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Three hundred and fifty tons of Boeing 747 hung suspended above the Tasman Sea,  heading west and seemingly weightless, honed in on Kingsford Smith Airport Sydney, probably the best known gateway to Australia. Three hundred and fifty tons more or less, give or take, give or take the weight of half empty fuel tanks and give or take the weight of half full passengers in the half full passenger cabins. Give or take the one ton weight of pressurised air required to make possible the transportation of  human cargo in luxury conditions through an airless atmosphere ten thousand metres directly up. Air New Zealand flight TE 2 was ten minutes behind schedule as it began its descent above the Sydney skyline carrying home a victorious Wallaby International Rugby squad and a bevy of Bledisloe Cup supporters. They too, could have been celebrating a more personal victory having almost succeeded in their mission to drink the aircraft dry of all alcoholic beverages installed on the plane for the three hour flight from Auckland.

Ten minutes behind its estimated time of arrival could only mean one thing; on time, for twenty minutes either way at a boarding gate means just that in the world of airline travel. Those travelling were well spread throughout the cabins and it had been party time all the way which led to a very convivial atmosphere in the economy seating, but it tested to the limit the tolerance level and professionalism of the cabin crew. The  Bledisloe Cup was coming home to Australia and everyone was going to know about it. Up the winding stair in the business class bubble the mood was more reserved and no one was to be found who was inclined to misbehave. One civilian traveller and two company pilots sleeping their way to relocation were the sole occupants. For the pilots it was part of the job. So what! Somebody had to do it.  For Stephen Haynes, fifty one years old and long ago exiled from his place of birth, homecoming was a considerable understatement. Born again was  a more fitting term for a man who had  left Australia six years before in a depressed state of health with a self induced death sentence hanging over his head. At that time, having resigned his job and sold most of what he owned and with the Sydney Heads diminishing in his rear vision, he had been convinced by his medical advisors that if he continued in the same vein the only way he would return home would be in a box. He’d accepted that at the time, but how could one who was always right be so wrong?

Anyone who wears size twelve in shoes would have to be a big man and that was Stephen. He was two metres tall and never had the need to call upon a crowd to stand out. Twenty five years service in the Australian police force had introduced him to a lifestyle brimming with temptations to overindulge in many things. To his cost such offerings in the form of wine and women, combined with overwork and the weakness of the flesh resulted in the destruction of three marriages. His diminishing visits to the local gym did nothing to dispel the excess twenty kilograms of body weight he’d chosen to carry and eventually something had to give and something had.  

Despite all these things, despite the weakness of the flesh Haynes had been a fine policeman whose over indulgence in workload was always fated to test any union. He was an extrovert and into most things he went boots and all. Professionally he progressed well until at thirty three years of age he was out of uniform and established as a senior member of the CIB with a peer image the envy of most. The flames from his midnight oil were never wasted. They had thrown their light on the paths of many criminals, leading them to justified ends which served to compensate Stephen for the disappointments of his private life.  He enjoyed his professional success and was a likeable man, but a hard master and a fool only to himself when choosing to ignore the warning signs issued by his body. Eventually second and third opinions were queuing up with the same prognosis; the end of the line. Put your affairs in order, a year, eighteen months at the most.

So what went wrong, or right? Six years down the track he sat in business class Air New Zealand returning home the picture of good health and twenty five kilograms lighter with his face pressed against the cabin window studying the spectacle below. Sydney Heads were before and below him then gone as the richness of the harbour reached out, unfolding like a dappled blue carpet to give way to Sydney’s central business district. From a lateral aspect this was a familiar scene, but when viewed  from a sky bird’s eye perspective it presented fresh dimensions.  The Opera House had been nearing completion when he went away and now he saw it finished, its curved lines defining a cathedral image hovering on the water’s edge; a marvellous sight, a new creation overseeing a myriad of pleasure craft and ferry boats. To the west the gaunt structure of the Harbour Bridge served as a backdrop, towering over everything; watching, guarding, dominating, as it had done since 1932.

In the shadows of the bridge lay Stephen Hayne’s birthright, his stamping ground, the Rocks of Sydney. He’d grown up on the Rocks when they were really rocks and the novelty of a direct harbour crossing for Sydney Siders had still to lose its glow. The bridge was in its fourth year when Stephen Spencer Haynes was introduced to the world.

‘Ten pounds, twelve ounces and as long as a snake, he’s a big un, alright,’ had laughed the midwife.

A big boy was right. One who grew even bigger in the sunshine and shadows of Circular  Quay and one who was to become familiar with every paving stone and shop doorway in the area. And there were  places even more  important to a growing lad such as the best fishing spots on the rocks and  quays of Sydney Cove. It was on one such quay  he stood with his mother as an infant and cheered and waved together  with thousands of others as over laden troop ships carried the khaki clad men off to war, his father among them; proud and stimulated. Three years later each cheer was replaced by a flood of tears as mother and son stood again puzzling over the futility of war having to observe  the dark hulk of  the same troopship secure its  moorings against the same quay. The conspicuous flag of the Red Cross proclaimed a cargo known to most; the crippled, the maimed, each being the bloodied product of an indiscriminate war. Stephen’s father was amongst them; bloodied, broken, but still proud.

Stephen saw his father twice in the two months it took the man to die. Was that his dad swathed in bandages, wrapped like a mummy and motionless on a hospital bed, or was it the Invisible Man? He looked just like the man in the film showing at the local picture house, but that one could talk could that one. It was  Claude Rains with the rich, cultured voice. This man said nothing. He didn’t move. He didn’t speak. He didn’t groan. He just laid there. He could have been dead and eventually he was. Spencer Haynes died. Stephen Haynes was eight years old and too young to understand and too young to grieve for a father to whom he had been little more than a stranger.

The Boeing was losing altitude at a fast rate of knots as it passed over the city.  Stephen crossed to the left side of the cabin to get a better view of the Centre Point as the seat belt signs flashed.  The port wing dipped and TE 2 banked to the south to begin its final approach from the west. The phallic shape of the Centre Point tower dominated the skyline as it reached two hundred and fifty metres above Sydney and the home comer grunted his approval of another man made wonder that had mushroomed in his absence. There is nothing more constant than change and Sydney had changed much in six years. Wide awake now after the long haul Stephen seated himself and buckled-up; they’d be down in fifteen minutes which would be ample time to run a kaleidoscope of living memory through a brain that had grown as sharp as a tack during six years of extraordinary rehabilitation. In retrospect the blueprint of his life, that forty year extravaganza before becoming sick was now easy to understand with all its mistakes and wrong turnings. It was now an elementary exercise for him to serve judgement on himself for his misdemeanours, making it easy for him as he studied his past. It lay there like a giant puzzle with all the pieces in place, all the questions ticked off with all the answers showing ten out of ten. Easy now, but it hadn’t been easy then when, smart as he thought he was, he believed he had the answer to everything.

Driven from within Stephen asked himself why he was returning from Tibet when it was there in the mystic atmosphere of the Himalayan foothills he had found the reason to live and the answer to life’s questions? He further asked himself, ‘am I really coming home?’ The question remained unanswered. His instincts told him his home was where his heart was and his heart was still in Tibet for it was there he’d found new life. With that he had found peace of mind, unbelievably so. The basic reason for his journey was a double edged sword that cut at the roots of his newly formed principles with many reasons to stay and only two to lure him away from the rarefied air of the Himalayas to the polluted atmosphere of civilisation. The further west he travelled the more offensive he found the pollution as he had moved through Europe, London and California. It had hung in a cloud over Los Angeles and the Sydney sky today gave every indication he could expect much of the same here. The taste of fumes already was roused in his palette even before breathing the air.

Two reasons where one would have been enough; Stephen’s daughter Carolyn was to be twenty one years old.  Carolyn was the product of his first marriage and his only child and she was travelling from Canada to meet him in Sydney. Carolyn was a law student at the University of Victoria and the bond between father and daughter had withstood the devastation of that broken first marriage even though he had never been granted custody. Visiting rights had always been observed in frosted circumstances, but to her credit Stephen’s wife Karen had never denied him, or presented any impediment to deny either party their moral rights. Karen Bethel at nineteen had been a year younger than Stephen when they first met and it had been cascading love at first sight for both of them.  How old was the story? She, football cheerleader, rich kid accustomed to getting most things she wanted and he, the star lock forward, a major attraction.  She was beautiful, a heart stopper. He was handsome and sought after, but once Karen arrived on the scene he could think of no other. It was a sensible marriage that came after two years of togetherness, but for Stephen it was page one of a naïve chapter of his life. From the outset it was a relationship doomed to flounder on the rocks of heartbreak. This is where the story really began; a beautiful woman, craving attention and left alone too long, though never neglected.

Stephen doted over his bride and sought only to please her. Through many hours spent apart he ached for her as much as she did for him and there were many of those hours as he strove to establish his police career and build a home. Karen continued with her work at a travel agency until her pregnancy determined she stayed home and it was then before Carolyn’s birth the cracks appeared in the relationship. They were hairline at first, but they were strong signs which lay undetected by a young love smothered by infatuation. Karen had always revelled in being the centre of attention and subsequently found it difficult to adjust to a reduced social circle and a restrictive domestic situation. Initially she was able to tolerate being confined to house and home waiting for the baby’s birth, but the novelty of the newly born easily eroded in the six months following delivery and loneliness crept in.  Stephen worked more than  nine to five and often he was away for days at a time and  Karen grew to resent and resist the restrictions. Stephen’s continual absence did nothing to better the situation.

‘Stay home today,’ she’d plead often as he was preparing himself for work. ‘They won’t miss you today. Stay home. I’m lonely.’  

Young enough and dedicated enough to ignore her pleas he was soon to find out just how lonely. Unexpectedly one lunch time he yielded to her demands and cut from work early in time to interrupt her infidelity. It was here his career with the police could have ended, but it didn’t. He and his direct superior Dave Branson were good friends and often visited each other’s homes. Branson was five years older than Stephen. They had known each other since Police College. It was soul destroying for Stephen to find the visits had been continuing while he was on assignments scheduled to keep him away while the mice played. It became a matter of discretion on the part of his friend and employer when it was decided not to press charges of assault and grievous bodily harm. At the same time he was  asked to explain his absence from work with a fractured jaw and cheek bone to add to other less serious injuries. It was here Stephen’s world dissolved in a pit of misery and he learned firsthand how emotional ache could be transformed into physical pain as the torment of the betrayal burned like a furnace within.

A marriage which since its consummation had been celebrated as sensibly made in heaven now dissolved into a senseless separation. Betrayed, or not Stephen knew he loved Karen as much as ever and she  endorsed her love for him and begged his forgiveness She admitted  weakness and blamed it on post natal depression and loneliness. It was then she  chose to switch the responsibility and blamed him for leaving her alone and presenting her with an opportunity for misdirection. At that time the young Stephen knew nothing about the art of forgiveness, but regardless of his hurt he had resolved to stay and salvage their dreams from the shattered marriage. It took no time for that decision to be shot to pieces when Karen rebuked him for his violence and defended her lover. That was the signal for Stephen to leave the house and never return to spend another night.

From her first year to her twenty-first  daughter Carolyn was never made to suffer because of the split. It was Stephen who suffered as did Karen, but not the girl.  As Carolyn grew older she came to understand, whereas in her early years there had been little need for her to do so for she was protected by a blanket of love provided by a good mother. At that time growing up in a single parent family was not seen to be an unusual circumstance for a child whose immediate circle of friends consisted strongly of children from  broken marriages, and in many instances no marriage at all. The baby boom was rocking Australasia and there was little reason for her to feel out of place.  To the contrary a single parent family was almost the norm, although few boasted the advantages enjoyed by Carolyn.

Even before her marriage to Stephen Karen had lived in a wealthy comfort zone and being the only pup in the litter she knew the feeling of growing up alone without the benefit of siblings. She had always been daddy’s girl and overindulged by a father who was the director of five companies. With the failure of her marriage, and following predictable family dissent and opinion she was welcomed back into a fold where money pumped from a bottomless well. In comparison making Stephen’s financial contribution, an obligation he never neglected, appear comparatively meagre. His love for his daughter was matched only by her love for him. There had never been anything to touch it across the years or across the miles, together or apart; and now she was to be twenty one. Indeed a very good reason to be coming home.

The second reason for his return was more pecuniary. The value of property owned by Stephen had escalated strongly in his absence and the land was being demanded by developers involved in the development of Darling Harbour. Land and buildings he owned stood in the way of their progress. Sites which had cost him mere thousands in his early days with the police force were now worth millions and his continued ownership served only to frustrate a development that promised to turn an area of derelict warehouses and railway sidings into a major waterfront attraction. The architect’s dream of the new Darling Harbour was destined to challenge the Opera House and the established harbour bridge as a top tourist attraction.  Stephen had title to four of those warehouses and had regularly rejected proposals from those involved with the project to relinquish them. Now he was prepared to talk millions of dollars when in essence he had no need for money in his adopted lifestyle, but was ever aware of the benefits it could provide for Carolyn and those close to him. Other than Carolyn there was nobody close.

Air New Zealand TE 2 landed and Stephen disembarked. The immigration official in the arrival hall stamped his passport then held on to it that bit too long as he passed through the blue lane. The man froze, checking the face with the passport, the passport with the face.

‘Stephen?’ he almost gasped, losing his composure, ‘Stephen Haynes?’  

‘None other, how are you Patrick?’

Here was a man who had worked with Stephen on Border Patrol in those last years before Tibet. It was normal for the lives of immigration and CIB to become interwoven and Patrick Savage and Stephen had come to rely on each other in difficult situations, each earning much respect from the other.  Pat Savage’s jaw still gaped as he handed Stephen his documents.

‘Go through. I thought you were dead.’

Stephen shook the hand offered and felt the warmth. ‘I changed my mind,’ he said with a smile. ‘It’s allowed.’
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‘That’s a take! Check the gate and thanks, Charlie. You were spot on.’

A round of applause from a tired filming crew rattled around the set as the satisfied director eased back into his chair and reached for his glass of Chardonnay, relaxing for the first time since filming began three days before. Charlie Lampton had also had enough. There had been days not too far in the past when he would have jumped at the chance of three day’s filming as talent, but in recent weeks life had started to lose its flavour. He was the star of the sixty second soap opera which would promote on national television the benefits of the latest in breakfast cereal. One more mouthful of oats and Charlie would be ready to puke.  It wasn’t the work. He loved the work. It was just his present  circumstances.

Slightly built Charlie was an emerging performer whose nimble frame and cheeky personality were proving to be very much in demand in the clubs and theatres of Sydney since his move from Western Australia eighteen months earlier. For the thirty year old actor it had been a bold step to break from the security of a prime job as a company chauffeur to take up the challenge of a full time acting career, but with the support of his young wife Lisa it had been an easy decision to make.  They were both in the theatre. They had met in the theatre and had been married on stage at Oliver’s Music Hall in Perth where Charlie had been resident comedian and master of ceremonies since its inauguration.  Playing only Friday and Saturday nights  Charlie would encourage his audience to become involved in rollicking sing-a-longs and to react with  boos, hisses, jeers  and sighs at theatrical cameos which reflected the antics of villains and heroines of the Victorian era. As good as it was two nights a week were not enough for Charlie for he had the theatre in his blood and his one burning ambition was to satisfy the passion for the boards that burned within. Two nights a week never came close to satisfaction and a man had to eat.

On arrival from Perth the Sydney scene opened its arms to the Lamptons. They bought a house on the east coast that ate into their budget, but increased the intensity of their efforts to scavenge for work. Success came early for Lisa. Following her first city audition with the Sydney Theatre Company she fitted well into a production of My Fair Lady that had the critics predicting a healthy future for the new Liza Doolittle. For Charlie it took longer and the coffers were starting to rattle empty until a production of Les Miserables was launched at Downtown Sydney and he was cast in the coveted role of despicable innkeeper Thenardier.  Previous to this Charlie’s only income had been from inconsistent work in television commercials and a cameo role in a television soap opera which saw him killed off in the fifth episode. Eventually with Les Mis the break came for Charlie. His face and personality were well received by the public and it seemed that together his and Lisa’s futures were assured. Lisa revelled in her role of cockney flower girl and protégé to ’Enry ’Iggins, so much so she continued the relationship off stage and was forced to explain to a devastated Charlie that he was no longer the Master of the House. It was revealed certain private matinee performances of Liza and Enery had compensated for the hours Charlie and Lisa had to spend apart.  It wasn’t a smutty affair. When the season of her show finished she and her leading man crossed the Tasman to New Zealand where they played to full houses and eventually were married.

Confirmation of the final marriage annulment and Lisa’s new marriage had dropped into Charlie’s letter box on the day he received the news from his agent of his role in the porridge commercial. Good news and bad news.  He’d been dispirited  for weeks and now he was at rock bottom.  Lisa had been relaxed about the marriage settlement. There was little she wanted from what they jointly owned while Charlie was in no frame of mind to care about material possessions. He’d been fully prepared to disappear with his heartache and leave her with everything, but that wasn’t about to happen. Apathetic lawyers supervised the transfer to Charlie of the ninety per cent mortgage on the house and the overdraft that went with it and he became a free man with nothing, but chains around his heart to hold him. The situation worsened days later when Charlie arrived home from the theatre one  morning early to find his house had been burgled. The thieves took everything, every stick of furniture, every plate, pot, pan and dish, down to the last knife and fork. Like a lost soul Charlie had wandered through the empty rooms in disbelief. The internal access to the garage stood open. Of his late model Holden there was no sign. Charlie Lampton was left with only the clothes he wore, not even a change of underpants.  

Ironically he had completed a sales agreement on the house a month earlier, but possession by the new owners was weeks away. In a crazed state of mind Charlie thought maybe the removal firm had got the dates wrong, but that was never a consideration. He hadn’t yet purchased another home and still wasn’t sure that he would.  The police understood his dilemma in the way they understood the six other incidents of the same nature which had occurred in the last month. There was no forced entry. All exterior doors were deadlocked and windows secure. Access had been gained through the garage which had an automatic door control. Like the other six homes Charlie’s home wasn’t alarmed. Neighbours told the police of a removal van that was at the property that afternoon for a period, maybe an hour when men in overalls with radio blaring moved furniture from the house. That hadn’t raised any eyebrows for it was common knowledge the house had been sold; another neighbour moving out, so what?

‘Are you insured, sir?’ A touch of sympathy from the police officer.

Charlie’s eyes roamed around his cold, empty lounge. ‘Yes, I’m insured, so what?’

The feeling of violation and disgust didn’t stop with that assurance. That feeling was still there on his first day of filming and it hung around him like a cerebral shroud until his final scene on set. Nonetheless his performance was commendable. The crew knew he had problems and were impressed by his natural sense of humour which seemed to make light of the situation. He’d booked into an hotel close to the theatre at the expense of his insurance company and was literally living out of a suitcase.  

‘And that I had to buy,’ he bleated. ‘They took everything.’

At the given time the settlement of the house sale transpired, the insurance companies paid out without a murmur and Charlie found himself with a considerable amount of money, but homeless. With the season due to end on Les Miserable he decided to remain at the hotel until he had considered his options.  Living near to the theatre he had little need for a car and suddenly a fractured lifestyle presented a fresh perspective to the future.  Outwardly he began to heal, but he was aware that deep inside he carried scars that marked him for life. He was hollow without Lisa, but gradually he found himself able to force his attention away from the past to face what lay ahead.

With one week to go to the final curtain on the show Charlie understood by quitting the show he would be stepping away from the remaining commitment in his life. Les Mis was moving to Perth, but he had had reluctance to return to Western Australia. He fostered too many sad memories of the place which offered little opportunity to progress, although the show was a highlight of his life that he would miss dearly. The fellowship of his fellow thespians had done much to support him during these troubled times and it was a matter that demanded reconsideration from him as closure approached. At breakfast in the deserted hotel restaurant that day he was still struggling mentally with the decision, tossing the matter around in his head; yes, no, go, stay. Polished wooden tables, hovering waiters, and percolating coffee were getting to be a habit for Charlie and they presented a comfortable atmosphere as he browsed through the morning paper.  The bachelor life was something to which he was becoming accustomed yet he knew it could not continue that way indefinitely; hotel room, restaurant, hotel room, theatre were becoming a dull routine. He also found that he was spending more time at the theatre than he used, going earlier to the show and staying back later. The theatre crowd now was his family. What would he do with them gone?  

It was before 7 am when he dispensed with his newspaper and took note of a lone diner entering the restaurant. He was a tall man in his late forties, maybe fifty, upright with closely cropped fair hair, bright countenance and a noticeably controlled steady gaze. There was the hint of a smile as he nodded a civil good morning to Charlie and became seated two tables away. With intermittent eye contact it became difficult for Charlie not to enter into conversation and it took but a few minutes for the two men to become acquainted. What would total strangers talk about in a situation like this? The weather, the latest sports results?  Not so in this instance. It was as though their minds were tuned in to a special wave length.

‘Unless you prefer dining alone you might care to share my table,’ said Stephen Haynes as he indicated the vacant seat opposite.

Charlie wiped his chin on his napkin, rose to cross the short distance between them and offered an open hand.

‘Charlie Lampton, thespian. I’m really pleased to make your acquaintance.’

Stephen stood and towered above his guest. Charlie’s slight stature brought him only to the man’s shoulders.

‘Stephen Haynes, pilgrim.’  He  had been observing Charlie  from the time he had entered the room; dapper, neatly dressed, alert with the seeds of mischief dancing in eyes. Experience said not many more years than thirty, yet dark hair plastered to a gleaming scalp showed signs of thinning. ‘And where do you thesp Charlie, local?’

Charlie liked that and immediately rose to the bait. ‘I run the local inn in a show we’re doing down at the Capitol Theatre.’

‘Les Mis? You’re in that?’

‘On the edge of China Town.’

‘I know where it is. That’s marvellous.’

‘You’re not wrong. You’ve seen it? It’s a part to kill for.’

‘No, not yet, but I will this Saturday. We’re going Saturday if we can get tickets.’

‘It’s the closing performance. We’re told it’s booked out.’

Stephen shrugged. ‘Them’s the breaks. We can go somewhere else.’

‘We? That’s you and your good wife?’

‘I haven’t got a good wife, nor a bad one,’ scoffed Stephen, ‘but my daughter, she arrives today. We’ve a 21st birthday to celebrate. I haven’t laid eyes on her in six years. Her mother and I are no longer together.’

Charlie restrained a sympathetic laugh. ‘Welcome to the club. It happens to the best of us.’ He faltered in mid speech. ‘I’m sorry . . .  your wife, she isn’t . . . didn’t . .?’

Pursed lips, a wry smile and an understanding shake of the head as Stephen replied.  ‘No, not like that. Divorced.’

It was Charlie’s turn to shake his head. ‘Hard lesson, you reckon?’

‘Doesn’t get any harder,’ replied Stephen, ‘unless you do it twice, or three times as I did.’ He held Charlie’s gaze with sparkling eyes. ‘Why am I telling you this?’

‘Why am I listening?’ quipped Charlie and both men laughed.

A convivial breakfast proved to be a good start for the day for both men and on signal the waiter brought coffee for Charlie and orange juice for Stephen. Neither man seemed in a hurry to depart as they chatted like old friends.

‘So Charlie, you’re on tour with the show? You’re a guest in the hotel, or do you have a home in Sydney?’

Charlie felt comfortable explaining his situation and the man across the table listened with genuine interest as the story of the burglary was explained. Time passed and breakfasts were suddenly in demand as an increasing number of diners straggled into the food hall. Stephen was ready to leave and called for his bill, as did Charlie. Together both men left the building and stood on the street in the sun each expecting the other to have other business. It was Charlie who spoke.

‘It’s been champion chatting with you. We’ll do it again sometime.  Now I’m for a stroll around Hyde Park. I find it does wonders for me this time of the morning.’

Stephen seemed pleased. ‘That’s excellent. Would you mind if I joined you? I had the same thing in mind. I grew up around these parts. I’m still coming to terms with the change.’

The seeds of a new friendship were sown in Hyde Park that morning. Two men alone and now no longer lonely, each finding comfort in the presence of the other.  Neither had a pressing engagement, but Charlie had a 3pm curtain call for his matinee performance. Stephen had until six o'clock before the reunion with his daughter was due to happen at the airport. For two strangers a stroll through Hyde Park became almost an excursion.  Very soon the greenness of the Domain was behind them until it was the wonder of the Royal Botanical Gardens that captured their attention and eventually Farm Cove where it seemed fitting to become seated to take in the spectacle of the harbour and the Opera House.

‘That thing wasn’t there when I went away,’ said Stephen pointing to the domed structure. ‘Somebody’s been busy.’

‘On your pilgrimage, you mean? It must have been some crusade.’

Stephen had listened with sympathy to the details of Charlie home invasion and they’d discussed Tibet generally. No motives, nothing personal

‘It was the most impressive period of my life,’ said Stephen, ‘but it was my crusade here that sent me there.’ Charlie enjoyed being a good listener and said nothing. ‘My crusade, a personal one, was against crime. I was in the force for many years, but as happened in those days, I went over the top. Cost me my marriage, marriages and my health. We live and learn.’

‘You were a copper? Uniform?’

‘Once a copper always a copper, I’m told.  I was lucky to get out when I did. Yes. I was uniform and later CIB, but that’s all history now.’

Charlie was impressed. ‘It’s a pity you’re not involved now. You could maybe have nailed the nasty lot of tossers who turned over my joint.  It looks like they got well clear.’

‘They’ll get them.’ Stephen sounded confident. ‘There’s no way they’ll get away with it.’

‘It’s been weeks and there’s been more since.’

‘The more they do it the more they are setting a trap for themselves.’

‘In what way?’

‘They set a pattern. There will be a pattern, there’s always a pattern, a common denominator.  It’s unavoidable. We all make patterns as we pass through life. You can change your name, but you can’t change your personality, your habits, your taste in music, preference for food, things like that. We are all creatures of habit. We all leave trails as clear as day.’

‘So why haven’t they caught them?’

Stephen was matter of fact. ‘Some of us are smarter than others. Sometimes it takes others a little longer.’ He referred again to Charlie’s loss. ‘It must have cost you to lose the lot. It would be hard to take.’

Charlie was defensive on that point. ‘As far as money goes I really did all right. Everything was insured. All fairly new stuff; TV, video, good furniture and the car was a bit sad, but all insured. It was the little things, the personal things that hit hard. Mum’s rings, Dad’s watch and chain, photographs. No amount of money could replace those. That was my grandfather’s watch they took and his father’s before him. Now everything’s gone.’ Charlie had his doubts. ‘I still need convincing.’

Back at the hotel Charlie and Stephen were ready to go their separate ways and were saying their goodbyes in the lift when Charlie held the doors long enough to reach for his wallet and produce an envelope.

‘Saturday night.’ he said. ‘Your daughter, two tickets, dress circle, on me. Those passes will get you backstage if you’re interested. There’s a bit of a party on. Use my name.’
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Stephen Haynes had a strong picture in his mind’s eye of his target at international arrivals; a skinny fifteen year old netball goal attack to whom her teammates needed only to pass the ball to ensure two points dropped through the hoop.  Her flight had been down fifteen minutes, still too soon to see her through customs and immigration. Suddenly, there she was. Still tall, but no longer scrawny,  trundling her trolley through the arrival hall exit with just one suitcase, a cabin bag and her duty free shopping,  travelling light as she always did.  Stephen watched as her stride slowed to a hesitant crawl and she momentarily blocked the exit as her eyes scanned the throng of people there to meet and greet, anxious to see what change six years had endowed upon her father. As an excited father he failed to control the lump in his throat as he observed his girl from where he stood at the back of the crowd.  She’d got her height from him without a doubt. The flat heels of her shoes left her well clear of six feet, but the raven hair and finely chiselled features were her mother’s. Six years of evolution flashed by in an instant and then the adjustment was made. She’d changed, but suddenly she was the same. She was his little girl, looking for him as she’d always done when he’d walked through the door on his rostered visits. Hearts reaching out, their eyes found each other from thirty paces and her smile broadened and the joy flowed from within for both of them. He knew then the decision to leave Tibet was the right one. She was almost sprinting when she reached him, charging into him, knocking him back with the force of her embrace.

‘Look at you,’ she bubbled. ‘I’ve never known you look so well. What have you done to yourself?’

He hugged her for long seconds, long enough for two sets of uncontrolled tears to stem and for him to become composed.

‘I can’t believe I could be fool enough to allow myself to miss you so much,’ he said.

‘And I’ve always missed you. Even though it was me, us who went away.’

‘And your mother’s well?’

He cared even though he tried not to care. They went away! How well did he remember that? An event that had contributed strongly towards his decline in that last year before he had left for Asia. In retrospect he knew now the image he had presented to Carolyn had not been acceptable, yet young and influenced as she had been she’d supported him in every hour of need of which there had been many. Karen’s decision to relocate to Canada created a crisis and had caused frustration for father and daughter. The girl’s mother knew she was depriving Stephen of his main reason to conform and straighten himself out, but she
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