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CHAPTER 1
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Dave Bennett stood in a queue of 20 prisoners, holding a plastic tray, waiting to collect his breakfast: cornflakes or porridge with orange cordial. Three years of the same crap. But Dave didn't care. He was getting out in a few hours.

A fart that never seemed to end. A smattering of applause. Bazza Forsyth did a little jig to celebrate.

A huge bald blob behind Dave called Bruno Schultz sang "Jingle Bells" like a chick. Guy sang to his parents after he stabbed them to death. Fuck he was mad and fuck he could sing.

Dave couldn't help himself. "Why're you singing a Christmas carol?"

Schultz stopped. "'Cos I like 'em."

"It's only April."

He shrugged. "So what? I love Christmas. I’m gonna watch Fast & Furious 10 later. Wanta join me?"

Hard to enjoy a movie with a homicidal maniac. "Sorry, I can't."

"Why not?"

"I'm getting out today."

Schultz sighed. "Too bad, 'cos it's a great movie. Maybe, when I get out, we can see a movie together.”

Dave imagined eating popcorn in a multiplex cinema with Schultz and shivered. “You're getting out?”

“Yep, I've got an appeal to the top court ...”

“The High Court?”

“Yeah, my lawyers say I'll win.”

The cops found Schultz sitting next to his dead parents, holding a bloody knife and singing to himself. He would only leave the boob in a box.

"Well, give me a call when you get out. Be good to catch up."

"I will."

Schultz sang about a little town called Bethlehem.

––––––––
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Back in his cell, Dave opened his suitcase and looked at the clothes he packed away three years ago. Smelt bad. He tore off his olive-green prison tracksuit and white sneakers, and put on a Black Sabbath T-shirt, jeans and joggers.

Emir Aslan lay on the top bunk, on a wipe-clean mattress, reading a novel called Bikie Chicks while idly caressing his crotch. His dirty singlet half-covered hairy tits. When he started his sentence, he was called "Fat Turk". That was now "Fat Turd". Only Dave respected his original nickname.

Total stupidity put Fat Turk in prison. He was cooking meth in his backyard shed when the ingredients overheated and blew up. He woke up in a hospital, handcuffed to a bedpost with second-degree burns. The only thing that didn't burn was his meth recipe. He should have written ‘Exhibit A’ at the top.

Fat Turk was a good cellie. Yeah, he talked a lot of shit and smelt horrible. But he didn't want sex and had never messed with kids. That made him a rock star.

Dave once asked why he read so many porno books.

"To improve my vocabulary."

"You're kidding?"

"Nope. At my trial, the prosecutor kept telling the judge I was operating a 'clandestine lab'. Had no idea what 'clandestine' meant. I asked me barrister and he said it meant secret. So, I decided to learn more words."

"You don’t have to read porno books." 

"But I like 'em, except when there’s cum stuck between the pages." 

Now, as Dave fastened the straps around his suitcase, Fat Turk turned a page. "Dave, what does 'pro-dig-ious' mean?"

"What's the sentence?"

"It says here: 'He whipped out his pro-dig-ious prick and stuck it in her sopping wet pussy'."

"I think it means big."

"That figures." Fat Turk pulled a pencil from behind his ear and noted the word in a notebook.

Dave finished fastening the strap.

Turk said: "Ya ready to go?"

"Yep."

"When you get out, find yourself a nice fat chick and have kids."

"Why?

"'Cos family’s real important. Makes life worth living.”

Fat Turk's sons were a couple of cretins with bad teeth and bad breath who'd soon join their dad inside. The last time they visited him, a year ago, they demanded money. When Fat Turk said he had none because he was "in a fuckin' prison", they called him a "scumbag" and a "toe-rag" who should have blown himself to bits. One also claimed their mum was sleeping around. That upset Fat Turk. But it was unlikely. She was uglier than him.

Dave said: "You're kidding, aren't you? Your kids hate your guts. Don't even visit anymore."

"Yeah, but that's my fault - I shoulda smacked the little shits harder when they were little. Remember that. What are you gonna do when you get out? Got a job lined up?"

"No."

"Then, how you gonna live?"

"I'll be OK. Someone owes me some money."

"Who?"

"My old boss."

"Why?"

"I kept my mouth shut and did my time."

"How much does he owe?"

"Plenty."

Turk raised a lethargic eyebrow. "You sure he'll give it to ya?"

"Fuckin' better."

Half an hour later, a guard opened the cell door and told Dave it was time to go. 

Dave picked up his suitcase and headed for the door.

Fat Turk looked up from his book. "Hey, Dave."

Dave turned. "What?"

"Have a Maccas for me."

A smile. "Will do."

Fat Turk stared at his book. "And Dave ..."

"What?"

"Fuck off."

Dave's throat tightened. "No, you fuck off."

Turk didn't even look up as Dave slipped out.

The kanga led Dave across the exercise yard to the front gate, where a couple more kangas lolled about. Dave's escort yelled: "Open up - being released."

Tall Eddie opened the gate, stood back and smirked. "Bon voyage, dickhead."

The gawky tool released guys every day and that was the best send-off he could think up. The other guards laughed like retards. Dave just smiled. "Thank you for looking after me."

In prison, time was like a heavy object that weighed him down. It sat in his pockets all day and rested on his chest when he slept. Now, as he stepped through the front gate, it fell to the ground and he felt light as air.

He hoped Mick Tyson was waiting outside with his money. He scanned the car park. Nope. He'd have to go and get it.
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CHAPTER 2
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Early evening. Dave lugged his suitcase along a grimy pavement. Despite the hour, Kings Cross was still waking up. Bouncers and spruikers lounged in neon-lit doorways. A Big Issuer waved his magazine and screamed at non-buyers. A few worn-out hookers stood on corners, hoping to do a few tricks before the serious competition arrived. Dave had been inside for three years, and none gave him a charge.

He slipped down a side street. The entrance to the Euphoria nightclub hadn't changed: the winking neon sign still promised "All-Night Partying".

Two bouncers chatting outside: a tall, muscular wog with a ponytail and blank features, wearing an expensive grey suit, and a bald freak with jug ears and bulging eyes as if his head was screwed on too tight. 

Dave tried to enter the club.

Ponytail stepped in front of him. "Can't go in, mate - closed. Opens in an hour."

"I'm here to see Mick Tyson. He knows I'm coming."

"What's ya business?"

"That's between us."

A squint. "What's ya name?"

"Dave Bennett."

The bouncer hesitated before whispering into the cuff of his sleeve. "Boss, there's a guy out front called Dave Bennett. Says he's here to see you ... What? ... Yeah, OK, Will do."

Ponytail lowered his wrist and stared at Dave. "Wait here - someone's coming to get ya."

About a minute later, Brian Tyson emerged. The last time Dave saw Mick Tyson’s son, he was 17, scrawny and shy. Three years later, he'd filled out, though still looked timid.

A nervous smile. "Hi, Dave. Glad you're out." 

Dave said: "You've grown."

"It's been a long time."

"Yeah. You work for your dad now?"

"I help him out. You want to see him?"

"Of course."

"He's upstairs. Follow me."

Dave followed Brian up a long flight of stairs and through the deserted nightclub. It had a long chrome bar, plush red-leather booths and a wide dance floor. He smelt body odour, perfume, aftershave and booze. 

Brian said: "How was prison?"

"Lot of laughs."

"Sorry, dumb question."

"Who's the guy with the ponytail?"

"Louis Ferraro. Works for Dad now."

"Doing what?"

Brian shrugged. "Mean shit."

"And the other guy - the extra-ugly one?"

"Tommy Delroy."

"What does he do?"

Brian smiled. "Same thing. Come on, I bet you can't wait to see Dad..."
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Half of Dave wanted to see Mick Tyson and collect the $300,000 he was owed. The other half wanted nothing to do with the dude. Tyson was a vicious bastard who owned a small empire of nightclubs and brothels in Kings Cross. Dave had heard plenty of dark rumours that he was also a big heroin and coke importer. The profits from that business paid for his empire. Anyone who might betray him wound up dead.

Brian led Dave down a short corridor to a steel-reinforced door with an entry-code lock. He punched in a number, pushed open the door and guided Dave into a sparsely furnished office.

Mick Tyson sat behind a battered pine desk with a financial ledger open in front of him. He had seen his visitors approach on a CCTV monitor and was sitting back waiting for them. He was a huge guy with a fierce expression. A pair of reading glasses were perched incongruously on his nose.

Tyson whipped them off and stood up. "Hello, Dave, free at last. Great to see ya. Give me a hug." He embraced Dave. "Shit, three years - long time."

Dave dropped his suitcase. "You could have visited."

A shrug. "I don't visit prisons: the places give me the heebie-jeebies. Anyway, forget that. Let's celebrate. I’ve opened a new brothel around the corner called The Black Stallion; got a couple of gorgeous Swedish backpackers workin' there. Wanta Swedish sandwich? Be my shout."

Dave sat down. "Sure. First, though, we've got some business."

Tyson feigned surprise. "What business?"

"You said that, when I got out, you'd give me 300 large for keeping quiet, remember?"

A frown. "I remember."

"Well, I'm out."

"Don't worry, you'll get it." Tyson went over to a wall safe, dialled a combination and opened the door to reveal thick bundles of cash. "See? It's all there, waiting for you."

Dave's hands quivered. He'd waited so long for this moment. Surely it wouldn’t be this easy. With Tyson, there was always a catch. "Good, then hand it over."

Tyson closed the safe with a loud click. "Not so fast."

Dave flushed. "What the hell do you mean? It's my money. I want it now."

Tyson looked amused. "You'll get it. But first, you've gotta do me a favour."

There was a catch alright. "What?"

"Remember how Margaret died before you got put away?"

Tyson's wife, Margaret, died of cancer about a year before Dave went to prison.

Dave said: "Yes."

"Well, after that, I had to bring up Brian here and Rebecca all on my own. You remember Rebecca?"

Dave certainly did. She was about fourteen when he went inside. Even then she was a grumpy little arsehole. Bet she hadn't improved. "I remember her."

"We've always had a shitty relationship. But after Margaret died it got worse. Lots of screaming and yelling. Anyway, to cut a long story short, a month ago she ran away without warning. Don’t know why. Ain't seen her since and I'm getting worried, real worried."

"What's that got to do with me?"

"I want you to find her. Do that and you'll get your money."

Dave shook his head violently. "No way."

"Come on. All I want is one little favour."

"Fuck off."

Tyson scowled and crossed his massive forearms. "Then, I'll just keep the money, won't I."

Dave's face went red. "Bullshit. That's mine. I did three years for you. Give it to me or I'll ... I'll ..."

Tyson stepped forward and glared. "What? Don't threaten me, Dave. You know I hate threats."

Tyson was big enough to pull up tree stumps, nasty as a virus and had several goons on call. No point getting medieval with him. "Why me? Why do I have to find her?"

"For a start, you know Rebecca. That'll help."

"So what? Lots of guys know her. Get Mr Ponytail downstairs to find her?"

"You kidding? Louis couldn't find a fresh shit in a shoebox. I want someone with brains and a bit of common sense, like you. I also know I can trust you."

"No, you can't."

Tyson grinned. "Yes, I can, 'cos I've got you by the balls." He jerked his thumb at the safe. "Don't worry. This job'll be easy, I promise."

Dave frowned. "I kept my mouth shut and did three years for you, and you treat me like this. This is bloody unfair."

Tyson's nostrils flared. "Fuck fairness. I don't like doing this, but I'm her dad and I'm desperate. She's a little shit, but she's only 17 and out there alone. I want to make sure she's alright and see if we can sort out our issues."

"How the hell can I find her?"

Tyson smiled. "That'll be easy. She hates my guts, but she still uses the credit card I gave her. I mean, she runs away and expects me to keep paying her bills. Typical. Anyway, she's been buying a lot of stuff at a shopping centre in Newcastle. You go up there and hang around until she turns up."

"That might take weeks."

"Maybe. And when she does, you'll get your money." Tyson opened a desk drawer, took out a photo and handed it to Dave. "The last time you saw her, she was about fourteen, right? This is what she looks like now."

The photo showed an attractive girl with frizzy brown hair, hard eyes and a tight mouth. Dave saw gentler faces in prison. "What do I do when I find her? Kidnap her?"

"Nope. You phone me and I'll go talk to her. Maybe we can sort out our problems."

"Maybe she'll tell you to get lost."

"Maybe. At least I'll have tried."

"Then you'll give me my money?"

"Yeah. And you'll get your old job back too, of course. I need someone good on the door."

"What if I can't find her - I'll still get my money, right?"

Tyson frowned. "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it."

"You mean, I won't?"

Tyson glared. "I'll do what's fair. That's all I promise."

Dave shook his head. "This sucks."

"Maybe. But it's the only deal on the table."

Dave nodded unhappily. "OK, I'll find her."

"Good."

"Right now, I've only got about a hundred bucks and a suitcase of dirty clothes. I need money for expenses."

Tyson fished a bulky white envelope out of a desk drawer and tosses it to Dave. "Way ahead of you. There's plenty in there."

Dave squeezed the envelope and felt a lot of notes. "How much?"

"About nine grand. After you find Rebecca, I'll take it off what I owe you."

"Thanks a lot," Dave said sarcastically.

"Now, what about those Swedish sluts? Be my shout."

"No thanks."

"Why not?"

"'Cos one way or another, I'll end up paying."
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Dave slipped into a near-empty cafe just around the corner from the nightclub and drank a cup of coffee while counting the money. Almost $9,000. At least he wouldn't starve.

He drank another cup of coffee while considering his next move. Tyson had just pissed all over him. Maybe he should try to kill the bastard. But he wasn't a killer and, if he somehow succeeded, he’d never get the 300 large he mentally counted every night for three years. In fact, there was a big chance he’d end up dead.

The smart move was to do what Tyson wanted and hope he coughed up the dough. He used to have a good relationship with Tyson. Maybe Tyson would keep his word. If Tyson didn't, Dave would turn into a killer. At least one of them would need a funeral.

Dave caught a bus along Victoria Road to Rozelle and checked into a backpacker hostel. He rented a small room near the communal bathroom. The next morning, after phoning his probation officer to provide his parole address, he caught a bus over to Parramatta Road and visited several car yards before buying a rusting Toyota Celica for $4,000.

Dave had few visitors in prison. One was Rick Petersen. They worked together as bouncers at the Euphoria, and got close after a huge Death's Head bikie tossed Rick onto the pavement and started kicking the shit out of him. Dave almost choked the bikie to death.

Rick studied accountancy while working as
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