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1: Silent but Deadly

I eased the butt of my rifle into my shoulder. The barrel, the long pointy thing at the front, rested on a tripod, I steadied it and brought the sights into line with my quarry. My quarry was a youth dressed all in black, possibly no older than seventeen, a child really, but a heavily armed and deadly child.

I slowly pulled back the trigger but held my fire. Once I'd shot him all hell would break loose.

A gust of wind blew sand in my face. I was wearing goggles, to stop sand getting into my eyes, a scarf, to stop sand getting into my mouth, and my head was wrapped in a sort of turban to stop sand getting into my hair. I looked like bloody Lawrence of Arabia.

The guy on the roof had a momentary reprieve and I had time to question again what I was doing in the Arabian Desert. Simple really. I was going to single-handedly take on God knows how many dangerous and heavily armed men in order to get a woman, Djamilla, and her two children out. She was to be sold as a sex slave and who knows what was planned for the kids

As if that wasn't enough of a problem, I hadn't brought any weapons into the country with me. They don't allow you to take that sort of thing on planes anymore and I hadn't been able to source any since I got here. It was all to the good really, I'm not into killing people so I had to improvise, I improvise well.

I took aim once more. Just as well I did. The guy on the roof, who was manning a PKM general purpose machine gun, suddenly yanked it around and pointed it directly at me.

The PKM machine gun is a very good weapon. Lightweight, reliable, easy to maintain and able to spit out death at the rate of 650 fatalities a minute. Not something to mess with. PK stands for Pulemyot Kalashnikov. A Russian, Kalashnikov, was the designer but I have no idea what Pulemyot means, my Russian isn't great. Actually it's non-existent, but take it from me, whether or not you know what the word means do not, I repeat do not, get in the line of fire of one of those things when an angry young man, who should be playing with his doodle, gets behind it and lets rip.

The wooden shutters on one of the windows below flew open and a guy poked his head out. He shouted to the one on the roof who shouted back and pointed to the slight depression where I lay. The man who'd thrown open the shutters was armed with a standard issue, amongst terrorists and freedom fighters, AK47 Russian assault rifle. The AK47 was also designed by Kalashnikov and this too is very good at making a mess of anyone who happens to challenge its authority.

I was armed with a JH .5 calibre airgun sniper rifle with a suppressor and telescopic sight. It runs on compressed air, not gunpowder, and when fired it's as silent as the night, silent but deadly. Well not quite deadly, it fires a hypodermic needle.

The JH .5 isn't widely sought after in the gun fraternity, so you won't find it in any gun catalogues. Actually there's only one, I invented it myself and knocked it together with what I could find when I arrived in the country. It consists of a barrel, made from a piece of water pipe found discarded on a building site, and a small compressed air cylinder that I purloined at the airport. The butt, the bit that fits into your shoulder, I carved out of an old wooden packing case, and a bent nail with a spring makes up the firing mechanism, and that's about it. I also added lots and lots of high quality adhesive tape to hold it all together. It takes one dart at a time and is slow to load compared to automatic rifles. I got hold of half a dozen darts from a vet at the local zoo, I bribed him, American dollars can be very useful at times.

The recipient of a JH .5 dart first has a stabbing feeling then becomes sedate, this is followed by paralysis and finally coma which lasts for about half an hour. My biggest problem is that it takes at least three long, long, very long seconds for my victim to feel the effects of the .5 calibre ballistic syringe and during that time he can do a lot more than make a mess of my hair style.

The guy with the machine gun started pointing at me and shouting. He'd spotted me.

I pulled the trigger.

The gun clicked, there was a soft jolt, a swoosh but no recoil, I was firing an airgun after all. The guy with the machine gun stepped backwards and grabbed his leg. He said nothing, he just looked down. He moved slowly, took hold of the dart, pulled it out of his leg and looked at it with an astonished expression on his face. Then he began to wobble, his legs gave way and as he collapsed he grabbed hold of the PKM, fired erratically into the air and then fell off the roof.

I knew it would and it did. All hell broke loose.

Someone ran around the side of the building and fired rocket propelled grenades and the one who'd been at the window started a massive strafe of bullets from his AK47 automatic rifle. Bullets bounced and ricocheted everywhere and grenades exploded overhead.

I took two smoke bombs from my pack. I'd made those from sugar, potassium nitrate, a couple of ping pong balls and tin foil. I lit them, threw them at the house, and clouds of bellowing smoke appeared blacking out the world.

During the resultant smoke screen I jumped up, yelled Geronimo, and charged.

As I ran forward a guy appeared in front of me. I smashed the butt of my rifle into the side of his head and he went down like a sack of potatoes. There was another guy at the window of the house, his gun had jammed, I sprayed him in the face with my water pistol. It was no ordinary water pistol, it was a pump action water pistol loaded with capsicum spray. He spluttered and began madly rubbing his eyes.

I grabbed him, pulled him through the window and quickly bound him hand and foot with some pull through plastic food bag ties I'd picked up in the local supermarket back home in Oz.

It's amazing what can be achieved with simple household equipment.

My time was running out. The smoke was beginning to clear.

I ran to the door, kicked it open then jumped away as automatic rifle fire sprayed the air where the door had been. I pulled the pin and threw in a hand grenade. The gunman wouldn't know but the grenade would never explode, it was a toy.

The gunman was, as would be expected, desperate to put some distance between him and what he thought was a live grenade. He appeared in the doorway with his AK47 leading the way, I grabbed the barrel of the gun and rolled. He did a double summersault, stood up and came at me with a long dangerous looking knife.

Some people just never know when to quit.

I kicked the knife out of his hand and socked him in the jaw. He hit the ground and then scrambled away on all fours into the surrounding desert.

I made a dash into the building, it was a one room concrete block, grabbed the woman and the two small kids and hauled them out.

A searing pain ran up my arm and into my shoulder. The bloody woman had stabbed me. She pulled the knife out of my arm and thrust it towards my heart. I hit out and knocked it away.

She wasn't through yet.

As if trying to stab me wasn't enough she then made a grab for an AK47 lying on the ground, I kicked it away. I pointed my water pistol at her menacingly. It wouldn't stand close scrutiny but with World War Three going on around us who was going to give it close scrutiny.

'Don't make me shoot your goddam face off!' I yelled.

'American!' she screamed.

She spat at me.

'Bugger off, I'm Australian.'

'Australian?'

'Too right.'

'Oh fuck thank you.'
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2: Peppers
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We were sitting in a coffee bar, Peppers, up the hill on O'Connell Street in North Adelaide. O'Connell Street's full of trendy bars and cafes where the beau monde, the beautiful people, meet. Today I was one of the beautiful people and I dressed accordingly in a designer crew neck T-shirt, well cut jeans and sailing shoes.

The café bar was a pseudo Italian affair, it had trays of beautiful looking cakes in long display fridges. But I wasn't there to eat cakes, I was there on business. Monkey business perhaps but business.

I was sitting with a gentleman named Salvatore. He had black curly hair, a tight fitting blue suit, tight fitting pointy shoes and a million dollar tan. He was drinking a cappuccino, I had a herbal tea. It was putrid, I still can't get my head around herbal tea. Salvatore got some froth from the coffee on his upper lip and on his little moustache, he sprouted a silly little moustache.

'Don make a move,' he said. 'I have your love machine covered with my gun.'

I was tempted to laugh. He looked like a baby sitting there with his silly moustache covered in cappuccino froth, telling me my love machine was in danger. I decided not to laugh, he might not appreciate it. I compromised and gave him a big grin instead.

'What's so funny ha?'

I grinned some more.

'You move and I shoot away your future bambino.'

'I don't think, even at this range, you could hit a barn door.'

'If I pull trigger you won be laughing.'

'You're such a dago,' I said.

Aussies always used to call Italians dagos, it was a term of abuse. The poor old Greeks got called wogs. But, I'm happy to report, we've moved on and those abusive names are now used as terms of endearment.

'Don call me that or I kill you.'

'You're a cardboard cut-out, a movie mobster, right down to your little moustache.'

'I can shoot you dead, no questions.'

'Not here you can't.'

'I own this place.'

'You don't own the staff and everyone else in here.'

'Chef he is my brother, waitress is my cousin, my other cousin he is barista, and those two good looking chicks sat behind, they are the girls of my sister, second third cousin of me or something like that.'

'I think you'll find they're your nieces but, whoever they are, I'm sure they wouldn't want blood splattered on their expensive clothes.'

'I got no time for punks like you.'

'Well, Old Stan said you'd help me out.'

'How you know Stan?'

'He's my grandfather-in-law.'

'What the hell is that?'

'It means I'm family, it means he wouldn't like it if anything happened to me.'

'He is old, he soft, he was never one of the boys.'

'That's not what he tells me.'

'Why, what he tell you?'

'He said for me to tell you that you're a small time punk, that you're a bloody dago and if you don't come up with the girl then I'm to give you what's coming to you.'

'I don ask for nothing.'

'Yes you do, one million dollars.'

'Is nothing for you to be involved.'

'Well I am involved, I'm representing Stewart Horseman, businessman and racehorse owner.'

'You know that man?'

'We've talked on the phone.'

'He is punk.'

He took his gun out from under the table and sipped his coffee. He laid the gun down where I could see its little snub nose pointing at me. It was a Colt Detective .38 calibre snub nosed double action short barrelled revolver. It has a steel frame and fibre optic front sight. It's used by plain clothes detectives as a concealed weapon or, in this case, pseudo mafia mobsters. It's a compact looking hand sized little number consisting of a butt, a cylinder for six shots, a two inch barrel and, as far as future Jack Hamma offspring were concerned, at this range, we were a small table apart, it was deadly.

The waitress appeared with our order, eggs, bacon, fried tomatoes, mushrooms and toast twice.

'Thanks,' I said.

I looked up at her, winked and gave her a smile.

'I know you,' she said.

'I usually remember a pretty face.'

She blushed.

'You wouldn't remember me but you married Kashmere, my second cousin, I was at your wedding.'

'You were indeed, you sat down the back of the church.'

She blushed again.

'You go now Carmel,' said the little jumped up Italian.

I ground salt on my eggs then picked up the pepper grinder, it wasn't working.

'Carmel! Get pepper that works,' growled Salvatore.

'Yes Sir Generalissimo,' she said smiling.

Carmel left us and went out into the kitchen.

'Stewart Horseman wants his daughter back,' I said. 'And from what I gather he's not a person to mess with.'

'He no scare me.'

'Well he should, he's a nasty piece of work. I'm only involved because his daughter is the innocent party.'

'He can have girl back, no problem, he take horse out of Melbourne Cup, he get girl back.'

The Melbourne Cup is Australia's premier horse race. It's a day when lots of ladies get dressed up for the event, thinking they're high society girls, but for many the effect they achieve is ending up looking like hookers who don't know how to dress properly. Horses are entered, bets are made, sweep stakes are swept, Australia stops. It's known as the race that stops a nation and it does. We all watch it or listen to it. The gates fly open, horses do a mad dash around the course and then some lucky punter wins a packet of money. A jockey and a horse get famous, at least for one day, a lot of people wish they'd backed a different runner and the dressed up ladies struggle to leave the site without getting their stiletto heels stuck in the turf.

'That's not so easy,' I said.

I was referring here to the horse being withdrawn, not the stiletto heel problem.

'He fix it or his girl...'

'Christina.'

'What?'

'His daughter's name is Christina.'

'It don matter what she called, she history, he double cross me, I own a piece of horse but he double cross me, tell me I no sign contract, now I have his girl, he want her back, he do as I say.'

'He sent me along to negotiate. I don't want any funny business, I just want the girl. You and Stewart Horseman can fight it out any which way you like but I want the girl.'

Salvatore made a sign with his index finger cutting across his throat.

'This is for girl,' he said.

Carmel walked up to the table.

'Here's the pepper,' she said.

'What is that?' said Salvatore.

'A pepper pot.'

'We use grinder on table not this pot, this no good.'

'I couldn't find another grinder, the chef gave me that.'

'Idiota! Give him pepper and get lost.'

She handed the pepper pot over to me.

I looked at Salvatore.

'Stewart Horseman asked me to give you this,' I said.

I had the lid off the pot before he could say 'idiota' and flung the contents in his face.

A cloud of pepper went everywhere, up his nose, into his mouth and eyes, it probably found its way into his ears. He stood up and made a grab for his gun. I got there first and knocked it to the floor.

'Bastardo!' he gasped.

He rubbed his eyes and sneezed.

'Water, get me water.'

I sat back and grinned.

'Cazzo, do something!' he yelled.

I grinned some more.

Tears rolled down his face. I had to feel sorry for him, but on second thoughts maybe not.

His right hand went into a pocket and came out with a flick knife. He flicked it open and stabbed at the air in front of my face. I jumped to my feet, grabbed my chair and hit his knife hand with it.

Something went snap and it wasn't the chair.

'Arrgghh.'

'Salvatore had a slight accident with the pepper pot,' I said to Carmel when she approached us. 'I think he needs some water.'

She ran into the kitchen and I picked up the gun and the knife.

Carmel returned with a jug of cold water which she threw in Salvatore's face. She smiled a smile of satisfaction.

'Che cazzo!' he yelled. 'He brake my arm and you hit me in face with water.'

I winked at Carmel, she blushed again and went back out to the kitchen.

I walked up behind Salvatore, grabbed his good arm and pulled it high behind his back.

'You and me are going for a little walk together,' I said. 'We're going to find Christina, and if we don't, I'll put a bullet in your brain. Comprende?'

'Bastardo.'

I tightened my grip and pulled his arm higher.

'But before I blow your brains out I'll break your other arm. Capeesh?'

'Fine, yes, okay, she is yours, get me to hospital.'

'Christina first, hospital second. Oh, and I almost forgot, Stan said for you to drop by with the wife and kids for a barbeque next Sunday.'

'Vai a cagare!'

'Come on, get a move on. I want that girl now.'

'Segaiola.'

'Watch your language, my wife's part Italian, remember?'

'Okay, yes, okay.'

Look,' I said, 'no hard feelings. I just want this to have a happy ending, I like happy endings don't you?'

'Yes, yes and you are family, I love you, you happy now?'

'Yep.'

Salvatore stumbled his way towards the door and then stopped.

'You know,' he said, 'I need man like you, family, man I trust, maybe you come work for me?'

'Tempting but no thanks.'
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3: The Man in Pink Pyjamas
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He was overweight, balding, middle aged, middle height, middle most things, he wore pink pyjamas and he was dead.

The morning had started out pretty much like any other Monday. Actually that's a lie, I don't usually go off picking tomatoes, there's not much call for tomato picking in a private detectives repertoire. But Old Stan, my Grandpa-in-law, had phoned in a bit of a flap, he was a couple of men down and would I do him a favour. That had been a few days back. I didn't mind helping out, I like Old Stan, he'd threatened to kill me once but I get that a lot.

This morning I'd arrived at his tomato farm, in the Riverland, just in time to stand and ponder and look to the horizon. There was a luminous glow in the sky, it painted the landscape in hues of pinks, reds and oranges and the colours coalesced and melded as the sun rose higher. Not a bad way to start the day. I'd been asked to jump into the farm's minibus, drive down to Waikerie to collect pickers, then drive them back to the farm and get them settled in to the day's work, picking tomatoes in the polytunnel.

The drive to Waikerie was uneventful and they were all waiting for me when I pulled up.

'G'day,' I said.

The backpackers boarded the minibus. Backpackers are great for this kind of work. They don't care about the hours, or the conditions, they just want some cash so they can continue their travels around Oz. Locals won't do the work, they want structured hours and set tea breaks and more than a bottle of cheap grog and a barbequed snag for lunch.

Some of the backpackers had looked bleary eyed, some were still eating their breakfast, one girl was still getting dressed.

'Madainn mhath,' said a guy called Archie.

He had whiter than white skin, freckles, wild red hair and spoke in a strange foreign tongue, Scottish I think he said it was.

I always get them to say good morning in their own language, sort of, it's much more interesting than everyone just trying to say g'day.

'Guten morgen.'

This had been a pretty blonde girl from Hamburg in Germany.

'Buenos dias.'

Alejandro from Spain. He was ready to work and work hard, or so he said.

'Ohayogozaimasie.'

That's a literal translation, this was from Aiko, she's Japanese, very slight but very pretty and she smiles a lot.

'Zdavstvujtye.'

Another literal translation, and a new one on me, this time from a strongly built blonde male with close cropped hair.

'You're new?'

'Russkij.'

'Is okay,' said Alejandro. 'I look after him, I teach him my method.'

'That's what I was afraid of,' I said.

'What you mean?'

'Nothing, no worries.'

'Okay, no worries.'

'Bonza,' I said.

I liked to teach them a bit of the local lingo.

'Bonza,' they all said sticking up their thumbs and smiling.

I didn't have much work of my own on at the moment, so I was happy to give Old Stan a hand and oversee the operation. The usual farm manager was off sick and no one had any idea where the driver was.

The backpackers were nice kids and as the forecast had been for a stinking hot day I'd put it to them all, when they'd finished up the day before, that they could start at the crack of dawn when it would be cooler. They'd all voted yes. We had a big order for tomatoes so pick, pick, pick would be the order of the day.

The backpackers had a joke amongst themselves.

'You pick today boss?' Alejandro asked.

'Yeah sure, I'll be picking,' I said.

They all laughed at this information. Picking was not my forte.

'I teach you my method,' said Alejandro.

They all laughed again. I was no picker but I was better than him.

I didn't get an awful lot of practice picking. My main jobs were fixing the irrigation, driving tractors, loading the wagon on the back of the tractor with bins of fruit and then loading the trucks with pallets of boxes. I also made sure there was hot water for coffee at smoko and, when it was all over, I delivered the pickers back to the backpackers' hostel on an old waterwheel riverboat where they stayed. I also ran errands and, in my spare time, which was almost never, I picked tomatoes.

I had a standing joke going with the backpackers that I could pick any of them under the table but I rarely found the time to pick. Today had been different, everything that needed attention had received attention and I was all set to rock and roll with my tomato bin at the ready.

Then the irrigation had bunged up.

The filters had blocked, which meant walking down a winding dirt track towards the river where the pump house was located to check it out.

I'd checked it, fixed it, got it working again and decided on a slight detour on my way back, I'd wanted to have a splash in the river to cool off.

I'd walked over to the riverbank, taken off my shirt and shorts, got ready to dive in and that was when I'd seen the man in pink pyjamas. He was lying face down in some scrub at the bottom of a limestone cliff. I'd walked over to where he was and it hadn't taken long to work out he was dead. He'd been shot in the back of the head in an execution style murder.

Why does this type of thing always happen on my shift?

'Stay where you are!'

The voice was some distance behind me. It was a man and he sounded Australian.

Not being all that good at following instructions I turned around to check out who'd done the shouting. The guy, whoever he was, was dressed in black from head to foot, he was a medium high specimen of the race homo sapiens, and of a fairly hefty build. He was also carrying a Webley British Bulldog snub nosed revolver which he was pointing at me.

The Webley was a handgun issued to the British army when they were fighting the colonials in India and Africa. It's a slimline revolver made to be concealed in the pocket. It has a two and a half inch barrel and fires .44 calibre rounds. The British Bulldog was modelled on the Webley Mk 1 service revolver. That particular gun was first issued to the British army in 1887, it was a reliable and a handy gun in the mud and slush of the trenches during World War One. In fact with a calibre of .455 it was one of the most powerful top break revolvers ever used. A gun with faults but a gun with a lot of kick. The British Bulldog version has the unhappy history of being copied in Belgium, it was a Belgium copy that was used to assassinate a president of the USA.

I had the sneaking suspicion it was a Webley that had killed the man in pink pyjamas and, who knows, the next bullet could have my name on it.

I had no weapon, no gun, no knife, nothing. One thing I did have however was tucked into my belt. It was a boomerang. I'd promised to teach the backpacking tomato pickers how to throw it.

A boomerang is an Australian Aboriginal weapon used for hunting and fighting. The famous boomerang, the one everyone thinks of when they hear the word, is shaped like two aircraft wings and, when thrown properly, will return to the thrower.

But there are many kinds of boomerangs. One of my favourites is the killing stick, it can fly but it doesn't return to sender. In the Australian Kimberly region there are depictions of boomerang wielding hunters in action in the rock art, the art could be up to 40,000 years old. The use of boomerangs in battle was first recorded in Sydney in 1804 when an aboriginal named Bungary threw a boomerang in a skirmish between two tribes. The boomerang spiralled through the air with great force and badly injured an opponent on the arm.

Which leads nicely to the obvious question: how does a boomerang work?

The boomerang returns because of its curved aerodynamic shape. As it flies, it spins and the internal gyro of the design turns it around and back it comes. To throw one properly you need a counter clockwise spin in the vertical plane, the spin being more important than the thrust. It's hard to explain, it's much easier to watch someone in action. If thrown properly it will curve around to the left, climb a bit, level out, spin around and descend slowly back into your hands, but you need practice to achieve a good result.

My boomerang was a simple job, I'd made it myself from the branch of an ironbark tree. I'd carefully shaped it like an aeroplane wing and over a fire I'd heated one end, given it a bit of a twist and, surprise surprise, it flew and, even more surprising, it came back.

I moved fast.

I dropped to my knees, before the guy in black realised what was happening, and launched myself at my piled up clothes. I pulled the boomerang from my belt and let it fly. It spun through the air with the greatest of ease making a woo-woo noise as it went. It was a beautiful sight to see. It woo-wooed off into the distance and cracked him on the head.

I ran over to him, he was still conscious, grabbed him from behind, pulled him to his feet, put his right arm into a half nelson and pulled it up behind him to achieve maximum pain.

'What the fuck's going on?'

'Huh?'

'The dead guy over there, who is he? Who are you working for?'

'I...'

A burst of machine gun fire hit him in the chest and he slumped forward. I grabbed his Webley revolver, fired off a couple of rounds and ran for cover. I threw myself into some thick scrub to the sound of more machine gun fire and rolled into a dip.

I had no idea what the hell was going on.

There was a man in pink pyjamas, dead, a guy dressed in black, dead, and me, not wearing very much of anything, but thankfully alive.

I had no intention of becoming dead body number three, so I froze.

Through the scrub I could make out a boat in the water with a woman at the helm, she was dressed in black and she was scanning the river bank, she had an Uzi in her hand. Neither of us moved, for what seemed like hours, but then the boat slowly began to drift downstream.

I aimed the Webley. She was a sitting target, I could have easily taken her out but, call me old fashioned, I don't like shooting women. Actually I don't like shooting anyone.

I didn't pull the trigger.

Eventually she turned the boat around and sped away.

I got dressed, made my way back to the farm, called the police, not my favourite pastime, I prefer to keep the police at arms-length, my experiences with the law haven't been particularly bad but they haven't been particularly good either, and then got stuck into the tomato picking.

The execution of a man in pink pyjamas was none of my business and that was the way it was going to stay. As an ancient philosopher once said, a ripening tomato waits for no man.
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4: Hit the Road Jack
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I was in one of Dad's antique cars, a sunbeam something or other. I drove from the tomato farm in the Riverland to my house by the beach, in Adelaide, in one long cruise, it was about 300 kilometres.

It had been a hot day but now it was a balmy evening. As I approached the coast the sunset across the sea was spectacular, a gang of cumulous clouds were picking up the sun, they were blindingly white but the sun gave them orangey gold highlights and there was a soft pink background. I turned the car into our tree lined drive, it's not long but it's an impressive sight with silver birch, a deciduous tree with yellow autumn colours and white flaky bark, on either side.

I'd just finished my stint of managing the tomato harvest, this had followed rescuing a kidnapped girl, which in turn followed rescuing a family from slavery, and, most recently, finding some dead guy in pink pyjamas. He hadn't been identified but as far as I was concerned nothing now mattered, I was home.

I walked up to the front door, keyed the lock and the door opened. I walked in and closed the door quietly behind me, I didn't want to disturb my baby girl, my little baby Hamma.

I moved through our sort of foyer, it has a black and white tiled floor and a couple of chase lounges lounging about, and then turned left to our private suite consisting of bedroom, bathroom and long, luxurious sitting room.

I walked in and there was a vision of loveliness, tall and strong with the type of hair you want to run your fingers through and eyes you want to swim around in. What I wasn't prepared for was some guy sitting next to her, not only next to her but practically on top of her.

They both looked up and they both looked guilty.

'Jack!' said Kashmere.

'You sound surprised.'

'No, I just wasn't expecting you.'

'I can see that.'

She ignored my sarcasm.

'This is Professor Altman, from Sydney University, the English Department, I've told you about him.'

She certainly had.

So this was Professor Altman. I suppose some women might find the bookish type attractive but I couldn't see what would be attractive about a nerdy type, with big rimmed glasses, who was short, well shorter than me anyway, and definitely lacking in the muscle department.

'What are you doing?' I said.

'We're not doing anything,' said Kashmere.

'No, I can assure you that we are not doing anything,' said the nerd.

I walked across the room and towered over them both.

Kashmere jumped up and the nerd tried to jump up but Kashmere pushed him back onto the seat, possibly for his own safety.

'We were just having a drink,' she said.

'So I see.'

There were two empty wine glasses on a coffee table and an empty bottle of something red.

'Professor Altman's been telling me that there's a job going for a lecturer, at his university, in Sydney, he's with Sydney Uni.'

'We need...' said the nerd.

He tried to stand but Kashmere pushed him back onto the seat again.

'Shall I open another bottle?' I said. 'It looks like there's some sort of celebration going on.'

I walked over to a welsh dresser type thing, against the wall, one of those pieces of furniture that are all cupboard below and a sort of dish, cup and plate display on the second storey. I took out a glass, opened a bottle and the wine glugged out thick and red.

I shared it around.

'It's a good one,' said the nerd.

'Chateau leg opener,' I said.

I didn't mean to say that but the words slipped out. Maybe there are parts of your brain that you just never explore and sometimes you may be thinking something and don't even know you're thinking it and then the thought comes out of your mouth.

'What the hell is that supposed to mean?' said Kashmere.

'What would you like it to mean?'

'For God's sake Jack, this isn't about sex, it's about me. You have no idea how I feel. I'm expendable, I don't matter, I'm nobody, I'm nothing, my feelings, my needs, my thoughts, they're nothing!'

Bloody hell, I don't know what I'd expected her to say to my sarcasm but it certainly hadn't been that.

'Kashmere...'

She stared at me. I'd seen that look before, it was one dangerous look.

'I'm sorry,' I said. 'I know I've been away a lot lately but I've had jobs to do.'

'There's always something, always some job with you Jack. What about me? What about what I want to do? You expect me to sit here and look after your baby. I'm supposed to be the little mother, the little woman at home. Well it's not going to happen anymore, I'm suffocating. I've got to get out of here and do something.'

'Suffocating?'

'You get back after being gone God knows where, for God knows how long. Do I get a phone call? Do I get flowers? Do I get chocolates?'

'You don't like flowers or chocolates.'

'That's not the point.'

'Well what is the bloody point for Christ's sake?'

'You never consider that I've been stuck here by myself. You treat me like shit.'

'I'm sorry, I didn't know.'

'You didn't want to know. It's alright for you, you're happy going out and playing Superman. You take me for granted, the little wifey, she'll be there when you get back, she'll keep the home fires burning. Well not anymore, it's not going to happen anymore, I'm through.'

The nerd stood up.

'I think I should leave,' he said.

Kashmere gave him a withering stare. He sat down again.

'It's true isn't it!' she shouted.

'Jesus, I didn't know you felt this way, I honestly didn't. I thought you were happy.'

It was my turn to be on the receiving end of a withering stare. I could see why the nerd was staying put.

'I'm sorry,' I said. 'I know I keep saying that but I am. Everything you say is probably true, and I neglect you, you're right. I love you until it aches but I suppose I have taken you for granted. When I get busy...'

'Jack you're always busy.'

'I'm just trying to say...'

'I'm not interested in what you're trying to say.'

'Well what are you interested in?'

'I want a divorce.'

'What!'

'I want a divorce Jack.'

'That's ridiculous.'

'Don't call me ridiculous! I need a life, I need to do something, something other than changing nappies and talking to bloody women about bloody babies.'

She looked ready for a fight and, as Kashmere had been a commander in the SAS Special Forces, if she threatened a fight, she could carry out that threat.

'You can have a life of your own, I'm not standing in your way. I've never asked you to give up anything.'

'No? What sort of a life have I got? None. What career options have I got? None. I gave up everything.'

'Look, let's sit down and talk about this, rationally.'

'For once in my life I'm going to be totally irrational. I'm going to put me first, not you, not Ruby, not anybody, just me.'

'What do you mean, not Ruby?'

'I've done my share, now it's your turn.'

'She's your daughter!'

'She's your daughter too.'

'You're walking out on her?'

'No, I'm establishing my career, my way, whilst you look after our child.'

'You're being stupid.'

Me and my big mouth.

Kashmere's eyes glazed over. She walked towards me, getting up close and personal. I've faced terrorists, heavily armed hijackers, you name it, I've faced it, but when faced with an angry Kashmere braver men than I would turn and run with their tail between their legs.

I stood my ground.

'Look,' I said. 'Can I just go out and come back in and we can start this over?'

'No Jack, my mind's made up.'

'Is it him? Has Professor Thingamijobwhatsit over there offered you this lecturing job in Sydney teaching Shakespeare to a lot of snotty nosed undergraduates?'

'As a matter of fact he has.'

'That figures.'

'What's that supposed to mean?'

I turned to Professor Thingamijobwhatsit on the sofa.

'Right you, outside now.'

'Stay where you are Julius,' said Kashmere.

'Julius? So we're on first name terms are we?'

I walked slowly over to Julius and picked him up by the collar.

'I ought to break every bone in your body,' I said
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