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Richmond is a real place. It is an inner suburb of Melbourne, a city which is regularly nominated in international surveys as the world’s most liveable city, although many of its less privileged inhabitants hold a vehemently different view. Richmond’s town hall also exists. And so do many of the streets and places where our heroes and villains are to be found. All else, apart from the historical background, is fiction and bears no resemblance to any known persons living or dead.
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THE woman pulled a slim manila folder from a black leather briefcase. She dropped it on to the café table with a bold flourish. It was a deliberate, attention-seeking action, confronting and demanding. Bromo Perkins lifted his head from his newspaper and glared at her. A brief glimmer of a smile creased the corners of the woman’s mouth: she had achieved the desired effect. Bromo winced as she scraped one of the heavy metal chairs across the timber floor and sat down. She waved to attract the attention of a passing waitress.

‘Bring me a latte, please,’ she said. ‘Light, decaf, no sugar.’ 

Bromo had no idea who the woman was and didn’t particularly care. She had already broken the three golden rules in his book of selfish living for single men. No one, but no one, interrupted his first coffee of the day. Second, all talk was to be avoided at least until he had ordered his second cup. Finally, any conversation that did ensue was to be muted and monosyllabic.

Her delivery was staccato, clipped and bossy – all guaranteed to set Bromo’s nerves further on edge. Her style of drink added more irritation. It was comic coffee – a concoction for poseurs and those lacking a palate.

‘That’s not how it works,’ said Bromo. 

He glared across the table: 

‘You provide table number, menu item and money. In that order. And up at the counter if you please. Then we can decide if I really am the person you’re meant to be sitting with.’

‘Dahl, I don’t stand up at the bar. I order, they bring,’ she snapped back. ‘And yes, Mr Perkins, you are the man I’m looking for.’

Despite her abrupt manner, the woman’s voice took Bromo by surprise. It was deep and mellow for one so slender; a rich contralto rather than mezzo-soprano. Definitely a seductive toe-curler in other circumstances, he decided.

More disturbing was the revelation the stranger knew his name. Alarm bells began ringing in his head, echoes from a distant past supposed to remain forever secret.  

He tried to disguise his unease by pretending she wasn’t there, disregarding her presence with down-turned eyes and flicking busily through his newspaper. It told of yet another murder in this supposedly civilised community. Like so many others of recent times, it was conveniently labelled as a gangland killing – the result of so-called wars between the city’s drug lords, money men and property moguls. The story sat alongside reports of bashings, road rages and domestic disputes of unbelievable violence. A bright young student had committed suicide in response to some gloomy pop song and the state government was dipping into its enormous budget to fund the teaching of responsible pet ownership. Another typical day in what optimistic civic leaders claimed to be the world’s most liveable city.

The woman pushed the folder to one side as the waitress delivered her coffee. 

‘Run me a tab, please Linda. I’m staying for breakfast,’ she informed the waitress. ‘This might take a while.’ 

Her manner said it all: she was a regular customer although not one Bromo had encountered in his frequent early morning sojourns at Dargo’s.

Bromo sipped his coffee – a daily heart-starter, ultra-strong, bitter and capped with a crema undisturbed by spoon or sugar. He sighed, drained his glass and voiced his needs.

‘Linda, m’dear, I think I need another.’

It was worth a try. Even though technology ruled, if this untimely intruder could get away with it, so could he. 

The woman glanced up at the waitress.

‘Perhaps this time you could bring Mr Perkins his coffee and save him the trouble of walking up to the bar. We can’t have him wearing himself out.’ 

Bromo was impressed, but there was no way he was going to show it. He’d take what was on offer, and make no comment. If a complete stranger thought she could buck the system and wanted to order his coffee, so be it. As long as she didn’t expect conversation with the caffeine. His humour matched the morning; indeterminate, not sure where it was going or how it would end up. Such a typical Melbourne day - slow to start and uncertain of its mood.

He turned the pages of the broadsheet as he felt the effects of the coffee start to kick in. The news brought him little cheer. It merely confirmed that the crims, the ferals, the oddballs and the weirdos were out there walking the streets, anonymous, undetected, riding the trains, pushing trolleys down supermarket aisles and standing in line for tickets to the movies and footy. They brushed shoulders with the commuting masses in buses and trams, sat alongside the latte set in cafes and cinemas, walked the same footpaths. Yet no one knew they were there.  He needed little reminding that the malevolent existed amid the mundane. 

Maybe his table companion was one of them. Bromo flicked his eyes up from his paper, doing a quick stock-take. She was above average height, gym taut, thin-lipped and - true to Melbourne style - black-suited under a long black coat. At a guess, in her mid-thirties. And blonde - although the hair falling just below the shoulders betrayed roots of a darker hue. 

Linda arrived with his coffee and a fresh glass of water.

‘Wonder of wonders, the system works,’ said Bromo. ‘Must be my lucky day.’

‘Make the most of it,’ laughed Linda. ‘Back to normal for you tomorrow.’

Bromo took a sip of water and looked over the rim of the glass at the stranger: ‘At least I’ll be left in peace.’ He paused, eyes fixed on the woman opposite, unwavering, yet addressing his words to the waitress. ‘Unless, of course, you are going to continue letting your regulars be pestered by complete strangers.’ 

Linda ignored him and made her way back to the bar. Bromo huffed and made a show of turning the pages of his paper. The woman leaned towards him, palms pushing down on the table.

‘Calm down, Mr Perkins. I’m sure we can sort everything out right now.’

‘Are we buying or selling?’ asked Bromo.

‘We’re persuading.’

‘And who are we persuading?’

‘You. We have a job for you.’

He breathed in deeply. This was more than a man could stand when all he wanted was half an hour of quiet and solitude to help him cope with the start of another day. He made a second appraisal of the woman. There was a brittle edginess to her, nervy and anxious. Her eyes kept flicking around the room, alert and on guard. She was making him uneasy. He’d had enough. Edgy people were not good to be around. Too often he had witnessed the havoc they could cause. He folded his paper and stood up.

‘Sorry, m’dear. You’ve got the wrong man. Must be another Mr Perkins. Try your sales pitch on someone else.’

‘There is no one else, and I’m not selling.’ 

She slid a sheet of paper from the manila folder and flipped it over as if it was the winning card in a big stakes poker game.

‘This is you, isn’t it?’

It was a glossy, full colour photograph of two people. They were close together, sprawled side by side on a bed, facing the camera. Neither wore a stitch of clothing.

The woman looked up at him with just a hint of a smile: ‘That is you, isn’t it Mr Perkins?’  She smirked. ‘Perhaps you recognise the penis?’

He looked briefly at the picture and sighed.

‘Seen one, seen ‘em all, as the actress said to the bishop. Much of a muchness, really. Can’t vouch for ownership of the appendage. But it does look extremely like my face up above,’ he said. 

‘Probably some joker playing silly buggers,’ he suggested. ‘They tell me it’s amazing what you can do with Photoshop.’

It was a lame denial, and he knew it. But it was the best spur of the moment response he could produce. Stall and find out what she wanted: a basic technique, drilled into him years ago and never forgotten.

He sat down and watched as the woman turned the picture over and slid it back into the folder. Bromo noticed there was no inscription on the back. It must be a copy. He knew all too well the words scrawled on the original. They flashed up on a screen somewhere in his head: ‘No secrets. Baring all for each other and nothing to hide.’ 

It had been a moment of drunken madness. Well, more than a moment. More like twenty-four hours. Or was it forty-eight?  A whole weekend that had passed in a blur. Aurelia Nuyen was the name of his naked companion. A curvaceous and flirtatious Greek Australian married to a second generation Vietnamese migrant who seemed to have an interest in half the city’s restaurants.

The voice from across the table broke into his attempt to piece together all that had happened that weekend. Or how it had happened. And why.

‘Does it bring back happy memories, Mr Perkins?’

‘There’s a simple explanation.’  What the hell: a grudging admission. 

‘There usually is. I’d like to hear it.’

‘Some other time.’

‘Stop auditioning for Grumpy Old Men and listen.’

‘Less of the old, if you please. The pension is still years away.’

Bromo felt a surge of irritation. Basically he couldn’t give a damn who knew about his weekend with Aurelia Nuyen. The booze-fuelled interlude might even make an amusing late night tale if he ever got around to organising one of those dinner parties he kept promising to throw. His guests would at least enjoy confirmation that even in middle age he had failed to tone down the philandering ways they believed were his norm.

But this intrusive stranger was a horse of a different donkey, as one of his ex-fathers-in-law had an annoying habit of saying. He sensed there were forces at work more sinister than he had previously encountered since settling into this reclusive stage of his life. Someone was trying to rattle his cage.

‘I’m waiting, Mr Perkins.’  There was a pause. ‘And so is Gerry Nuyen.’

There was an underlying force and menace to her voice. The words were delivered slowly and clearly, giving emphasis to every syllable.

Bromo looked around the room. The annoying plasma TV stuck to the wall flickered away unwatched and unwanted by most customers. There were conversations everywhere. Lots of chatter. No signs of others being shown sneaky pictures of weekends away. More likely they were discussing the latest round of footy results. The two real estate agents over in the corner were doubtless adding up their exorbitant commissions from the weekend’s auctions and mapping out strategies for the week ahead. Rich pickings were there for the taking as the property market soared ever upward. Expectations quoted before auctions were turned into conservative fantasies by desperate bidders pushing prices beyond vendors’ wildest dreams. Pokey little cottages that sold for a few thousand ten years ago were now topping the million dollar mark. Fuelling the flames was the shady little developer frowning at his laptop two tables away and probably working out how many apartments he could squeeze on to a block once occupied by a single workman’s cottage. 

Bromo replayed the woman’s words, assessing their weight. They were ordinary, everyday phrases yet the underlying threat was clear. How could this be in such a mundane middle-class setting of designer jeans and business suits? He began to wonder whether the two women at the next table were planning a bridal shower or a robbery. Did they have their tips blonded in the salon of a drug lord’s mistress or was it the work of a socialite barber rumoured to own a chain of sweatshop brothels? 

The huddle of suits over at the corner table could be sealing a massive drug deal or debating their picks for their office footy tipping competition. Who could tell?  No one wore labels. Dress codes, such as they were, didn’t distinguish wrongdoers from the law-abiding. Nowhere were there pictures of naked couplings.

Bromo took a sip of water.

‘So, what’s this all about?  Whatever it is you’re selling, I’m not buying. Try someone else.’

‘Obviously there is no one else – just you and Mrs Nuyen. And, as I told you, I’m not selling,’ she said. ‘We’ve agreed there’s only one man in the picture. Our research shows you are definitely the one we need.’

He made a show of opening his newspaper. The woman’s hand flicked at it and turned down the page.

‘No time for reading, Mr Perkins. You listen or this picture finds its way on to Gerry Nuyen’s desk. And just in case he doesn’t know where to find you we’ll attach name, address and phone number. Get it?’

He sighed once more. It must be a morning for sighs, he thought. That was the sort of day it was turning into. Like the litter in the street outside, he was being blown by an uncertain breeze, unsure of its direction.

The woman was wasting her breath. Gerry Nuyen already knew where to find him. And Nuyen knew his wife played around. He had even confided as much to Bromo when their paths had crossed briefly during a viewing at Aurelia’s gallery. Two glasses of cask wine into the evening and they were almost bosom buddies. Nuyen’s passing show of friendship that evening had been accompanied by a strong squeeze on Bromo’s arm and a whispered warning. Make no mistake, Nuyen hinted, he could get a lot of pleasure from letting his hoons loose on any of Aurelia’s playboys he took a dislike to. To Bromo it sounded like terribly one-sided sort of fun. The hoons would do all the laughing. 

Bromo refocused on his unwanted companion.

‘Okay, shoot,’ he said. ‘Or is that a bad choice of words?’

The corners of her mouth twitched upwards. The skin around her eyes creased slightly. The early start of crows’ feet was showing. It was the closest she had come to a smile. Bromo felt it wasn’t going to get any friendlier.

‘Let’s not get too dramatic, Mr Perkins. We’re serious, and we mean business. But we do try to avoid what I believe is called the heavy stuff.’

She paused: ‘Unless, of course, it’s really necessary.’ 

The blue-grey eyes were unblinking and he felt his stomach churn. This was no community service penance or work-for-the-dole scheme whereby he could leisurely repay a perceived debt to society. The heavy people had sent in their advanced guard, perfumed and personable. She was firing the first warning shots.

The woman leaned forward. His nostrils twitched in response to the strength of her scent. She confirmed his fears: ‘We know an awful lot about you, Mr Perkins. Your dossier makes fascinating reading. It’s an interesting history.’

Years of minor misdemeanours and transgressions gathered side him, swelling into an immense sense of wrongdoing. They still nagged at him so many years on, even though most occurred in the line of duty. He felt his misdeeds were coming home to roost. This must be pay-off time for that other life, the one he’d endured long before he’d settled into the comfortable and almost anonymous rut he now enjoyed.

The tide of guilt surged within. It never fully left him, no matter how hard he tried. Hell, if he was pulled over for a drink-drive test and hadn’t had a drink for days he still felt guilty. Little wonder he was suffering deep unease over the insinuations now being fired at him over coffee and toast.

‘Okay, so there’ve been a few indiscretions along the way. So what? How clean is your cupboard?’

He noted a slight shake of the blonded head. That fixed stare. She wasn’t buying. Not giving an inch.

‘We’re not talking about me, Mr Perkins. We’re talking about you. So ......’

He raised a hand, palm flat towards her.

‘Hang on. You keep saying ‘we’. Who’s this ‘we’ and how many of you are there?’

‘All in good time, Mr Perkins.’

With an almost inconspicuous nod of her head she got Linda’s attention and the waitress came quickly with order pad in hand. 

‘Eggs, scrambled, toast on the side and a small serve of grilled tomatoes. Carrot juice first and a latte later. Thanks.’

Bromo shook his head in admiration. To a man who could be the only customer and still be ignored, it was a shining example of efficiency and presence. Maybe she’d give lessons. On the other hand ....

‘As I was saying, Mr Perkins, my clients have decided you are the right person to undertake certain delicate activities on their behalf. A quick one-off job. If successful, you will be recompensed. If not ... well I think I have already indicated the likely outcome. Mr Nuyen will be provided with information unlikely to make him regard you with any great pleasure.’

Conveniently the carrot juice arrived, followed quickly by the eggs. She attacked them with a precision that Bromo regarded with intense dread. So much aggression towards a plate of eggs. A display of character that brought him little comfort. She probably came from a large family where every meal was a bun fight and she took no prisoners. A scary display. 

Bravado was the answer. ‘I think you’ve huffed and puffed enough,’ he said. ‘Lots of hints and innuendos, but nothing specific. I think it’s time I got on with my day.’

He gathered his paper, knocked back the dregs of his coffee and stood.

‘Sit,’ she insisted. The tone of voice left little room for argument.

To his surprise, he did as commanded, sinking meekly back into his chair. He recalled a dog he once lived with, which was just as compliant when commands were uttered so precisely. Not a good start to the day. Didn’t know what came over him. Taking orders so obediently belonged to that distant past he preferred to forget. Someone said jump, you jumped. No question. These days, he prided himself on having to answer to no one. 

‘Take these keys,’ the woman said. 

She slid a cluster of metal and medallions across the table.

‘One’s to a flat, the other is to a car. You’ll find the address and the rego number on the tags. Go to the flat, remove the rubbish in the lounge room and use the car to dispose of it. We don’t care where and don’t need to know. Just be discrete and be tidy.’

He fumbled with the keys and noted the address on the tag. It was an easy walk away. Down a side street off the main drag.

‘When you’ve done, leave the car outside the flat and put the keys under the passenger seat.’

‘Do I ring or just walk in?’ he asked.

The woman put her knife and fork together, rested elbows on the table, rested her chin in her hands and leaned towards him. For a moment Bromo let his thoughts wander. Her gaze was unblinking and fixed; but there was a seductive depth there, too, in those deep blue-grey eyes. At another time and another place he wouldn’t mind testing the waters. Now was definitely not the time; she made that abruptly clear.

‘Walk in, pick up, walk out and do as you’re told,’ she said with hardly a blink.

‘And maybe, if you’re a good boy, you might find out if what you’re thinking is true.’
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OH that I should be so lucky, mused Bromo, attaching some wishful and fairly lascivious thoughts to his blonde persuader’s closing remark as he sauntered off down the street. Maybe she wasn’t as hard and power-driven as her attitude suggested. At least he’d scored a free coffee out of their encounter.

He side-stepped a bent and frail woman shuffling forward with a Zimmer frame and let his mind stray into contemplating the possibility of a more intimate, less abrasive session.  Perhaps something up-close and physical involving beds and doonas and minus the aggro they’d just shared. Maybe his reward was to be in kind, not cash.  No payment had been mentioned for the task she’d set him and he was sure he had seen a hint of something else in that final look she’d given him.

Ah, dream on, Bromo. More likely she’d assumed he would happily settle for the return of the photo and escape from the attentions of Gerry Nuyen’s standover men.  Not a bad guess: he wasn’t into pain these days – his own or anyone else’s.

Even so, the sharp Miss ....

Hey, I don’t even have a name. Conned again. The mystery woman had not only barged in on his coffee session and applied some low-level blackmail, but she hadn’t even offered him a name or phone number.

He backtracked to Dargo’s and pushed through the double swing doors. The pack of early customers had moved on. Staff were chatting behind the bar, enjoying the lull before the mid-morning coffee break rush began. There was no black-suited woman to be seen. The table where they’d been sitting was totally empty. Not a skerrick of cups, breakfast plates or cutlery remained. 

He ambled over to the Gaggia where Linda was pushing through more orders.

‘Another coffee?’

‘No thanks. Just a bit of information.’

‘I know nothing.’ said Linda in a grating mock eastern European voice. 

‘Not even the name of the woman who dumped herself on my table? She looked like a regular to me.’

‘Oh, that’s Fiona. Yeah, she’s in here quite often. Usually later in the day. You know, the ladies who lunch. One of those.’

Bromo persisted: ‘Thanks for that, but where do we find the fiery Fiona when she’s not lunching? And what does she do to earn a crust?’

Linda hunched her shoulders as she frothed a cappuccino. 

‘Sorry, luv. Can’t help you there. I think she’s reasonably local but seems to do all her business on her mobile. I vaguely recall she mentioned something about being a consultant.’

That figures, thought Bromo. Everyone’s a consultant these days. Walk around with a laptop, chattering into your mobile, wheeling and dealing but without anything approaching what used to be considered a real job. An office in their briefcase. Footloose and fickle. Always on the move. 

He stumbled back into the street, still clutching the cluster of keys. Two trams rattled by – one towards the city, the other trailing out into distant suburbs he’d hardly heard of and which he’d no wish to visit. A parking inspector checked his watch and began marking car tyres. The town hall clock chimed 10. By now Bromo was usually back home brewing one more cup of coffee and singeing a couple of slices of bread in the toaster. 

The queues of commuter traffic had thinned. The first shoppers of the day were plotting their forays into the long strip of stores dealing in discount clothing and household wares. The street was the haunt of outer suburban housewives and glassy-eyed tourists who invaded in their thousands in search of bargains, clogging the footpaths as they drifted in and out of shops that bragged permanently, and falsely, of special deals, closing-down sales and today-only discounts. Lines of parked coaches, belching fumes, added to the traffic chaos that choked the narrow streets. They disgorged shapeless women, the tracksuit their dress of choice, labelled with name tags and toting oversized bags for their purchases. 

It was a scene Bromo did his best to avoid. Tackling his unwanted assignment now rather than later seemed the best option. Do it before the shuffling masses descended. On the other hand ... no deadline had been given for his task. The forceful Fiona merely wanted some mysterious rubbish removed. She hadn’t said when or how soon. 

He jiggled the key rings in his hand, weighing his options. He took another look at the address. It could wait. It was a short stroll that he could easily slot in later. Coffee and toast were calling.

He slowed, stopped and reversed his direction. He turned left and into the cul-de-sac leading to the block of apartments he called home. A weedy unkempt man in a torn tweed jacket was sitting slumped against the wall, knees drawn up into his chest. The neck of a bottle poked out of a brown paper bag gripped in one grimy hand. Their eyes met. Bromo nodded an uneasy acknowledgment of the man’s presence. He was becoming a fixture – here began his daily trip into alcoholic oblivion. The man stared back, unblinking and unseeing, eyes glazed.

Bromo walked on, discomfited at knowing there was nothing he could do to help. The man was one among many desperates on the city’s streets. 

A long low black sports car screeched to a halt alongside him, failing to shorten his feet by a matter of centimetres. The window slid down.

‘What a surprise. And we’ve only just said goodbye,’ said Bromo to the top of the blonde head which leaned across the passenger seat towards him.

His flippancy bounced off her. 

‘Mr Perkins, you have work to do,’ she said. ‘Make no mistake, we want it done now. Not when you feel like it.’

The woman tore a slip of paper off a pad clipped to the dashboard and scribbled a line of numbers. She thrust it at Bromo. ‘Ring me when you’ve finished.’

He glanced at it and scrunched it into his pocket. Goodbye coffee. Hallo whatever. Bromo shrugged and turned back the way he’d come. Anything to avoid trouble, especially of the sort Gerry Nuyen was reputed to hand out. 

The sports car burnt more rubber as it reversed into the mainstream of traffic then raced off up Bridge Road towards the city, ignoring the 40km/h signs.
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THE house Fiona had directed him to was a slim glass and concrete three-storey newcomer squeezed in between a couple of old single-level villas. Developers had razed a Victorian-era timber cottage with an iron roof to make way for this modern replacement. Bromo labelled it as anorexic architecture. The black mirror-glass windows were like gun slits in a bunker. A high front wall with security gate and buzzer shouted a message to stay clear. Unknown or unseen visitors weren’t welcome.

Bromo viewed it from the other side of the street, looking for signs of life; sneaking a look for prying eyes from houses nearby, for some old fogey who’d want to do their bit for Neighbourhood Watch. Places like this rarely gave a clue to what was going on within. They were closed and barred to the outside world, giving nothing away. This was the shuttered society where kids no longer played in the streets and the only access was by pressing buttons on an electronic gizmo. A generation ago, doors would have been left unlocked and neighbours shared their troubles over the fence.

He tried the keys in the gate. One of them clicked home and no alarms screeched.

He crossed the few metres of paved courtyard to the front door. Tried two more keys. The second did the trick. Still no alarm as he gingerly made his way inside. A slate-paved vestibule offered a choice of three doors, one in each wall. Like the old three-card trick. Spot the lady.  Place your bets.

He opened the one on the right. Another wager lost. He stepped into a small bathroom with hand-basin, toilet and a large cupboard with doors wide open to display coats, boots and umbrellas. Among them hung a long knitted footy follower’s scarf in black and yellow, the colours of the local team. So, he was in a Tiger’s lair. At least he had something in common with whoever’s home he was invading. If caught in the act, instead of being handed over to the cops, maybe they could weep on each other’s shoulders and have a deep and meaningful debate about last week’s thumping by the Crows and whether Richo would ever play two good games on the trot.

On the other hand, he knew Tiger supporters could be a pretty mean lot. Their passion bordered on aggression. Their intimidating ‘Eat ‘em alive Tigers’ war-cry of the 1920s was no longer roared from the stands, but the attitude lived on. Fans were combatants in an endless suburban warfare that had been waged in the city’s sports arenas ever since the first game was fought out in 1858 on the land where the Tigers’ headquarters now stood. Many underworld fringe-dwellers were known to inhabit their ranks - hard cases who tended to regard the police as a distant second option when strangers trod where they were not wanted. Bromo sensed he was definitely venturing into dangerous territory.

He turned to step back into the vestibule when a glint of metal caught his eye. Pinned near the end of the scarf was a circular brooch, about the size of a beer coaster. An outer edge of golden stones framed a tiger’s head. Two more stones - darker, striped - formed its eyes. Oddly, a long-stemmed red flower, a rose or maybe a poppy, was clenched in its jaws. 

He’d seen nothing like it in the members’ shop at Tiger headquarters down on Punt Road. It could be a bit of junk jewellery or a pricey one-off. Bromo had no idea. In jewellery, as in art, he belonged firmly to the I-know-what-I-like school of assessment. 

He opened the left-hand door. It led into a garage. He guessed he was looking at the car Fiona had ordered him to drive. It was a slate-grey nondescript saloon. Hundreds of its clones clogged the city’s streets every day. He had no idea of its make or engine size. Another no-go area of knowledge, and interest. It was a car - four wheels, four doors, four seats, shiny, new-looking and presumably with an engine beneath its hood.

One door remained. He turned the handle and pushed it open. Christ!  He retched, gagged on his bile and turned away from the scene confronting him.

The man sprawled out across what had once been a shiny wooden floor had met with a very nasty accident. Someone or something had hit him extremely hard. Mostly around the head and face. The face stared up at Bromo, eyes pooled with blood. More blood, now congealed and dark, had seeped from a lengthy gash above one ear. The man’s feet were bare, his shirt unbuttoned to the waist, exposing an expanse of pallid blubber.

Bromo took a deep breath, in the way he’d been taught during his transcendental meditation phase, which had lasted just long enough for him to decide it wasn’t going to make the earth stand still for him, or for anyone else. But the deep breathing was good. And, boy, did he need it now. Draw it in slowly, deeply. Hold. Now release, let it out evenly, gently. Two more breaths and he felt ready to take a closer look at the bloody scene. 

Like the man on the floor, the room had been severely trashed. Books were off two shelves. The contents of a file drawer were scattered beneath the desk. Computer disks littered the desk’s surface. Pictures were off their hooks as if someone believed that behind every print there was a secret safe – someone who’d been watching too many cop shows and late night B movies.

Bromo often counted himself fortunate that his experience of bloodied bodies was minimal - the most recent being quick sideways glances at a horror smash on the freeway some months ago. Harm minimization was the bureaucratic catchphrase he’d always been told to follow. Get in, get out and leave the dirty work to the specialists. But he knew enough to be certain whoever was lying there on the floor was not going to be doing anything active for some time.

He knelt slowly beside the body and reached out a tentative hand for the man’s wrist, feeling for a pulse. He had to make sure but it wasn’t easy to find. The flesh felt cool, stiff and clammy. All life had seemingly been beaten out of him. Maybe there was a very faint pulse.  Maybe not. He couldn’t be sure. It seemed unlikely.

So, this was what Fiona saw as a mess needing to be cleaned up. A new slant on housekeeping, indeed. Two squirts of Pine-O-Clean and a quick run over with the squeegee mop weren’t going to make much of an impression here. His coercer may regard him as a Mr Fixit but this was above and beyond the call of duty. 

He pulled his mobile off his belt and unfolded the scrap of paper he’d grudgingly accepted less than an hour ago.

She answered immediately.

‘I thought you said it was just a bit of a mess,’ said Bromo.

For the first time he detected uncertainty in her voice. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You said nothing about a body.’

A single expletive exploded down the line. Followed by silence.

‘Well?’ queried Bromo.

A tremor underscored her response. At another time and in another place he would have chuckled at her loss of composure. All he wanted now was an answer. And to get the hell out of here.

She recovered, the voice strong and forthright’

‘Someone’s stuffed up. Do your best. Remember those pictures. I wouldn’t want to upset your peaceful life but Mr Nuyen can get very violent.’

She’d rung off. The message was clear: he was on his own. The untroubled existence he’d so carefully crafted was looking dangerously feeble. His striving for a laid-back and casual approach was proving as useless as a Wettex in a flood. The fragile façade of non-involvement was being rapidly shattered.

He pressed the speed dial: ‘Jase, I need your help.’ 

He paused to listen to the quibbles coming down the line then cut in: ‘No. Now. Quick. No questions asked. And bring the ute.’ He gave the address. ‘And don’t stop outside. Park around the corner and give yourself some exercise.’

He snapped the phone shut and looked at the papers on the floor.

Nothing jumped out for attention; nothing indicated anything out of the ordinary. The way papers were strewn all over the place suggested whoever had been here before him had similar thoughts. A quick run-through, a rapid flicking over of pages, knowing what they were looking for and discarding anything else.

He looked at the desk. More chaos. There the paper mayhem on the floor had been replaced by hi-tech havoc. Computer disks were everywhere. All were clearly labelled, many of them mundane – rates, household, motor vehicle, utilities, fees and so on. The orderly records of an orderly, even anal, mind.  A great help. It made a burglar’s job so much easier. Read and reject, then move on. Obviously nothing had appealed to the intruders among what was scattered over the desk.

A manila folder lay beneath the scattering of disks. Big black capital letters spelled out the word RAID on its cover. There was little inside. Rough edges of paper clinging to the fasteners showed where several pages had been ripped out. All that remained were scraps of punch-holed documents preserved in defiance of the so-called paperless society.

Bromo noticed a disk bearing the same label as the folder. RAID. He picked it up. Why stop there? It was an instantaneous thought. He had no idea what was on those disks. The labels meant something only to their author. But if Fiona was going to start throwing her weight around it might help to have information to act as some sort of counter-balance to that picture of him and Aurelia.

He scooped up the disks. And added a diary and a notebook to the pile. Then nearly dropped the lot in fright as the ringing of the doorbell sounded through the house.

Bromo saw the massive shape of Jason Conquest looming on the other side of the glass front door. He was a welcome and comforting sight. Jason had been known to keep rough and unlawful company in his younger days but had somehow maintained a clean record so far as the authorities were concerned.

He was wearing his plumber’s overalls, the bib braces parted enough to show the trade union’s defiant white Eureka flag on his dark blue sweat shirt.

Bromo wrenched the door open.

‘Thanks mate. I owe you one.’

‘Bit of aggro?’ boomed Jason as he barged his way through to the living room and viewed the debris.

Bromo decided explanations could wait. Jason was a man who took things at face value without asking too many questions. What else could be expected of a front-row forward who had packed down for the Old Palladians ever since he’d been booted out of sixth form two decades ago?  He’d also been known to undertake a bit of heavy work for some of the local night-clubs and the shady characters who frequented them. If this was what Jason considered as a bit of aggro, so be it. 

‘Got a blanket or two? A doona. Something to wrap him up in?’  Already Jason was swinging into action.

Bromo scuttled up and down stairs as if he’d lived there all his life. He tore blankets and doonas off beds, brought sheets to be ripped into strips and watched in awe as his mate rolled and loosely trussed the body into a neat sausage-shaped bundle.

‘Okay, where to?’ bellowed the still unfazed Jason.

Bromo pointed to the door into the garage.

‘Through there. That’s the idea.’

‘Whose idea?’

‘Not mine.’

‘That’s the best news I’ve heard all day,’ said Jason, hefting the shrouded body on to his shoulders. ‘Cheers me up no end to know this isn’t your doing. Doesn’t seem right for travel agents to go bumping off their clients.’

Bromo raised the boot of the car. Jason rolled the doona-wrapped body inside. They stood back from the car. Two tradesmen admiring their handiwork.

‘Your call,’ said Jason.

‘The tip,’ said Bromo. ‘Dump it and run. No questions asked, no answers given. Just a bit more rubbish to come.’

‘And they’ll want to see your rates notice, take your rego number and ask if it’s recyclable or for the hard rubbish section. That’s fine if you don’t mind everyone knowing you’ve become a one-man body disposal business.’

Good advice, but not what he wanted to hear. Nights spent watching TV crime shows came to his rescue.

‘Okay then. The river,’ said Bromo ‘Drive it in and run. The car’s got to disappear as well.’

He dashed back into the apartment, returning quickly with an armful of files, disks and papers clutched to his chest. Jason’s great paw of a hand landed on his shoulder. It squeezed the muscle more painfully than anything he’d endured at the hands of his masochistic myotherapist. He looked up into his mate’s steely grey-green eyes. And shuddered. Now he knew what it was like to be an opposing













d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
e—————-

A BROMO PERKINS INVESTIGATION

“A gripping crime story”
HERALD SUN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





