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      Brenda can't decide which hurts more, her feet or her pride. She's been tottering back and forth in front of the Gold Coast's newest hotel for hours. And for what? All she's got to show for her efforts are blisters and fewer coins than she had at the start of her shift. She looks down at her gold platform shoes in disgust. They weren't designed to cover as many bloody miles as she covers in a day.

      On the upside, being a Surfers Paradise Meter Maid is better than being stuck in some cruddy office job. She's over being at the beck and call of some middle manager with an ego bigger than his dick.

      Sneaking behind the pillar that props up the hotel's front veranda, Brenda rearranges the bottom half of her gold lamé bikini. This, along with a tiara, blue sash, and a coin purse, make up her uniform. Unfortunately, the synthetic nature of the bathing suit in concert with the summer temperatures has sweat trickling between her butt cheeks. It's not a pleasant sensation and certainly not one she can attend to in public.

      The 'Surfers Paradise Progress Association' had certainly known what they were about back in 1965. They'd come up with the genius idea of bikini-clad women topping up expired parking meters. The plan to encourage shoppers to stay longer had worked. To ensure they get the credit, after she's topped up the meter, Brenda pops a small card under the windscreen wiper.

      
        
        YOU HAVE JUST BEEN SAVED FROM A PARKING FINE BY THE SURFERS PARADISE METER MAIDS.

      

      

      Thirteen years on and all Brenda wants is for someone to save her from being a meter maid. It's a pity she needs to cover her rent on the glorified beach shack she calls home.

      She took this over from Chloe, another meter maid who'd hit the big time by snagging herself a local car dealer. Something that involved hundreds of return trips in front of his high-end dealership. It got to the point Chloe worried the number of Ks on her body clock would affect her resale value. But the way she told it, the risk had been worth it. And, if the car she's currently driving is any indicator, she'd been on the money. Brenda suspects, more than once.

      Brenda's home is rough around the edges, rather like herself. Only ever meant as a weekend getaway, it's not a permanent home. And then the Gold Coast took off and rental properties became scarce, with the owners deciding there was a tidy profit to be made.

      Nothing in the place matches with everything scabbed from buildings, either being ripped down or close to collapse. It's a roughly assembled pile of cast-offs that is still charming.

      And the view isn't half bad, either.

      Miles of white-sand beach that are swept clean with every surfer-laden wave coming in to land from far out in the Pacific Ocean. This 20-mile asset turned the Gold Coast from a chain-store necklace of small, sleepy towns into the 18-carat piece of jewelry it is today.

      While marriage or modeling are the chief aims of most of the meter maids, Brenda's angling for something far more lucrative. And a lot less permanent.

      She's already selected the car; it's just a matter of getting her timing right.

      

      A couple of hours later, Brenda staggers into the shack, briefly stopping to wipe her feet free of sand on the mat at the back door.

      The second best thing about the place is its proximity to the main drag, a short walk along the beach. Not a bad way to finish a shift, with the massaging qualities of the wet sand equal to the pain inflicted by those gold platforms. The salt water has dealt with more than a few infected blisters, too.

      Her shoes dropped just inside the door along with her regulation-issue purse of loose change. By rights, she should have returned this to the office at the end of her shift. Hah, fat chance. The idea of walking a couple of blocks in the opposite direction to home didn't bear thinking about.

      On her way to the shower, she peels off her sash and hangs it over the door of her minuscule bedroom. She carefully places her tiara on the bedside table. It's not because it's the real-deal that she is so careful, but more that it isn't. Far easier to treat it gently than constantly be gluing the bloody rhinestones back on.

      The gold lamé bikini stays on for her shower, because if she doesn't wash the sweat out, it'll be crusty by the end of the week. Brenda's in the shower until the hot water runs out, and even stays after this, chilling her body to avoid sweating by the time she's dried herself.

      Cooled, free of any remaining sand, she settles into the couch with a bottle of beer, not even minding the condensation dripping onto her bare stomach. Following her shower, she changed into her white crochet bikini. Its softness and familiarity make her feel positively off duty after the scratchy, sweaty work one. She might go for a swim before dinner. That's if she can be arsed.

      Damn it, she's still pissed off about being dumped by Dennis, her last meal ticket. Not that she did anything wrong, but more that he couldn't cope with the humiliation of his poor performance. Perhaps if he hadn't drunk so much beer, it wouldn't have been a problem, and her sighing at his flaccid state hadn't helped. But for that, she'd be having dinner at one of the upmarket restaurants dotted around the area. Instead, she's facing toast and peanut butter.

      Again.

      She'd tried to mend the rift but the conditions Dennis had put on them resuming their relationship placed too much power in his hands. Now the major barrier to again living in the lap of luxury is that damned Mercedes. So close she can touch it and yet she can't seal the deal.

      

      Only when it's fully dark does she turn on the squat lamp sitting on the upturned beer crate next to the couch. It takes a moment for her eyes to adjust to the relative brightness of the room. And when they do, she spots something on the floor next to the unused front door.

      That's weird; she doesn't remember seeing that before.

      Putting her empty beer bottle down, she hauls herself out of the couch. She waits for the head spins to stop and walks over to check out what it is. Probably another reminder about the overdue phone bill.

      Examining the envelope on her way back to the couch doesn't throw any light on the sender. It's not a window envelope, which is a good thing. That it's addressed to the tenant is not. Throwing herself back onto the couch, she flips the envelope over in her hand. There's no return address.

      Five minutes of looking at the scuffed and dirty envelope and she's no closer to a decision. Maybe it's the single beer or lack of food, but it takes longer than it should for her to see what's missing.

      There aren't any stamps or Post Office marks.

      Loath as she is about to do so, Brenda turns it over one last time and wiggles her finger under the flap. Even a quick glance is enough to show it's not handwritten. Not good. Not good at all.

      A skim is all it takes for the beer to bubble up into her throat, scalding it with stomach acid. Not bothering to read further, she drops the letter and staggers to her feet. She just makes it through to the toilet before beer hits porcelain.

      Brenda takes in her reflection in the bathroom mirror. Her eyes are bloodshot thanks to her violent regurgitation, while her throat burns. After splashing her face with cold water, she brushes her teeth. Damn it all, why is she surprised that life has kicked her while she's down? She should be used to it by now.

      One thing's for sure, with the rent going up as much as it is, she'll have to work double shifts. At least until she can work out how to get her hands on that Mercedes.

      

      Her feet covered in plasters, Brenda trawls back and forth in front of the Iluka Motor Inn. It's not the flashiest place in Surfer's Paradise, but it's the one favoured by the owner of the gleaming silver sedan sitting out front.

      To hell with anyone stupid enough to overstay their welcome in any of the streets she's patrolling when on duty. She's lost count of how many shortened circuits she's completed before she spots her opportunity.

      There's no-one around.

      Except for her quarry, presently opening the driver's door of the Mercedes.

      Damn, she would have to be at the turning point of her lap and as far from him as possible. Defying the ankle-breaking physics of her shoes, she moves quickly in his direction, coming close to jogging in her desperation to get there in time.

      Her boobs fight to escape her lamé bikini top, but she doesn't care. In two weeks of patrolling this section of footpath, this is the first time she's spotted the bloke. There's no way she's not nabbing him while she has the chance.

      Her timing is spot on, the conditions perfect.

      She falls against the parking meter beside the car, fumbles a coin into the slot and turns the handle. Placing the small card under the Mercedes' windscreen wiper is a piece of pure theatre. She's squashed so hard against the windscreen that if he starts the wipers, she'll lose a nipple.

      Peering at him through the glass lets her know that one of her puppies must be loose. He's the possum to her headlights and even more so when she straightens and makes a show of tucking everything away.

      Slowly.

      And that, folks, is how we seal the deal.

      The guy is out of his car and next to her on the footpath, faster than should be possible for someone sporting such a large beer gut. Damn it, she was so busy racing for the car she hadn't checked him out properly. Now, she's not sure what to do.

      Dating older guys is her preference because they're easier to keep in line, but that's not to say she doesn't like them to be attractive, too.

      However, if his triplet-sized gut is all that sits between her, a decent meal and a room upgrade, she has to re-evaluate her standards.

      He stands close enough that his stomach touches hers, labelling him a pushy sod or spatially unaware of his size.

      "So, you're the sweetheart who's been topping me up."

      It takes a conscious effort to pull her gaze away from his belly and look him in the eye. If she can ignore his double chin, the bloke isn't too bad looking. But handsome enough that she won't need to get hammered to bed him?

      She'll find out soon enough.
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      The Sun Court Motor Lodge is nowhere near as ritzy as the name would imply. The sun, sea and sand have been cruel in their treatment of the old girl since her birth in the sixties. This tatty, faded exterior informs Brenda what Hilton, the owner of the Mercedes, has planned for the afternoon.

      The pool is a token gesture; the concrete in bad enough shape, they must have to top the damned thing up daily, if not hourly. A quick scan of the large paved slab next to this glorified bathtub and Brenda spots a couple of sun loungers going spare. She doubts they'll stay that way for long. Especially not if the family of inbreeds spilling out of a nearby unit has anything to do with it.

      When not hampered by sky-high footwear, Brenda can put on quite the turn of speed, even in her thongs. She swiftly slip-slaps her way to the loungers and throws herself down on one, then drops her handbag onto the other. A filthy look from the mother of the feral kids confirms she was right to hurry.

      A lift of her shoulders and she both dismisses them and rids herself of her white muslin shirt. She's settled in before the mother gives up on the evil glaring and shepherds her brood towards the beach.

      "Are you really going to sit there?"

      This primly voiced question comes from the other direction to that of the beach, and it takes Brenda a moment to realise it's directed at her.

      The question is too asinine to waste breath on. Rather, she tips her head to the side, slides her sunglasses down and simply looks at the women. Her expression is the sort to have the woman sod off and mind her own bloody business.

      Why the woman is huffy is soon apparent. Her other half rocks up with cocktails sporting enough fruit salad and swizzle sticks to take your eye out. Seeing Brenda, the drinks in his hands forgotten and only quick action by his missus stops them from falling. Unencumbered, he thrusts his hand in Brenda's direction. "Barry Evans, from Tassie. Call me Bazzer."

      Ignoring Bazzer's outstretched paw, Brenda slides her sunnies back into place, hoping Hilton isn't too far off.

      "We're here on holiday," says Barry, stating the bleeding obvious and blithely ignoring her pointed lack of response.

      Even without looking in their direction, Brenda knows the bloke's missus isn't happy he's chatting with the bird in the tiny white bikini. That much air sucked in through flared nostrils is a sound she's all too familiar with. She suppresses a snigger when he's dragged away, complaining as loudly as any three-year-old who hasn't had their fill of the playground.

      

      Sleep is claiming Brenda when she experiences a total eclipse. The complete lack of sun chills her immediately. My god, if she'd thought Hilton's stomach looked big behind a straining business shirt. Au naturel, it's something else altogether.

      The one thing not large about the bloke is his swimming trunks. But what they lack in size, they make up for in volume, their decibel rating because of a bright orange and yellow tropical print more suited to curtains.

      What is it about fat blokes that they have no shame? If she were carrying even half that much excess weight, the only thing she'd want to be seen dead in outside the house would be an effing iron lung.

      "You're looking bloody ripper," says Hilton, his gaze all over her body. "And almost as hot as I am."

      For a moment Brenda thinks he's saying he's 'hot' as in attractive. His cannonball into the swimming pool puts paid to this. It also puts paid to her looking glamourous, as Hilton's bulk displaces a good third of the pool water. A large percentage hits her with as much oomph as if someone had upended a bucket over her. She's left spluttering and muttering.

      While he swims a couple of lazy lengths, Brenda dries herself as best she can. She didn't even bring a towel with her, and neither did Hilton. In the end she resorts to using her muslin shirt to avoid sitting with water dripping off her. Damn it, even the insides of her sunglasses are wet. Thank god her waist-length dark hair is up in a high ponytail or else it'd be hanging in rats' tails.

      Swiping under her lower lashes, she inspects her finger. Damn it all to hell. She shouldn't have needed waterproof mascara for their date. Thank god her bikini is transparent when wet. Hilton will look everywhere but at her panda eyes. A couple more gentle swipes and her finger comes away reasonably clean. It's not great, but it's the best she can do for now.

      She's just resumed a striking pose when Hilton clambers out of the pool, with about as much finesse as a large bull seal mounting an ice floe. He then stands right next to her and flips his head about wildly, deliberately showering her with more water.

      What the hell? Does he think he's five or something?

      Apart from having him looking like a juvenile, no one sporting a comb-over as cantilevered as that should shake-dry their hair like that. She's seen less action on ceiling fans.

      

      It transpires when Brenda's halfway through the beer Hilton's bought, that he owns this homage to a bygone era of holidays.

      "Worth a bloody fortune for the land alone," he assures her after a healthy swig. He drops his head to close the distance between them before adding, "Gonna be bowling the old bird in a couple of months. Just gotta sort out the cash for the new place. It's gonna be bea-u-tee-ful."

      He emphasises how beautiful by arching his arm in a manner commonly used by game-show hostesses. All this does is emphasise what a dump the Sun Court is. But, it's clear to Brenda he can already see the new hotel that'll be taking its place.

      Their date goes to a whole new level when another round of beers arrives. Brenda didn't even see Hilton order them and, as before, the waiter puts the tray on the small table between their loungers. This time, besides the beers, there's a key on the tray. It's a large, dark green, plastic tag with a peeling gold room number that is hard to ignore.

      Hilton doesn't; instead, he picks it up, dangling it for Brenda to see. "May as well make use of the old girl while she's still around."

      He closes his meaty fist around the key and makes a show of sliding it down the front of his swimming trunks. This leaves Brenda in no doubt that she'll have to retrieve later. He then chugs his second beer in a brick-through-a-plate-glass-window display of his eagerness to get on with it.

      Brenda refuses to be rushed. What was that saying about buying a book when you can use the library? She wants way more than a few drinks and average sex in a less than average motel. She intends to proceed with care.

      Shame she can't plan for these situations. She's still mulling over her options when she latches onto something Hilton mutters.

      "I don't dare use the facilities at any of my other properties."

      She braces her feet against the end bar of the lounger and slides herself into a more upright position. "Other properties?"

      He hesitates for a moment, obviously torn between keeping his true worth on the QT and boasting to a chick in a bikini about how much money he's got. As always, his little head wins out over his big one.

      

      His portfolio is extensive enough that Hilton would serve him better as a surname. Brenda's unsure whether to be impressed or angry. Impressed at the number of hotels and commercial properties he claims to own, supremely annoyed, he's chosen the grottiest, low-rent one of the lot for their tryst.

      The cheap bastard.

      "You're obviously huge..." Brenda drops her gaze to his tackle, squashed beneath the overhang of his stomach. ... "in property. I'm actually on the lookout for a new place myself."

      She paints a tale of woe about her bastard landlords from Brisbane fleecing her by doubling the rent. She lays the paint on thick and in a nice pink hue she hopes will remind him of other things. Okay, so they haven't doubled it, but the price hike is enough that it's unattainable without a lot of help.

      The more she thinks about it, the more she's better off staying where she is. Sure, it's a little grungy, but it's close to the beach and the main drag.

      There's also the fact Hilton's name wouldn't be on the rental contract, meaning he can't evict her if things go tits-up. Not that it's her name on the contract, either. Her preference is to travel under the radar, if only to avoid old speeding fines or jealous wives.

      "What are they putting the rent up to?"

      This has Brenda's internal calculator whirring full steam to work out what she'll need on top of the increased rent to cover her day-to-day expenses. She spits out the amount as though it's poison.

      He looks confused, his brow knotted, leading Brenda to believe she might have stuffed up her calculations. She runs through the figures again. She confirms the total is correct before he speaks again.

      "But that's nothing. I can cover that for you."

      Wait... for... it ...

      "So long as I'm allowed to visit now and then." His eyebrows wiggle like caterpillars on a hot footpath, showing the visits will be anything but platonic.

      And, bam, just like that, she's hooked and damned near landed her latest benefactor. Hopefully, he'll last longer than his predecessor, and for that to happen, there's no way she's putting out today. He can rearrange that bloody room key in his trunks as much as he likes. She's not biting. Or sucking. Or anythinging.

      Scrabbling around in her handbag, Brenda finds the battered Rolex that had belonged to Brian. He'd been the first guy she'd been able to convince should pay all her bills. It hadn't been easy, perhaps because she'd made as many mistakes as she did? Lessons learned, and then some.

      "Wow, is that the time?"

      She looks at it purely for show. The blasted thing has never kept time. She hangs onto as a reminder to never lose sight of the end goal. She'd failed spectacularly with Brian.

      "But, I thought..." Hilton shoves his hand down the front of his trunks to retrieve the well-hidden room key. It's as if finding it will make her decide to stay.

      Tossing the useless watch back into the depths of her bag, she gains her feet. She makes a show of tucking various body parts back into her bikini. This is sure to have his old fella upping the ante, making it even less likely he'll get to the key in time.

      "Oh, I want to, believe me. But I can't tonight."

      She gives him a crumpled piece of paper with her address on it to lessen the blow of abandonment. "I'll be home tomorrow night, though."
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      Next evening, Brenda makes a point of being out. Not that she's out on the town, just out of the house. Hunkered down in the dunes, she makes sure of a clear view of her back door. Hilton won't think of looking for her here thanks to the note she's left for him.

      If he follows her instructions, this will leave her with a rent advance and a certain power. She needs control over when and where they catch up: she doesn't want him turning up unannounced, as though he owns the place.

      The rent's not due for another week, giving her time to hook him properly before she'll require more rent money off him. She sure as hell can't have him paying it direct. Even she doesn't do that.

      It's dark before she sees him in the weak light of the bare bulb dangling over the door. She knew he'd come around the back because of an army of terracotta pots guards the front door, rendering it useless.

      As far away as she is, she still hears him swear when he clocks the envelope stuck to the middle glass panel of the door. Not that audio is necessary, given how savagely he rips the envelope free. He makes quick work of opening it and, as she'd hoped, his body language changes. Slumping against the door frame, he stares slack-jawed at the contents.

      His free hand drops to his crotch to jiggle his bits into a more comfortable arrangement. Brenda has to smirk; the photo of her wearing nothing more than a smile always gets them. And sure enough, Hilton's hand moves from his crotch to the side pocket of his pants.

      Brenda's shoulders drop and her lips curve into a smile. At least she hopes he's going for his wallet and not to gain better access to the family jewels.

      Nope, she's good.

      She gives it five minutes then stands, shakes her clothes free of sand and tiptoes back to the shack. Paranoid? Hell, yes. She's learned the hard way never to read a situation at face value. It's saved her arse frequently. In getting their end away, guys can be downright sneaky. She's learned to be sneaky, too. Fortunately, she'd ever been the innocent, thanks to the unorthodox upbringing her parents had subjected her to.

      Her folks were criminals and spectacularly unsuccessful ones at that, leaving Brenda to fend for herself for as long as she can remember. That sort of training never deserts you, and the only person she fully trusts these days is herself, and even that can be touch and go.
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        * * *

      

      Dammit, why aren't meter maids allowed to wear flip flops? Brenda stares at her gold platforms, her heart brimful with loathing. Or maybe it's anger that she has to earn a living traipsing the streets. She's like a poor man's hooker.

      She shoves a coin into the next expired meter she comes to and another shopper, too stupid to work out how long since they parked. It's that or they're from out-of-state, so the chances of them being tracked down to pay their fine are next to zip. Why bother paying in the first place?

      She's destined for better than this, even if she has to lie, cheat and extort to get there!

      Despite Hilton leaving her a good few notes the other night, she's not confident enough to chuck in her only other means of income. On the upside, all this walking has her more toned than she's ever been. She could bounce coins off her arse if she wanted to.

      It's her third circuit in front of the Iluka and she has seen no sign of Hilton, or his car. He left his phone number along with the money, but the problem with phoning a guy is you never knew who'll answer. She can fake it being a wrong number, but after the third or fourth time, the missus is usually on high alert. After that, you might as well cross the guy off your list.

      Brenda's days of dealing with women who are so complacent they've lost track of their bloke are over. Much easier to stick to a few ground rules and keep everyone happy. That it leads to her patrons being a lot more generous is simply a bonus.

      She spins on her heel and heads back towards the Iluka, with each footfall akin to stomping barefoot on broken glass. Overwhelmed by the pain, it takes a second to see what looks to be a brand new Mercedes pulling to a stop in front of the hotel. Nice car, but black is a bloody stupid colour in this climate. The damned thing would have the heating properties of a stove.

      Monitoring it, Brenda pauses at every meter, topping them up if necessary. She's a couple of cars away from the black Merc when she sees Hilton drag himself out of the car, bringing her up short. Sheesh, what was wrong with his old car? At most, it had only been the previous year's model.

      Despite sore feet, there's no way she's passing up this opportunity. Rent day is coming up and with this being the first at the new rate; she needs his help more than ever.

      A quick hobble is all she can manage. It's enough for her to intercept him in the middle of the footpath, her hand on his back to stop him. How come he hasn't noticed her? It's not as though her uniform is subtle.

      "Can I help you, miss?" His voice is loud, its syntax unnatural enough to have alarm bells ringing.

      "Oh, I'm sorry. I thought you were someone else."

      Brenda's volume is equal to his, her words as feigned. Hoping to get away with the screw-up, she swings away from him and looks at the meter by the front of his car. A sideways glance leaves her in no doubt as to the reason for his hasty retreat into the hotel.

      Torn between getting away from potential trouble and maintaining her supposed innocence by topping up the meter, it takes all Brenda's nerve to keep to her role. For the first time, she tops up a meter with someone in the car, albeit in the passenger's seat. She isn't sure of the correct protocol around handing over the small card.

      Should she put it under the windscreen as usual, or wait for the window to be wound down and pass it over personally? Does she even need to bother with the card given it's obvious who has completed the good deed?

      The last option has the most appeal. After a weak smile at the hard-nosed blonde glaring at her through the windscreen, she spins on her heel. Brenda makes her way along to the next car, all the while trying to look as though she hasn't got a care in the world.

      "Oi, you. Stop right where you are!" It doesn't take a science degree or a rear-view mirror to know this command is for her. But screw taking any notice of it.

      Keeping up her pace and even quickening it slightly, Brenda abandons topping up meters.

      A quick shufti in a side mirror lets her know she's gotten away. For now. Even encumbered with impractical footwear, Brenda's niftier on her feet than the fifty-something woman behind her. She's currently tottering along in heels that someone that age should never wear. Brenda makes the most of it and turns into the next walkway she comes across and cuts through the block as though the cops are on her tail.

      She doesn't slow her pace until she's out the other side and on the street she's supposed to be patrolling on this shift. Even then, it takes a while for her heart to settle, as much from the exertion as adrenalin. She hopes she hasn't blown it with Hilton, because she doubts her feet are up to double shifts.

      A hand slams down on her shoulder and her heart rate soars back up to triple digits.

      "Where the hell have you been?"

      Facing Sonia, the chick she's sharing the beat with, Brenda's unable to stop her hand from straying to sit flat on her chest.

      "Ah, sorry, I ah, got caught. Up."

      Her excuse is weak and there's no way Sonia swallows it. The woman can't complain, she's been scoping out a few prospects herself. Nothing temporary for her though, hers are of the matrimonial variety.

      Sonia jerks her head back the way she'd come and Brenda spots the uniform of a council parking warden, not far back. "Come on, we still need to do the other side of this street and there's a parking warden hot on our heels."

      "Hah, not on our watch." Despite her feet hurting and a feeling of being hunted hanging about her, Brenda concentrates on doing the warden in the ugly uniform out of a job.

      

      Sonia and Brenda are halfway down the other side of the road and well ahead of the parking warden when a black Mercedes drives slowly past. If Brenda hadn't been looking up, she might have missed the look Hilton's wife gives her. Brenda also doubts the woman is rearranging her pearls when she slides her finger across her throat. Of greatest concern, the woman looks bat-crazy enough to follow through on it.

      And just like that, double shifts to make rent aren't looking so bad. Perhaps even working in another state.

      "Jeez! What was that about?" Sonia's eyes were wide. Not only has her fellow maid seen the gesture made by the older woman, she's spotted Brenda's reaction.

      "It's nothing, just a misunderstanding."

      "Best you sort that out. You know who she is, don't you?"

      Opening her mouth to answer, Brenda can neither confirm nor deny. She wouldn't have a clue what Hilton's surname is or if the blonde is even his wife. Although odds are she is. All Brenda knows about him is what he'd boasted pool-side at the Sun Court. It's not as if he has his name plastered over every building or company he's dabbling in like the real Hiltons.

      "That is Marcia Taylor. Word is she not only enjoys wearing stilettos, she carries them, too."

      "Italian?"

      "Sicilian! Apparently, the woman is crazy enough that she's on horse-strength medication."

      "Jeez."

      "Yeah, and rumour has it she washes the pills down with the hard stuff."

      Yikes. Brenda isn't sure what the weather is like in New South Wales this time of the year, but it might be worth the risk. Brenda does a quick tally of readies she can lay her hands on.

      There's the advance Hilton left for her the other night. She's also collected a large jar of coins during her stint as a meter maid. If she sells off everything not nailed down at the shack, she should have enough to hit the road.

      The problem would be where to hightail it to? It wasn't as if she had any contacts outside the state of Queensland. Not that her contacts inside the state are anything to rave about, either. The one member of her family she stays in touch with is her Auntie Pat. Although even that relationship is strained because of Brenda's habit of leaving in the middle of the night.

      "Just keep your head down for a week or two and you should be golden. At least, I hear that's worked for others."

      "Hmmm, if you say so." Brenda has to accept Sonia's assertion that lying low will have the target on her back faded enough for her to feel safe.

      One thing's for damned sure; she'll be bloody careful how she proceeds with Hilton.

      It's for this reason she ducks behind the nearest car when she sees the black Mercedes coming back down the street. Mrs Hilton sits forward in her seat. She scans the footpath with all the concentration of someone pig hunting without dogs.
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      The booming "Knock, knock!" thrown through the back door snaps Brenda from half-asleep to wired in seconds. She rushes to tweak her crop top and denim cut-offs to reveal what's on offer and then flops back on the couch.

      "Come on in."

      Hilton doesn't need asking twice and Brenda gets the impression if she'd taken much longer, he wouldn't have waited at all. She doesn't like his sense of ownership about her or the place she's living in.

      "Have you been avoiding me?" His frown does nothing for his looks.

      "Hardly. More like I've been keeping out your wife's way."

      "My wife?"

      "Yeah, you know, the blonde with murderous tendencies. That old bird."

      Without waiting to be asked, Hilton lifts her legs in the air, sits and plops them on his lap. But with his gut filling most of the space, he has to hold them in place, rubbing his hands up and down her legs. Thank god she'd shaved them that morning.

      "You're fine. I told her you'd mistaken me for someone else because of the new car."

      "And she believed you?" Brenda's unable to temper her disbelief and Hilton's hackles raise in short order.

      She wracks her brain for something more complimentary than, "and I'm sure you got away with lying through your teeth like that." Instead, she settles on, "That is, why wouldn't she? I'm sure you were... ah... very convincing."

      "Convincing enough I've wrangled tonight out. I thought we could spend it together."

      While Brenda is carrying out internal fist pumps, she doesn't show any response outwardly. Her reserve is deliberate. Experience lets her know if a protector has to work for her favours, the results are better all round.

      "Oh, yes?" She throws doubt into these two small words and leaves them hanging, interested to see what response she'll get from him.

      It's not what she's expected, but she'll run with it.

      After digging around in his back pocket, he rains a handful of money down on her. Even unable to count it, she gets that there's enough to cover her rent for the next few weeks. On seeing a one-hundred-dollar bill settle in her cleavage, she revises that estimate to at least a month's rent. And expenses.

      "As enticing as you look lying there, do you have anywhere with a little room for us to spread out?" Looking into the bedroom while he says this is hardly necessary. This isn't her first go around.

      "Well, we could move into the bedroom, but to be honest, the bed's a single. If we try half the positions I've got in mind, we might break it."

      Her words, while sounding flippant, are anything but. She's promised him the earth, but discounted them getting it on right now. Sure, there's the floor, but she doubts he'll be keen on that. If he's like most guys over fifty, he won't be able to get down there, let alone get it up while down there. At least not without anti-inflammatories being involved, which rather defeated the purpose.

      The cogs whirring behind Hilton's eyes threaten to wobble off their axles before he breaks the silence that has settled on the room.

      "We could adjourn to the Sun Court."

      He runs his hand up her leg and dangerously close to her crotch. She'll need to be smashed before she can do the deed with this guy. Not a happy thought.

      He stops stroking her legs. "The place isn't that bad?"

      Hah, he's taken her moue of disgust as being for his choice of venue. It's just typical of his sort.

      "What about the Iluka? I hear the views from the top floors are spectacular." Brenda knows any distraction from the task at hand will be welcome.

      His expression is now that of someone desperately in need of laxatives.

      "Unless, of course," she pauses, "you can't get us in there."

      He picks up the gauntlet as she expected. It's the speed with which he acts on the challenge that comes as a surprise. Boy, she's got him good.

      Her feet hit the deck with a thump, thrown from his lap when he jumped up, ready to leave. He drags her to her feet, running his hands all over her. Grope completed, he's out of the door and heading towards the beach and the shortest route to the Iluka.

      However, he's not gone far when he stops. "I'll be back in half an hour. Make sure you're appropriately dressed."

      Brenda walks over to the door and watches him as he stumbles through the sand dunes, his haste making him careless. If he's not careful, he'll over-balance and find himself pinned to the beach by his gut. Unable to rid her mind of the images that ensue, she slaps her hand over her mouth, keeping her laughter where it is.

      Half an hour? That doesn't give her much time to get the drinks under her belt, let alone get dressed. In the end, she saves time for drinking by simply ditching the crop top and shorts and throwing a crocheted dress over the top of her skimpy underwear. It leaves nothing to the imagination, but that's the point, isn't it?

      She's chugging through her third chardonnay when he returns about twenty-five minutes later. It's not her favourite drink, but it was in the fridge and the alcohol content is greater than that of the bottles of beer stacked on the bottom shelf.

      They're halfway through the dunes when Brenda comes to her senses. "What about your car? You can't leave that parked outside my place."

      There's no way Brenda wants it sitting there like a beacon where someone like his wife might clock it.

      He tugs on her arm to get her moving again. "I parked a couple of streets up and cut along the beach." He's indignant, as if she's labelled him a rookie.

      That worry removed, Brenda allows herself to be hauled along the beach toward the Iluka. Damn shame the place isn't absolute beach-front as they'll still have to run the gauntlet of the Esplanade before they make cover.

      They're on the beach across the road from the hotel and below the high-tide mark before Hilton speaks to her again. "Okay, I'm going in through the front doors, but you'll need to nip around the back. Once you're through the double doors marked 'staff only', go to the service elevator, and head straight up to the twenty-first floor. I'll be in room 214."

      "Room?" Brenda's unable to hide her reaction to them not being in the penthouse and at having to sneak in the back way. Deep down she'd like, just once, to be escorted in through the front doors. To be escorted to the top floor as someone to be proud of, and not the opposite.

      "Sorry, beautiful, the penthouse wasn't available and even with the place practically dead so late at night, I can't risk taking you in the front way. It'll be worth it, I promise."

      His expression is that of a small boy who's just been let loose in the confectionery aisle at the supermarket with twenty bucks. His face was also covered with a fine sheen of sweat, the result of their dash along the sand.

      That bloody mini bar better be chock-a-block to overflowing for this to work.

      
      Despite his assurances that the back areas of the hotel would be as good as deserted, this doesn't prove to be the case. She walks through the double 'staff
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