiredly. ‘Keep your shirt on. I’d’ve watched him in your shoes. What did you make of him?’
‘He probably works for an airline.’
Springett began to nod his narrow, well-tended head. ‘Travel all over the country, no questions asked.’
‘There’s another job going down in a couple of weeks’ time,’ Niekirk said.
‘The Asahi Collection. What of it?’
‘We grab the courier before he delivers to De Lisle. Put the hard word on him, see what he admits to.’ Niekirk paused, looking hard at Springett. ‘How did the Tiffany turn up, anyway?’
In reply, Springett took out a photograph. ‘This is from the files. This guy and another guy we know nothing about recently had a meeting with a local fence.’
‘Frank Jardine,’ Niekirk said at once.
Springett let some surprise show through the smiles. ‘You know him?’
‘He was never active and we never had anything on him in Sydney,’ Niekirk said, ‘but the whisper was he blueprinted the odd payroll snatch or townhouse burglary.’ He looked up. ‘He’s in Melbourne now?’
‘Turned up six months ago. Not a well man, from all accounts.’
‘But still working.’
‘A few weeks ago he handled some paintings stolen from a house in Sydney. The insurance company paid to get them back.’
Niekirk snorted. ‘Always do, piss-weak cunts. If they’d let us do our job…’
‘Same thing’s likely to happen with the Tiffany.’
‘So, lean on Jardine, find out who gave him the Tiffany. Save a lot of running around.’
Springett glanced away at a point on the wall. ‘Can’t do that. The Tiffany’s only just shown up, and I’d rather sniff around than risk scaring these people off.’
‘No pictures of this other guy?’
‘Not yet.’
‘You’re letting the deal go through?’
‘Yes.’
‘No questions asked.’
“That’s right. We can’t risk an official investigation. We don’t want the Tiffany being traced back to its source, because that could turn up your name, my name, De Lisle’s name. De Lisle would shop us to save his neck, count on it. I don’t fancy ending up in Pentridge. I put too many hard cases in there who’d love to have a crack at me. We need to let the Tiffany fall out of sight again but meanwhile ascertain how and why it showed up, and make sure we fill the hole in De Lisle’s operation, if there is one. That way, if there ever is an investigation it will come to a dead end.’
Niekirk grinned. ‘If you were to delete one or two of these characters, you’d have your dead end, no problem.’
‘Worth keeping in mind,’ Springett agreed.

****



Eleven


The tortoiseshell frame was fitted with broad, elliptical lenses which lightened the dark cast of Wyatt’s face and softened its hard edges. He wore grey trousers, black shoes, a sports coat over a white shirt and a tweedy, out-of-date tie. The ID card clipped to his belt suggested that he spent his life shuffling forms or drafting regulations that said no to everything.
So no one was looking twice at Wyatt, but Wyatt, pretematurally wary, was going home the long way. After leaving Liz Redding he had driven to Moorabbin Airport, on the flat lands south-east of the city. Cessnas, Pipers, a couple of helicopters and one Lear Jet were parked near the hangars, fuselages and wings reflecting the late-morning sun. There was a handful of student pilots in the air, circling the field, touch landing and taking off again. Wyatt watched for a couple of minutes then entered the terminal building.
Island Air was a desk front three metres long, staffed by a young woman wearing a polka-dot dress. According to her name tag she was called Nicole and she smiled at Wyatt. ‘I hope you’re Mr White.’
Wyatt agreed that he was.
‘We thought you weren’t going to make it. The others are just boarding now.’
Wyatt looked at his watch, then at the clock on the wall behind her. The difference in time was twenty minutes and that meant his watch was faulty.
Nicole was all smiles. ‘Battery?’
‘Must be,’ Wyatt agreed.
It wasn’t the kind of mistake he could afford to make. It wasn’t the kind of mistake he’d normally anticipate, either. He gave Nicole his ticket and watched her fingers on the VDU keyboard. Island Air flew to King Island twice a day, at 11.30 a.m. and 3.30 p.m. He was booked on the eleven-thirty, timed to connect with a TasAir flight from King Island to Wynyard. It was a long way home, costly and tedious, but Wyatt liked to avoid showing his face in the terminal building of major airports. He had a car at Wynyard. From there to the flat he rented in Hobart was a three or four hour drive.
Nicole’s smile was a wide seam of white teeth. She leaned on the counter and pointed to double-glass doors at the side of the terminal. ‘Through there, Mr White.’
Island Air flew twin-engine, ten-seater Chieftains on the King Island route. The flight took fifty minutes and Wyatt ignored the other passengers and read about the magnetic drill gang’s raid on a bank in the Upper Yarra region outside Melbourne. The Age gave it a bare, three-sentence outline. The Herald-Sun police reporter gave it ten sentences and was inclined to be hysterical. She finished the story with a quote from a man in the street: ‘It certainly makes you think.’ If that’s a gauge of the ordinary Australian’s powers of reflection, Wyatt thought, then he deserves everything he gets.
King Island looked green and hilly in the water below, dairy farms stitched together in irregular patterns by narrow roads. The Chieftain touched down at twelve-twenty; ten minutes later, Wyatt was aboard a fifteen-seater Heron. He was offered sandwiches and coffee but his first hesitant bite of the sandwich fired up his bad tooth and his first sip of the coffee made it worse. He swallowed two paracetamol tablets and closed his eyes, the thin planes of his face drawn together in strain and exhaustion.
He awoke, senses dulled, when the Heron bounced down at Wynyard. On the drive south, Wyatt judged that he had about another twelve months with Jardine. They wouldn’t have a falling out, they wouldn’t get caught- Jardine would simply run out of good jobs for him. What then? Wyatt couldn’t see any big scores on the horizon, he couldn’t see himself doing contract work for organised people like the Sydney Outfit, he couldn’t see himself putting teams of unknowns together again. The old ways were gone, it seemed. Men like him-private, professional, meticulous-were anachronistic in a world given over to impulse and display.
A great deal was at stake. Ten, fifteen years ago, Wyatt had been able to pull just a few big jobs each year, living on the proceeds, spending weeks or months at a time in places where no one knew him. He liked having a safe haven, a place where he was unknown and overlooked, a place he could slip home to between jobs. He’d had it once, a comfortable old farmhouse on fifty hectares on the Victorian coast south-east of Melbourne, bought with the proceeds of a bullion heist at Melbourne airport. His windows had looked out over the sea and Phillip Island, and for Wyatt living there was like a rest from running.
Then everything had gone wrong and he’d been forced into a life of mistakes and betrayals and looking over his shoulder for the man carrying a gun or a knife or a badge. For three years he’d felt hunted, on edge. But now he had a chance to regain the things he’d lost and control the strings that had pulled him into risks he should never have taken. He had sufficient money to live on, no one in Tasmania knew who he was and, once he’d paid his debt to Jardine, he would buy an end to his running.
He crossed the Derwent at five o’clock. Traffic was mounting up but that didn’t mean anything in Hobart. He followed a minibus past the Government House lawns and looped down through the streets of the city. Tomorrow he’d go back there and find himself a small downtown dentist who ran a busy practice and get his tooth filled. The old sandstone buildings looked soft-edged and warm, glowing softly in the last hour before the sun settled behind the mountain. Below him, on the left, there were the same masts in the yacht basin, the same timber workers’ vigil outside the Parliament building. Then he was climbing again, curving up and left into Battery Point.
The apartment block was a squared-off, three-storey beige brick construction from the 1960s, set into a steeply pitched part of the Battery Point hillside overlooking the Derwent. According to tourists, environmentalists and people living on the hill behind it, the building was a blight on the landscape, but it suited the tenants, who could see the water and the mountain. Wyatt had a one-year lease on a street-level flat-street level to cut down on his escape time if anyone with arrest or death in mind for him came snooping around. The rent was low, he could walk everywhere, the neighbours left him alone. There was no one to notice or care if he should slip away for a day, a week, a month. No letters came, the phone never rang, no one looked at him with interest or emotion.
In fact, if any of those things were to happen, Wyatt would hit the ground running.

****



Twelve


Two weeks after his meeting with Springett, Niekirk was back in Melbourne. Riggs arrived that evening, Mansell the following morning. Both had taken rostered days off work. They made it a rule never to fly in together. They met in a motel room in St Kilda Road, and Niekirk had to wait while Mansell gabbled away about his flight down from Sydney. Mansell was like most people, governed by a set of conventions that said you wasted a few minutes kicking pleasantries around before you got down to work.
When Mansell was finished, it was Riggs who spoke first. ‘What’s the target?’
Niekirk wordlessly tipped floor plans, photographs, a security-system map and a page from a street directory onto the double bed. Mansell bent to pick up a photograph, then straightened, groaning, stretching his back, making a show of it.
Riggs, as stolid and featureless as a slab of rock, crossed to look at the plans. ‘Jewellery heist?’
Mansell peered again at the photograph. ‘Lovely bit of rock.’
Niekirk picked up a second photograph, a necklace, white gold catching the light softly, emeralds, rubies and sapphires hard and sharp against the gold, like ice splinters in the morning sun. ‘The Asahi Collection,’ he said, ‘on loan from Japan.’
Valued at $750,000, according to the newspapers. Niekirk had calculated his return if he were to try fencing the stones himself. Ten cents in the dollar? He knew he wouldn’t do it. There was no one he could trust, and De Lisle had a long reach.
He watched Riggs and Mansell. Riggs was examining the plans now, giving them a grave scrutiny as if he were putting the hit together himself. He had still, capable, long-fingered hands, his body loose in grey cords, a check shirt and a heavy yachting pullover. He could have been anyone-thief, cop, car mechanic-but someone who kept himself calm and ready, and someone with an unpredictable, vicious streak. Sensing Niekirk’s scrutiny, Riggs said, ‘Where?’
‘We’re going there now.’
Niekirk took them into the city, to a region of tiny arcades bounded by major streets. Satisfied that they hadn’t been tailed, he led them into a snack bar. They sat on stools at a bench that ran the length of the front window of the place. The air smelt of vinegar and superheated oil, shaken apart by a radio tuned at full volume to an easy-listening station. Niekirk’s elbow was stuck in a smear of tomato sauce but he ignored it and pointed to a raw new building across the street from the snack bar. It was a narrow, black glass department store, six storeys high, called Soreki 5. Japanese, and it had only just opened for business. There were branches like it all through the Pacific. This one had a gallery on the first floor, and management intended to show fur, porcelain, painting and jewellery collections month by month.
Under cover of the shouted conversations around them, the radio and the thick smacking of cafйteria crockery behind the stainless steel counter, Niekirk said, ‘Their first-ever exhibition starts tomorrow morning, and will be here for the next month, so we go in tonight.’
Tonight, when security wouldn’t be up to scratch. ‘Any questions?’
‘We won’t need the drill this time?’
‘Correct.’
‘Maybe the local boys will think there’s a new crowd at work.’
‘Maybe.’
They rested during the afternoon and were stationed in the alley by 2 a.m., in a white van marked ‘Food Transport Vehicle’ this time. Niekirk sat in the driver’s seat, Mansell next to him, Riggs in the back. Now and then while they waited to go into operation, Mansell fine-tuned the police band radio. Niekirk listened with half an ear as the dispatcher’s voice, ghosting with signals from the atmosphere, reported burglar alarms, broken glass, a knifing near the clubs in King Street.
Shortly after two o’clock, Riggs got out and walked away from the van toward the Soreki 5 building. The department store sat black and glassy on the street facing the alleyway. Riggs passed from the alley into the lighted street. He wore a security patrol uniform, gold cloth badges, black trousers, brown shirt, black peaked hat, and Mansell said softly, ‘All he needs is a pair of jackboots.’
Niekirk ignored him, intent now as Riggs crossed the street and stopped at Soreki 5’s heavy glass doors. He saw Riggs rap on the glass with the base of a torch. A moment later Riggs switched on the torch and illuminated a fistful of documents in his other hand.
Soreki 5 employed its own security guards. They watched for shoplifters during the day and yawned over skin magazines at night. They were trained, but men like that got soft on the job and knew that they were Mickey Mouse guards compared to the men who worked the big contract patrol firms, who regularly got shot at or beaten up and generally led a riskier life. That’s how Niekirk had explained the psychology behind Riggs’ ploy at the briefing session, and now he fastened a set of headphones over his ears and began to monitor Riggs’ conversation with the Soreki 5 guard.
The voices came through sharply, transmitted by a pickup in Riggs’ lapel:
‘Come on, pal, I haven’t got all night.’
Sounds of disengaging locks, then a muffled voice growing less muffled: ‘What’s your problem?’
‘Medicare.’
The Soreki 5 man was slow. He didn’t say anything and Riggs repeated, ‘Medicare. You know, on the top floor.’
‘Everything’s jake here. I’ve got it covered.’
Riggs said, barely patient: ‘Maybe so, but the thing is, Medicare isn’t one of yours, right? We’ve got the contract for that, even though they rent space in the building.’
‘I don’t know. Nobody said anything to me.’
‘Well, that’s your problem. So how about it, going to let me in?’
‘I don’t know. I better just-’
‘Look, pal, they had ninety grand delivered there today, to cover the next week. If anything happens to that money and it comes out that you refused to let my firm in for a look-see, then your head’s on the block, not mine. If anything happens to that money and you have let me in for a look-see, then it’s my head on the old chopping block. Right? So do us a favour, just sign me in, I’ll be out of your hair in two shakes of a dog’s dick, no problem.’
‘More than five minutes and I’m calling my supervisor.’
‘No problem.’
‘And I come with you.’
‘No skin off my nose.’
Niekirk saw Riggs go in. Then he heard the big locks smack home and heard Riggs say, ‘After you.’
The Soreki 5 guard worked some contempt into his voice. ‘We can’t just barge upstairs. I’ve got to activate some bypass switches on the alarm system first, you know.’
‘You’re the boss.’
Niekirk heard nothing for two minutes after that. But plenty was happening inside the building and he ran it through his head like a film strip: Riggs waits for the guard to deactivate the alarms on the stairs and the lifts. Riggs tickles the man’s ear with his automatic pistol. Riggs pulls a hood over the man’s head and cuffs him to a display case. Niekirk’s instructions had been clear: ‘We don’t need a hero on our hands and we don’t need a panic merchant. Keep him calm, tell him he won’t be hurt so long as he does what he’s told. If the guard is hurt, I’ll want to know the reason why.’
Niekirk looked at his watch, thinking that Riggs should be giving the all-clear about now. He waited, still and silent, a shutdown so absolute that he might have been one of the living dead. The city streets were deserted. There was a hint of dampness in the air, a sheen of moisture glistening on the silent cars, on a beer can in the gutter, on the Elizabeth Street tramtracks. Thirty seconds later, Niekirk heard the heavy main door being unlocked, Riggs saying simply: ‘It’s a goer.’
Niekirk nudged Mansell. ‘Anything from the boys in blue?’
‘Not around here.’
‘Let’s go.’
They got out, walked to the end of the alley and across the street to Soreki 5, as unhurried as men who did this sort of thing every night of the week. Riggs was waiting for them in the foyer. The guard, his head hooded, was on his back, one wrist in the air, bracketed to the rim of a fire hose. He was as rigid as a dead man and Niekirk looked hard at Riggs. Riggs stared back unwaveringly, shook his head in denial.
Niekirk left it at that. There was no point in asking the prone guard how he felt. That would only risk giving the man another voice to describe to the cops and it would certainly irritate Riggs.
He jerked his head. Riggs led the way to a narrow door set flush into the wall behind the foyer desk. He opened the door with the security guard’s keys and leaned forward to examine the bank of switches behind it.
Niekirk watched Riggs. The big man ran his finger and eyes rapidly across and down, seeking the isolation switches to the alarms in the little gallery on the first floor. He identified three, murmuring as he deactivated each one: ‘Gallery door… electric eye… pressure pads in the display cases…’
Then he looked at Niekirk. ‘All clear.’
Mansell went back outside to the van. Niekirk led Riggs up the staircase in the corner of the building. There were lifts, but Niekirk considered a lift to be a potential trap. You can fight or run in a stairwell. The only way out of a lift is up, into another trapped place, a shaft narrow, dark and deep and smelling of stale air and grease-slicked cables.
The stairwell door on the first floor released them into a vast room of women’s dresses, mannequins and fashion displays, all of it shadowy, the irregular shapes like islands in a dark sea. Niekirk turned over a couple of price tags with his gloved fingers as they passed through the room: $999, $1,200.
The gallery was a glassed-off area at the far end of the first floor. He pushed the twin doors experimentally: they swung open and no alarm that he knew about sounded or flashed where he could see it.
They went in. The rings, necklaces and bracelets were displayed on black velvet-covered blocks under heavy glass domes. Niekirk and Riggs lifted off the first dome, revealing a pressure switch under the rim. No lights, no sirens, no metal grilles sealing them off from safety.
They were out of there in three minutes. Niekirk carted the Asahi collection out of the building in a photographer’s camera bag. Seven hundred and fifty thousand dollars worth, and it took up no room at all.
Mansell picked them up at the entrance to the alley. He was mild, silent, grinning a little to see them. He swung the van onto Elizabeth Street, they left into Flinders Street. At the top end of Flinders Street he turned left again, past the Windsor Hotel, past the solitary policeman on the steps of Parliament House, and finally away from the city centre.
Relieved now, Riggs and Mansell started to congratulate themselves. Niekirk had nothing to say. In his mind he wouldn’t be safe until he was alone again and the jewels were in the U-Store locker. He asked Mansell to stop at the junction of Nicholson Street and Johnston Street and watched the van drive away. A few minutes later he was in his cab, turning toward Spencer Street and a date with the courier.

****



Thirteen


‘Go all right?’
‘Piece of cake,’ Niekirk said.
‘Your boys off home?’
Niekirk nodded. “They took a rostered day off work for this. They’re on duty again tomorrow.’
Springett grunted.
Niekirk leaned forward in Springett’s unmarked car. It was five-thirty in the morning and the city was beginning to stir. ‘That’s him, bloke in the blue uniform.’
Springett murmured into his radio and started the car. Niekirk saw Lillecrapp uncoil from the doorway of a building adjacent to the U-Store and block the courier’s path, grinning inanely, showing crooked teeth, jerking his ill-cut hair out of his eyes. The courier halted, turned to bolt, but by then the car was gliding to a stop beside him, tyres scraping the kerb, Niekirk opening the rear door for Lillecrapp to bundle him inside.
Then Springett was accelerating along Spencer Street and Lillecrapp had cuffs on the man’s bony wrists. Niekirk fished inside the uniform jacket and pulled out a wallet.
‘Louis Crystal, Pacific Rim Airlines. Well, Lou, guess why we’re here.’
‘I’ve kept my nose clean.’
‘Sure you have.’
‘Why don’t you bastards lay off. I do my job, I stay at home, I’ve stopped all that other business.’
‘Makes a bloke wonder what sort of other business and how De Lisle got to hear about it,’ Niekirk said, and saw Crystal’s spirit wither a little at the name.
Springett was racing the car toward the docklands. He found an asphalt wasteground and parked between a rusty shipping container and a weed-choked cyclone fence. He turned around, stared at Crystal over the back of his seat. ‘You must be feeling pretty sour at De Lisle. Is that why you ripped him off?’
Crystal opened his mouth, closed it again, searching for the trap. ‘Don’t know what you mean.’
‘Cards on the table, okay, Lou? Three times since February you’ve picked up a tartan suitcase at the U-Store and delivered it to De Lisle in Sydney. Today’s delivery will be the fourth.’
Niekirk took over. ‘So, what went wrong? De Lisle not paying you enough? Felt you’d like to get back at him? Or maybe you just got greedy?’
‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear-’
‘Don’t swear, Louis, it’s not nice.’
Crystal squirmed, looked desperately at his watch. ‘My flight goes in an hour. I’ll lose my job-’
‘You won’t need a job, way you’re going, skimming a bit here and there so De Lisle won’t notice, flogging it on the sly.’
‘I wouldn’t know how. Drugs leave me cold.’
Niekirk glanced at Springett. The cringe, the shudder, the heartfelt denial seemed real.
‘Drugs, eh?’
Crystal stared miserably at his hands. ‘Look, I just deliver the cases, all right? We do it all the time in my line of work. How am I supposed to know what’s in them? You can’t pin trafficking on me.’
‘Tiffany’s more your style?’
Again Crystal looked for the trick in die question. Giving up, he said, ‘Never met her.’
Springett laughed. ‘Good one, Lou. Must remember that one.’
Bewildered, Crystal said, ‘I’m going to miss my flight.’
‘Assuming for the moment that you haven’t been pinching stuff from the cases, how do you work the delivery?’ Niekirk demanded. ‘Does De Lisle meet you in Sydney face to face? Maybe you put the suitcase through with the other luggage and he collects it himself?’
‘Not Sydney. Never Sydney.’
Springett was surprised. ‘Here in Melbourne? Bit risky.’
‘No, no,’ Crystal said, deeply agitated. ‘Vanuatu.’
‘Vanuatu?’
‘I put the case among the luggage for one of the resorts, Reriki. De Lisle picks it up, takes it to his place.’
Springett frowned at Niekirk. ‘His place, Lou?’
Crystal, sensing that he was being let off the hook, said, ‘Yeah. This mansion, kind of thing, overlooking the harbour in Port Vila.’
‘Mansion.’
‘Yeah. I asked around; he’s retiring there.’
‘You’ve made every delivery to Vanuatu?’
‘Yes.’
‘You suspected it was drugs?’
‘Wouldn’t you?’
‘I want you to look at some photos,’ Springett said.
They watched Crystal examine the file snap of Frank Jardine and the blurry surveillance photograph of the man they now knew was called Wyatt, with a woman on a park bench, the Arts Centre behind them. Crystal looked up anxiously. ‘Never seen these people before. Should I know them?’
Springett smiled a wide smile of apparent warmth, reached over the seat, slapped Crystal’s knee. ‘Lou, it’s time you were gone. Wouldn’t want you to miss your flight.’
As Crystal got out at the U-Store, visibly relieved, Springett said: ‘A word to the wise, old son. Keep this to yourself, all right? If I get the slightest hint that De Lisle knows you’ve been talking to us, I’ll be down on you like a ton of bricks.’
Crystal swallowed, nodded, glanced agitatedly at his watch, disappeared into the U-Store to collect the case.
They watched him go. Niekirk said, ‘I let you play it as you saw it, but I would’ve held onto the case, used it to bargain with, find out what De Lisle’s up to.’
‘One,’ Springett said, ‘we don’t want to alert him. We don’t want him closing down and shooting through on us before we get what’s owed to us. Two, I for one don’t want to be stuck with a suitcase load of hot jewellery I haven’t got a hope in hell of moving. I think we agree Crystal’s in the clear? He wouldn’t have the nerve to dip his hand in.’
‘You’re saying De Lisle’s been converting the stuff all this time, right? He should have paid us by now?’
“Think about it. Vanuatu’s one of those places, no tax, no-questions-asked banking. He’s even got a house there. I mean, what a set-up. We can’t touch him.’
‘Yeah, but he is a circuit judge in the area.’
‘Perfect cover, right? Bastard.’
‘Okay, you’ve made your point. So what do we do?’
‘Tread very carefully,’ Springett said. ‘He could put me away for ten years, don’t know about you.’
‘Me, too,’ Niekirk said.
‘What’s he got on you, out of interest?’
‘About three years ago he came to see me during an inquiry into police corruption, waving a deposition in my face.’
‘And you were mentioned.’
Niekirk nodded. He could almost remember the text of that deposition word for word:
‘My name is Bratton, I’m a senior constable with the New South Wales Police and I work with Sergeant Niekirk. During the past three years we have used the police radio network and code names to mount and coordinate break-and-enter operations against private homes and small businesses around Sydney. We often use department equipment to force entry. If necessary we manipulate fellow officers and the courts to our advantage. A number of known burglars have owned up to our burglaries in return for sentence consideration. The extent of our burglaries has therefore been concealed, and at the same time the force appeared to have a good clear-up rate. The system worked because we were eager to prove our loyalty and toughness to one another.’
And Niekirk could remember what De Lisle had said:
‘Looks like the culture of secrecy and protection in the force doesn’t extend to you, eh, my little mate?’
Then De Lisle’s face had sobered. ‘Okay, you don’t need to be an Einstein to know you’re fucked if I decide to table this before the Commission.’ He cocked his head. ‘Come on, Niekirk. This is the point where you’re supposed to ask: “What do you want?” ‘
Niekirk had said it flatly: ‘What do you want.’
“That’s better,’ De Lisle had said. ‘In return for my not tabling this document, I want you to do the occasional little favour for me.’
And that’s how Niekirk explained it to Springett. ‘I did bugger-all for him, really,’ he concluded. ‘Couple of small jobs. Information about a few people. Until now.’
‘He paid well?’
‘Yep.’
‘In effect, you never felt threatened. It felt like a working relationship, not blackmail.’
Niekirk curled his lip. ‘Springett, the psychiatrist. Yeah, that’s how it worked.’
Springett turned one of his smiles into a rare laugh. ‘What happened to Bratton?’
Niekirk shook his head. He’d sent Riggs after Bratton, a nasty accident, but he wasn’t about to tell Springett that. ‘Your turn.’
‘Same kind of thing. I was working Vice. A fair number of the Melbourne brothels are run by the Sydney Outfit. You could say I was on a retainer and De Lisle found out about it.’
‘What did you do for him?’
‘Like you, information, leaned on a couple of people, that type of thing.’
‘He must have creamed his pants when you joined the Armed Robbers. His very own green-light cop.’
Springett’s smile widened. ‘Steering my team away from your team.’
Lillecrapp giggled. He was so stolid and obliging that Niekirk had forgotten he was there.
‘Okay, so we don’t tackle De Lisle. What do we do?’ He picked up the surveillance photographs of Wyatt and Jardine. ‘What if these characters shoot their mouths off about where they got the brooch? What if they’re arrested and start making deals? I don’t want to wake up one morning to find the toecutters on my doorstep. I don’t want to wake up knowing I’ve been ripped off.’
‘You go on back to Sydney, keep an eye on De Lisle,’ Springett said easily. He glanced at Lillecrapp. ‘Meanwhile I’ll plug a few holes down here.’

****



Fourteen


Shaken by his encounter with the men outside the U-Store, Crystal said stuff it to De Lisle’s stipulation about no cabs. He collected the tartan suitcase from the U-Store, walked back to the station and hailed the first taxi on the rank.
The driver was a woman and she sniffed slowly, deliberately, when he got into the back seat, not the front. Barrel-shaped, a sparse pelt of carroty hair on her fleshy head, no one was going to take her for granted. ‘Plenty of room up front.’
‘I’m tired.’
Her voice was a nicotine-riddled croak. ‘So am I, Sunshine, so am I, but I say we’re only on this earth once.’
Crystal tuned her out. He stared at the dewy cars streaming both ways along Spencer Street, his arm protectively around De Lisle’s suitcase against his thigh on the seat beside him. He itched to open it, but it had been locked and he didn’t have a key.
‘What are ya? Pilot? Cabin steward? You know what they say about cabin stewards,’ and she began to wheeze, a version of a laugh.
Crystal focused on the driver. Her head was a hazy balloon shape spotlit by the low morning sun. He held the suitcase closer to his hip.
‘I asked what you did,’ she said.
Crystal looked away from her. She hadn’t washed recently. He opened the window a couple of centimetres.
‘Cat got your tongue?’
The taxi had stopped for the King Street lights. There was a luggage tag attached to the tartan suitcase: black leather with a clear cellophane window. Crystal fished a name card from his pocket, reversed it and printed the words ‘Mr Huntsman, Reriki Resort’ on it, then slipped the card into the leather tag.
Huntsman. What crap. Crystal was tempted to remove the card and write De Lisle down instead. But that would let De Lisle know he was onto him.
‘I’ll say it again-cat got your tongue?’
Crystal didn’t know why he had to be subjected to this and he told the woman so.
‘Some people, they think their shit doesn’t stink.’
Crystal admonished himself. Don’t say anything, don’t give her an edge of encouragement. He felt the cab’s tyres slap over tramtracks. A few minutes later he lurched gently against his door. The woman had turned left with a faint tyre squeal and was accelerating along William Street. He mentally plotted their route: skirt the Vic Market, merge right onto Remington Road, right again onto the Tullamarine Freeway.
He stared at the cars and buildings without seeing them. All of Crystal’s grief led back to De Lisle, starting with an interview room that was like any interview room anywhere: functional, sparse, close and sour, as though every falsehood, craven emotion and confession ever heard in it had become a permanent part of the air and the fittings.
There had been others there in the room with De Lisle: a senior federal policeman, a senator, a shorthand typist, a couple of sour faces in suits. De Lisle had started the questioning: ‘Like the tropics, do you, Louis?’
At once Crystal had known what this was about. He looked at De Lisle, looked him full in the eyes, small eyes behind a protective squint. ‘My job takes me there.’
The Fed leaned forward. He was a charmer, full of smiles, only they were the professional smiles of a cadaverous undertaker. ‘We’re not talking about your crappy job. We’re talking about other sorts of trips. Holidays, kind of thing.’
Crystal said: ‘Sorry, was that a question?’
The Fed ignored him. He flipped through a file on the desk in front of him. ‘You’re single?’
Crystal said nothing.
‘I beg your pardon-I see here that you were married once but divorced several years ago. No kids, I take it?’
Crystal shook his head imperceptibly.
De Lisle said, ‘You’ve got a girlfriend though.’
Crystal shrugged. ‘Is that a crime?’
‘A single mother, I believe. Two boys, six and eight.’
The Fed leaned back, folded his arms across his chest. ‘Some blokes have trouble relating to women. I’m not saying they’re queer or anything-they switch their attention to little kiddies.’
‘By befriending single mothers,’ said one of the suits.
‘Look, if you lot are going to charge me with anything, charge me.’
‘This is only an inquiry, Mr Crystal,’ the senator said.
De Lisle cut in: ‘Some men seek attention in other ways, like hanging around in public lavatories, slipping porn under the door to kids,’ shrugging as if all this were regrettable but understandable. ‘Kids are curious. I know I was at that age. They want to find out more, so it’s only natural some of them will follow through.’
The senator had looked on, appalled and fascinated. The nameless faces in suits smiled a little. De Lisle and the Fed watched Crystal shift in his seat. There was a cast in one of the Fed’s eyes, giving him a look of permanent scepticism. ‘But you’d think the toilet block approach would be pretty dicey. There’d have to be easier ways of getting kids to come across for you.’
‘I wouldn’t know.’
‘So you just amble your way through life, not thinking about sordid things like that,’ De Lisle said.
Crystal stiffened. He had caught the man’s word stress.
‘Funny you should say that, your worship,’ the Fed said. ‘AMBL is an acronym.’
‘Is it?’
‘Association for Man-Boy Love.’
‘Huh,’ De Lisle said, full of wonder. ‘Better than Australian Paedophile Support Group. You can’t get an acronym out of that.’
The seconds ticked by. De Lisle turned the pages in Crystal’s file. ‘Well there’s a coincidence.’
‘What?’
‘Our friend here has been to Thailand and the Philippines six times in the past three years.’
‘Go on.’
‘Yep. I asked him just now if he liked the tropics but I don’t think I caught his answer.’ De Lisle bent forward, trying to look up into Crystal’s face. ‘Where do you like best? Thailand? Maybe Jontien? I hear it’s got a fantastic white beach. Or maybe you prefer the Philippines? I hear Batangas is nice.’
One of the suits said: ‘A bloke who was so inclined could pick himself up a kid for ten bucks in one of them places.’
‘Those places,’ De Lisle corrected automatically. ‘You know what they say, Lou: “Sex before eight, or it’s too late”. Would you say that, Lou, old son, old pal, old sport?’
Crystal remembered turning on De Lisle, snarling: ‘I don’t know what you’re on about. Whatever it is, you’re barking up the wrong tree.’
The Fed said coldly, ‘Quit the bulldust, Crystal. You’re a rock spider. Think what the hard boys in Pentridge will do to you when they find out. They hate guys like you even worse than they hate cops. All those hard men, sexually abused by blokes like you when they were little kids. They’ll cut off your cock and make you eat it.’
The senator gasped. Crystal said, ‘You can’t prove anything.’
‘Yeah?’ The Fed leaned down, fumbled in a briefcase, came up with a videotape. ‘We found this in your ceiling this morning. You seem to be having more fun than the kid. What is he, Thai? About eight years old?’
Crystal had let a sob rip from his throat. ‘Children seduce too. It’s not only the adults.’
‘But they’re still children,’ the senator said. He grimaced. ‘People like you, you give Australia a bad name in Asia.’
There was silence. To fill it, Crystal found himself saying, ‘I want to make a deal.’
‘A deal?’ De Lisle said. ‘You haven’t been charged with anything. This is an inquiry, that’s all, a fact-finding exercise.’
An hour later, Crystal had been out on the street, sweating, drained, pale, but a free man. Free until De Lisle got in touch with him that evening with a proposition.
Unvarying red tiles and powerlines were slipping by now as the taxi jockeyed for a clear run along the freeway. When the airport came into view, Crystal leaned forward and said, ‘International terminal.’
‘Oh, International terminal, whoopy doo,’ the woman said.
Crystal gave her the exact fare, told her to keep the change, and got out. Inside the terminal he reported for duty, stashed the tartan suitcase in his staffroom locker and helped get the airbus ready. It was a day like any other.
So far.
But knowledge was power and forty minutes before takeoff Crystal made his way to the airline’s supply room. Among the airsickness bags, spare pillows and blankets, plastic suit covers and aircrew badges and caps there was a bunch of keys. He’d once counted them: forty. Suitcase keys, hanging on a brass ring like ranks of tiny flattened people. The airline had collected the keys over many years. There was always a passenger who’d lost the keys to his luggage. There was always one key that would fit.
He waited until he was alone in the locker room and went to work on the tartan suitcase. The sixteenth key sprang the lock and he found neatly packed but cheap shirts, underwear and socks. Disappointed, he began to rummage, and that’s when he found the stuff. He gaped, felt the surface of his skin tingle: brooches, necklaces, earrings, pendants, rings. Something about the weight and density of the metal, the way the stones caught the light, told him that De Lisle was no traveller in costume jewellery.

****



Fifteen


In the way that he obsessively aligned the edges of knives and forks with the weave pattern in a tablecloth, or stacked firewood according to size, Wyatt walked once a day, every day. This walk took him in a loop around the high streets of Battery Point, then down onto Salamanca Place and past the yacht basin, and finally up again into the steep slopes of North Hobart. If he ever varied his route it was to cut down the Kelly Steps instead of through the park, or circle the moorings clockwise instead of anticlockwise.
Two weeks since the Double Bay job and this morning there was blossom on the fruit trees in the Battery Point gardens. Wyatt paused to stare at a house on the park overlooking the water. A climbing rose clung to the verandah posts and there was old glass in the windows, thick and irregular, so that the massive sideboard and silver candlesticks in the room behind the glass seemed to swim in and out of shape. A widow’s walk went right around the house and Wyatt could imagine sitting up there, watching the big ocean-going yachts tacking up the Derwent. He wondered if a woman had ever paced the boards of that widow’s walk a hundred and fifty years ago, watching for returning sails or waiting for a knock on the door.
Wyatt decided to go by way of Kelly Street. He plunged down the Kelly Steps, hearing the clack of a typewriter in the tiny whaler’s cottage at the head of the steps, then slowed. There was a man below him, mounting the steps, and at the bend he stopped and looked up. Wyatt tensed, gauging the danger in front of him, listening for footsteps behind him. When he was putting a hit together he made it a point to avoid lifts, undercover carparks, stairwells. He never let himself get boxed in. Instinct and caution had got him through forty years on the planet but this time he’d allowed his guard to relax.
He stopped and began to crouch, as though to tie his shoelace. At the same time he turned his head and glanced back toward the head of the steps. Clear. He glanced down again and relaxed. There was fury on the man’s face, directed at a daydreaming child, a small boy trailing his fingers on the stone and singing softly to himself. ‘Jesus Christ, get a move on,’ the man snarled, reaching down to yank the boy’s arm.
Wyatt straightened and continued on down the steps. Who would come for him here, anyway? All the old scores had been settled.
He strolled the length of Salamanca Place, keeping to the grass islands, avoiding the spill of tourists and drinkers outside the cafйs and bars. After a moment’s confusion about traffic flow at the end of the walk, he circled around to the right, past a restored ketch and on to the main dock area. More tourists, queuing for ferry rides, reading menus outside one of the restaurants, gawking at the yachts.
Wyatt gawked, too, but with a more critical eye. For the past six weeks he’d been paying an old yachtsman to take him out in the man’s two-master and teach him how to work the sails, navigate, look after himself at sea. When he had the money, when he had cleared his obligation to Frank Jardine, he would buy a boat and live on it. A boat made sense, given the life Wyatt had chosen to lead, was forced to lead. He didn’t think that fate would let him live in one place year after year again, and he didn’t want to stake everything on a house and land if the police or some death-dealer from the past managed to find him and force him to abandon it all and run again. If he lived on a boat he’d be mobile. He could follow the big jobs around, or move on whenever the local heat got too much for him. Plenty of people lived on boats. There were globetrotters moored in every marina and yacht basin in the world. No one would ask him to justify himself, no one would notice him. And although he wouldn’t have the rolling open hills of the place on the coast he’d been forced to abandon three years ago, he’d at least have the vast sea and sky.
Wyatt left the waterfront and headed inland along Argyle Street, the climb steep and steady toward the top of the mountain behind the city. He was tempted to buy a boat now and live on it here-until something went wrong and he was forced to run again. Something would go wrong, that he didn’t doubt. If he were to rely only on himself, Wyatt would be wealthy, known to no one, bothered by no one, as close to a perfect life as he could want. But he never could rely only on himself. There was always someone to please, bully, coax or manage, and inevitably one of them let him down. They made mistakes or got greedy or didn’t like the way he wouldn’t have a beer with them afterwards. Their life stories padded the daily newspapers, notable usually for some act of viciousness or stupidity that ended in a remand cell or on a slab at the morgue.
Wyatt stopped at a flyspecked barbershop half a block west of Argyle Street. The sun-bleached ads inside the glass were fifteen years out of date and dust clogged an old pair of clippers set alone on a crepe-papered hatbox in die centre of the window. Wyatt had never seen any customers in the chairs or waiting along the wall inside, but he’d learned that the place had been there since the 1950s and the sort of men Wyatt had to deal with from time to time swore that it had been a successful maildrop for all of that time.
The man reading the Hobart Mercury in the barber’s chair wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a fat paisley tie tugged free of the collar. He had plenty of slick black hair combed back from his forehead as if pasted there with grease. The face he turned to Wyatt was tired, worn and grubby, like his business. He recognised Wyatt and said at once: ‘Just the one item.’
The barber climbed down from his chair and walked half-bent to a room at the rear of the shop. He came back with a large padded envelope. The address on it was a box number and the name was Carew, another name Wyatt was using at the moment.
Wyatt handed the man twenty dollars and wordlessly left the shop. The envelope had been inexpertly prised open and sealed again. That wouldn’t have helped the barber, for Jardine had simply passed on a message from Liz Redding, but any level of curiosity on the part of the barber was intolerable and so Wyatt went back into the shop.
The man knew and backed away, stammering, ‘Something else, mate?’
Wyatt’s eyes locked on him dispassionately. There were several ways he might play this. The most obvious involved a degree of risk. If he were to hurt the barber, damage his property, or take back the twenty, the little man would notch up another injustice and look for a way to collect on it-the police, some minor thug mate with ambitions.
Some sort of physical payback was what the barber expected, he was born and bred to it, so Wyatt’s stillness baffled him. Then he grew aware of Wyatt’s cold gaze. He began to splutter, close to tears: ‘I didn’t mean to. The flap was-’
A mistake. If the barber had admitted opening the envelope and stopped there, Wyatt would have nodded and left him in the jelly of his fear. But the little man was trying for an excuse.
Very slowly then, with chill deliberation, Wyatt raised the bony forefinger of his right hand. It was a slender, sunbrowned finger and the barber shut his mouth and stared, fascinated, as it seemed to float across the gap between them. His eyes tracked the finger. Wyatt stopped when it made contact. It was no more than a whispering brush against the tip of the man’s nose, but the effect was dramatic. The little barber seemed to spasm and smoke like a man in an electric chair.
Wyatt left. He still hadn’t spoken, and by the time he was out of the door and crossing the street he was thinking only of the next day, meeting Liz Redding in the ranges east of Melbourne and exchanging the Tiffany for twenty-five thousand dollars cash.

****



Sixteen


This time they drove through the night, dumped the van on the outskirts of Sydney, and collected Mansell’s Toyota. They entered the fuming traffic again, the spine of the Harbour Bridge an impossible distance ahead of them.
Mansell yawned. They’d been on the road for ten hours. He needed a shave. They both needed a wash and a change of clothing. He felt constipated and his eyes were prickly. They sat there in the creeping lanes of cars and buses, approaching the city in short, weak spurts between traffic lights.
After a while Mansell said, ‘What are you working on at the moment?’
‘Me? Same old shit,’ Riggs said indifferently, as though the night behind him had never happened. ‘Solicitors milking their trust funds, bank clerks ripping off cheques. There’s this one case, a bloke sets up a dummy company, gets his mates to invest in it, promising them it’s going to merge with a bigger company, meaning the shares will rise, only it’s all bullshit and his mates lose the lot. He’s into them for five million.’
Mansell shrugged. “Throw the book at him.’
‘Not that simple-he disappeared swimming off Palm Beach last month.’
Mansell looked at him briefly. ‘Faked it?’
‘A gut feeling.’
‘Follow the paper trail.’
‘Yeah. Piece of cake.’
For a while then they stared ahead. They were tired, their necks stiff with tension and hours of sitting. Riggs said, ‘What about you?’
‘Glebe doctor runs a hose from the exhaust pipe of the family car parked in the garage at the side of the house into the spare room where his wife’s sleeping-a room the size of a shoebox, the door and window easily sealed-then when she’s dead he carts her out to the car, runs a shorter hose into the car itself. Bingo. Verdict suicide.’
‘Will you get him?’
‘He left her too long on the bed. Her blood settled where it wouldn’t have settled if she’d died sitting upright, like we found her. We’re pulling him in this morning.’ He rolled his shoulders. ‘Shit I wish I’d rostered myself two days off instead of one.’
Riggs grunted.
They reached the harbour tunnel and the white car slipped like an oiled pellet past the slick tiles, drawn by the curving lights. Mansell tried to picture the metres of sludge above their heads, composed of mud, plastic bags, hubcaps, guns and skeletons, then metres of harbour water, all of it pressing down, down.
The light quality began to alter and the car climbed toward the sunlight. The sun was weak in the grey sky but Mansell was glad to see it. He took the North Sydney exit, winding automatically through the little streets. They had nothing to say to each other.
Until Riggs stiffened in the seat next to him. ‘Did you see that? Pull over, back up. Something’s going down in that side street.’
‘Riggsy-’
‘Just do it. There’s a punk down there about to get the shock of his life.’

****



Seventeen


‘The weather in Sydney today will be fair and mild, light winds, with an expected top of twenty degrees. All you peak-hour crawlers out there in radio land, stay tuned for today’s Rego Reward. If your plates are announced, you could win one thousand dollars.’
Baker stayed tuned, but they didn’t call his rego number so he slid in a cassette of Jimmy Barnes and lit a smoke. Then he took his foot off the brake, moved one car length along with everyone else, braked again. Judging by the scream-scrape whenever he braked, it was metal against metal on all four wheels. Still, it wasn’t his car. The cow had a job-let her fix her own car. He helped in plenty of other ways.
Baker twisted around on the collapsed springs of the driver’s seat. The brat was standing on the back seat, bumping his skinny rear against the torn vinyl of the seat upright, the same movement over and over again. Mouth open, shoelaces already trailing, vacant look on his pinched face. Baker’s arm, thick and gingery, shot out and grabbed a pitiful wrist. Skin and bone. ‘What’d I tell you? Eh? What’d I tell you?’
The brat seemed to wake out of a trance, showing confusion and fear. He stopped the bumping motion but wouldn’t look at Baker.
‘Fucking can’t keep still. I told you. What’d I say?’
Troy wouldn’t meet his gaze, just looked down at the UDL cans, parking infringement notices and McDonalds cartons on the seat and the floor. The cow was on early shift this week, so Baker had had to dress the brat himself: jeans, skivvy to hide a couple of fresh bruises, cornflaked windcheater, runners that wouldn’t stay tied. Baker stabbed a finger into the boy’s collarbone. He did it again. He hated the way the kid’s face would just shut him out. Never any gratitude, never acknowledgement of any kind. Like his flaming mother that way. Seven years old and Troy screened Baker out of his life as though Baker didn’t exist, was no part of the family at all.
Then the cars moved again and Baker turned back to the wheel. Why couldn’t the brat walk to school? He’d done that at that age. Hadn’t hurt him either. No geezer ever tried to snatch him off the footpath and play with his dick, and he’d grown up knowing how to look after himself. But oh no, not our precious Troysie Woysie.
Baker wondered who the father was. He bet Carol didn’t even know herself. Claimed he was an American naval officer, but that was more of her bullshit. Liked to say how she’d struggled for seven years, not easy bringing up a kid by yourself, blah, blah, blah. Which meant that Baker had a dream run when he first showed on the scene. She was starved for sex, just crying for it.
Now the rot was setting in. Wanted to know his job history, like she was his fucking dole officer or something. Kept looking in the employment pages, circling jobs for him in red biro. Told him it wouldn’t hurt to get out there and look, no job was going to come knocking on the door. Just lately she’d get pissed off over little things, like if he hadn’t cleared up or done any shopping by the time she got home. And she was really getting on his back about his addiction, as she called it, to dope and booze. Said he had a problem. Said he was getting worse, more unpredictable, his fuse shorter. Fucking bitch. Baker’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, as he thought of her scrawny neck.
He turned around. ‘Fucking keep still, will ya?’
Turned back to the wheel again. She was starting to get prune-mouthed about the brat, too. It was okay at first, told him she knew Troy could be a handful, encouraged him to use a bit of discipline, but now she’d turned a hundred and eighty degrees and last weekend she’d ordered Baker into the bathroom and pointed a quivering finger at the brat: ‘Those marks weren’t there yesterday, he’s my son and I’ll deal with him,’ etcetera, etcetera.
The traffic was stalled again. Baker cranked down his window, letting in a blast of Sydney traffic fumes. It cleared his head but he badly needed a hit of something, speed for preference. He could try that bloke in the side bar of the Edinburgh Castle; he was generally holding.
That’s if Carol had put forty bucks in the kitty, like she’d promised. He’d check when he got home.
Which would mean doing the shopping at some no-frills supermarket, generic tins of spaghetti and meat sauce for dinner, and another tirade when she got off work this arvo.
Baker flicked the turning indicator as he approached the next set of lights, signalling a left turn. He had to hold the lever in place or it would jump out. He couldn’t actually hear the ticking sound so he had no way of knowing if the thing was working or not. Just another item in the list of little helpful things Carol thought he might get around to doing for her one day, along with taking Troy to school all this week.
Something made Baker glance in the rear-view mirror. Some bitch in a Volvo was behind him, flashing her headlights. She had a pointing finger pressed to her windscreen and she was mouthing things at him.
‘So, the turning light doesn’t work,’ he muttered. ‘So fucking what?’
Still she kept shaking her finger at him. ‘Well, what?’
Baker said, talking to her image in his mirror. He shrugged elaborately, lifting empty hands in the air, signalling what? to her. Fucked if he knew what she was on about. As for Troy, he’d turned around and was looking out through the rear window at the woman in the Volvo.
‘Hey, Troy, whyn’t you give her the old finger?’ Baker said, little puffs of amusement escaping him as he accelerated toward the corner, yanked on the wheel, and steered the barrelly Kingswood into the street where Troy went to school.
The thing was, the Volvo woman stayed with him. Now the bitch was tooting her horn, stabbing her finger at him, flashing her lights. Her face was twisted with outrage and after only a few seconds of that Baker thought: Right, slag, I’ll fucking have you.
There was no one about. This part of the street had a deserted factory on one side and a wrecker’s yard the size of a football ground on the other. The school was another kilometre away. Baker pulled over to the kerb. The Volvo pulled in behind him. He stayed where he was: let her make the first move.
In the wing mirror he saw the woman get out, close her door carefully, stand watching him. After a while she seemed to make up her mind. She walked toward him, her image growing in the mirror: plenty of bouncy hair, Reeboks, red tracksuit. Baker knew her type. Young mother, plenty of money, full of fucking opinions.
He got out and leaned on his door. ‘Got a problem?’
She actually stamped one foot and stood there shaking in the grip of a powerful emotion, bent forward at the waist. ‘That child should be properly restrained.’
Restrained? ‘Speak English, lady. What are you on about?’
She pointed. ‘Your son-’
‘Not my son.’
‘Your ward, then. He should be strapped into a seatbelt.’
‘So?’
‘What if you have an accident? What if you have to stop suddenly? He could be seriously hurt.’
Baker uncoiled from the door. ‘Any of your fucking business?’
That got to her. Her little fists were clenched and her eyes were fiery. ‘Yes, if you like, it is my business. When a child is at risk it’s everybody’s business.’
Baker closed the distance a metre or two. ‘Listen, slag.’
The woman retreated a couple of steps but wasn’t backing down. ‘It’s against the law for a child to be unrestrained like that.’
‘I’ll give you unrestrained,’ Baker said, and he hit her hard, just once, dropping her like a stone.
He watched her. She shook her head as if to clear it. When she touched her mouth and saw blood on her fingers, she yowled and scrabbled away from him, dragging her backside along the street. Baker imagined that she wasn’t wearing much under the tracksuit. He caught up with her. Surprisingly, she curled into a tight ball. He hesitated, weighing it up.
‘Who gives a shit,’ he said.
He stepped over her. Yeah, he knew it. There was a little kid in the Volvo, strapped in the back seat, singing to herself. Little satchel, dinky little dress and socks and shoes. ‘Precious koochy koo,’ Baker said. ‘Daddy’s princess.’
He opened the driver’s door of the Volvo and grabbed the woman’s purse. Eighty bucks, wacky doo. Enough for a hit, plus he could treat Carol and the brat to Pizza Hut tonight.
He folded the money into his back pocket and that’s when a car came out of nowhere and two guys in plain clothes pinned him against the flank of the Volvo. One of them, a blocky character in need of a shave and a mouthwash, got in a few punches before cuffing him. ‘You’re nicked,’ he said.

****



Eighteen


Wyatt walked down through the mall, heading back to Battery Point. He glanced about him as he went, automatically looking for the face, the gait, the conjunction of person, place and body language that would tell him he’d been found. But the little downtown streets were benign in the sun, so he went on half-alert and did what he sometimes liked doing, visited the place as if for the first time.
He noticed the school-leavers in the mall, kicking their heels and shifting place constantly but never going anywhere. They had nowhere to go. There were no jobs for them. Wyatt looked beyond them to the pedestrian traffic. No Asian or Indian faces; no blacks, no Pacific Islanders. It was a mono-featured city.
He saw plenty of young men wearing beards, jeans, walking boots and red, green and blue check shirts, and guessed that they had a four-wheel-drive or a utility parked nearby. And there was another kind of male, stamped with old money and long breeding. They walked tall along the streets, braying and impervious, fathers and sons with straight backs, costly English tweeds and an air of entitlement radiating from them. They would have been out of place and out of joint anywhere but on the streets of Hobart.
But, more than anything, the city breathed wholesomeness and conviction. Perhaps that was the central factor- everyone here knew their place, except the kids in the mall.
He kept walking. The dental clinic was in a lane off Elizabeth Street. He was five minutes early and was kept waiting for twenty. At eleven o’clock he walked out with a new filling in his jaw.
That afternoon he was on a bus to Devonport, and by evening he was on the overnight car ferry to Melbourne. He slept badly: a bunk bed in a steel tomb below the waterline; young men, intoxicated to desperation point, stumbling in from the discotheque; all the unknowns ahead of him.
At dawn he showered, got dressed and climbed the stairs to an upper deck. He ate breakfast in a dining room in which the carpet, curtains and fittings were the colour of the vomit that streaked the iron steps outside. Toast and coffee, as bad as any he’d ever had. After that he stood in the open air, choosing a point near the bow where he could watch the ferry’s progress toward the narrow entrance to Port Phillip Bay. He could see land on either side: hills, flat country, white beaches and a couple of fishing towns. Then a lighthouse and the ferry was pitching through The Rip.
Wyatt remained on deck, breathing the cool air, as the ferry skirted the Bellarine Peninsula and cut up the centre of the bay. A year ago he’d travelled these waters alone in a stolen motorboat. Having shot a man who’d sold him out, he’d been on the run. He usually was, in those days.
The ferry berthed at 8.30 a.m. and Wyatt filed off with the passengers. As usual, he swept the docks, looking for men standing featureless and still in the background. There were men like that in every port in the world, waiting to nab someone in particular or simply watching to see who was new in town, intelligence they might later tie in to a robbery or a killing.
There was no one, but Wyatt had altered his appearance again anyway, this time with a wad of chewing gum in his cheek, a baseball cap on his head and a football-club scarf trailing from his neck. Not that Wyatt knew or cared about football. Everything about football was collective, and Wyatt had never joined or wanted to join or feel part of the herd-a trait that had kept him free and more or less unknown, unreachable and uncorrupted for all of his life.
He caught a taxi. Thirty minutes later he was at the Budget car rental place in the centre of the city, mapping out a route to the little town of Emerald in the hills.

****



Nineteen


The day began badly with a female duty lawyer at the Magistrate’s Court calling him Terry. Not ‘Mr Baker’, ‘Terry’, as if he didn’t deserve the respect of Mister. Then again, in Baker’s experience of the court system, the only people ever to call him Mr Baker had been the beaks who’d sat in judgement of him.
‘Sit down, Terry,’ she said. ‘That’s the way.’
Baker pulled up a pouchy vinyl chair, orange, scabbed with cigarette burns, and leaned back in it, giving the Legal Aid bitch the once-over. Her name was Goldman, that made her Jewish, and Baker peered at her face for confirmation. Given that your Jew is fond of cash, what was she doing Legal Aid shitwork for? Baker pondered on that for a while, then he had her: classy dresser, sharp brain, the type who likes to slum it once in a while. He grunted, satisfied with his analysis, folded his arms and waited. But he felt twitchy. He badly needed a hit.
The Goldman woman turned the pages of the charge sheet. ‘Assault, theft, threatening behaviour…’
‘You know how they like to throw the lot at you, hope some of it sticks,’ Baker said.
She looked up at him. ‘So, what are you saying, Terry? You’re denying all of it? Is that how we plead you, not guilty?’
Baker rolled his shoulders around, searching for the right words. ‘I was aggravated, wasn’t I?’
‘Aggravated?’
‘Yeah. She come at me.’
‘She attacked you?’
‘Sort of, yeah.’
‘So it was self-defence?’
‘Yeah,’ Baker said.
He watched Goldman pick through his file. Now and then she pursed her lips, made a clicking sound with her tongue, as if she didn’t like what she saw there.
‘Terry, according to your record, you have a drink problem, correct?’
‘I’ve been known to down the odd coldie. Why?’
‘And drugs.’
‘You know,’ Baker said, ‘recreational.’
‘According to a previous assessment, made just six months ago, you were on a downward spiral.’
Downward spiral? Baker stared back at Goldman. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’
‘It means your psychological and physical conditions were deteriorating, Terry. You were obliged to seek treatment at a clinic. According to the clinic, you dropped out after three visits.’
‘I wasn’t sick,’ Baker muttered.
The lawyer clutched the edge of her desk with both hands, leaned toward him across the paperwork. ‘Terry, I’m looking for our line of defence, okay? It’s called mitigating circumstances. A history of drug and/or alcohol abuse can be taken into consideration, helping to account for your actions.’
Baker bristled. ‘What do you mean, abuse? I’m fucking not an alky, not a junkie. Fucking watch it, lady.’
Now she did call him ‘Mr Baker’. Temper up, the bitch spat at him: ‘Mr Baker, I’m appointed by the court to help people who cannot afford a lawyer and who do not wish to conduct their own defence. I’m not deciding guilt or innocence-that’s the court’s job. You’ve got to meet me halfway here. The police prosecutor is going to give you a very hard time. I’ve seen Sergeant Day in action many times. He’ll try to rattle your cage, get you worked up so you look bad in the eyes of the beak. Is that what you want?’
‘No.’
‘No. So why don’t you help me work out a line of defence?’
‘Suit yourself.’
‘Not suit myself. Not suit myself at all. I want you to meet me halfway here.’
Baker frowned at her. ‘It’s a committal hearing, for Christ’s sake.’
‘So? Are you saying you don’t want me to try to find grounds for a dismissal first?’
Baker shrugged.
Goldman pushed on. ‘And if I can’t find grounds for a dismissal, don’t you want a good defence mapped out for when trial time comes around?’
‘I can always shoot through.’
Goldman regarded him coldly across her desk. ‘Do that and you won’t get bail next time you’re picked up.’
‘Maybe there won’t be a next time.’
Goldman’s voice softened. ‘Terry, listen to me. Look at your history: in homes from the age of eleven, juvenile court at fourteen and again at fifteen and sixteen, six months suspended for possession, a community order for going equipped to burgle… At this rate you’ll be the next chicken in the yard at Long Bay, Bathurst or Goulburn.’
Baker flushed. ‘People like you, think you’re so great.’ He wanted to explain what it had been like for him, but the words wouldn’t come, only pictures in his head and hot shame and anger choking in his throat. His father had started fiddling with him on his fifth birthday. Fiddled with his twin sister, too. When they were eleven the old man and the old woman had taken them to Penang, supposedly for a holiday, except they hadn’t stayed long and on the way back he and his sister had worn condoms packed with smack taped to their waists, little angels who wouldn’t arouse the suspicion of customs officers. There had been other trips after that, a lot of the smack finding its way up the old man’s arm-him and his mates-putting them in the mood for a bit of kid-fucking, the old man happy to oblige his mates, two kids already in the house. Baker felt a lot older and wiser than any Legal Aid bitch fresh out of law school, who couldn’t understand why he was wasting himself on dope and booze. If Baker had the words, he’d explain to Goldman that the world looked a lot better skewed than it did real, that the dope and booze blunted the pictures in his head. The seconds went by. He swallowed, caught his breath. He tapped his chest. ‘Think I couldn’t handle the yard? Piss it in, lady.’
She gazed at him calmly. ‘You almost sound as if you welcome the prospect.’
‘Lady, when I go to prison it’s going to be for a fucking good reason, not some pissweak assault charge, theft, whatever.’
They watched each other for a few moments. Some of the heat had leaked away now, as though Baker had stated his case and the duty lawyer hers and the result was a stalemate, maybe mutual regard.
Goldman moved first. ‘Okay, Terry, we’ll do our best with what we’ve got. You’re on the slate for two o’clock. Don’t be late, don’t wander off. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got another dozen people to counsel this morning.’
Baker stood. The action was sudden, the chair crashing over behind him. That embarrassed him-he hadn’t meant it to happen and it must have seemed like aggression or disappointment. He righted the chair, all of his movements contained and careful, and saw only one way of retrieving the situation. He stuck out his hand. ‘Thanks. Much appreciated.’
The duty lawyer was occupied with the papers on her desk and didn’t notice his hand. He made her notice it, leaning completely over the desk and wagging it at the level of her breasts. ‘Mrs Goldman? I just want to say thanks.’
She blinked. ‘Ms, not Mrs.’ Then she shook with him, her hand small, dry and firm, and Baker suddenly felt that the day was on the mend.
He walked down the corridor, past other duty lawyers in other offices, and came to the waiting room. Nowhere to sit. It was a place of writhing children, fat women striking out suddenly, junkies chewing their nails to the gristle, bewildered parents, young car thieves and break-and-enter merchants leaning like James Dean on the walls. Baker looked around in disgust. Behavioural problems, medical and physical disabilities, tears, ethnics in their best suits, not to mention the uniforms, cops and court officers.
Too much for Baker. He checked his watch. Almost noon. Time for a few quick belts.
The pub across the road had Castlemaine on tap. Baker had a schooner, a vodka chaser, a schooner, a vodka chaser. He patted his pockets. He’d had a Serepax prescription filled just the other day. He found the tablets in the same pocket as the car keys. He swallowed one, then threw back another vodka. Another beer would have been a big mistake: ‘Just nipping out for a leak, your worship.’ Baker sniggered, imagining the look on the beak’s face.
The guy behind the bar gave him a wink on the way out. ‘Good luck, mate. Keep your head.’
‘Thanks,’ Baker muttered.
Keep his head? What did the guy mean? Baker crossed the road. On the other side he put one foot after the other up the steps of the courthouse. In through the swinging doors and then a double-check of the computer printout on the notice board. There it was: Baker, Court 5, 2 p.m. He looked at his watch. Holy Christ, five past two.
‘Where have you been?’ Goldman hissed outside number five court. She reeled back. ‘Oh, Terry, you haven’t been drinking?’
‘Settles the nerves,’ he told her.
‘Well, come on. Victor De Lisle’s the beak today and he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’
It became apparent to Baker during the twenty minutes that followed that he might have made a miscalculation with his cocktail of beer, vodka and Serepax, especially on top of the downers he’d popped that morning. He was aware of the police prosecutor droning away: guy in a suit, solid build, a moustache like you see on nine out of ten coppers. Then Goldman had a go, and Baker heard her suggest to the beak that they settle his case now, save some strain on the court system. Baker yawned a lot. He beamed. He was required to stand through all of it and that was the hard part.
Then the fog cleared a little and Baker felt the eyes of the magistrate fix on him. Baker twitched at the man, halfway between an open smile and a respectful nod.
‘Ms Goldman?’
‘Your worship?’
‘Is Mr Baker inebriated? Have you been drinking, Mr Baker?’
‘If the court pleases, Mr Baker is an alcoholic, a disease he is currently doing his best to overcome.’
‘That’s not what I asked, Ms Goldman. I asked whether or not he has taken upon himself to appear in my court in a state of intoxication. Mr Baker, perhaps you would care to honour us with an explanation one way or the other?’
Baker frowned, picking his way through the heavy language. ‘Pardon?’
‘You’re a bit of a loafer, eh, Mr Baker?’
A cop at the back laughed out loud.
De Lisle went on: ‘When’s the last time you did an honest day’s work, Baker? Maybe you’re not a loaf, maybe you’re a sponge. Soak up the welfare system, do you, Baker? Got some poor woman at home supporting you?’
‘Your worship, I really must protest-’
‘I’m not interested, Ms Goldman.’ De Lisle’s face twisted. ‘I see his type over and over again. Useless. A drain on the community. Repeat offenders too stupid to learn from their mistakes.’
‘Your worship, really-’
‘Not now, Ms Goldman.’
Something was going on. Baker concentrated, hearing the sneer in De Lisle’s voice, registering the contempt. De Lisle? What kind of a wog name was that? He saw a short, pink, fattish kind of character, self-satisfaction written all over him. I’ll get you, pal, Baker thought. Calling me useless. Calling me stupid.
Meanwhile De Lisle was all professional again. He overrode Goldman and began gabbling a legal summation in a recitative voice, to the effect that Baker did have a case to answer and was bailed on his own recognizance to appear in the District Court on a date to be fixed.
Baker wasn’t interested in that. He barely listened. He was encouraging a picture in his head: De Lisle thrashing about in pain, begging, pleading with Baker to spare his worthless life.

****



Twenty


Wyatt slowed for a traffic bottleneck in Ringwood, the hills clarifying in the distance, and considered just how murky this deal with the Tiffany had become. If Liz Redding were simply a fence, he’d be wary out of habit, knowing that the only other factor to take into account was the ripoff factor: you can’t get rid of the goods yourself, fences can, so you’re forced to rely on them, knowing they’ll always rip you off a few per cent. But at least you also knew that neither you nor the fence wanted the law involved.
But that kind of certainty didn’t exist when it came to someone who walked the murky ground between the insurance companies and lawless professionals like Wyatt. The insurance companies were ostensibly on the side of the law. The only thing in Wyatt’s favour here was their well-known reluctance to fork out the full value on any claim. They would rather fork out a few thousand dollars to get the Tiffany back intact, no questions asked, than pay the full replacement value-which didn’t mean they wouldn’t also work with the law if it suited them to do so.
With that in mind, Wyatt did what he could to stack the odds in his favour. He hadn’t been carrying for months-too much metal, too many airport metal detectors, and Jardine’s burglaries hadn’t warranted a gun. But today he had Jardine’s unused, untraceable.32 automatic in the waistband at the small of his back. Not his preferred handgun, but it would do if the shooting were close and fast.
Next was the handover place itself. If there’d been more time and if he were dealing with a buyer or a fence, then he’d have insisted on meeting in the safety-deposit vault of a bank. He’d have a safety-deposit box, the buyer would have a box. He’d have the Tiffany, the buyer would have scales, pincers, jeweller’s eyeglass and purchase cash. They’d complete the trade in complete privacy and neither would be tempted to pull a cross, not with so many guards, cameras, witnesses and steel doors around.
But there wasn’t the time, and Liz Redding wasn’t a simple buyer or fence, so he’d suggested a Devonshire tea place near Emerald. It was taking him over an hour to get there, but the hills offered escape routes and boltholes. He could slip away on one of the back roads or hole up in a weekender cabin or even perch up a tree for a few hours. He’d be hard to track from the air and hard to follow in the dense ground cover.
He thought through the getaway alternatives. If this were a trap he was walking into, he’d run and keep running, assuming he had the initiative to begin with. If not, then he was left with holing up in Emerald until the heat was off, or holing up a few kilometres away until it was safe to leave. He thought he knew how the cops would work it. They’d block the roads out first. If he didn’t show, they’d move the search closer to Emerald. Clearly the answer was, if he got away in the initial confusion he’d hide where he could watch the roadblocks. When they came down for the cops to narrow the circle, that was the time to run and keep running.
Assuming the cafй itself wasn’t being staked out, the interior crowded with cops posing as customers, waiters, cashiers, cooks.
Finally, Wyatt had worked on himself, doing what he always did before a hit. He’d eaten a modest breakfast, enough to give him energy but not slow him down. He had a train timetable in his pocket, and reserves of cash to buy his way out of trouble. And he was wearing a useful, quick-change disguise if he needed one: the jacket was reversible, there was a beret folded into an inside pocket, he wore sunglasses. Change all three factors and he might change his appearance sufficiently to get away unnoticed.
The cafй offering Devonshire teas was on the northern edge of the town, separated from the first of the shops by a belt of gums, tree ferns and bracken. Wyatt parked the car in a bay outside a milkbar, went in, bought an icecream, came out again. He set off down the street, heading away from the cafй. He strolled for four blocks, not hurrying, taking tiny smears of the icecream into his mouth to make it last. Then he crossed the street and came back, pausing now and then at the window of a craft shop, a nursery, a display of New Age crystals and self-help books. The crystals and the books were incomprehensible to Wyatt.
The sweep was smooth, methodical, made with the steady, quiet competence with which he stamped all his jobs. He didn’t let the tension of his situation work on his nerves. It helped that he didn’t see anything that he hadn’t expected to see. There were a few tourists like himself, a few local merchants, housewives doing the shopping, a couple of horticultural types in Land Rovers and here and there a stoned-looking sixties’ counter-culture throwback, probably from a hovel back in the hills somewhere. Wyatt preferred the pure, peeping bellbirds to any of them.
By now he had a clear picture of the Devonshire tea place. It had a first floor balcony with umbrellas open to the sun, but he wasn’t about to tree himself there. He’d meet Liz Redding on the ground floor: plenty of doors to the open, and plenty of windows if it should come to a dive through the plate glass, his jacket over his face and arms for protection. Otherwise there seemed to be a basement, a rose arbour at the side, a couple of shadowed porches and alcoves of greenish, weathered boards. He’d stay clear of places like that, just as he stayed clear of any place where he might find his exits blocked in front of him and some final threat coming hard behind him.
So, he was as safe as he could make himself. That left only the negotiation itself. Wyatt had no doubts about his strength there: he had the Tiffany, Liz Redding wanted it.
What else did she want? He wanted her, but that didn’t mean he was going to act on it. Then he stopped thinking those things and watched a car pull into the small asphalted area in front of the cafй. Liz Redding was driving but it was not the car she’d been driving the day he and Jardine had met her at the motel in Preston. No sticker of any kind in the rear window.
She got out. Plenty of loose material hanging on her slim frame today: baggy pants, a billowing white T-shirt reaching to her knees. She swung the strap of a black purse over one shoulder and strode into the cafй. He went in after her, knowing that he wouldn’t feel any more or less safe five minutes from now.

****



Twenty-one


Baker trailed Ms Goldman back to her office, and the moment he pulled the ugly vinyl chair up to her desk he blurted it out: ‘You know what he bloody well called me? Stupid, useless, lazy.’
She took some time to respond, his file spread open in front of her. He’d noticed that about her before. Getting her attention was like trying to turn a ship at sea, you had to allow plenty of room and time. Well, she was Legal Aid, the government was paying her, so he wasn’t going to get top priority. If he had plenty of dough, she’d be all over him. Finally she dragged her eyes away from the file, saying ‘Hmmm?’ absently, looking more or less past his right ear, not into his eyes.
‘Useless,’ Baker repeated. ‘He said I was stupid and lazy.’
‘I don’t recall that.’
‘That’s what he said. Shouldn’t be allowed. I mean, fair go, there’s a recession on.’ Baker waved his hand to indicate the masses huddled in the corridors and waiting rooms outside. ‘I bet fifty per cent of the poor bastards who come here haven’t got a job, so why have a go at me?’
‘I remember he asked if you were a loafer,’ the Goldman woman said, twinkling a little.
‘See? Like I said, he called me lazy.’
‘Oh, Terry, that’s just his little joke, a play on words. Your name is Baker, right? Bakers bake loaves, hence loafer.’
Baker wasn’t about to let her mollify him. He felt obscurely ashamed and bitter. ‘What about calling me stupid and useless? Anyhow, what kind of name’s De Lisle? Wog name, not even Australian.’
The lawyer refused to answer that. She was looking into his face now, all right, so he knew he’d hit a nerve. She held his gaze, cool and blank, and he looked away, trying to make it casual, masking it with a cough, a scratch, a realignment of his limbs in the orange chair.
Maybe the Goldman woman was relenting, for she said, ‘It was the luck of the draw that we got him today, rotten luck in fact. He does have a reputation.’
‘Tell me about it,’ Baker muttered. He looked into the distance to show that he didn’t give a shit.
‘But he’s highly regarded and he does his bit, which is more than you can say about a lot of others.’
‘Yeah? How?’ Baker demanded.
She shrugged. ‘Well, he’s a circuit magistrate in a couple of Pacific countries.’
Baker grunted. ‘Let’s hope a shark gets him.’
He added the shark to the fall off a cliff, the shorting light switch igniting built-up gas, the smacking front of a Mack truck, the sort of thing he could set up so it looked like an accident.
Ms Goldman laughed, a genuine laugh, as if they were on the same wavelength when it came to De Lisle and what he deserved. Maybe the guy had squeezed her one day without being asked, Baker thought, gazing at her, thinking he’d like a piece of that himself.
She read it in his eyes and something in her shut down again, her shoulders hunching forward, her forearms on the desk, effectively closing her body off from him. ‘Now, Terry, your defence,’ she said.
‘She had it coming,’ he said promptly.
The Goldman woman took that seriously, jotting something down in her notes. ‘In what way?’
‘Well, I mean, she come up behind me flashing her lights, blasting me with her horn. I mean, how was I to know she didn’t have a carload of skinheads on board, like, you know, an ambush or something?’
‘But, Terry, you stopped the car. You wouldn’t stop if you feared for your life. I have to ask this-were you high at the time? Had you taken anything, alcohol and drugs together perhaps?’
‘Jesus Christ, I thought you were my fucking lawyer.’
‘I’m not fucking anything,’ Ms Goldman said, and it was like a slap across the face to Baker.
He put up his hands. ‘Okay, I apologise. I just want to know how come you’re, like, taking this woman’s side.’
‘Terry, I’m simply doing what the prosecution will do to you in the courtroom.’
Baker considered that for a while. ‘All right, how about we argue self-defence?’
‘But you knocked her to the ground. A chipped tooth, lacerations, a mass of bruises. How do you explain that, except as an overreaction? The kind of overreaction one might expect from someone under the influence of drugs or alcohol, I might add.’
Baker closed his eyes, tightened his fists. A wave of blackness and heat swept through his head, sparks popping behind his eyelids. He fought it down. ‘Fucking lay off about the booze and drugs, will ya? Please? Just lay off?’ His voice was high, pained. ‘Everyone on at me, all the time, I’ve fucking had enough.’
He’d scared her. He didn’t want that. He waited for his heart to stop thumping, then took a deep breath. ‘Like I said, she come up behind me flashing her lights, tooting her horn, so naturally I thought I had a flat, or maybe the boot was open. Then we both stop and she gets out of her car and comes at me, sounding off about the blasted kid should be restrained, whatever. Like I said, self-defence.’
‘It’s you who should have been restrained, Terry.’
He looked at her and it was full of hate. ‘So that’s how it’s going to be, you’re all gunna have these digs at my expense, turning everything I say around. Yeah, thanks a lot.’
‘Terry, did she actually assault you?’
He shifted in his chair. ‘Sort of.’
‘How do you mean? Did she hit you, spit on you, threaten you with anything?’
‘If I’d’ve been closer I would’ve felt the spit coming off her. She was good and toey.’
‘Did she threaten you verbally?’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Did she say she’d do something to hurt you if you didn’t restrain the child-what’s his name? Troy?’
‘Troy, yeah, little brat. Well, she reckoned I was careless, kind of thing, letting the kid ride around without a belt on.’ He showed her his palms apologetically. ‘I know, I know, I should’ve strapped him in, but you know how kids are, all over the place, can’t keep still.’
‘Terry, I’m trying to work out if you were provoked in any way, and, if so, whether or not you were justified in striking out at Mrs Sullivan. Mitigating circumstances, in other words.’
‘Talk English, can’t ya?’
She leaned forward. ‘We may be able to obtain a fine and a suspended sentence if we can show that your striking the woman-though to be deplored-was understandable given the nature and degree of her provocation.’
Baker muttered, ‘We should get the bitch to back down.’
‘I didn’t hear that, Mr Baker.’
Baker put his head on one side. ‘But you’d have her address, right?’
‘Terry, I’m warning you.’
But Baker was lost in staging another revenge and his mind drifted. Wait till the Sullivan woman was in a multi-storey carpark somewhere, shove a spud up her exhaust pipe so she can’t get the car started, then jump her, get her to withdraw all charges, maybe put her out of action somehow.
That’s if he could find her. Christ, the Sydney phone book was probably chocka with Sullivans.
He became aware of a snarling exhaust note outside the building. When it didn’t let up after half a minute, Baker went to the window.
He liked it, oh he liked it very much. Some bloke was parked across the street in a hotted-up panelvan, brrrapp-ing the motor, letting the vehicle hunt and rock a little as if he were slipping the clutch, ready to take off. But it wasn’t the panelvan that interested Baker, it was what it stood for. Clearly the poor bastard had been given a bum’s rush in court and he was shouting his grievances to the world through a megaphone: ‘Men and women are not equal… Justice for women, injustice for men… Modern justice, keeping a father away from his kids.’
‘Go for it,’ Baker muttered.
The lawyer joined him at the window. ‘Oh, God, not him again.’
Baker laughed. ‘Got lumbered with De Lisle, did he?’
‘If anything, De Lisle would be on his side. No, he’s been hassling us for months.’
She had her mouth open for more but just at that moment the traffic cleared and the panelvan screamed and leapt smoking and snaking away from the kerb, across the street and through the main glass doors of the courthouse.
They heard the crash. The screaming started a couple of seconds later. ‘He’s hurt someone,’ Ms Goldman said, and she hurried out.
Baker left, too, but he paused for a moment at her desk first. He spun the file around. There it was, Diana Sullivan, an address in St Leonards.
They were all moaning and wringing their hands at the front of the building. The panelvan had come right into the foyer and buried itself against the front desk. Baker saw blood and glass, a lot of it. If he’d been a different kind of a person he could have lifted the occasional wallet and handbag in all the confusion. As it was, he saw Ms Goldman helping a woman into the Ladies’. She saw him. ‘I’m sorry, Terry,’ she said, harried, pale-looking. ‘Ring me tomorrow?’
‘No worries.’
‘Great.’
Baker slipped away through a side door. Carol’s Kingswood was in a K-Mart five blocks away. It took him a while to find the street directory under the UDL cans and toys and other crap on the back floor. St Leonards.
But when he got to the address, no one answered his knock, and when he went around the side of the house, a woman from next door poked her head over the fence, demanding to know who he was and what he wanted.
He waved the classifieds section of a newspaper in her face. ‘I’ve come about the VW.’
‘I think you must have the wrong address. Diana doesn’t own a VW.’
Baker was perplexed.
‘Besides,’ the woman went on, ‘someone assaulted her and she’s gone to stay with her mother till the trial.’
Then, conscious that she’d said too much, the woman frowned and reached a fleshy arm over the fence. ‘Let me see that ad.’
Baker backed away. He said, ‘It’s okay, no worries, my mistake,’ and other unconvincing things as he backed out of there.
In the Kingswood again he planted his foot. If the nosy cow was calling the cops right now he’d better track down some mates who’d swear he’d been on the piss with them all afternoon.
So, forget the Sullivan woman.
Fix De Lisle instead.

****



Twenty-two


‘Just coffee,’ Wyatt told the kid waiting on them at the corner table, near a door, next to a window.
Liz Redding looked at him across the table, a faintly amused expression on her face. What he read there said that she thought him abstemious, and not only because he hadn’t ordered anything to eat, so he said, ‘And an apple danish,’ seeing her mouth stretch into a grin.
‘Now I don’t feel so bad about ordering scones and cream,’ she said. ‘It’s been a while since breakfast, and it’s a long drive up here.’
This was small talk. Wyatt didn’t try to look interested. Liz Redding wasn’t someone who’d indulge in it for long, anyway.
He nodded pleasantly, looked around. He was sitting where he could see the room, each door, part of the strip of asphalt outside. Liz Redding had her back unconcernedly to the room. That was a good sign, it said she wasn’t expecting trouble. Then he realised that she could see all she needed to see reflected in the mirror behind him. He decided that that was a good sign, too.
There were no other customers. The cafй was the kind of place that did plenty of business on weekend afternoons, a little on weekday afternoons, virtually none before lunch. All that glass on three sides admitted plenty of warming sunlight into the room. Wyatt could detect coffee in the air. The waitress had passed their order through a serving hatch behind the cash register and was perched on a stool now, chin down, frowning over the split ends in her hair. A radio murmured on a shelf behind her, too low for him to isolate one word from another. No music, so he guessed it was a talk show. Crockery clattered in the distant reaches of the kitchen.
The tables, chairs and benches gleamed with a honeyed, piney light. It was a restful place for a transaction outside of the law. Wyatt scratched one fingernail across the tucks in the check-patterned gingham tablecloth and saw Liz Redding’s hand there, long-fingered, elastic, appealingly knuckly. They were good hands to look at and he imagined the rest of her.
One hand seemed to twitch in reaction to him, lift, fall to the cloth and pick at the material. She said, ‘They want me to check the stones.’
He’d expected that. He passed her the Tiffany but then their orders arrived. Liz Redding’s eyes were avid, full of appetite. ‘Just in time. I could feel crankiness coming on.’
Wyatt watched her spoon the chocolatey froth of her coffee into her mouth, take the first sip, lick away the residue from her upper lip. She leaned toward him across the table and he thought for a moment that she wanted to kiss him, but she propped her chin in her cupped palm and said, ‘What’s the waitress doing?’
Wyatt looked past her to the cash register. ‘She’s gone out the back.’
‘Good.’
Liz sat back, fastened her jeweller’s glass to her eye, examined each of the stones intently. Wyatt watched her hands, the clean, healthy pores like pinpricks speckling the brown skin. She looked up. ‘So far so good. You haven’t substituted pieces of cut glass for the stones. Now to see that you haven’t substituted cheap diamonds for expensive ones.’
She was twinkling, enjoying herself. She handled the Tiffany again, peering for telltale scratches around the settings. Satisfied, she rummaged in her bag and brought out a tiny set of scales. Wyatt watched carefully, but her hands were quick and covert this time and he glimpsed nothing of what else she might have in the bag.
‘Still all clear?’
He nodded.
She placed the scales on the table, effectively concealing them among the cups, plates, sugar bowl and a tall, matched pair of salt and pepper shakers.
‘She’s back.’
Liz froze. Her hands crept around the scales.
‘It’s okay. She’s staring off into space.’
Liz used a small tool to prise out a couple of representative stones. She picked them up with tweezers, weighed one and then the other in the tiny bowl of the scales.
‘Women’s Weekly seal of approval,’ she said. ‘Each stone weighs in as the real thing. Sorry,’ she said, meaning the rigamarole.
Wyatt was unconcerned. ‘It’s business,’ he said.
He had no appetite, for the transaction was not complete, but picked up the danish anyway and bit into it. The pastry was thick, binding, and it dried the inside of his mouth. The apple was too chunky. He drained part of his coffee, ate more of the danish.
It was then that Wyatt’s mouth seemed to fill with grit. He grimaced, tongued the stuff to his lips, removed it with his fingers.
‘What’s wrong?’
Wyatt placed the offending sludge onto his plate and separated pastry and apple from a jagged chip of tooth and new amalgam. His tongue automatically ran along his upper teeth, registering a rough hole and a loose fragment, all that remained of the tooth that had been making his life hell for two months.
‘I’ve lost a filling.’
Fascinated, Liz Redding stared at the chip on his plate. ‘More than that. Your tooth’s split. Is it the tooth that’s been bothering you?’
He nodded.
‘A new filling on top of old ones?’
‘Yes.’
‘It split open,’ she said. ‘They’ll do that. Which one is it?’
‘Top. Back,’ he said, his tongue busy.
“That’s not so bad. It won’t affect your chewing and you won’t need a false one in its place.’
‘You seem to know all about it.’
She was still leaning across the table, her upper body straining toward him. Unconsciously he leaned toward her. They seemed to be joined by this humble human catastrophe.
That’s why they failed to notice the junkie with the gun. He came in through the main door and a moment later Liz blinked and murmured, ‘Behind me.’
Wyatt looked past her shimmering black hair to the doorway. The man who stood there, a little rocky on his feet, wore scuffed boots, a torn T-shirt, greasy jeans and denim jacket. He needed a shave and a haircut. Wyatt expected to catch a whiff of him, a smell compounded of unwashed skin and clothing, oil and petrol, and something else, a rotten intestinal system leaking cheap alcohol and costly, impure chemicals bought in alleys and brewed in backyard amphetamine factories.
The man hadn’t seen them. He wiped the back of his hand across his nose, tried to focus, jerked the gun as if waving crowds of people aside. Wyatt watched carefully, following the gun. The size told him it was a.357 and it seemed to have the weight of a genuine.357, not a disposal-store replica. Then he saw the man stop wavering and focus on the waitress. She was rooted to her stool, uselessly opening and closing her mouth. The man giggled insanely and shuffled toward her. ‘Gimme,’ he was muttering, ‘gimme,’ showing a mouthful of healthy teeth, and that wasn’t right.
Liz Redding had her bag in her lap, bent over it protectively. She had the Tiffany in there, and Wyatt’s reward money. ‘We should do something before he hurts her,’ she said, beginning to turn her head.
Wyatt stopped her, his voice low and even, not wasting itself on unnecessary words or useless inflections: ‘Don’t move. Don’t attract his attention.’
They waited there, frozen, watching the junkie. Wyatt saw him push the waitress off the stool. ‘Gimme. Gimme.’
The shove seemed to wake her. She stumbled to the register, opened it, shrank back against the serving hatch. No one in the kitchen had noticed her. Wyatt heard dishes rattling, a cheerful whistle, water rushing into a sink.
The junkie crammed a few notes from the till into his back pocket. He was sniggering, maybe imagining the next fix. Wyatt saw him swing away again toward the door, then stop, greed showing on his face.
Liz breathed, ‘Oh God, he’s seen us.’
Wyatt watched as the junkie approached them slowly, keeping behind Liz Redding but beginning to circle so that he would soon be coming in on their flank.
Wyatt’s left flank. It seemed to be deliberate. Wyatt had the little.32 in his lap but the angle was bad. He’d have to shoot across himself, across the table, and, unless the man widened the circle, he’d have to place his shot close to Liz Redding’s shoulder.
So far the junkie was mostly bleary and unpredictable, as if he’d targeted them as a soft touch who’d hand over their wristwatches and spare cash and not kick up a fuss about it. But then the muzzle of the.357 came up, the man spread his legs and crouched, and he began to raise a steadying hand to the gun. He was clean and cool and focused suddenly, snapping out of his chemical trance more quickly than any junkie Wyatt had ever known.
All these things registered with Wyatt and he swung the.32 into view, catching his knuckles under the lip of the table, wasting a precious fragment of time.
He would have been too slow. It was Liz who shot the man. She didn’t do what amateurs do, turn her head first to find the problem then bring her gun to bear on it, but swung everything around-trunk, arms, eyes and gun-cutting the delay time, tracking the target, firing the instant she had him placed.
She shot the junkie twice, one a doubling-over punch to the stomach, the other straight into the crown of his head. This second shot blew the man back against a table. He rolled off, tangled with a chair, and fell, leaving a red smear on the tabletop. Wyatt saw that he was dead. The interesting fact about the dead man was his crooked wig.

****



Twenty-three


‘Oh no, oh no.’
It was Liz Redding and her face was white, dismayed.
Wyatt reached over, took her gun, turned her to face him, her chin clamped in his hand. ‘Liz, snap out of it.’
‘I’ve killed him.’
‘It was a setup. We can’t stay here,’ he said.
He had the voice of a convincer, flat, exact, experienced. Liz came with him into the sunlight and let him drive her out of there in her car.
He barrelled down the first side road, a winding channel between overhanging trees. Three hundred metres down he spotted a narrow parking bay and a pipe-and-glass bus shelter. He pulled in. ‘Take off your T-shirt.’
She looked at him numbly then nodded. She was mute, everything closed down now, but he was banking that elation and relief would flood in soon-and anger, and questions.
He was already taking off his jacket and reversing it, tan corduroy outermost, the plain weatherproof cotton now the lining. He stripped off his buttoned black shirt, pulling it over his head to save time.
Beside him, Liz Redding’s head and arms were briefly lost to view as she bent forward and removed the big T-shirt. He saw her flexing stomach, her breasts beneath her raised arms, squeezing together briefly, the brownness very brown against an unfussy white cotton bra. Wyatt felt a powerful urge to pull her against his chest. It was as much a symptom of his lonely state, a memory trace of friendly, uncomplicated intimacy with a woman again, as a need to feel her bare skin against his. Then she was shaking hair out of her eyes and swapping shirts with him. He also gave her the jacket and the sunglasses and seconds later was peeling the little rental car away from the parking bay, snaking down the road as he accelerated.
A short time later, he began to double back, turning right at each intersection until they were on an approach road to Emerald again. He slowed as they entered the town, looking left and right as he cruised past the side streets. Liz Redding was looking with him. ‘There,’ she said.
It was a small, high-steepled church with room for parking under a box hedge at the rear. No one would spot the car there for a few hours, maybe even for a couple of days. They got out, walked unhurriedly back into the town. Wyatt sensed the change in Liz Redding, an electric charge in her step. She was waking out of her shock and misery, engaging with the world and him again. Her arm went around him and he felt a ripple of energy in her flank.
They ambled to his chunky rental Commodore, got in. By now there were sirens in the distance, an awareness of high drama telegraphing itself from person to person along the street. Wyatt started the car, signalled, U-turned slowly and took them out of there.
He was looking for somewhere to hole up overnight. Motels and hotels were out. So too-to a lesser extent- were guesthouses and places offering bed and breakfast. Wyatt and Liz Redding no longer resembled the couple who’d fled from the cafй, and their car was different, but the police would eventually begin a check of all accommodation addresses in the area and want to talk to all couples.
He found it outside the next town. The sign read ‘Expressions of interest invited for this outstanding commercial opportunity’, the hype referring to a half-built holiday lodge consisting of a mud-brick reception area and half a dozen mud-brick cabins. Weeds grew hard against the walls and plywood had been tacked over most of the windows. Here and there tin flapped in the wind. There was a lock-up garage at the rear of the property. The lock was flimsy. Wyatt forced it and drove in. Nothing inside but dusty drums and a stack of floorboards. They closed the door again, hurried across to the lodge, and began to check each of the buildings, keeping to the back walls. The cabins were empty but two rooms behind the main office had been set up as accommodation for a caretaker or nightwatchman in the days when the developer still had hopes for the place. They found a tiny kitchen with tins of Irish stew and peaches on a shelf, a gas burner, a kettle, three enamel mugs and half a packet of stale tea. In the other room there was a foam mattress on a lightweight tubular metal camping cot, two thin khaki blankets folded at the foot of the bed.
They stood there, turned, and contemplated one another gravely. Since fleeing the cafй, Wyatt and Liz Redding had scarcely spoken, communicating in snatched murmurs, a kind of shorthand that worked because they each wanted the same thing, each faced the same odds. Now they didn’t need to talk at all. Wyatt eased the reversible jacket away from her shoulders. He unbuttoned the black shirt. Liz Redding fixed her gaze on him, eyes dark in her strong, dark face. When the shirt was on the floor, Wyatt leaned his bony nose to the dark cleft between her breasts, kissed each upper slope, reached around to unfasten the strap. He was clumsy and she laughed once, quietly, not minding.
Then Wyatt was unbuckling the belt at her waist but he felt her hands on his, pushing him away with a queer, embarrassed kind of modesty. She finished the act for him, watching his face as she let the pants fall to the floor, weighted heavily by something, the belt, then slid her briefs to her ankles and stepped out of them.
When it was her turn to strip him she started slowly but grew impatient, all the constraint gone as if it were pointless. She was full of charging energy, and Wyatt was infected by it. He fell back with her onto the bed and let her straddle him.
She began. He saw her close her eyes tight in concentration, head tilted to one side as if she were listening for a voice. Then a little later she’d remember him, and grin and buck and lean down to bite his lip.
At the end of it, she dozed. Wyatt waited. Finally her eyes snapped open. ‘You were right, it was a setup.’
‘Yes.’
‘He was acting the junkie. Someone hired him to kill us.’
‘Or only one of us. Me,’ Wyatt said.
She stiffened in his arms. ‘Or me. I didn’t set you up.’
They fell silent, playing out the possibilities.
‘You’re good with a gun.’
He felt her shrug against him. ‘It pays to be. In this game you’ve got to be prepared for any contingency.’
Queer, formal wording. Wyatt rolled away from her.
She was alarmed, a little hurt. ‘Where are you going?’
He leaned back to kiss her. She smelt and tasted humid and salty from their lovemaking. He heard her murmur, the words unintelligible but affection and desire clearly there in them. He disengaged. ‘Handkerchief,’ he said.
She watched him, lazy-looking and tousled, propped up on one arm. That changed to alarm when she saw him reach for her trousers. ‘I haven’t got-’ she said, stopping when he uncovered the little revolver concealed there.
She seemed to slump, then rallied. ‘So? So what if I carry two guns?’
All the tenderness was gone from Wyatt. He fixed on her like a pin through a butterfly. ‘A crotch holster? Come on.’ He gestured with the little gun. ‘This is your backup piece. If you were wearing boots I’d also expect to find a gun there. But it was the way you handled yourself in the cafй. You’ve had training. And look at this, no front sight, thumb-bar filed off the hammer so it won’t catch on anything.’
‘Mack Delaney trained me,’ she muttered, mouth sulky.
‘Bullshit,’ Wyatt snarled, a slow hard rage building in him, narrowing his face and filling it with colour. ‘Delaney’s dead. You knew I couldn’t check on you.’ He gestured with the gun. ‘Get up.’
When she was standing before him, tall and bare and defiant, he said, ‘Pick up your shoes.’
He saw it in her face at last, confirmation, a sense that she knew he had her. ‘Let’s talk about this.’
‘The shoes.’
He watched her pick them up. She half threw back one arm sullenly, as if she might smack him down with a shoe, but stopped when he ground the tip of the gun against her throat. ‘Let’s see it.’
She removed it from beneath the lining of her left shoe. She held it out, propped between thumb and middle finger so that he could read it. He read ‘Victoria Police’ and ‘Senior Constable’ and that was enough.
‘How long have you been working undercover?’
She shrugged. She wasn’t going to say, but then seemed to think that it wouldn’t matter what she said now. ‘A few months.’
‘If you knew the Tiffany was stolen, why didn’t you have me arrested at Southbank that day?’
‘Too soon.’
Wyatt stared at her fathomlessly until she said, ‘I thought you were part of the magnetic drill gang. I wanted the whole gang.’
‘Who knew you were meeting me today?’
‘That’s my problem.’
‘I’d say it was a problem for both of us.’
‘Let me handle my side of it. The cash is there in the bag. That part’s real enough. The insurance company wants the Tiffany and was prepared to pay to get it back. Take the fucking Tiffany too, for all I care.’
‘A deal’s a deal,’ Wyatt said. ‘You figured I belonged to this gang?’
‘I did. I don’t now.’ She paused. ‘At least tell me where you got the Tiffany.’
He smiled his brief vivid smile. ‘No. This way we find out who tried to kill us from separate ends.’
‘Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord,’ she said, then seemed to wonder why she’d said it.
There were nylon restraining links in her bag. He let her get dressed then cuffed her to a corner of the iron cot. ‘I suppose you could always drag it down the road with you.’
She bit her bottom lip. ‘So you knew I was a cop before you had sex with me. That was pretty calculated of you.’
He touched her cheek with the flat of his hand, a tender gesture for Wyatt. ‘Calculation had nothing to do with it.’
She stared at him carefully for a few seconds. ‘I guess I believe you. Thousands wouldn’t. How did you know about the ID card in my shoe?’
‘I thought my way into your skin,’ Wyatt said, as fanciful as he’d ever got with his language. ‘I’d carry ID if I were working undercover. I’d want it for a situation like this. I’d want it if I had to bargain for my life.’
He saw the alarm in her face. ‘I’m not going to kill you,’ he said, moving to the door. ‘You helped Frank Jardine.’
‘You’re sparing me because I helped your friend? Is that what you’re saying?’
Wyatt couldn’t answer that.

****



Twenty-four


Springett checked his watch. Unless there’d been a balls-up, Lillecrapp should be on his way back from making the hit about now. He pictured it, Lillecrapp’s wet teeth bared, a mad light in his eyes, that falsetto giggle he was always coming out with, roaring down out of the hills, two more bodies to his credit. As the saying goes, a natural-born killer. Springett pondered upon that as the traffic ahead of him shunted forward two car lengths and stopped again, trapped by a Sydney Road tram. Lillecrapp had been useful; now he was a liability. Springett wondered if paying him off would work. Unlikely. Lillecrapp would want more, or he’d brag to someone when he was in the sack, or grievances would begin to eat away at him. Maybe Niekirk’s boys could arrange an accident for him?
The conductor appeared in the open door of the tram, jerking his thumb at the line of cars, signalling them to pass. Greasy hair, in need of a shave, runners on his feet: How did someone like that keep his job? Springett accelerated, sticking his middle finger at the man as he passed the tram.
He was in a big Falcon from the divisional motor pool. He liked to drive with both feet, one riding the accelerator, the other the brake, a kind of edgy dance that made his blood race. That was the beauty of your automatic transmission.
He found his landmarks, a furniture barn opposite a mosque, and turned off Sydney Road, into a system of narrow streets. The red light in the Falcon’s rear window winked as he surged, braked, surged, braked, steering a course between beefy cars parked outside the tiny houses neat as pins, new cladding on the walls, wet cement gardens, Middle Eastern smells and music hanging in the air.
Springett felt hungry. He would eat soon, but not before he was finished with Jardine. He needed that margin of irritation you got when hunger creeps in.
According to Liz Redding’s notes, Jardine lived in a rented house with an unmarried sister. He rarely went out. He was ill; the sister looked after him. Springett gnawed at his bottom lip. A shame about the sister. She wasn’t involved. Jardine himself had said so-it was in Liz Redding’s notes. A shame to have to knock her as well as her brother.
Springett slowed for Jardine’s street, prowled along the row of houses in the car. No numbers on the front doors or gates, of course, so he was relying on Redding’s surveillance photographs. There: the white weatherboard, a sorry-looking ruin sitting in a patch of onion weed. He drove past, turned around, drove out of the street, looking for the laneway that ran behind the houses. Redding’s photos showed a back gate fashioned from a sheet of iron, held shut with a twist of wire. Every house had a high laneway fence and there were no flats overlooking the lane. He could go in that way unobserved, catch Jardine and the sister with their pants down, maybe literally.
Redding was thorough, at least Springett could say that about her. Pity she had tunnel vision. Pity it had to be her that Wyatt and Jardine contacted, instead of a real fence, for the Tiffany would have disappeared again by now. But it was her, and it got her thinking that she was onto the famous magnetic drill gang. Tunnel vision. ‘No worries, boss,’ she’d said, ‘I’m going to follow this through to the bitter end.’
Bitter was right. A bullet between the eyes from Lillecrapp. And an end that was sooner than she’d expected.
Springett got out, locked the car, crossed the street into the lane. If Liz Redding had been allowed to arrest Wyatt and Jardine, been allowed to process them and stick them into interview rooms, then there wouldn’t have been a lot that Springett could have done about it. One of them would have talked, seeking a deal, and sooner or later De Lisle’s name would have come up as the main man in the chain of people who’d handled the proceeds of the Brighton bank job.
Springett had said it himself to Niekirk: De Lisle will talk to save his neck, count on it.
Springett had a break-and-enter-gone-wrong in mind for Jardine and the sister. He wanted it to look like one of those random, messy, everyday tragedies that you find in the poorer areas of the cities of the world. He didn’t want the homicide boys scratching their heads over an atypical shooting; he didn’t want neighbours reporting gunshots; he didn’t want to have to get rid of a gun afterwards. He didn’t want to get rid of a knife, either, or risk blood fountaining over his clothing.
So he was carrying a baseball bat.
Springett came to Jardine’s skewiff laneway gate. He unfastened the wire, edged into the back yard. No dog- Redding’s notes would have said if there was a dog.
Not much cover, either, apart from a fig tree, a clothesline and a couple of dead tomato plants in plastic pots. And according to Redding, Jardine liked to sit at the back of the house, where the sun penetrated, and watch his hopeless hours pass by. No time to waste. Springett charged across the yard, jerked open the screen door, shouldered through the inner door, and found himself two metres away from Jardine on a daybed.
There was a tartan rug over Jardine’s legs, a form guide on his chest. Jardine opened his mouth and Springett saw fear crawl in him, literally claw its way through his body. Jardine jerked, tried to speak, rolled back his eyes, tugged at his collar, and died.
For a long moment, Springett gaped at the body. He closed his mouth, swallowed, looked nervously over his shoulder, then back at Jardine again.
Jesus Christ, a stroke, he thought. But where was the sister? He jerked into action, running into each of the other rooms, swinging the bat. Nothing. The sister was out.
He went back to Jardine and felt for a pulse. The guy had definitely carked it. What a fucking piece of luck. No investigation.
Springett tucked the baseball bat under his jacket and left through the front door, onto an ordinary street of the struggling class, everyone indoors in front of the TV or hanging out down the DSS.
Springett whistled, bounced on his toes a little. Almost time to go to the public phone near the high school in Princes Hill, wait for Lillecrapp to call in that he’d plugged another two holes in this operation.
Leaving just one big hole.

****



Twenty-five


Would he call someone to say where she could be found? Would he come back for her? Liz Redding had wanted to be able to answer yes to either question, but she had seen the transformation in Wyatt, and told herself no. Life for Wyatt was not a matter of expansive gestures, throwing care to the winds for the sake of desire, but of tactics.
She had rotated her bound wrists uselessly after he’d disappeared through the door. Nylon restraining cuffs, lightweight, a little flexible, but nevertheless tough and effective. She’d have to cut them somehow. If a caretaker had lived here, maybe he’d left tools behind when he’d moved out?
She glanced at the mattress, now sad and dusty-looking. What would it be like to sleep regularly with a man who was mostly silent, who lived in some private reserve of the mind where you could never reach him? Whose face-as soon as the striking smile faded-was cruel rather than appealing, the contrast swift and unsettling?
She got to her knees, lifted the little cot onto its side, and tumbled the mattress into the corner. The tubular frame sat on U-shaped fold-down legs, one at each end. By hooking with her feet she was able to close the legs flush with the frame. The cot was more manoeuvrable now; Liz lifted it off the floor and waddled with it into the depressing kitchen.
She hadn’t realised how much she relied upon independent action in each arm. With her wrists manacled together around the metal frame of a camping cot, opening drawers and cupboard doors required great patience, strength and dexterity. And a sense of humour, for the cuffs chafed her badly and the cot knocked painfully against her shins. Once when a drawer fell out her hands fell with it before she could stop herself, which dropped the bottom edge of the frame with a solid smack across the toecap of her shoes. She jerked so fiercely on the cuffs in response that the nylon broke the skin and blood began to leak stickily over her fingers.
‘Eureka,’ she muttered, opening another drawer. A little tenon saw, the blade rusty, the handle held together with black electrical tape. Raising her right foot to support the weight of the cot while she worked with her hands, she flicked aside a file and a packet of nails, then propped the tenon saw blade upright, its teeth outermost, and nudged the drawer home until it clamped the blade in place. This gave her a twenty-centimetre cutting edge. She began to raise and lower her arms, running the nylon link along the saw teeth, the metal cot knocking the cupboard, her thighs. When the link finally snapped open, the bed dropped like a stone, falling from her supporting foot and onto the other again. The pain and regret and humiliation brought on blinding tears.
She recovered, freed her wrists, gathered her things. Wyatt had left both guns, including the little revolver he’d found in her crotch holster. It was a.22 Colt Cobra weighing fifteen ounces, with a six-shot chamber and two-inch barrel. It had weighed slightly more before she’d filed down the hammer and front sight. She put it in her bag. She would have to lose the other gun now that it tied her to the shooting-or at least lose it until she knew who the dead man was and who had sent him and until she had her story right. Then she washed her hands and forearms, getting rid of any telltale powder residue that might be detected by a paraffin test.
There was a heating-oil tank growing out of weeds at the rear of the building. Liz prised open the lid, dropped the gun, heard a dull slap as it landed in sludge at the bottom.
One minute later she was out on the main road, flagging down a bus. In Belgrave she caught a train, express to the city. She should have gone in and reported to someone then. Instead, she went home and made herself a drink. She was in the mood for rebellion and proud lament. She clacked through her CDs, the Chieftains, Sinead O’Connor, the Dubliners, settling on Clanad. She’d have some explaining to do to Internal Investigations and her boss when this was over but, until she knew who she could trust, she wouldn’t be going by the book.
Not for the first time, Liz wondered how much the job had changed her, how much she’d lost. Working undercover meant that she sometimes had to remind herself that she was a cop, after all. She rarely spent time at the police complex in Elizabeth Street, and then only entered by way of an underground corridor from a building around the corner. She tended to meet other coppers in pubs, parks or restaurants. The rest of the time she played a drug dealer, a fence, a street girl. It was a nervy double life and it took its toll on her. She was resented by some elements inside the force and only trusted outside it after painstaking groundwork. She encountered cops who didn’t like her because she was young, female, got results, had letters after her name, and she encountered crims who would want her dead if they knew what she did for a living. The ID in her shoe had saved her life twice in drug deals that had gone haywire; she’d flashed it, and hard men had put up their guns and backed off rather than kill a cop, but that didn’t mean there weren’t also hard men walking the streets who had too much to lose or wanted a payback or simply hated cops too much to care about an ID card.
Liz could feel the scotch burning away the tension. At least by working burglary she had a margin of safety that hadn’t existed when she’d worked for the drug squad. Dealers, buyers, they feared ripoffs, not cops, and always went armed. They were jumpy people to deal with and the days were long. She’d often worked eighteen-hour days, from 4 p.m. to 4 a.m., setting up a deal and an arrest, then paperwork until 10 a.m.
Not that the drug element didn’t exist behind the city’s burglaries. All crime flowed to and from drugs these days. The street scum burgled TV sets to buy drugs. White collar addicts committed fraud to feed their habits or pay their debts. The profits from armed robberies and stolen car and art rackets were used to buy into drug distribution networks. And the stakes were so high, the profits so great, the effects of the drugs themselves so destabilising, that crims now were more vicious, more unpredictable than they’d ever been.
Liz Redding sipped her scotch and thought of Wyatt and Jardine. They represented an older, cleaner time and were rapidly going out of date. Jardine’s ill-health, Wyatt’s sharkish grin and urgency with her on the dusty mattress-she felt an ambiguous regard for each man, she felt closer to them than to her colleagues, her dirty double life. She didn’t want to see them caught or hurt. All she’d wanted was to trace the Tiffany, trace it back to the magnetic drill gang.
She guessed she’d taken this latest assignment as far as it would go. Springett had arranged crash courses for her in fencing jewellery and assessing the weight and worth and provenance of precious stones and metals, and had told her to go around the pawnshops, certain pubs and clubs, seeing who was flash, who had money, cars, clothes, who the party animals were. All it had got her were a couple of small busts until finally a whisper that Frank Jardine, poor, sick sod, was the man to see.
It occurred to Liz then that she might be making a bad mistake about Wyatt and Jardine. Never romanticise these bastards: she’d had that drummed into her at briefing sessions often enough. It was entirely possible that Wyatt had ripped off Jardine and Jardine had sent a killer after him. Or that Jardine had discovered who she was, sent a killer to get both of them and keep the Tiffany and the reward money for himself.
She glanced at her watch. Three o’clock. Still a lot of the afternoon left.
She took her own car this time. First, she called on Pardoe, her contact in the insurance company. He was pleased to get the Tiffany back. He smiled at her attentively across his desk, a pale, watery man with red lips and fingers he liked to steeple beneath his chin.
‘We’re very pleased. The question remains, is this gang getting its information from one of our employees? Have you been able to establish that one way or the other?’
Liz didn’t return the smile. She felt jumpy and trusted no one. ‘Your people are clean. As far as anyone knows-in here and out in the street-I am a fence who can be trusted, so I’d have heard something by now. Besides, the Asahi Collection wasn’t insured by your firm.’
Pardoe nodded gravely. ‘Fortunately. That little lot won’t be seen again. So, who? I’m not asking for police secrets, you understand. I’m merely curious.’
Her expression neutral, Liz rose to leave. ‘We’re still working on that.’
She left the building. According to the files, a crowd using an electromagnet and a drill had been active in Victoria way back in the seventies, hitting office safes, banks, jewellers and credit unions. Those men would be almost twenty years older now. Maybe they were back in action. Maybe they’d passed on their know-how to a younger crowd. Even so, they were getting their information from someone with inside knowledge of the alarm systems, holdings and security weaknesses of a range of places.
Her second visit was to Jardine’s house in Coburg. The skinny, harrowed, bitter sister opened the door and told her that she was too late. A hard man had come calling at about the time Wyatt was gliding inside her. The sister had been visiting the house across the road, sitting in the front room drinking tea, and seen the man leave her house. The thing was, she hadn’t seen him go in, so she’d excused herself and hurried across.
‘I found my brother dead,’ she said. ‘Stroke. He had this look of fear on his face you wouldn’t believe. He was literally frightened to death, I don’t care what anyone thinks.’
Liz was prepared to believe her. She asked for a description of the man.
‘Sort of tall, neat, wore a suit, had this smile on his face.’
‘Not Wyatt,’ Liz muttered, half to herself.
Jardine’s sister sniffed bitterly. ‘Ultimately Wyatt,’ she said, slamming the door.
Next stop, headquarters.
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Twenty-six


Wyatt had gone looking for Frank Jardine first, on the premise that even a trusted friend, a child, or a nun in a habit could do him harm. If it had been Jardine who’d sent the hired gun to the cafй in the hills, Wyatt was prepared to kill him.
But it hadn’t been Jardine. Instead, Wyatt found the grieving, angry sister, who talked about a visitor, about a stranger who’d literally frightened Jardine to death. All Wyatt could do now to find the man behind all this was backtrack the Tiffany, see what names he came up with. He grieved a little, felt a twinge of guilt, gave the twenty-five thousand dollars to Nettie, and flew to Sydney.
He didn’t tackle Cassandra Wintergreen at her house, knowing how spooked she’d be there after the burglary. Using information supplied in Jardine’s original briefing notes, he staked out her electoral office, half a groundfloor shop, ‘Cassandra Wintergreen, Member for Broughton’ in a broad, thick-lettered arc across the window glass. Between it and the other ground-floor tenant, a Radio Shack outlet, was a foyer sealed from the street by sliding glass doors.
He waited until late afternoon, went in, looked at the list of tenants: five floors of accountants, dentists, osteopaths and firms with names like Allied Exports Inc.
He looked at his watch: 5.45 p.m. According to Jardine’s notes, the nightwatchman would be locking the sliding doors at six-thirty, and Wintergreen always worked late and would let herself out-small pieces of knowledge, but Wyatt and Jardine had built all of their jobs on an accumulation of small details. Wyatt crossed to the stairwell, climbed to the fourth level, found a men’s room and prepared to wait.
After the groundwork there was always the waiting- for Wyatt a kind of self-hypnosis in which his senses registered only the essential: the foreseeable dangers, the wild cards, the variables, the job at hand. He knew how to let part of himself disengage while the other part remained wound tight and watchful. He knew how to sit, rest his limbs, and still keep a part of his mind sufficiently stimulated to stop himself from shutting down.
Not that his tooth would have let him drift into sleep. He’d swallowed painkillers and had others in his pocket. According to the pharmacist at the airport, they wouldn’t make him feel drowsy, but, just in case, he’d also swallowed a five-grain, heart-shaped Benzedrine. Now he was on edge a little, but he figured that was better than the searing pain in the rotting stump of his tooth.
At six-forty-five Wyatt turned off the power to the ground floor, let himself in the rear passageway door to Cassandra Wintergreen’s suite, and went straight to the inner office. Wintergreen, fiddling with the light bulb on her desk lamp, looked up, startled, mouth opening to cry out.
Wyatt clamped his hard, dry palm over her mouth. ‘I won’t hurt you, I want information,’ he said softly, staring fixedly at her until something in him convinced her to nod and go slack.
He removed his hand.
‘About what?’ she asked.
‘The Tiffany butterfly stashed with your fifty thousand.’
She jerked against him. She smelt musty, stale with old perfume. ‘You lousy bastard. Give it back. It was a gift, great sentimental value. And it might interest you to know that that money represents the hard work of my constituents, a downpayment for a shelter for-’
There was only one way to reach a mind like hers. He slapped her left and right and told her that he didn’t have the time or the patience for this. ‘You are bent,’ he said slowly, his face close to hers. “The Tiffany was stolen from a Melbourne bank in February and there’s no way you can account for it legitimately. Your only choice is to tell me who gave it to you. If you don’t, I’ll hurt you and later tell the media where the kickback came from. Someone will listen.’
He knew that much about how her world worked. He watched her, saw the rapid calculations behind her eyes, still caked with mascara, and finally learned about De Lisle’s apartment in Woollahra, his house on the northern New South Wales coast, his yacht, his work in Fiji and Vanuatu.

****



Twenty-seven


After leaving Nettie Jardine, Liz drove back to her flat in Parkville. 3LO had the Emerald shooting on their four o’clock update. She locked the car and took the Elizabeth Street tram to headquarters, staring out at Daimaru on one side, then the Vic Market on the other. It came down to one thing: who knew she was meeting Wyatt? Pardoe at the insurance company, but he didn’t know where or when-unless he’d had a tail on her for the past few days. And why do that if it meant he’d risk losing the Tiffany?
Wyatt and Jardine, but it was clear that they’d had nothing to do with the shooter.
Her skin began to creep. That left someone she worked with in the Armed Robbers. They were often asked to advise on security in banks and building societies.
Superintendent Montgomery? Somehow she couldn’t see it. He’d moved to Burglary from Traffic and was dotty about his grandkids. It was with a great deal of reluctance that he sanctioned undercover work, its grey areas, the necessarily blind-eye approach. He would have been entirely happy for his officers to pull in a series of small fish, not hang out for the big ones.
Her creeping flesh would not let her alone. How could she go to Montgomery with her suspicions? She’d shot a man dead and left the scene without reporting it or declaring who she was. Even soft Grandpa Montgomery wouldn’t save her from the toecutters once he knew that. She’d be stripped of all rank, suspended, maybe face charges. It wouldn’t help that the man she’d shot was probably a hired gun, a potential cop killer. She’d killed him and fled the scene, and that just wasn’t on.
She mused about the risks involved in this job. There was always plenty to bring you down when you worked deep cover, submerged in a role for weeks at a time. Liz had known young male cops to confuse their roles, get hooked and start sleeping with the women who were always on the fringe of the drug scene, even fall in love with them.
Alcohol. It always flowed freely when crims were putting a deal together.
Money. Pocket a bit on the sly? Tell the Department’s paper pushers that your buy money got lost between the crime scene and the evidence safe, blew away in the wind, got unaccountably soaked in blood?
And the danger itself, getting your kicks out of walking a knife edge day after day after night.
And there were plenty of other risks beyond your control: cover blown by a corrupt colleague, cover blown by an incompetent colleague, cover blown by little old ladies who, recognising you, inquired after your mother and asked why you weren’t in uniform today.
Liz stepped down from the tram and dodged blatting horns to cross the lanes of traffic and enter the police complex at the top end of the city. She made her way to Homicide, waited for Ellie Shaw to catch her eye, then mouthed: ‘Coffee?’
Ellie was looking harassed. She glanced worriedly at her watch, the clock on the wall. The detectives around her were doing a lot of murmuring into telephones. They looked harassed, too.
‘It will have to be quick,’ Ellie said, joining her in the corridor. ‘We’ve got a real flap on this afternoon.’
They took the elevator to the cafeteria. Liz paid for coffees and danish and for a vivid moment pictured Wyatt, his hawkish face and his dismay when his tooth fell out.
‘You do look a bit tense. What kind of flap?’
Ellie leaned forward. ‘That shooting in the hills.’
Well, this was falling into her lap. Liz said casually, ‘What about it?’
Ellie leaned forward. ‘It was a cop.’
Liz froze, believing her friend was saying that a cop had done the shooting. Her voice caught: ‘How do you know?’
‘We ran the guy’s prints. Lo and behold, he’s known to the police, only not as a crim, as a cop. Can you believe it?’
It wasn’t difficult for Liz to say wow and widen her eyes. ‘What was he doing there?’
Ellie shrugged. ‘You tell me. I assumed he was working Burglary because your boss came in to our department to ask about him.’
‘Montgomery?’
Ellie shook her head. ‘DI Springett. You’re on his team, aren’t you?’
‘Huh,’ Liz said.
She hadn’t wanted his name to crawl into her mind. He was too close. Springett, a man she didn’t like but admired all the same, cold as a fish, utterly detached, a man who asked questions for a living and expected nothing back but lies and evasions. He hadn’t seemed to hold her youth, her sex or her education against her. Rather, he’d promoted her, put her in charge of the challenging cases.
Like the magnetic drill gang, guiding and encouraging her every step of the way.
Guiding, that was the key word. Guiding her so that she’d never find them, and if she did get too close he was in a position to head her off or give warning.
Ten minutes later, Liz was watching Montgomery reddening behind his desk. ‘You’re kidding me.’
‘No, sir, I checked. Lillecrapp used to work with Springett on the Vice Squad and-’
‘You actually shot him dead and left the scene without reporting it?’
‘Boss, listen, there’s only one way Lillecrapp could have known about the meeting, and that’s if Springett told him and he tailed me.’
But Montgomery was still overcome, holding his plump cheeks between plump, desk-work hands. ‘Christ Almighty. How the fuck do I explain this?’
Liz paused, a little puzzled. ‘Explain it as it is, sir. A senior officer’s been feeding information to crims, sending a killer after a fellow officer.’
Montgomery snarled, looking ugly now, no longer kindly: ‘Fuck that. I’m talking about the shooting. The press are going to have a field day when they hear how it happened. You say this Lillecrapp character was about to shoot you? I suppose we can say it looked as if he’d gone off the rails.’
Liz leaned over until she was centimetres from his face. ‘And fuck you, sir.’ She saw Montgomery blink, make a wide O of dismay with his mouth, and she went on before he could reclaim the advantage. ‘A policeman in plain clothes tried to kill me. I’m not making it up. This man can be connected to Springett. This afternoon Springett’s been asking questions about the shooting. How did he know so soon?’ She stood back again. ‘Springett gives security advice to business firms, right? Visits their premises, all that kind of thing?’
Montgomery still looked ugly, his face flushed and sour, but he was listening. ‘This had better be good.’
Liz mapped it out for him, how Springett came by his inside information and passed it on. ‘He’s still in the building,’ she concluded.
A weary kind of resolve powered Montgomery out of his swivel chair. ‘At least he should be allowed to have his say. Come with me.’
She backed away. ‘Why? Where?’
‘We’re going to see what his reaction is. Every man has the right to face his accusers.’
‘Sure. I accuse, he denies, leaving us deadlocked. I say we tread carefully. I mean, he ordered me killed, boss.’
‘That’s your version. Isn’t there another reading? For all I know, you’re behind it. Maybe Springett and Lillecrapp were getting close to you and that’s why you shot Lillecrapp. See what I mean? Come along.’
Liz stared at him bitterly. There was nothing grand-fatherly about Montgomery now. ‘Thanks a lot. Stick up for your own, right? Stick up for a senior officer. Stick up for the boys.’
But she went out with him, conscious that she was sounding like a child. On their way to Springett’s office she told herself that she needed facts and figures to throw in their faces, not supposition. Who did she know in Records who owed her a favour?
Another thing she told herself: maybe Montgomery’s involved.

****



Twenty-eight


It had been sweet while it lasted. Now things were slipping away from Springett, De Lisle fucking them around, Lillecrapp fouling up in that Emerald shooting. He’d made appropriate noises of shock and bewilderment around the Department but soon the suits upstairs would want a word with him about Lillecrapp, and he’d just seen Redding in the building, looking grim.
Better to run than wait for confirmation that they suspected him. Fly out before they could alert the airlines. Find De Lisle before the little shit ran with everything. Get Niekirk to help him.
Springett had documents in his desk that related to each of the magnetic drill robberies. It wasn’t incriminating-he was in charge of the investigation, after all. What he shredded were his notes on the alarm systems, security patrols, staffing levels, timetables, the photographs of Wyatt, Jardine and Redding, material that was innocuous on the surface but which he’d be asked to account for if he were arrested.
He had money, false passport and a change of clothes in a gym bag in the bottom drawer of his desk. There was a gym on the top floor; everyone knew that he exercised there once a day, so his walking down the corridor with the bag wasn’t going to excite anyone’s attention.
Too bad he couldn’t risk going home first. There was nothing to incriminate him there but it was a shame he couldn’t take his Glock pistol with him. Austrian, 9mm, constructed mostly of ceramic material, it could pass through a metal detector and not set off the alarm. Now it would sit forever under the floor in his study, or at least until developers demolished the house and erected a huddle of townhouses on his block, something that had been happening up and down his street in the past couple of years. The world was full of arseholes.
Springett hadn’t gone five paces before Redding and that old fart, Montgomery, stepped out of the lift and began heading toward him. Montgomery raised an arm: ‘A word, Inspector Springett.’
Springett knew what about. He slipped his free hand inside his suit coat, wrapped it around the butt of his service.38 and approached them with a friendly bounce in his step, trying to read their faces. But something in him spooked Redding. She shouted a warning and ducked back into the lift. Too bad-she would have made the better hostage. He snatched out the.38, roared: ‘Montgomery. I want you. Stop there.’
Instead, the stupid fool turned to run. He wore shoes with flat, gleaming soles. Springett saw a flash of newish leather as the soles failed to gain purchase on the highly polished linoleum, pitching Montgomery face first into a fire extinguisher and then like a sack of potatoes to the floor.
Fuck. Now he had no hostage at all.
Springett ran back the way he’d come, past his office, into a region of dark storerooms, filing cabinets and spare office furniture. He found a corner and waited and thought.
Springett didn’t actually hear or see anything, but within a couple of minutes he began to register a shift in the atmosphere. He knew how they’d work it: first, activate the one-way staircase locks on each floor, meaning there’d be no way out if he were to try the stairs; second, man all the exit doors; third, lock each elevator at the bottom of the shaft; finally, make a sweep of the building.
They wouldn’t have locked the elevators yet, not this quickly. Springett chose the service elevator because it ran in an unfrequented corner of the building and might be overlooked in the early stages of the hunt. According to the indicator above the doors, it was in the basement. This was the 9th floor. He pushed the button to bring it up to the 9th, then ran down to the 8th floor doors. No one saw him force the safety doors open and step onto the roof of the elevator as it passed the 8th floor and went on up to the 9th.
He waited for five minutes before the elevator was sent to the basement and locked there. He heard the elevator doors being opened. He heard voices and footsteps beneath him as men checked inside the elevator and then through the basement itself, before heading upstairs to continue the search.
Five minutes later, Springett shoved aside a batten in the roof of the elevator and dropped through to the floor. No one saw him cross to the corridor leading to the street at the side of the building. It was only used by undercover officers. People often forgot it was there.
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Twenty-nine


Vincent De Lisle was at the courthouse by eight-thirty on Tuesday morning, pushing through the door marked ‘Magistrates’, saying ‘bon jour’ to everyone.
Saying ‘bon jour’ was an idiosyncrasy he had, something quirky and appealing. He said it fifty times a day and it earned him a grin from those who knew him and alerted those who didn’t to look twice and remember.
But this time a woman he privately referred to as an ethnic dyke from the Women’s Refuge Referral Service accosted him in the corridor, scowling at the bon jour. He knew she was a dyke from the short hair and dangly earrings, and he knew she was ethnic from the ID on her lapel, Toula Nikodemas. ‘I want a word,’ she said.
‘Not now, Miss Nikodemas.’
‘This concerns your attitude, Judge.’
‘Magistrate. And there’s nothing wrong with my attitude,’ De Lisle said, sweeping past her. He sniffed the air: furniture polish, sweat and fear. Up ahead he could see a crush of defendants, their families, their briefs.
Toula Nikodemas was at his heels like a harrying dog. ‘Last week you put one of our clients in jeopardy when you dismissed her case. One could be excused for thinking you take the view that if a woman is from a non-English-speaking background, she’s less deserving.’
De Lisle halted in his tracks. He stopped being a reasonable man with work to do and became a crowder, instinctively pushing into the space around Toula Nikodemas. ‘Are you saying I’m biased, racist?’
She backed away and he pursued her, a warning finger in her face. He had small, clean, mild hands that would never pull a trigger or turn on a current, but that did not stop them from being hands that would sign a death warrant if capital punishment were still in force.
‘Are you? Because if you are I’ll sue you so fast you won’t know your hairy arse from your hairy elbow.’
The Nikodemas woman took a deep breath. ‘I banish your negativity from my presence. I shall not let you or anyone like you drain away my essence.’
Jesus Christ, De Lisle thought. He turned his back on her and strode into his office.
‘Morning Mr De Lisle,’ his new clerk said.
De Lisle glanced at her in fury, the incident in the corridor threatening to spoil his day. What was the clerk’s name? Sally Something, a bright young thing, and wearing a skirt and blouse, thank Christ. The one before her would turn up in trousers half the time. She saw his fury, and went pale. Oh, hell, De Lisle thought, mustering a smile. ‘Well, Sally, your first “Ladies’ Day”.’
Sally Something smiled dutifully at the old joke. ‘I put the intervention orders on your desk, sir.’
It was a massive desk, solid oak, topped with blotched green learner. A spill of pink-ribboned reports and folders hid the top from view and De Lisle curled his lip. ‘You might live like that at home but not in my chambers, missy.’
Sally rushed to the desk. De Lisle saw the heat rising in her face, staining her cheeks and ears red. ‘Sorry, sir, I’ll just-‘
She bent over the desk, tapping everything into order with the flats of her hands. De Lisle eyed her calves, lovely bike-riding muscles tensing under her dark stockings. He eyed her rear and the shape was perfect, but the smack he gave her was carefully avuncular as he moved immediately clear of her with his forgiving wink. ‘Not to worry. But in this business, appearances matter, remember that. One of my colleagues has been known to throw a case out of court simply because a barrister appeared before him wearing brown shoes with a blue suit.’
The blush was still there. Sally finished straightening his desk and edged away from it. De Lisle wondered if she was a bra burner. No way was he going to let her get uppity in the job. He recalled that she’d gone to a state school. Her law degree was from ANU, so she’d come a long way, meaning she was probably grateful, unlike some of the private school snots he’d had in the past, who saw everything as their birthright. De Lisle himself was the son of French immigrants. He’d put himself through law at the University of Sydney. He’d also come far, but it hadn’t been easy and now he was making up for it in ways young Sally Something couldn’t even begin to guess at. The grin was splitting his face and Sally smiled back nervously, without a clue in the world what he was thinking.
‘Right,’ he said. ‘“Ladies’ Day”. Perhaps you could brief me?’
This put Sally on firmer ground. ‘Yes, sir. First up is…’
‘Sit down, girlie.’
Sally sat and De Lisle sat and they faced each other across his heaped desk. ‘First up is a North Ryde woman whose husband-’
De Lisle spat the word. ‘Nationality?’ ‘Turkish.’
De Lisle shook his head but didn’t speak. He scribbled ‘# 1, Turkish’ on his pad, then looked up again. ‘Skip the next part, I know it by heart. She in some refuge at the moment?’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Right. Next case?’
‘Same thing, sir. A woman-’
‘Nationality, Sally. Nationality is vital.’
‘Vietnamese.’
That was interesting. De Lisle pursed his lips. ‘You get young Asians knifing each other, demanding protection money from their own kind, but you don’t often get domestic violence. It’s been my understanding that your Asian values the family.’
He looked inquiringly at his clerk and it was a while before she responded, picking her words carefully. ‘I don’t know if these things are necessarily culturally determined, sir. Men-’
De Lisle slammed his hand on his desk. ‘Hah! Got you! I know where you’re coming from, missy.’
She was confused. ‘Sir, it just seems to me-’
‘Seems? Forget seems. Use your eyes and your ears and look at the facts, that’s my advice to you. I’ve been doing this for twenty years and I know the difference between what things seem to be and what they really are.’
‘Yes, sir.’
‘Look, Sally, we’ve got how many hearings on the slate today?’
‘Ten.’
‘Breakdown?’
She looked at her notes. ‘Four intervention order this morning, six thefts and assaults after lunch.’
‘Jesus Christ. The same parade of trash day in, day out. Give me the ethnic breakdown of the intervention orders.’
‘A Turkish, a Vietnamese: I told you those. Plus another Turkish woman and a name that looks like it could be Serb or Croat.’
‘Lovely,’ De Lisle muttered, scribbling on his pad. If it wasn’t stupid everyday scum it was scum of a different kind, like the rock spiders, boy-fuckers, uncovered during that inquiry he’d worked on last year. Still, something had come out of that, and he’d be reaping the benefits for a long while to come. Meanwhile…
‘You book the tickets?’
‘I asked Julie-’
De Lisle had to lay down the law again. ‘Typists do not make opera bookings for me. I asked you to do that and I expected you to do it. Same as it won’t hurt you to make coffee now and then.’ He held up his hand as if to stem a tide of protest. ‘I know, I know. But just remember this-you’re starting at the bottom and when you’re at the bottom you have to expect to do some of the shitwork, pardon my French.’
Sally breathed in, swelling her chest, and breathed out again, a protracted sound of grim acceptance. Otherwise, she was silent.
‘Speaking of French,’ De Lisle said, ‘some of my Vanuatuan cases have been very instructive.’
Sally tried to look interested.
De Lisle rubbed his hands together. ‘Sometimes they have a nice tribal killing or two lined up for me, the occasional smuggling racket.’ He sat back and grinned at her. ‘I actually had a firebombing once, in New Guinea. So-called freedom fighters chucked a molotov cocktail through a Nestles depot in Port Moresby, saying what was wrong with milk from a mother’s breast?’ De Lisle laughed and his eyes dropped to a point below Sally’s neck. ‘I could do with an assistant,’ he said, in a different tone of voice.
‘Sir?’
‘This circuit court caper through the Pacific. Life would be a whole lot more pleasant if I had an assistant along with me.’
‘Yes, sir.’
There was a pause and then De Lisle pushed down on his desk, lifting up and out of his chair with a grunt. ‘Well, the courtroom awaits.’
First up, as Sally had promised, was a Turkish woman requesting an intervention order against her violent husband. She was a Muslim and things got off to a bad start when she said she wouldn’t swear on the Bible. De Lisle leaned over the bench at her. ‘You must swear an oath. How can I accept your word if you don’t?’
The woman’s lawyer stepped forward. ‘Sir-’
De Lisle rounded on him, snarling, ‘If she won’t swear on the Bible then I will not hear her case.’
The lawyer conferred with the woman. De Lisle watched in distaste. She was swaddled in cloth. Eventually the woman swore on the Bible, her eyes closed and averted. Her hand, he noticed, was a centimetre short of actually resting on the Bible. Still, he let it pass.
Then the evidence was presented. De Lisle had heard it all before. A husband, driven to distraction by something his wife has done or said, tries to sort her out and finds she’s slapped a court order on him.
So De Lisle questioned the woman. ‘How serious would you say these punches were?’
She would not look at him. ‘He broke two of my ribs.’
‘Look at me when I’m asking you questions. Did your husband’s punches break the ribs, or did you perhaps fall down the stairs?’
Still she would not look at him. It went on like that for ten minutes, a farce that De Lisle had to nip in the bud. He told the woman, told her lawyer:
‘Your request for an intervention order is denied. I simply cannot accept the truth of testimony presented to me by a person who cannot maintain eye contact. It’s shifty, meaning the testimony of such a person is shifty.’ He lifted and dropped a handful of folders. ‘I don’t doubt that there was some violence involved but I urge you to seek a culturally appropriate remedy.’ He looked hard at the woman’s downcast face. ‘Madam, surely you’re aware of the powerfully patriarchal nature of your culture? Clearly violence is an expected outcome of the values of your particular society. There must be some more appropriate course of action you can take. Speak to the old women, the old men, cultural leaders who know what to do in cases like this. Application denied,’ he concluded, and busied himself with making notations on the brief while the woman and her lawyer left the court and the murmurs in the background died away.
The hearings dragged on through the day and De Lisle found his attention wandering. Being around Sally all day had stirred something in him. Cassie Wintergreen. He’d go and see Cassie Wintergreen, maybe stay the night if she was amenable. He had a key, so he could let himself in if she wasn’t there.
He went home, changed, and got to her house in Double Bay at six. He fixed himself a scotch. More news about the Asahi robbery on the six-thirty news.
She came storming in at seven-thirty, and she looked terrible.
‘You bastard. You didn’t tell me that gold butterfly was stolen.’
De Lisle waited a moment, spoke carefully. ‘How do you mean?’
‘How do I mean? I’ll tell you how I mean. Last time you were away gallivanting in Vanuatu, it was stolen from my safe, and now I learn it was stolen to begin with.’
‘Ah.’
‘Yes, ah.’
‘Cass, listen, did you report it?’
It was Wintergreen’s turn to choose her words. ‘I don’t want to go into the reasons, but I had cause not to report it.’
Well, that was a relief. ‘Cass, what makes you think it was stolen.’
‘I was informed of the fact, wasn’t I?’
De Lisle breathed out heavily, keeping a rein on his impatience. ‘I’m listening.’
“There I was, in the office this evening, minding my own business, when who should come calling but the man who burgled me.’
‘Huh,’ De Lisle said.
‘Is that all you can say? This fellow had a bit of style. Not your regular burglar. He wanted a chat, kind of thing. You know, where did I score the Tiffany, so on and so forth.’
Pause. ‘Did you tell him?’
Nasty chuckle. ‘I guess you’ll soon know one way or the other.’
Whore. ‘Cass, can I use your phone?’
‘Why darling, you’ve gone all pale.’
De Lisle scowled, wheeled around, made for her study, rapidly mapping his way out of Australia. He’d need to keep the risk of detection and interception down. Ansett to Coffs, first thing in the morning, charter a small jet to Suva, bugger the cost, sail the Pegasus back to Vila, where the Asahi stones would be waiting for him.
Meanwhile, though, he couldn’t risk going back to his apartment. De Lisle made his phone calls, wondering exactly how he could sweet-talk Cassandra Wintergreen into letting him stay the night.
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Thirty


After his run of piss-poor luck, things were beginning to look up, Baker could feel it. Things were beginning to fall into place.
He’d seen the Goldman bitch before lunch the previous day, and this time he’d quizzed her about De Lisle. Just casual, not making a big thing of it, just stuff like: was De Lisle Australian? Did he have a wife and kids? Did he live in a wealthy suburb? Was it true they called him the ‘hanging judge’? Why ‘hanging judge’ when hanging wasn’t allowed any more? Did he always have a go at people in court, their surnames and stuff, making them feel small? Maybe he lived on the North Shore? When was he next headed for the Pacific? Stuff like that.
Goldman had acted busy and abstracted again in her little partitioned office. A whole mob of ethnics going yap yap yap outside, waiting to see a duty lawyer, keyboards tapping in the background, printers whining, high heels up and down the corridors, phones ringing, clerks yelling out names and docket numbers and what court to go to. Plenty to distract the bitch but she went cagey on him and wouldn’t give him a straight answer. Just, the surname was French but as far as she knew he was born in Australia; she didn’t know about his private life; yes, he had a reputation for sternness; ‘hanging judge’ was just an expression; she was sorry, but she had no intention of discussing De Lisle’s movements or where he lived.
She gave him a hard, level look. ‘Terry, I hope you’re not thinking of doing something stupid.’
‘Like what?’
‘Like having a go at him.’
‘Give us a break,’ he’d told her. ‘What do you take me for?’
‘A man with a grievance,’ she said, ‘just because another man called him a loafer. A man who was supposed to seek professional attention for a drug and alcohol problem but didn’t.’
‘Yeah, rub it in,’ he said sourly. Then he brightened. ‘Besides-’ smirking, ‘-I can’t find him in the phone book.’
She smirked back. There wasn’t much humour in it.
Okay, if she wouldn’t tell him where De Lisle lived, he’d follow the bastard. Baker walked right back down the corridor to the notice board, found the day’s listings, saw which court De Lisle was in, and took a seat in the back corner where he couldn’t be seen clearly.
He watched through the long afternoon. De Lisle seemed to be in a hurry, rushing through the hearings. He’d been in the sun, Baker guessed, taking in the man’s mottled skin-unless it was due to his shitty personality. Entirely possible, Baker decided, watching De Lisle lean forward at one point, practically spitting in some poor bastard’s face: ‘Mr Patakis, why are you dressed like that?’
The Patakis geezer was about twenty, small, agile-looking, a gold stud in each ear, long black hair, a lot of hair on his bare arms, legs and chest. Probably what was getting to De Lisle were the loose gold satin shorts, the perforated powder-blue workout singlet, the sockless high-top Nikes.
Patakis looked down at himself, briefly brushing one hand down the black hairs on his legs. He looked genuinely puzzled. ‘This is top gear, judge. Three-fifty, four hundred bucks worth.’ His mouth hung open. Baker knew he was handing De Lisle a line.
So did De Lisle. He snarled, ‘It’s an insult to come into my court dressed like that.’
Patakis took a different tack. ‘I was in court six yesterday, judge-’
‘Your worship, thank you.’
‘-worship, and my best strides got too creased to wear today. They’re at the cleaners.’
‘Couldn’t you have borrowed some clothes? Spent your ill-gotten gains on a decent wardrobe?’
Patakis’ defence lawyer had been watching De Lisle and his client tiredly, amusedly, but in good conscience he couldn’t let this go by unchallenged. Baker watched, grinning despite himself, as the lawyer bobbed up from his seat. ‘Your worship, I really must-’
De Lisle waved a hand irritably over the courtroom. ‘All right, all right. Mr Patakis, you are charged with…’
Baker had tuned the bastard out, thinking about how he’d fix him. An hour later he’d tailed De Lisle to Woollahra. De Lisle didn’t stay long. He came out wearing a change of clothes and was in his car and gone before Baker could get the Holden started.
Frustrated, Baker had another look at De Lisle’s apartment block. The place looked impenetrable: ground floor apartment, lock-up garage under the building, inside elevator, swipe-card access to the lobby. He tried something that he’d seen work on TV, pushed all ten intercom buttons, but no one buzzed him in and when a woman said ‘Yes?’, all clipped and hoity-toity, Baker had gone tongue-tied and backed off.
The next day he’d gone back after breakfast, wearing overalls and carrying a bucket and a squeegee. He waited until a suit in a BMW drove out of the underground carpark, slipped inside the building before the door had closed, and made his way to De Lisle’s patio. He knocked. No answer. Cunt, Baker thought. He’s gone for the day already.
He lifted the sliding glass door experimentally. Piece of shit: it rose three centimetres out of the track and he had no trouble levering the bottom away and stacking the whole door against the wall.
De Lisle’s apartment had the cool, restful air of a place that has been switched off while its owner is away. Baker roamed through the darkened rooms, pocketing a silver ashtray, a Walkman, a gold pen. The broad quilt in the main bedroom bore the impression of a suitcase and one or two shirts and items of underwear had been left behind.
Baker found De Lisle’s study, got out the Yellow Pages and began to ring around the airlines, giving the name De Lisle, saying he was confirming his flight details.
He hit paydirt at Ansett.
‘I don’t understand, Mr De Lisle. We had you on our eight-thirty to Coffs Harbour this morning. That flight has already left.’
‘My mistake,’ Baker said hurriedly, breaking the connection.
Coffs?
He pressed the redial button, prepared to disguise his voice, but he was connected to a different booking clerk this time. ‘You got any spare seats to Coffs today?’
‘Let me check that for you.’
He could hear her tapping away. ‘Nothing until tomorrow lunchtime, I’m afraid. Shall I confirm that for you?’
It would have to do. Baker told her yes, then asked how much.
‘Return?’
‘Yes.’
She told him and he wondered if his good luck was running out before it had begun. No way could he afford it. ‘When do I have to pay?’
‘When you collect the ticket, sir, an hour before departure if possible, otherwise the seat may be allocated to someone else.’
So Baker went to the Cross after dark to earn himself an airfare.
There was a back street where young blokes about thirteen or fourteen would hang out, hopping into the Jags, Mercs, Saabs that cruised by. A few quick blowjobs and they’d have enough to score themselves a virusy needle. But it wasn’t the kids Baker was interested in, it was the perverts driving the expensive cars. Unlike normal blokes, who bought their fucks off women inside four walls, the blokes who cruised for kids were usually very rich, usually puny, usually feeling dirty and guilty after.
At least they were easy to roll. Baker simply waited until they were finished and the kid was getting out of the car, then shoved the kid aside, dived in, punched the guy in the guts. The first one he rolled thought Baker was a cop, actually offered two hundred bucks to keep it quiet. Baker accepted. He topped the two hundred up with a cash advance of four hundred from a hole in the wall using another guy’s PIN number. The third one had a gold band on his ring finger so Baker threatened to tell the man’s wife if he didn’t pay up. Another four hundred from the automatic teller machine.
It was hard work and it was tricky and he had to deal with the dregs of humanity in the process. All in a good cause, but he’d hate to make a living out of it, not when there were easier ways to score some cash. Not this much cash though, or so quickly.
Baker went home to bed, feeling dirty, and had a shower. He woke Carol up, really wanting to wipe the evening from his mind. Apart from a bit of soppiness after, it was pretty good.
He got up early on Thursday morning, showered, shaved, told Carol he was going for a job interview, took the bus up to Shopping Town. He had a short back amp; sides at Hair Today, bought a sports coat, strides, sunnies and an overnight bag from Target, joking ‘Tarzhay’ with the girl on the cash register, who looked at him with deep boredom. Then he went to the Edinburgh Castle to score some speed, and finally took a taxi to the airport, where he slapped cash on the counter at the Ansett desk and said, ‘I believe you’re holding a ticket in the name of Baker?’
He’d always wanted to say that.

****



Thirty-one


Wyatt had spent all of Tuesday night staking out De Lisle’s apartment in Woollahra. By dawn it was clear that the man wasn’t coming back. That left the house on the coast.
As the first Coffs Harbour flight on Wednesday afternoon banked over the sea, wing tip angling at a thread of white sand between the breakers and the green hinterland, then levelling for the touchdown, Wyatt swallowed, and swallowed again, to clear his ears. He ran an internal gauge over himself, alighting again on the tooth. There was no pain there but his tongue would not let the jagged edges alone, automatically testing for sharpness and further erosion. He’d eaten fruitcake twenty minutes out of Sydney. The fleshy remnants of a raisin were lodged in the crevice and he knew he should take Liz Redding’s advice and have the stump pulled.
These obsessions got him onto the ground and through the terminal building and into a taxi. Coffs Harbour straggled over the ranks of coastal hillocks that rose to the mountains behind, the buildings predominantly white in the sun. White stucco, with terracotta tiles, he noticed, as the taxi weaved through the outskirts of the town. Then the houses gave way to ochred-brick shopping precincts, flashy takeaway places, car yards and pylons, with only palms and spreading overblown tropical flowers to suggest that he was in a holiday paradise. The place had a swagger born of sun-dazed greed and hedonism, not intellect. It was all desperation underneath, as superannuated retirees from the south struggled to keep small businesses alive during the off-season. If you had money and sense you’d build yourself a gangster’s fortress back in the hills. Exactly what De Lisle’s house looked like, according to Cassandra Wintergreen.
Wyatt got out at a small rental car concession, no more than a transportable hut in the back corner of a Caltex station. He’d reserved the car by phone from Sydney and had documents and cash ready, giving the rental man the name of a motel on the Esplanade. He bought a map in the Caltex shop, drove half a kilometre to a shopping mall, checked De Lisle’s address in a call-box phone book. The time was midday and the town was gearing up for the afternoon trade, cars and vans adding to the endless burden of the heavy traffic on the Pacific Highway which split the town from the hills.
On impulse then, Wyatt dialled De Lisle’s number. He counted ten rings. He was wondering if that meant that De Lisle was still on his way to Coffs Harbour or had already left when a voice grunted, ‘Yeah?’
Wyatt tried to read the voice. Someone unused to the phone? A driver, gardener, bodyguard? He didn’t want to alarm the man by hanging up, so loaded breeziness into his tone and said, ‘How are you today? My name’s Jason, I’m calling from the Pacific Spa Fitness Centre and this month we’re featuring-’
‘The boss isn’t here. Call back another day.’
The phone went dead. Wyatt replaced the receiver and returned to the car. The road he took inland from the coast passed steeply banked banana plantations, crossed a river and skirted a rainforest. There were roadside stalls around every bend, signalled by misspelt blackboards advertising marigoe’s, pineapple’s, tomatoe’s.
After twenty minutes on the blacktop he turned onto a dirt road. Here the forest had been cleared a century ago, leaving stands of tall gums along the roadside and pockets of jacaranda and native pine along the creeks and gullies-the only vegetation apart from rich, close-cropped grass, cattle growing fat on it. Here and there Wyatt spotted big houses set into the hillsides, overlooking the Pacific.
The grounds of De Lisle’s property suggested broad, cultivated parkland. The house itself sat far back from the road gate, a vast, softly gleaming slate roof showing above glossy trees and tangled, white-flowered creepers. It suggested new money and De Lisle clearly didn’t want strangers coming in: a three-metre security fence topped with barbed wire ran around the property and the driveway was barred by a massive locked gate. It was an incongruous structure there in De Lisle’s vulgarian landscape-thick twin wooden doors higher than the security fence and shaped to fit an archway. Very old and worn but sturdy enough to withstand a battering ram, they had probably come from a seventeenth-century Italian courtyard, admitting carriages, men on horseback.
Wyatt drove back to Coffs Harbour. In what remained of the afternoon he went shopping, paying over the odds for some items because he couldn’t produce the necessary forms and authorisations. Then he slept.
By 5 a.m., one hour before dawn, he was back on De Lisle’s hillside, concealing the rental car behind an abandoned tin hut in the gully below the house, where the looping road forked.
He got out and began to climb the slope to De Lisle’s perimeter fence. Dressed entirely in black, he’d also blackened his cheeks and forehead and the backs of his hands with greasepaint from a theatrical suppliers. He’d washed in plain water before leaving Coffs Harbour: no soap, shampoo or deodorant, no chemical odours or perfumes that might betray him. He carried twin oxyacetylene tanks strapped to his back and a knapsack in one hand. When he reached the fence he stared up at the lumpy shadows that defined the house and the trees around it. A faint light was showing. It didn’t mean anything. People burn lights in their garages and on verandahs every night of the year.
Power to the property came from a branch line that finished at a steel and cement pole adjacent to the fence. A smaller line ran from a transformer at the top of the pole to the house itself. If Wyatt could cut the power he’d throw De Lisle’s house and grounds into darkness and cancel any alarms or traps the man might have set for someone like him. The dawn hour gave him an extra edge, for it was the hour when people were blurry with sleep. If there were guards, one would be coming off duty tired, his replacement coming on tired.
Wyatt used a thermite charge to destroy the transformer. Thermite burns, it doesn’t explode, and he contained the fuse inside half a metre of two-centimetre PVC pipe to conceal the sparks. De Lisle would only know that his defences were being breached if he happened to be standing under the transformer. Nothing would be seen or heard from the house. For a while, at least, they’d assume there was a legitimate power cut.
It was a fifteen-minute fuse. Wyatt heard the transformer blow and saw De Lisle’s light blink off among the black trees.
He was ready to cut through the steel fence now, the torch head attached to the tanks, welding glasses over his eyes, heavy gloves on his hands. As soon as the transformer blew he lit the torch head with a sparking tool, opened the valves on the tanks, and turned the petcock on the torch head, keeping the sparking tool in the thin stream of gas until with a whump he had a flame on the torch, cobalt blue in colour, tinged at the edges with yellow. He adjusted the valve on the oxygen slowly until the yellow disappeared. The flame was at its hottest now, and he applied it to the steel. One by one the bars turned orange, then cherry red, parting finally with a spray of molten sparks. Wyatt cut himself a hole big enough to escape through without having to duck or crawl, and went in.
For two minutes then, he rested his eyes. The goggles had protected them from damage but, until his vision cleared, the dawn seemed to consist of fiery red bars across the dark slopes and the darker trees beyond.
His breath, he realised, was wreathing around his head like smoke on each exhalation in the low dawn temperature. He got out a handkerchief, masked his nose and mouth with it, shrugged the knapsack onto his back and began to make his way across the grass to the outer edge of the trees.
Wyatt reached the house unchallenged. He climbed a set of steps to a broad verandah and heard only the softly rising wind clacking the palm fronds against the roof of the house. Then a sudden gaseous stench reached his nostrils and he heard the first heavy rush of urination. A man was standing where the verandah was darkest. In that same instant, he seemed to register that Wyatt was there. He cried out, fumbling at his crotch.
Wyatt head-butted the smear of face in the darkness and disappeared down the steps. Behind him, the man bellowed. Ahead of him were the trees. That’s where he’d be expected to run. Instead, he ducked under the verandah and, when two men clattered like horses down the steps and into the trees after him, torches probing, Wyatt slipped back onto the verandah and in through the open door.

****



Thirty-two


Wyatt went through the house, rapidly checking each room, automatically noting the gun cabinet bolted to a fieldstone feature wall in the study. De Lisle wasn’t there. A short, soft, middle-aged man running to fat, the Wintergreen woman had described him. There’d been enough early light outside the house just now for Wyatt to see that neither of the men hunting for him had been De Lisle. They were the wrong age and size, more like athletes or cops who hadn’t lost their fitness.
Bodyguards? It didn’t seem likely. They’d made a makeshift camp of the sitting room, leaving cans of beer on the carpet and the smeared-foil remains of microwaved frozen dinners on the coffee table. Apparently they’d been taking turns to sleep on the sofa: cushions piled at one end, a blanket bundled at the other. They’d been waiting for De Lisle by the look of it.
Wyatt was armed only with Jardine’s little.32. Otherwise all he had was a rope and a jemmy in the pack on his back. He needed to improve the odds a little, especially if the action moved out into the grounds of the property. He returned to the gun cabinet, splintered open the glass door with the jemmy. There was one shotgun, two rifles with telescopic sights, a little.22 for shooting at rabbits. He selected one of the rifles, a Steyr-Mannlicher SSG,.30 calibre, capable of planting a six-centimetre grouping in a target at five hundred metres, and was just pocketing a box of shells for it when he felt a faint vibration under his feet. The men were crossing the verandah.
‘Look at the floor, Manse. I told you, he’s in the house.’
Wyatt looked down. The grass had been dewy out there. He’d left the damp evidence of his presence on the carpets of the house. The men entered the hall, tracking him. He wiped the residue of moisture and sodden grass from his shoes, looked wildly for an exit, somewhere to hide until he knew where he could find De Lisle.
There was a place. The main bookcase reached almost to the ceiling. It was heavy, mahogany, with cupboards beneath the shelves and an elaborate carved facia about forty centimetres high across the top. Wyatt climbed the shelves, gently placed the rifle in the hollow space behind the facia board, tumbled in after it.
The men came in a few seconds later. Wyatt heard only a couple of whispers, a scrape of fabric as they moved, a soft swish of feet in the thick wool pile on the floor.
Then a murmur: ‘See that? He’s armed himself.’
‘I don’t like this, Riggs. Who the hell is he?’
The man called Riggs said heavily, ‘We know it’s not De Lisle, we know he’s a threat, end of story.’
‘Okay, keep your shirt on.’
They were gone again, whispering through the house like ghosts. Wyatt waited for ten minutes, staring at the ceiling as dawn light gathered in the room. When he heard them again they were not bothering to be silent.
‘Grab yourself that shotgun. I’ll take the rifle. He’ll be outside somewhere and I don’t intend to tackle him with a.38, not when he’s got a rifle himself.’
‘Where?’
‘How the fuck do I know where? Jesus, Mansell, use your eyes. If he’s gone back across the grass there’ll be tracks.’
‘Yeah, but what then? Have you thought about this?’
‘Want me to pull the trigger for you?’
Wyatt gave them a minute to leave the house and enter the trees, then climbed down with the rifle and went hunting for them. Their natural inclination would be to spread out and head downhill toward the road and the gate. Wyatt went uphill, striking away from the house at a sharp angle. He had no intention of trapping himself in the house.
He kept to the trees where there was no dew to betray him, only the springy mulch of fallen leaves. He was looking for a high vantage point, one that gave him a wide-angled field of fire, taking in not only the house but also the lower belt of trees and the open grass stretching down to the gate. In the end he chose a tree. The lowest branches were three metres above his head. He could stand on them and not be seen; lean against the trunk or rest the rifle on a higher branch and pick off one man and then the other.
Wyatt slung the rifle across his back, the strap around his chest and shoulders, then weighted one end of the rope with the jemmy and slung it over the branch, throwing twice before the jemmied end looped over the branch, dragging one half of the rope with it. Using both halves then, Wyatt hauled himself into the tree. When he was comfortable he pulled the rope and jemmy up after him and folded them back into the knapsack.
Of course there was another way of doing it. He could go on the offensive, running low, weaving wherever the ground was open, coming up on the flank of each man to kill him while he was in a state of surprise, still bringing his gun around.
But there were two men. Which one should he choose first? Which flank, left or right? What if one or both men had anticipated him and changed direction? These were the questions Wyatt had played with as he made his choice. They were remembered from his old training, a drill instructor drumming them into him, Wyatt his best pupil.
This was the better way. He would not let himself be drawn, not break cover. If your enemies don’t see you move, they don’t know if you’ve left the area, stayed put or are moving without being seen. It forces them to search in several directions, splitting their forces and their concentration. That’s how Wyatt read it. Better to let them make the moves, the mistakes. Better to let them come across open ground than to cross such ground himself.
What he wanted was a clear shot at the man with the rifle, the man called Riggs. Riggs had to go first; he was the one to watch. It would mean giving away his hide in the tree to the man with the shotgun, but Wyatt was counting on the shotgun being out of close range.
He settled in to wait. Now and then he caught brief glimpses of each man at the lower reaches of the trees around the house, but lacked a clear shot at them. They were keeping to cover, not risking the open grass between the trees and the fence.
At other times they tended to disappear for minutes at a time. Wyatt guessed that when they found no return tracks across the grass they would begin to circle back, searching the grounds tree by tree before searching the house again. Wyatt did what he’d done in Vietnam, switched off his mind as if some aura of himself might be sensed by the men who were hunting him. It wasn’t something he’d been trained to do; it was instinct and it had got him out of that foul place alive.
The sun was fully above the horizon now, casting long shadows, winking in the dew. Now and then Wyatt drew deep breaths to expel carbon dioxide from his system, to cut down on the natural trembling in his hands. He blinked, trying to distinguish human shapes in the tricky light.
In blinking he seemed to place an apparition in the landscape. He shook his head to clear it. Not an apparition but a man, stepping through the holed fence and hurrying at an absurd crouch up the slope toward the house. He was dressed curiously in a stiff new sports coat and polyester trousers. Wyatt put his eye to the rubber cup on the scope, cutting out extraneous light. The man’s haircut looked new and raw and Wyatt could see the damage of cigarettes, alcohol and bad diet in his face. There were two rings in one ear lobe, tattoos on the backs of his hands. He had the nervy appearance of a burnt-out minor hoon dressed for church.
Wyatt pulled back from the scope. If he hadn’t, he would not have seen a movement among the trees on the left flank, Riggs sighting the hunting rifle on the man coming across the grass.
Riggs fired and Wyatt fired. Wyatt’s shot was clean and on target, punching into Riggs’ back, between the shoulderblades. Riggs’ shot caught the stranger in the stomach. The third man showed himself then, clearly panicked. Wyatt watched him make short, senseless runs left and right, weaving as he made for the house.
Wyatt let him go. He climbed down from the tree and set out at a lope across the back lawn, flattening against the back wall when he reached the house. He listened, tracking the man through the rooms. Then he went in.
He found the man called Mansell crouched at a window in the study. He let Mansell hear the oily snap as he worked the slide of the rifle. ‘Drop the gun and turn around.’
Mansell turned but he brought the shotgun around with him. Wyatt saw fear and confusion in him and didn’t fire. He waited, letting the growing silence work for him. Mansell was mostly a bluffer but Wyatt knew it could be a mistake to push a bluffer too far, for he might then look at himself and become fatalistic or despairing about his inadequacies and decide to take a foolish risk, to cure himself of them.
But finally Mansell sulked and threw the shotgun down and told Wyatt most of the things he needed to know about the magnetic drill robberies. Wyatt locked him in the cellar. There had been a reason to kill Riggs; there was no reason to kill Mansell.
That still left De Lisle unaccounted for. Wyatt doubted that he was still in Australia. The Wintergreen woman had mentioned Suva, Port Vila, a yacht. Wyatt searched De Lisle’s study. Rolodex, desk diary, silver-framed photograph of a lovely two-master, Pegasus stamped on her bow. Wyatt checked the Rolodex, lifted the handset of De Lisle’s phone and tapped in the number for the yacht basin in Suva Harbour. Yes, sir, Mr De Lisle flew in yesterday evening. He immediately put to sea. Estimated sailing time to Port Vila? Two or three days, sir.
On the way out Wyatt went through the pockets of the stranger in the grass. He found an Ansett ticket in the name of Terence Baker. The name meant nothing to him at all.

****



Thirty-three


The initial search had failed to find him, and so had a more thorough sweep of the building. Liz had felt time slipping through their hands. Springett had got out somehow, had got himself onto the street and away unobserved. She’d sent a divisional van to his house, waited impatiently for them to call back. ‘Not here,’ they said. “The place is shut up.’
She shrugged. It had been a long shot. She went home. Nothing more she could do.
The next morning she gathered all the paperwork there was on Springett and read it in Montgomery’s office, drumming her fingers on his desk as she read. Montgomery came in at nine, sporting a bandage and a black eye. ‘Make yourself at home, Ms Redding.’
Said with a half smile. She blushed, gathered her files together. ‘I think we’ve lost him, sir.’
Montgomery eased himself into his chair. ‘If you were him, where would you go?’
‘I wouldn’t stay in Australia.’
‘You’ve alerted the airlines?’
‘For what good it will do. Rudimentary disguise, false passport, what’s to stop him? He’ll have an indirect route mapped out as well. France via New Zealand, for example.’
Montgomery nodded for a long time. ‘I shouldn’t have doubted you.’
‘Boss, I want to search his house.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Montgomery said, enlivened suddenly.
Thirty minutes later, they stood looking around at the walls and furniture in Springett’s Glen Iris house. ‘No obvious signs that he’s bent,’ Montgomery said. ‘No Merc in the carport, nothing funny inside.’
Liz ignored him. She didn’t want Montgomery here with her. It was as though he wanted to atone somehow, be supportive, but he was ineffectual and he was in her way. She sat on the carpet and began to sort through paper scraps from Springett’s rubbish bin and documents from drawers in his study, kitchen and sitting room.
His telephone bills seemed to be worth a closer look, several monthly bills from Optus, a quarterly from Telecom. Why the separate Optus account? As far as she could tell, it listed only a handful of interstate numbers. The same numbers cropped up on each bill, except for the most recent, which listed a new number. Liz went to the Touchfone on Springett’s desk, called the most frequently called number. A recorded message told her that she had reached the residence of Vincent De Lisle and that he wasn’t in right now. She was offered the choice of leaving a message or trying him at the North Sydney Magistrates’ Court.
She tried the other number. A harsh, clipped, recorded voice said: ‘Niekirk. Leave a message.’
So she had the names of the people Springett was dealing with but not where he was hiding himself. She sighed, glanced around the room. There was something about the floorboards behind Springett’s desk chair. One of them was a poor fit.
Then Montgomery broke in upon her thoughts. A heavy smoker, he was fidgeting. ‘I’ll see you back at the car.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Liz stood for a moment. Then, on an impulse, she pressed the redial key and, as Niekirk’s cruel voice unwound, pressed the #1 key. If Niekirk’s answering machine had a remote access function, one of the keys would activate the messages his callers had recorded. She went through the numbers and it was the #6 key that switched the machine over. There were a couple of hangups, then this: ‘It’s all falling apart here, better make yourself scarce. I’m going after De Lisle in Vila, collect what’s owing, if you want to meet me there.’
Liz grinned to herself. She didn’t leave immediately but probed experimentally around the edge of the offending floorboard.

****



Thirty-four


Wyatt caught a Pacific Rim flight originating in Brisbane. He could have made the connection in Sydney, but he wanted to minimise all risks, and the advantage of flight 204 was that Brisbane passengers were not required to disembark at Sydney while connecting passengers boarded the plane. If the authorities were circulating his description they’d be circulating it at Sydney airport.
He had a seat in first class, the only seat available on Pacific Rim. It had been a while since he’d been able to afford first class. There had been a time when he always flew first class, a time when the big jobs had been easier, netting him first-class spending power.
Twenty minutes later they were still sitting on the ground at Sydney. Maybe he’d been spotted flying to Brisbane from Coffs Harbour? He flipped through the in-flight magazine, unconsciously running the tip of his tongue over the hole in his tooth. He had a sudden sensation of himself as an ordinary man after all, small and afraid, trapped inside a thin metal skin. Then the pilot announced another fifteen minutes, saying that air traffic above Sydney was clogged and they were waiting for it to clear, and Wyatt felt the tension ebb a little.
In Port Vila Wyatt joined the passengers making for the front exit door of the Pacific Rim 747, stepped out into the air of Vanuatu, and was engulfed by old sensations. They were a compound of remembered people, places, sounds and bitter risks, encouraged into life by the smells of the tropics, the warm, moist, humid air blanketing his skin. He was in Indo-China again, a knife-edge time, on the run after snatching a base payroll in Long Tan, ten months before the Prime Minister brought the troops home. It was another four years before Wyatt had gone home. He had a new identity by then, his skills were sharper, and he was even less inclined to lead a straight life.
The passengers straggled across the tarmac to the immigration hall. Three queues formed, a small one for local residents returning to Vanuatu, two longer ones for the visitors, Australian and New Zealand tourists mostly, with a handful of others there on business of some kind.
Wyatt passed through immigration after ten minutes in the queue and collected his luggage. It was a collapsible leather suitcase which he’d bought at Melbourne airport and stuffed with T-shirts, paperbacks and pharmacy items from the shops scattered through the international and domestic terminals. He hoped it would pass inspection. He had nothing to declare but plenty to hide. The customs official who tried to imagine a life from the contents of Wyatt’s case would end up with more questions than answers.
But he was waved through to the arrivals lounge. He stood uncertainly near the main terminal exits. It was a small place, consisting of no more than a bank, a dutyfree shop and tourist information counter. Well, he’d need money before he could do anything. He crossed to the bank, changed a hundred dollars for small denomination vatu notes, and went in search of a telephone. De Lisle was listed: a number in the high thousands on Kumul Highway.
Wyatt left the terminal. Overhead signs listed various resort destinations: Le Lagon, White Sands, Radisson, Royal Palms, Reriki Island. He began to queue for a minibus but noticed the people ahead of him giving vouchers to the driver. He slipped away from the queue, walked back down the line of waiting buses, and caught a taxi.
It was a battered, newish blue Datsun. Left-hand drive, he noticed. He climbed into the back seat with his case and gave the driver an address twenty houses beyond De Lisle’s.
The driver nodded. He didn’t speak and Wyatt didn’t try to encourage him. There was a small child in the front seat. She had coppery skin and a short, tight furze of red-blond hair. She wore a blue and yellow cotton dress and gazed at Wyatt solemnly as her father drove out of the airport and along the narrow, pitted six-kilometre stretch to Port Vila.
Wyatt had washed up in central and southern Africa when he left Indo-China, smuggling emeralds and De Beer diamonds. Something about the roadside commerce on the drive to Port Vila reminded him of Africa: the plain, flat-topped general stores painted white or left the colour of cement; the Coke signs, the palm trees and vines, the skin-and-bone dogs sniffing the dirt, the people themselves, bare-footed, dressed in bright simple cottons, watching the cars from shopfront verandah steps. But there was a torn, damaged look to some of the trees, a collapsed wall here and there, roofing iron weighed down with heavy stones as though frequent storms lashed the islands. Then the road climbed briefly and Wyatt found himself looking down into the cramped compound of the main prison. Meanwhile the taxi continued to brake and shudder on the broken road and Wyatt’s tooth ached.
The road flattened again as it entered Port Vila. The taxi crawled along the narrow main street, past small banks, cafйs and all-purpose stores. Wyatt glimpsed the harbour between the buildings, twenty or thirty moored yachts and Reriki Island farther out in the bay. A bloated, rusting shape at one end of the island materialised as a wrecked ship belly-up on the coral. Rusty inter-island cargo ships were moored at various points along the waterfront. For all the taxis, pedestrians, noise and colour it was a strangely still, flat-spirited place.
The taxi began to chug uphill, leaving the buildings and warehouses behind. The highway had been sliced into the hillside and Wyatt had a sensation of burial, the deep edges appearing to fold in on the taxi.
Then the road levelled again and ran parallel to a strip of costly cliff-top mansions overlooking the bay. The taxi drew into the kerb a minute later. The driver pointed. ‘We are here, sir. One thousand vatu please.’
There was no footpath, only a track in the dirt. Wyatt saw high fences and hedges, tiled roofs squatting low behind them. He paid the driver, got out, and walked back to De Lisle’s house, narrowing his eyes against the glare.
Three metres high, toughened steel, looped with razor wire, protected by alarms and sweep cameras, just like De Lisle’s place in the hills behind Coffs Harbour. Wyatt checked both corners at the front of the property: the fence plunged downhill to the water on each side of the house. Midway along the road edge was a locked gate that led directly to a short driveway that looped past the front door.
There were three ways in: scale a ladder and throw a bag over the razor wire, assuming he could find a ladder and a bag; cut his way through the steel mesh, assuming he could buy what he needed in Port Vila and do the cutting without being seen from the street; break open the lock on the gate, assuming he could get his hands on something like a tyre iron. And assuming he could evade alarms and cameras when he did get in. Wyatt prowled along the fenceline again, whistling softly, checking for dogs. There didn’t appear to be any.
He crossed to the other side of the road to a bench along the main wall of a tiny market. Judging by the Suva harbour master’s estimation, De Lisle wouldn’t be arriving for another twenty-four hours. A quick check of this part of the Kumul Highway told Wyatt that there were no hotels or motels nearby, so where could he station himself to watch and wait?
The island. It faced across to Port Vila and the cliff-top mansions on the Kumul Highway. Wyatt hailed a passing taxi and two minutes later he was in a small dirt parking area near the wharves at the bottom of the hill.
He could see the island clearly, a humped shape in the centre of the harbour, fringed with tropical trees, cabins on stilts just above the waterline. Two more rows of cabins were set further back and there was a large complex at the centre which Wyatt guessed housed offices, bars and dining rooms. There was also a roof among the trees at the peak of the hump. He’d read in Pacific Rim’s in-flight magazine that it had been the British Commissioner’s residence during the period of Condominium Government.
The Reriki Resort minibus had already delivered its load of passengers from the airport. Wyatt joined them under the shelter at the edge of the wharf. One or two looked at him curiously. He nodded and half smiled, not because he wanted to and they had shared a flight together but because it was expected of him and he didn’t want to draw attention to himself. Then the ferry drew in and they filed aboard.
The turnaround took thirty seconds, the crossing to the island two minutes. Wyatt examined the moored yachts keenly. Sydney, Southampton, Vancouver, Catalina Island. T-shirts, towels, shorts and underwear were pegged to dry on the rigging of the smaller yachts. One man was repairing a sail. Two couples were playing cards on a fast-looking red trimaran. The men wore shorts and beards, the women bikini tops and sarongs. There was an idle, easy assumption of privilege in the way they were indifferent to the ferry and the lives being led beyond the nearby harbour front.
Wyatt’s case was collected and he climbed the steep path to the main building. There were a dozen people waiting to be checked in. Wyatt pushed through to the desk, smiling apologetically. ‘I haven’t booked. Are you full?’
The clerk smiled at him. ‘Off season, sir. No problem.’
Wyatt slipped to the back of the line. A woman wearing a flower in her hair came out from behind the desk and showed him to a small waiting area. A minute later a waitress came by with a tray of drinks. It was the way things were done here, so Wyatt took a tall frosted glass of something and thanked her. He didn’t drink it. His case, he noticed, sat with a stack of luggage at the porter’s station, a tiny wooden stand like a pulpit in an impoverished church. Then he was called to the desk and he handed over his false passport and filled out the registration form and collected his key.
The porter showed him to number five, in the first row of cabins behind those at the waterline. Wyatt liked what he saw. The door opened onto a small alcove consisting of a wardrobe, refrigerator and handbasin. There was a bathroom off to the left. A doorway ahead of him led to a large main room furnished with a queen-size bed, cane lounge chairs and glass-topped coffee table, desk, television set, bedside phone and reading lamps, prints on the walls. The airconditioning hummed softly. A ceiling fan hung motionless above the bed. Wyatt turned the fan on, the airconditioning off, and checked under the bed, inside the wardrobe and behind the shower curtain.
Then he called room service and ordered a gin and tonic. He took it out to the balcony. A purple evening light was beginning to soften the edges of things. He eased his long trunk and legs into a cane chair and watched the ships’ and harbour lights wink on, the water darken and finally go black. At De Lisle’s house across the harbour there were no lights burning and the private dock was empty.
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Thirty-five


The resort was deceptive. When dawn broke the next morning, Wyatt set out along the paths that stitched the parts of the island together, and found orderly rows of cabins stretching back up the hillside, concealed from sight by coconut palms, canopies of flowering vines, and small, almost comical trees which resembled stick insects, their rows of exposed roots like flexing legs.
Then the path gave way to a walking track which led through dense tropical growth as high as houses on either side of him. The soil felt springy under his feet and Wyatt enjoyed the sensation of his solitary state, the only man alive to see the sky brighten and smell the air grow steadily warmer and sweeter. There were spiders the size of his hands spread in ambush in dewy webs along the smaller corridors between the trees. Wyatt was reminded by their patience of his chosen life and reminded by their task that he could not afford to sit and wait, he was here to attack.
It took him only thirty minutes to map the island in his mind. He wound his way back by the stony beach and up a crumbling cliff path to the dining room and ordered breakfast. He ate muesli for its bulk and energy, grinding only with the teeth on the right side of his face. But chips of nuts and grain caught in his broken tooth, the gum surrounding it seemed hot and swollen to his flickering tongue, and he resolved to have the tooth yanked.
Wyatt returned to his cabin with a handful of old newspapers and magazines. He sat in a cane chair, his feet on the rail, and read, and watched De Lisle’s dock across the water. A rustbucket coastal steamer glided past at the midpoint of the morning. One of the island-hopping yachts put out to sea. The ferry ploughed unvaryingly between the island and the mainland, water taxis crisscrossed the harbour, directed by the random needs of their passengers, and tourists heaved back and forth in the water adjacent to the island’s only strip of sand, skinny legs dipping and rising as they worked the paddleboats.
But no De Lisle. His house remained shut up, his dock empty.
A sensation of vulnerability crept through Wyatt. His tooth. He became convinced that pain existed and was growing worse. That and the helpless need of his tongue to explore the contours of the tooth stump and his engorged gum were dangerous distractions. He felt that he was not concentrating effectively. He told himself that even if the yacht were to dock now, De Lisle was unlikely to turn around and leave within minutes of arriving.
Wyatt sealed his cabin against the rising heat and walked down to the ferry. What he disliked about going up against an individual like De Lisle, for reasons of revenge as much as for gain, was a sense of slippery control over events. Wyatt never attempted anything that wasn’t workable, but everything about this-from the foreign location to his lack of background intelligence on the man, his house and his habits-was too loosely assembled. On the other hand, Wyatt wanted some of De Lisle’s accumulated cash, and he badly wanted to even the score for Jardine’s death and the attempted shooting in the cafй in the hills. And, if he cared to admit it, even the most workable plans contained within them an addictive element of craziness.
The ferry docked. Wyatt clambered over the aluminium bow and onto the concrete steps of the wharf. A man rang a bell on the handlebars of a rental scooter. Wyatt smiled briefly, shook his head. He reached the main road and looked along it to the downtown shops. On the harbour side was a narrow tattered strip of parkland set with market stalls. On the opposite side a cracked footpath ran past dozens of small shops and cafйs. Wyatt crossed the road. He knew he’d feel oddly exposed yet herd-like if he were to walk past the market stalls to get to where he was going.
It had been halfway acceptable, his arrangement with Jardine. His main doubt had been that it had a robbery-on-consignment aspect to it. Unless the take was hard cash, they both had to wait on someone else to get a cash return for them. In the old days, Wyatt had liked to use a ‘banker’ for his hits. The banker knew nothing about the job, who was pulling it, or how his money would be spent. Wyatt had absolute control of the investment, finding the best professionals each time, outfitting them, dividing the take afterwards, then paying back the banker twice what he’d invested. Wyatt had liked the security of that arrangement. But he was increasingly unable to control the quality of the men he worked with and the banker was eventually named in a Royal Commission and fled the country.
Wyatt glanced into each shop as he passed it. Behind the glass and neon and the global brand names the shelves were sparse, the goods costly, shopkeepers and shoppers a little defeated-looking. The air trapped between the buildings was heavy with diesel fumes.
Wyatt thought that if he could build up his fortunes again he should construct a new identity to go with it, paper by paper until it had the texture of reality-tax records, bank accounts, passport, income documents, property deeds, investment certificates. If he had genuine investments he could live off the income.
‘And do what for the rest of the time?’ he muttered, his eye caught by a sun-faded molar depicted on a dentist’s sign down a narrow alley behind a cafй. An arrow pointed up a flight of rickety steps.
Wyatt took the stairs carefully. He’d been taught, and he believed, that a man is at his most vulnerable on stairs. The terrain is awkward, you’re an easy target from above and below, the banister hems you in.
But it was only an ordinary staircase to a suite of small, airy rooms above a fishing tackle shop. The dentist was alone at a reception desk and she greeted Wyatt with a keen smile that went straight to his jaw. ‘Poor, poor man,’ she said, in softly accented English. She was round and sympathetic and took him by the arm.
‘You can do me now?’
She gestured at the empty rooms, the open doors. ‘Of course.’
She pushed him into the reclining chair and clicked on the silvery light above their heads. Then she drew on latex gloves. Wyatt told himself that he needed latex gloves for what was ahead of him.
‘Open wide, mister.’
Her hands were swift with the pick and mirror. She smelt of coffee and mango; his shoulder merged with her pliant thigh. She stepped back, almost reluctantly. ‘It must come out.’
‘Yes.’
‘I will inject you. You will have numbness for several hours afterwards, maybe a little swelling to spoil your beauty, but very little pain.’ She touched his jaw lightly, grinning at him. ‘I would not want to see you in pain, mister.’
His smile came easily. She was a balm to his risky life. Laughter bubbled from somewhere deep inside her. The University of Adelaide, according to a framed degree on the wall. Wyatt wondered what those dour Europeans had made of her.
At one point her telephone rang and she went into the other room. He pocketed a pair of latex gloves and returned to the seat, hearing her cajoling someone to come in and see her, don’t delay.
When he left her twenty minutes later, Wyatt needed a hand on each banister to get down the steps. There was no pain and no real disorientation, only the sense that there should be. He started out for Reriki. After five minutes he doubled back and went into the tackle shop beneath the dental surgery. He pointed to a long, slender knife, not trusting himself to speak, and laid out money on the counter. He didn’t touch the knife himself, but carried it out with him in a paper sack.
He was back in his cabin by four o’clock. De Lisle’s yacht had berthed while he’d been away. Everything about the tiny fat figure going up and down the steps between the dock and the house on the cliff top suggested panic.
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Thirty-six


When De Lisle returned to the house after collecting the tartan suitcase on Reriki, Grace, his hi-Vanuatuan servant, was waiting for him at the top of the steps, holding a silver tray. She’d placed a white calling card in the centre of the tray. De Lisle had trained her in a thousand little rituals and courtesies. Today she was staring at him and something about it made him uneasy. For two years she’d refused to meet his eye, as though he were an unknown guest in the house, not the man who came into her room in the servants’ quarters night after night. So why the sudden confidence?
De Lisle opened the card. It was from Walter Erakor and said simply, ‘Meet me in Ma Kincaid’s Eating House at five this afternoon’.
De Lisle dismissed Grace and fixed himself a drink. He wondered what Erakor wanted. Walter was a jungle bunny-born on the island, a law graduate of the Sorbonne, but still a jungle bunny. De Lisle worked with the man whenever he was in Vanuatu, mainly routine circuit court cases, but he’d also called on Walter Erakor’s help in getting around the kinds of legal loophole matters that required a greased palm in the local judiciary. Erakor had saved De Lisle time and trouble in setting up holding companies, bank accounts and real estate transfers. Did the man want a bigger slice of the pie? De Lisle hated dealing with the blacks. He wished he’d been in Vanuatu before Independence, when there’d been plenty of decent Frenchmen in the public service.
De Lisle checked his watch: almost five. Too late to deposit the Asahi Collection jewels in a safety-deposit box. He stashed the tartan suitcase temporarily in the safe in his bedroom and decided to walk to Ma Kincaid’s. It was downhill all the way and it would help keep him fit. He could get a taxi back.
A ceaseless stream of badly tuned cars and vans passed him on the way down the hill, Port Vila’s version of rush hour at the end of the working day. De Lisle felt safer at the bottom of the hill. The road began to level out at the diving school and soon he was walking on a proper footpath. Today was market day. One or two stallkeepers were selling cowrie shells, fresh coconuts and bright, flimsy, cotton dresses in the parking lot for the Reriki Island ferry. Most of the small businesses had shut their doors but the Vietnamese supermarket was still open, run by the descendants of plantation workers brought to Vanuatu by French planters in the 1920s.
De Lisle trudged through the humid late afternoon. There were more market stalls now, crowding the footpath. No one was buying and the only people looking were elderly tourists from a cruise ship moored in the harbour. De Lisle saw them picking over dyed coral, shell necklaces, carved animals. He supposed they’d buy something. They generally did. They would tip, despite what the guidebooks advised. Some of the locals would accept it, too, as though they hadn’t read the guidebooks that claimed they’d be offended and embarrassed to be offered a tip.
It was dim and cool inside Ma Kincaid’s. Ceiling fans stirred the air, a couple of tourists and sailors sat at the bar, some local Europeans ate at the tables. De Lisle nodded at one or two of them. They were French and had stayed on after Independence. A table of yachting types in the far corner were speaking English. De Lisle listened: Kiwis and Australians, five men and a woman. De Lisle was betting that they were on the run from something shady. They might stay here for a few months before moving on. One or two of them might even stay permanently and open the kind of import-export business that helped to launder cash and offered ways of smuggling anything from coconut soap to arms or New Guinea cannabis and pink rock heroin from Thailand.
Walter Erakor was waiting for him in a back room. De Lisle didn’t like the look on the man’s face. Erakor seemed to be suppressing glee at bad tidings and doing a poor job of it.
‘Well?’ De Lisle demanded.
It bubbled out of Erakor. ‘Bon jour, my friend. I’m afraid you must flee the island. Tonight, tomorrow, you must leave.’
De Lisle went still. He decided to play it straight. ‘Leave? Why? I just got here. There’s work to do.’
Walter tapped the side of his nose. ‘A little bird tells me.’
‘Tells you what?’
‘You are under investigation.’
De Lisle didn’t reply immediately. He continued to stare at Erakor. Surely the Australian authorities weren’t onto him, requesting his extradition? Not so soon. And certainly not when the island was riddled with Australian con-men, thieves and dealers straight out of ‘Australia’s Most Wanted’ on TV. He looked at his watch. He had time. Wheels would be turning slowly back home.
He said at last, ‘Who’s investigating me?’
‘Vice police.’
‘Vice police?’
‘Your servant, Grace-her father has lodged a complaint against you.’
‘She’s an adult, for Christ’s sake. She knows what she’s doing.’
Walter Erakor leaned over the table and said very quietly, ‘But she was under age when she first went to work for you.’
‘I didn’t know that. Besides, it’s her word against mine.’
‘Maybe so, my friend, but her father is a chief, you know.’
Chief, De Lisle thought. A man who ran a rusty Mazda minibus, that’s all he was.
‘A certain zeal has entered the investigation,’ Erakor continued. ‘The police have asked for warrants to search your bank records and other business dealings.’
De Lisle leaned forward, hissing. ‘You bastard. Grace isn’t the issue, you’re just using her as an excuse. You want my money. You bastard.’
Erakor shrugged. ‘I’m not in charge of the investigation.’
‘But you told them about my bank holdings, right? You and your crooked cronies want to rip me off, seize my deposits, under-declare what was there and keep the rest for yourselves. I know how it works.’
Erakor gazed at him levelly. ‘I’m giving you a chance to escape.’
De Lisle changed tack. ‘Have you issued the warrants yet? Can’t you do something to rescind them? Walter, old friend-’
Walter Erakor was flat and hard and there was no friendship in him. ‘We issue them tomorrow, maybe the next day.’
Relief flooded De Lisle. ‘I need twenty-four hours, maybe less. I need to be here when the banks open in the morning.’
Walter Erakor began to smile. It was a beam that said he could delay the warrants in return for a cash consideration. De Lisle groaned. He looked at his watch. Just as well the yacht was ready to put to sea. God, why hadn’t he given the Tiffany to Grace instead of that Wintergreen slag? None of this would have happened.
He groaned again. Who was he kidding? Keeping Grace sweet wouldn’t have stopped Erakor and his mates getting greedy. They must have loved it when Grace showed up with her nose out of joint, giving them the excuse they needed.
He looked at Erakor. ‘How much?’
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Thirty-seven


It had to do with context. If you see a workman among a slouch of workmen, that’s all he is. Similarly, you don’t look twice at an airline passenger aboard a plane-load of passengers, not when you’ve got your mind on more pressing matters. But when one of those passengers, standing alone in the Port Vila terminal building, held his head tilted at a certain angle, Niekirk knew that he’d seen him before. A minute later the answer came to him: Wyatt, meeting the fence on a park bench in Melbourne.
Where was Springett? On the island? Coming by a later flight, a different airline?
Niekirk, keeping well back in another taxi, tailed Wyatt to a cliff-top mansion on the other side of the harbour. He saw Wyatt get out and check casually for outside cameras and sensor alarms. Later he tailed Wyatt to the ferry stop for the island resort across the harbour.
He recalled that there had been a few passengers in first class when he boarded in Sydney, and the man had been among them. The surveillance photograph had shown only the man’s inclined head, animated by the woman’s company, and his shoulders. Now Niekirk had a clearer image of him: hooked, pitiless kind of face, black hair pushed indifferently off his forehead, tall and loose in the frame, a habit of touching his jaw every few minutes. The guy had a poor dress sense for the tropics: trousers, shoes, long-sleeved shirt rolled back at the wrists. Niekirk was wearing yellow shorts, sandals and a ‘Life’s a bitch, then you die’ T-shirt so that he’d melt in with the Australian yobbos who populated Asia and the Pacific.
Niekirk couldn’t watch two places at once. He’d come here for De Lisle, so he went back to the house on the cliff top and slept fitfully through the night in the passenger seat of a rental car. He had a story ready, but no one came near him.
The first rattling diesel motors of the day woke him at five-thirty. He crossed the road. The house still had its shuttered look; the yacht still hadn’t docked.
Niekirk drove down to the wharf, bought coffee and sandwiches, and returned to his watch over De Lisle’s house. He wondered what Riggs and Mansell were doing. Maybe they’d shot each other by now. When told what De Lisle was up to and that there’d be no more jobs, Riggs had gone very still, dangerously quiet, and Mansell had blustered. Neither man felt ready to quit: ‘Not when we’re onto something good,’ Mansell said. The only analogy Niekirk could think of was grief: it was as though a loved one had been snatched away and they wanted a sense of closure before they could put the grief to rest. He’d given them the address of De Lisle’s house in the hills behind Coffs, told them they might pick up some goodies for themselves there, told them to keep De Lisle on ice if he happened to show up.
Niekirk saw the shutters open at three o’clock in the afternoon. He crossed the road and stood where he could see down between the houses to the water. The yacht had come in. As he watched, a water taxi called in at the dock and De Lisle stepped aboard. He saw it sweep among the moored yachts and tie up at Reriki Island. Certainty began to settle in Niekirk. Wyatt was here to meet De Lisle. Wyatt and Jardine had been fencing stuff on behalf of De Lisle all along.
He sweated it out, only relaxing when he saw the water taxi skimming back across the water, De Lisle upright in the back. When De Lisle got out, he had the tartan suitcase with him. So, the island was the drop-off point.
Niekirk went back to his car. But maybe Wyatt had been ripped off, too, and was here to even the score. Niekirk sat there for an hour, sticking to the vinyl seat, baking in his glass and metal cocoon. He was still there late in the afternoon when De Lisle appeared again, walking this time.
Niekirk began to hate it all. If he shadowed De Lisle on foot, he risked losing him if the little shit got picked up by a vehicle later on. If he took the car, there was the hassle of traffic and parking in the narrow streets. In the end he got out and tailed De Lisle on foot. De Lisle wasn’t carrying anything, so at least he wasn’t on the run with their stuff.
De Lisle made for a cafй called Ma Kincaid’s. Niekirk was watching it from under a Cinzano umbrella across the road, face disguised by a straw stuck in a frosty glass of iced coffee, when Wyatt appeared from an alley behind Ma Kincaid’s. He had his mouth open, his tongue apparently exploring the back of his mouth, and he was carrying a parcel and seemed pleased about something. Niekirk liked none of it.

****



Thirty-eight


Wyatt didn’t hear anything until it was too late. He was on the narrow balcony, watching the cliff-top house across the water as the sun weakened behind the mountains, waiting for full dark so that he could cross to the mainland and tackle De Lisle, and heard nothing above the chopping blades of the ceiling fan in the room behind him, the mutter of the island’s generator, the scrape and rattle of wind in the palm tree fronds, the band thumping in the dining room a short distance away, the men and women toiling up the path from the ferry, spectres with white teeth, shirts and dresses, drenched in duty-free lotions. And now and then his tongue flickered over the hole torn inside his upper jaw. Deep, raw, salty; a dull, receding ache; a huge relief. So all of Wyatt’s senses were distracted and he was unprepared for an attack from behind.
Until he heard a slick, oiled, double click, the slide of an automatic pistol jacking a round into the firing chamber. The voice came from inside the room; just inside the open sliding door, was Wyatt’s estimation. He stiffened his arms on the chair.
‘Uh uh. Wrap your arms around yourself as if you were cold. That’s it. Now stand, turn, come back here into the room, nice and easy, all the time in the world.’
Wyatt tracked the voice. The man was retreating farther into the room. He read the voice: arrogance, certainty, experience, wasting nothing.
Wyatt hadn’t wanted a light behind him as he waited on the balcony and so the room was dark, illuminated only by the green LED time display of the bedside clock. It was reading 20:05 and picked out the man’s face in a play of pallid cheeks and eye sockets and solid bones. The dark pistol gestured: ‘On the bed. Now, place both pillows on the floor-I said place, not throw.’
There was a pause, the man satisfying himself that Wyatt hadn’t secreted a weapon under the pillows. ‘Now I want you flat on your back, head touching the bedhead, hands clasped under your head.’
Wyatt complied. It was not a position he’d want to maintain for long. He knew his arms would begin to ache. He was too rigid, too awkward, placed so that he’d signal any intention to go on the offensive long before it could do him any good, and the gunman was counting on that.
‘What’s your connection to De Lisle?’
‘Nothing. Never met him.’
‘You’ve been selling stuff for him.’
‘No.’
‘You were photographed with Frank Jardine and a fence back in Melbourne. You were trying to offload a Tiffany brooch for De Lisle.’
‘Not for De Lisle. For myself.’
As Wyatt’s eyes adjusted further to the dark, he saw a sinewy frame, a thick tangle of nondescript hair, and dispassionate eyes set in a cold face, facial lines like cracks in cement. Was this the man who’d frightened Jardine to death? He imagined the man playing with Jardine, resting on his friend a set of dark eyes that would have seemed bottomless and unendurable.
‘I stole the Tiffany,’ Wyatt said. ‘I found out later I’d stolen it from someone De Lisle was shagging.’
It was language he hoped the man would appreciate. The planes of the man’s face shifted, became less controlled, and the voice lost its metallic edge as emotion moved it: ‘He gave it to some sheila? Jesus Christ.’
As if he were talking to himself. Wyatt shifted a little, crossing his feet at the ankle, moving his hands until they clasped the back of his neck, not his head.
The man stiffened automatically, his gun arm tensed, but Wyatt could see that his attention was mostly inwards, on De Lisle.
‘Now he’s getting ready to run,’ Wyatt said, keeping the focus away from himself. ‘You do all the dirty work, he fucks up and still reaps all of the profit.’
The man laughed. ‘Keep guessing, pal. You’re history anyway. Reach one hand over and turn on the bedside light.’
Wyatt saw the man step back into the corner as the light came on, then pull on the drawstring that closed the curtains over the sliding insect-screen door leading to the balcony. Finally the man reached down dreamily, picked up a cushion, and advanced on the bed. There was no suppressor on the pistol, so a cushion, interspersed at point-blank range, was the next best thing. Wyatt said, to distract the man again:
‘How did you get a gun into the country?’
‘Had a permit, didn’t I.’
A cop? The Niekirk character Mansell had told him about? Wyatt said, ‘I can help you get De Lisle.’
‘Forget it,’ Niekirk said, stepping forward.
Wyatt sidearmed his water glass across the space between them. Niekirk lifted the tip of his gun, let the glass sail by. That was his mistake; it granted Wyatt one more second of life. He used it to yank on the electric flex of the bedside lamp and in the sudden darkness he rolled away from the snapping pistol, over the side and onto the floor.
He scrabbled along the carpet to the end of the bed and waited a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the darkness again. Niekirk fired twice, placing his shots, keeping them low, but he didn’t have a target, only intuition and hope.
Wyatt tensed. He had marked a passage between the cane armchairs to the balcony, where the glass door was open and only a curtain separated him from the night. He sprang from the gap between the bed and the wall, streaked low across the room.
Niekirk had him now. He snapped off three more shots. Too quick, too careless. Glass broke in the side window of the balcony. He paused, waiting for Wyatt to fumble at the curtains, to silhouette himself and present a solid target into which he could empty his clip.
Wyatt read his intentions. Staying low, he picked up the glass-topped coffee table and threw it, aiming at Niekirk’s knees. Niekirk went down; there was another shot.
Lights and voices started in the darkness. ‘I heard a gun.’
‘Come away, dear.’
‘I tell you, someone shot a hole through our window.’
Then there were other voices, other lights.
‘Call security.’
‘What number?’
‘I don’t know, do I? Use your brains, woman. Call reception.’
‘There’s no need to take that tone.’
Behind Wyatt, Niekirk was rolling onto one hip, patting the carpet for the gun. Wyatt reached one hand over his shoulder to the space beneath his collar, between his shoulderblades, and drew and threw the fishing knife. He wanted the throat and got it, the blade spearing Niekirk’s windpipe, taking away his voice, leaving him with only the froth and rattle of his useless breathing to keep him company as he died.
Wyatt left through the balcony door and slipped over the side, a shadow among the shadows.
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Thirty-nine


He edged down the terraced garden slope, dodging fleshy spurs, exposed root cages and stiff vine tendrils. The island’s generator continued to throb through the night, the only calm point in a place of alarmed cries and running feet and jerking torch beams. Once or twice he froze; but there were security guards and paths and lighted areas to get around, so he moved again, showing himself this time.
Shouting, running, waving his arms to confound the searchers and witnesses: ‘The shots came from that room… I saw someone over here… Careful, he’s armed… He ran up the hill…’
The row of cabins at the water’s edge sat on stilts. When he was clear of the confusion above him, Wyatt took shelter under the cabin closest to the ferry mooring, his feet ankle deep in seawater. The ferry wasn’t there. He could see it across the harbour, waiting at the little wharf on the mainland. It wouldn’t be in a hurry to return to the island. The traffic this late at night was all oneway, guests returning from the mainland casinos.
Wyatt considered his options. He didn’t want to swim. His shoes would protect him from the spines of stonefish as he waded into the water but the island was ringed with coral and the guidebooks warned against sea snakes, cone shells and sea urchins. He imagined the coral tearing open his skin, his blood attracting sharks; he imagined the numbing pain as venom shut down his nervous system. These were fears he could only live with in the daylight, when he could see what was coming.
There were plenty of small boats on the island. Half a dozen aluminium dinghies powered by outboard motors were moored to the jetty. A paddleboat and snorkel hire concession operated from a shack at the edge of the only stretch of sand on the island, just beyond the jetty.
Wyatt slipped out of the sheltering cabin and ran half-crouched toward the jetty. Then he stopped, flattening himself on the mossy wetness of the stone shelf that led into the water. Figures were loping along the jetty. Wyatt watched as they peered into each dinghy. A moment later they were gone, leaving two men to continue the search of the hire boats. Finally a security guard growled a few orders, climbed into one of the dinghies and sped away across the black harbour, trailing phosphorescence and a high, small-motor whine.
Wyatt crouched ready to run again but was warned off a second time. Somebody had called the police. Three launches were approaching the island from the mainland, going fast, searchlights poking at the dead water.
Wyatt allowed himself half a minute’s grace, mentally mapping the harbour and the high ground opposite, where the costly white houses sat on green lawns that stretched to private moorings on the water. There was a light burning above De Lisle’s mooring.
Just then a searchlight swept erratically along the shoreline, highlighting cabins and mangroves. Wyatt ducked. People were gathering on the jetty, shouting, encouraging the police launches.
Wyatt’s options were shrinking. The ferry was out of the question; so were the bulbous orange paddleboats the tourists played about in. He couldn’t head inland, into finger-pointing chaos. That left only the rocky shoreline at the uninhabited corner of the island. He slipped under the first cabin again, then down the row away from the jetty. The world beyond the final cabin was dark, treacherous, and that’s where he let himself be swallowed up by the night.
Away from the jetty and garden lights his eyes began to adjust to the gloom. He came upon cliffs first, limestone scored and fissured and sharp enough to tear open his hands and shoes. Then the cliffs dropped away and he was wading knee-deep in water and finally picking a path along a metre-wide band of coarse, corally sand. Mosquitoes swarmed around his head, and in the darkness and the urgency of his slapping hands he didn’t see the object that spilled him onto his face.
He was out for a few seconds, all the breath driven from his body. When he could move again he climbed free of the trap and explored his ribs, hoping he hadn’t cracked them. It hurt to breathe and his head swam dizzily.
He sat on the sand for a while, breathing shallowly, concentrating, reducing the pain to a size he could shape and channel. It wasn’t a mangrove root that had caught his shins, and he hadn’t pitched onto a sharp-edged log-it was something unchanged in centuries that had trapped him and it was also his salvation.
Wyatt got to his feet. The outrigger section had been fashioned from a sturdy branch about two metres long, pointed at both ends and shaped to slice through the water. It was separated from the body of the canoe itself by two bamboo poles about three metres long. The canoeist sat in a hacked-out tree trunk. Even in the darkness Wyatt could see that both the outrigged float and the main body had been daubed in bright paint. The only concession to the twentieth century was the binding: nylon rope instead of vines or raffia fibre.
Wyatt turned the canoe over. The paddle was underneath, fashioned from a machined board that had probably washed up after a storm. He tried to imagine the man or woman who owned the canoe: someone who had nowhere else to store it, someone who fished the dark side of the island, away from the eyes of the Europeans who still ran the little republic.
He hauled the canoe over the sand to the sea’s edge, tugging it by the axe-fashioned bow. It was heavy, and sat low in the water. He waded out until he was waist deep, the water cold and sobering, erasing the clutter from his mind. For the next couple of minutes he eyed the narrow stretch of water between the island and the mainland. The police launches were concentrating their search around the international yachts and the two ferry stops. Wyatt had no need or intention of straying there. Where he wanted to cross, the harbour was black, impenetrable. If he set out now, he wouldn’t be spotted.
He climbed in, began to paddle. His bruised ribs shot pain that made his eyes water, but the little outrigger was like an arrow, skimming him across the calm surface, past the wrecked steamer, between the rusty buoys, toward De Lisle on the other side.

****



Forty


The black water was not so black once he was upon it. Wyatt found a style with the paddle that would not swamp the canoe or waste energy in spurts and misdirections, and began to see phosphorescence boiling around him, shoreline reflections, and a low, sombre tone in the water itself, a colour he couldn’t name. Far to his left there were shouts, incoherent above the restless ping of sail rigging slapping the masts of the big yachts as they gently tossed at anchor.
Wyatt recalled a heist he’d pulled off the northern Australian coast a decade earlier. Salvage divers had found a Dutch DC3 in forty metres of water near Broome. The DC3 had been there since 1942 and a member of the salvage team had made the mistake of telling a pub crowd that it had been carrying a handful of fleeing Dutch colonial officers from Java and a box full of diamonds. Wyatt and a professional diver had got to the wreckage first. At a little over thirty metres, burdened with an air tank, torch, hatchet and knife, Wyatt began to feel the first, subversive lightheadedness as nitrogen built up in his blood, brought on by water pressure. He’d heard the term ‘rapture of the deep’, and now it made sense to him. He felt loose, forgetful, in a state to be playful and take chances, dangerous attitudes at that sort of depth. Fortunately the professional diver with him had not taken chances but brought him back to the surface in five stages, waiting three minutes at each stage for him to decompress. At the surface they’d seen a salvage ship with a police escort, so that had been the end of that.
He steered in a wide half-circle around the yachts now, aware that people could be awake aboard them, curious about the commotion on the island. The crossing took ten minutes. When he was a few metres short of De Lisle’s water frontage he stopped paddling, allowing the outrigger canoe to glide in against the little dock just aft of the yacht moored there. The area was dimly illuminated by the lights in the house above.
According to a nameplate bolted on the stern, above the rudder, the yacht was the Stiletto, home port Panama.
Wyatt needed a weapon. Perhaps there was one on board the yacht. He reached for the short chrome ladder on the starboard flank of the yacht and climbed aboard. He could just as easily have climbed the steps to the dock and stepped onto the yacht, but the risk of standing exposed under the light was greater that way.
There was no one on deck. He crouched at the steps that led below and listened. Nothing.
The cabin was empty. There was a light switch but he drew open the curtains rather than turn it on.
It was clear at once that De Lisle was intending to flee. The first thing Wyatt found was the original name-plate, Pegasus, home port Coffs Harbour.
The second thing he found was a Very pistol and a box of signal flares. He loaded one flare and stuck a further two into his waistband and went looking for a knife.
The galley offered some cheap alloy cutlery but nothing sharper than a bread knife. Wyatt felt there had to be a decent knife somewhere. How did De Lisle cut rope or sailcloth? How would he clean fish?
Wyatt went through the boat quickly and systematically, tapping the bulkhead, checking inside sail lockers, cupboards, the space under the benches. The knife showed up in a door rack, along with a small axe and a handsaw. It had a thick rubber grip and a broad flat tempered steel blade with a short, curved, slicing edge and a sharp stabbing tip. But Wyatt felt that there had to be a handgun, too. He kept looking.
And that’s how he found the safe. He tugged on the black glass door of a small wall oven, the whole unit slid out, and he found himself looking into the open space behind it. De Lisle had left the safe unlocked. That could mean he was still packing to go and didn’t want to bother with unlocking the oven every time he came down to the yacht with a handful of whatever he was running with.
Wyatt rocked back on his heels. Rings, bracelets, necklaces, tiaras; diamonds, rubies, emeralds, pearls; platinum, gold. That was on the lower shelf. On the top shelf were a number of files and Wyatt saw that De Lisle had kept a record of every robbery bis team had pulled, together with dirt on the men who had worked for him.
There was a garbage compactor under the sink in the galley. Wyatt fed the files into it, piece by piece, then left the yacht. He didn’t lock the safe, just pushed the oven home so that it wouldn’t excite attention. The jewels could wait: he didn’t want to go up against De Lisle with his pockets weighing him down. And later, when he left on the run, he didn’t want to waste time trying to force the safe open to get at what he now considered to be his property.
The final problem solved itself. De Lisle hadn’t locked the gate. Wyatt propped it open with a rock, then ran up the steps to the house. There were no dogs. If there were guards, none came at him from the seaward side of the house.
The steps stopped at a coral-chip path that made a lazy loop left then right through the final stretch of terraced garden. It ended at a long, low verandah. The path wound through a ground cover of fleshy-leafed plants and Wyatt cut across that way, avoiding the noisy coral.
There were two doors and several windows along the verandah. Wyatt didn’t go in but circled the house a couple of times quickly, once to locate other doors and windows, the second time to come back to a well-lighted room where he’d heard a voice that was pitched on the wrong side of reason.
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The window was open. He looked in. Liz Redding had reached De Lisle before he had but it hadn’t done her any good at all. She sat slumped in a chair, blood clogging her nose, while the magistrate quivered on the carpet a metre in front of her. There was more blood on her shirt, a spill of it that had none of the sheen of blood recently spilled. Her head lolled and once or twice she tipped it back and shuddered.
‘Again, how did you get in?’
‘Walked in.’
De Lisle reddened, a fat, easily aggravated man who welcomed anger as a natural condition. He sucked on an asthma spray and said: ‘I haven’t got time for this.’ He darted forward, punching her inexpertly in the stomach and darting back out of reach.
Wyatt felt his hands clench. He wanted to slice through the flywire and wade among the fussy antiques between the window and where De Lisle was ranting, shove the flare pistol down the man’s throat. The feeling came naturally, surprising him with its intensity.
He fought down the impulse and watched De Lisle slap at the cop’s upper arms. It puzzled Wyatt. De Lisle had the vicious tendencies of a torturer but none of the technique.
‘Tell me.’
Liz Redding controlled the slackness in her neck for long enough to say, ‘The gate was open,’ and spit blood at a point near De Lisle’s shoes.
‘Open? Grace, that bloody cow.’
De Lisle paced up and down. He looked at his watch. ‘Why did you have to come here? Look what it’s got you.’
‘Mr De Lisle, if you cooperate, if you fly back with me now, I’ll see to it that the court takes it into account.’
De Lisle put his face close to hers. “There’s no underestimating the stupidity of people like you, is there? Missy, you’re in no position to bargain.’
She went on doggedly: ‘Do you want to spend the rest of your life running and hiding?’
De Lisle was growing tired of playing with her. He looked at his watch, glanced at the window, seemed to listen for something. Suddenly he tipped back his head and bellowed: ‘Come on, Springett. What’s going on out there?’
Too late, Wyatt understood. He began to back away from the window. He stopped when the man whom De Lisle had been calling said softly: ‘That’ll do.’
Wyatt began to turn. The voice grew harsher. ‘No you don’t. Drop whatever it is you’ve got there, then straighten up and walk slowly around the corner. I don’t want to discuss it, I don’t want to see your face, just go on ahead of me into the house. If you don’t, I’ll shoot you, and there’s a suppressor on the barrel, so I’m not worrying about noise.’
Wyatt dropped the flare pistol. Springett snorted. ‘What good was that going to do you? Go on, get moving.’
Wyatt took three crushing steps along the coral-grit path before he heard the start of footsteps behind him. That put Springett three metres back, out of range for a spin and kick, in range for getting a bullet in the spine.
He did as he’d been told and walked around the corner and onto a verandah, ducking under latticework choked with bougainvillea.
In along a broad, dark hallway, toward an open door spilling light at the end. Springett was moving stealthily; Wyatt listened but could not place him in the geography of floorboards, carpet runner and hallstand behind him.
Into the room where De Lisle was waiting. De Lisle looked at him with satisfaction, then past him to Springett. ‘I told you I heard something.’
‘Also your gate’s open. The alarm system’s off.’
‘My servant, bloody cow. She thinks the local cops are coming for me, only I’ve paid them off for twenty-four hours.’
‘You’re a fuckup, De Lisle.’
Wyatt felt the gun for the first time, prodding him across the room. De Lisle danced out of his way. He stopped next to Liz Redding. He gazed curiously at her. It would look suspicious if he ignored her. She was breathing through her mouth; he saw a plug of blood in each nostril. The nose itself didn’t look broken. ‘Can I turn around?’
‘Yeah, let’s look at you.’
Wyatt had discounted De Lisle as the immediate threat. His eyes went straight to Springett. The gun was a Glock, mostly ceramic, maybe smuggled past the metal detectors. Springett himself stared back, full of forbearance and contemplation, taking Wyatt’s measure. He made no movement, and Wyatt began to ready himself for a pointless contest of wills, but it was over before it had begun. Springett wore the ease of a man in charge. He said, ‘All paths lead to Rome.’
Wyatt stayed neutral, limber, putting his weight on the balls of his feet. De Lisle said abruptly, jerking his head at Springett, ‘Come on, mate. Help me get rid of them.’
Springett snarled, ‘Fuckups like you, you invoke mateship whenever it suits, but you’d shop your own mother to stay out of gaol.’
The differences and tension between the two men became palpable to Wyatt. Some things united them- they were about to go on the run, there was desperation underneath the swagger, they’d swipe at threats-but they didn’t trust each other and Springett clearly thought that De Lisle had been cheating him.
De Lisle flushed. He said stubbornly, ‘We have to get rid of these two.’
‘Like, leave a couple of bodies behind, kind of thing? Give the local cops an extra incentive to track us down?’
‘Well, you sort something out.’
Springett gestured. ‘Simple. We take them with us. Burial at sea.’
‘We can’t leave till the morning, not till after the banks open.’
Wyatt heard Liz Redding cough and spit again. She said, ‘You won’t get far. Why don’t you just give yourselves over to my custody, fly back with me and we’ll forget the assault. You don’t want murder charges on top of everything else.’
She was going through the motions. Still, it would suit Wyatt if Springett and De Lisle did go back with her, leaving him behind to loot the yacht.
But it wasn’t going to happen. Wyatt had only one thing in his favour-he knew about the concealed safe on the yacht and what was in it. Springett and Liz Redding clearly didn’t. Springett was expecting to collect when the banks opened in the morning. For reasons of his own, De Lisle had chosen not to tell Springett that he hadn’t got around to depositing the jewel collection in one of his safety-deposit boxes.
‘Springett,’ Liz Redding was saying, ‘don’t stuff up more than you have already.’
Springett said nothing. He stepped forward and smacked the edge of his hand on the bridge of her damaged nose. He knew what he was doing. He also sensed something in Wyatt, for he swung the gun around warningly: ‘Don’t even think about it.’
He turned to De Lisle. ‘How much is in the house?’
‘I told you, nothing. Walter Erakor cleaned me out.’
‘You trust him?’
‘We mistrust each other. The thing is, he wants the deeds to this house as well. He can’t get them until the banks open in the morning, so meanwhile he’s keeping the cops off my back.’
Springett mused on it. ‘We’ll take these two down to the boat now. Out of sight, out of mind.’
De Lisle spread his arms fatly. ‘At last, movement at the station.’
With barely concealed fury, Springett moved behind Wyatt and Liz Redding. ‘Let’s go.’
They began the descent through the steeply terraced garden, stepping carefully in the light of the moon, De Lisle leading, then Wyatt, supporting Liz Redding, Springett in the rear. Wyatt had reached the halfway point when a voice screamed ‘De Lisle!’ and a fiery light leapt at him from the shadowy house above.
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Crystal had been halfway to the crew’s quarters at the Palmtree Lodge after the latest delivery for Huntsman when on impulse he told the driver to turn around and go back. ‘Reriki,’ he said.
Thirty minutes later he was admiring how the other half lived. All he’d ever been able to see from his room at the Lodge were a smudgy coconut-oil soap factory at the rear and an ugly strip of corally beach at the front, but the Reriki cabins were something else. He turned switches: the ceiling fan came on, the aircon, the TV. The bed was queen-size. He went out onto the balcony. Cane chairs, not moulded plastic, and a stunning view of blue water, manicured lawns, the neat, shingled trunks of carefully tended palm trees. The air smelt sweet, clean, scented by tropical flowers and afternoon rains.
But De Lisle didn’t arrive to pick up the case that day, or the next. Finally he rang De Lisle’s house. ‘He come in boat, tomorrow,’ a woman said.
So he watched the house. He saw the yacht tie up midway through the afternoon. Shortly after that, a water taxi collected De Lisle and headed across the harbour toward the island. Crystal left his cabin and made for a secluded alcove across from the reservations desk and the bar.
The management had placed a couple of armchairs there, flanking a coffee table stacked with back issues of Readers’ Digest. There was also a small bookcase crammed with books left behind by resort guests. Crystal flipped through a New Age paperback while he waited. It told him how to own his own life and acquire guilt-free wealth and power as he did it. Well, the wealth would come soon enough. He wasn’t stupid enough to run with De Lisle’s jewels but he did intend to push the man from five grand a delivery to fifty, a fair enough amount considering what he was expected to carry, the risks involved, and being hassled by nameless cops in Melbourne.
De Lisle arrived dressed in tropical whites again, beaming at the staff, shouting bon jour and letting them cluster around and pat and hug him. All an act, Crystal decided. For the next thirty minutes, De Lisle held court at the bar, then eased away and walked on short, heavy legs to the door of the security office, his face damp with humidity and effort. He paid the man, collected the suitcase and disappeared.
Crystal waited a couple of minutes then sauntered down to the ferry. It was five o’clock, tourists flocking back to the island to have an early sundowner at the bar. On his way across to the mainland, Crystal watched De Lisle’s water taxi steer a course among the ocean-going yachts.
At the other end, Crystal headed left, down to the cafйs and restaurants of the little port. He had a coffee, took a stroll, filling in time until evening, when he would tackle De Lisle. A pleasant edginess animated him, a sense of having reached the final stage.
All that evaporated at six-thirty when he reached De Lisle’s house and saw another taxi there, saw one of the Melbourne cops pay off the driver and press the intercom.
‘Keep going, keep going,’ Crystal urged, shaking his driver by the arm.
He got out two streets farther along, paid the driver and walked back, trying to grow into the shadows under the palms on the other side of the road. A cop. That changed things. There’d be no walking in and asking for fifty grand with that cop there.
Crystal watched De Lisle’s house helplessly, his hands slipping in and out of his pockets, looking for somewhere to rest. He looked both ways along the street. Kumul Highway, what a laugh. In that spirit, Crystal noticed the open-air market and the low-slung cement block building next to it. In the late sun of the day it glowed the colour of strong tea. Otherwise it was riddled with salt damp; mangy dogs scratched in the packed dirt around it. Still, it said bar over the front door and Crystal had worked up a thirst coming this far.
He went in. Not too bad. A few tables, booths, wooden floors. Clean-looking. Overhead fans kept the place cool. A few locals drinking. Hell, they even sold Fourex.
Crystal fronted up to the bar. He said, slowly, carefully, ‘I don’t want a beer, I don’t want Bacardi and Coke, screwdriver, none of your tourist crap. Give me a kava.’
The local brew was served in small, deep-bowled shells. Crystal had never tried one in all the time he’d been flying in and out of Vanuatu. But it was never too late, and he tipped the kava down his throat. He gagged, coughed, lit up a smoke. Thick, vile, like muddy water mixed with castor oil. He wanted to throw up.
The barman was watching him with interest. Bugger you, Crystal thought. ‘I’ll have another.’
Then he had a third. The barman was wearing half a smile now. Crystal wondered why. He couldn’t feel anything; there was only a bit of an aftertaste.
Following his fourth kava, Crystal went to the men’s. Jesus, now he could feel it. His knees gave way for a moment. He came back from the men’s and collapsed in a booth near the silent juke box in the rear of the place. Waves of euphoria and nausea swept through him. The euphoria was good, but he didn’t trust it. The way he was feeling, he might just knock on De Lisle’s door and apologise for thinking bad thoughts.
Time to get off the kava, though, that was for sure. Crystal switched to beer-Fourex. God knows what an un-Australian beer might do to him.
He left the bar. The moon was high and bright and he stood for a while under the palm trees, looking down the road at De Lisle’s house. Bastards. Wrecking his life. He’d like to tie De Lisle to a chair and dance around him slicing off a piece here and there like that guy in Reservoir Dogs. He began to walk. At the gate he stopped, reached out a hand experimentally to the cold steel.
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‘De Lisle!’
A scream of hate and revolt from the head of the steps.
Then the flare snaking from out of the darkness, an eyeblink comet of oily smoke and flashpoint combustion.
Wyatt ducked, pulling Liz Redding down with him. Springett, surprised, stood where he was.
The flare arrowed over Springett, over Wyatt and Liz Redding, struck De Lisle in the flesh at his waist, and began to burn.
De Lisle went down soundlessly and Wyatt did two things: he threw his jacket over the flare, shutting off the giveaway spluttering light, and he went after Springett, flare-burn in his eyes.
Springett had his back to Wyatt, snapping off shots with the silenced Glock, spraying them over an arc, hunting for the man on the terrace above him. Wyatt heard the slap of impact, a grunt of surprise and pain, and heard Springett’s triumph: ‘Got you, you bastard.’
Ramming with both fists, Wyatt caught Springett behind each knee. Springett buckled, his arms windmilling as he toppled over backwards, flailing uselessly at the black air. Wyatt, crouching behind him, heaved upwards as Springett thumped onto his shoulders, flipping the man onto his head.
Wyatt stayed close to the ground, ready to uncoil and attack Springett, but Springett stirred, sighed, and lapsed into unconsciousness.
Liz found the gun. Wyatt saw the hard concentration in her. In a series of crouched jerks she swung the gun on De Lisle, Springett, the danger above, always covering Wyatt between moves.
‘There’s not,’ Wyatt observed, ‘all that much wrong with you.’
He saw her relax the gun arm a little, smile crookedly at him. ‘I guess we’re even. If we don’t count your tying me up.’
Wyatt gestured, uncomprehending and irritated. He could never see the sense in weighing up this kind of profit and loss. ‘Liz, we can’t stay here.’
She let the gun fall to her side. ‘What a mess. What a fucking mess.’
Wyatt looked out across the water to Reriki. The search party was winding down. Nothing was happening on the island itself and one by one the probing searchlights were blacking out on the patrol boats, letting the coral, cliffs and mangroves become shadows in the moonlight again. He could smell his jacket burning, but the flare was close to extinction now. There were no neighbours gathering on either side of De Lisle’s fence.
Liz Redding was crouched over Springett, the fingers of one hand on his pulse. Wyatt made to step past her. ‘I’m out of here.’
She swung the gun on him. ‘You’re under arrest, Wyatt. Springett too, when he wakes up.’
Wyatt stopped. ‘You don’t have jurisdiction here, not over me, not over him. You shouldn’t be here in the first place. Does your boss know you’re here?’
A twist of hate: ‘Springett’s my boss. Wyatt, I’ll put in a good word for you. You saved my life. You cooperated. You were not involved in the magnetic drill robberies.’
Then she swayed, put out her hands, found nothing to cling to and sank gratefully onto the terraced step. Wyatt unpicked her fingers one by one until he had the Glock pistol. She laughed a little wildly. ‘It’s Springett’s. I found it at his house and smuggled it here in my luggage.’
Wyatt stepped away from her. He watched as she straightened her back, both arms holding her trunk upright, and cranked her face around to look at him. She was stubborn, fixed, angry.
‘I need to get something out of this,’ she said. ‘Do you know what I was told? We couldn’t touch De Lisle over here, no real evidence, respected magistrate, friends in high places, blah blah blah. I was told to take some leave, I’d exceeded my responsibilities. They said they’d put out an international alert for Springett but don’t expect any joy in Vanuatu because last year an Australian priest here had his hands in the parish till and was fiddling with the choir boys but before they could arrest him he was tipped off by a bishop in Sydney and got away.’
‘So you thought you’d just fly in and bring them back yourself.’
She looked away. ‘Springett tried to have me killed. My own boss.’
Wyatt preferred the Glock silently. She recoiled. ‘Is that how you work your life? I want to see him wriggling in court.’
Wyatt crouched there with her for a while. “The yacht,’ he said.
‘What about it?’
‘There’s a dead man in my room over there on the island, two dead men here. I can’t fly out. They’re not likely to let you fly out. The yacht’s our only chance.’
She was working herself into a spitting anger. ‘I can’t sail. Can you sail? It’s all a big mess.’
‘I know the basics, but I’ll need your help.’
She shot out a foot, striking Springett, who groaned, stirred, tried to kneel. ‘What about him?’
‘Bring him with us. You’ll have formal jurisdiction over him once we’re in Australian waters.’
‘His lawyers are going to just love that. What about De Lisle and the other man?’
Wyatt walked down the steps with the Glock, wiping it with his handkerchief. He wrapped De Lisle’s fingers around the butt, the trigger, then shook it onto the grass near the outstretched hand.
He went back to Liz. ‘Let the locals work it out.’
‘Piece of cake,’ she said.
They got Springett onto the yacht and roped him to a bunk. Then Wyatt remembered the false nameplate on the stern. ‘I’ll be back.’
Alarm showed on Liz Redding’s face. ‘Where are you going?’
Wyatt said it again: ‘I’ll be back.’
He found De Lisle’s study in a corner of the house. The window overlooked the harbour. There was an open safe behind a painting on the wall. Empty. He went through De Lisle’s desk. The papers for the yacht were in the bottom drawer, listing the new name and registration. De Lisle had put it all together so that he could run and hide. There’s no reason, Wyatt thought, why it shouldn’t work for me as well.
He returned to the yacht. He found Liz Redding in the little galley, swabbing the clotted blood from her nose, dabbing antiseptic cream onto her cuts, examining the bruises on her stomach. He touched her. As soon as she felt the contact, she sighed raggedly, as if he’d drained something bad from her.
She turned. ‘I don’t think I’m up to hauling on ropes.’
Wyatt pushed her down onto a bench seat. ‘Rest.’
He cast off, fired up the auxiliary diesel, and eased the yacht away from the little dock. Then he steered for the open sea. He named the dangers, as he always did. If the waves didn’t swallow them up or patrol boats intercept them in the light of the morning, there was finally the big land mass to the west, where he was a thief and a killer and Liz Redding a cop. They had that to work out between them. There were days to do it in. And days to separate himself and the Asahi jewels from her, if it came to that. In a snatch of light from the sea moon he caught her staring at him. No calculation, trust or gratitude, just acceptance that they needed one another just then, and that was pretty much how Wyatt saw it.



Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Оставить отзыв о книге
Все книги автора

OPS/images/cover.jpg
(ASRNDESHER
)
PORFAIL

r BLUES






