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			Richmond is a real place. It is an inner suburb of Melbourne, a city which is regularly nominated in international surveys as the world’s most liveable city, although many of its less privileged inhabitants hold a vehemently different view. Richmond’s town hall also exists. And so do many of the streets and places where our heroes and villains are to be found. All else, apart from the historical background, is fiction and bears no resemblance to any known persons living or dead.
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			ONE

			Tek Firbank tapped deftly at his hand-held monitor to guide the incoming drone. The pictures it beamed back showed Richmond in a double embrace, clasped in the unyielding concrete muscles of the Monash Freeway to the south and by the Southeast Arterial to the north. Closer in, to the east, it was cuddled by the softer wandering arms of the River Yarra. 

			They were studies in grey, black and white with only an occasional splodge of green where a few open spaces had evaded the greedy grasp of developers. No shadows adding uplands and valleys to the landscape. None of the high-rises vying for skyscraper status that crowded into the city only a couple of miles away. An almost level skyline in which six storeys were the maximum the local council allowed, not by choice but because of the relentless resistance exerted by those who elected them.

			Tek had no interest in the cityscapes, the parklands or the serenity of the river. He allowed himself no such distractions. That was simply ‘stuff’ in Tek’s pared-down vocabulary. The flying and the manoeuvring were everything; that and the wads of banknotes it earned him were all that mattered. 

			His drone took him where few other eyes could go. Into backyards and gardens, places secreted behind high fences, No Entry enclosures, parking lots, building sites, wreckers’ yards and demolished factories. He peeped through bedroom windows and perved upon the ladies who lunch disporting themselves unaware and unclothed beside their private swimming pools.

			Images gathered by his silver-painted eye in the sky had taken him into an enticing world of business and money beyond anything he had dreamed of. Even more lucrative rewards awaited if his new client was to be believed … and trusted. This latest opportunity was sudden and unexpected. To Tek’s get rich quick mind, it was one to be grabbed before some other bugger stepped in.

			The early rewards had come quickly and easily. Too quickly and too easily. And he soon discovered he had ventured into frighteningly dangerous territory.  One job had been completed without the promised payment. Another had earned him a thorough roughing-up from the customer’s brain-dead minder who saw no problem in belting the living daylights out of a defenceless man. Honour among thieves was clearly a bullshit concept. But there was no going back.

			Tek made adjustments, mentally and physically. To how he operated, and to how he dealt with clients. Stubbornly, he continued to believe the potential profits outweighed the risks.

			He piloted the glimmering drone into a soft landing on the patch of lawn at the rear of his small detached cottage. He downloaded the results of its mission into the laptop on the table positioned alongside his wheelchair. The next step was to copy everything over to a memory stick for backup and safe storage.

			Then would come the editing and deciding how much of today’s filming to use as a taster for this new client. Carl Larsen, he said his name was. An intermediary. ‘I’ve got contacts, mate,’ he’d said. ‘Think of me as your agent; your guardian if you like.’

			Tek was tempted. Took him almost at face value; liked his attitude, confident, convincing. Having someone to do make the approaches, do the selling, had its appeal. Even so, no longer did he hand over the complete data without being sure he had the client’s money well secured. Nor did he rush to get jobs done, as he did in the early days. Or even accept every request that came his way.

			He had mutated from an overgrown kid with an expensive boy’s toy to a skilled aerial operator delivering a high-quality service; and all from a backyard in a grotty street at the arse end of a trendy suburb where the surface gloss was a thin veneer over the decades of sleaze and corruption that lay beneath.

			Being picky about who he worked for had enabled him to increase his fees. He liked that word: it made money sound clean and legit. It was still cash in hand, no questions asked, like it had always been; usually in a plain envelope or hurriedly stuffed into a coat pocket. ‘Fees’ disguised all that, kept his conscience clear – almost.

			Not only did the fictitious waiting list he dropped into negotiations make him appear hard to get but taking his time had helped create an image of complexity and diligence to further justify his charges.

			The days of ‘Sure, no worries, piece of piss, have it done for you in no time’ were long gone. Now he talked of technicalities, wind speeds, maximum flying conditions, visibility parameters and any other jargon he could muster. And he would see where he could fit them into his busy schedule.

			Tek leaned sideways and picked up the drone. He smiled as he thought of the cash Larsen said would be coming his way as the result of its latest excursion over the Richmond landscape. Times like this almost compensated for the paralysis that confined him to a wheelchair for so much of every waking day.

			Almost, but not fully. He still cursed the drunken prank that had brought his mobility to such a sudden halt. The insurers refused any pay-out, arguing the fault was all his and nothing to do with the others larking about that night on Rosebud Pier. It was a debt Tek believed still to be paid.

			Meanwhile, there was a video to edit and a client – another word Tek had come to savour – to be soft-soaped and satisfied.

			He spun the wheelchair around to face his house. A tall, solid man stood motionless on the broken down old wooden veranda. Studying him. A total stranger. He had arrived silently and unannounced. Tek had heard nothing; had no idea how long the man had been standing there. 

			The man remained unflinching and immobile, arms folded across his chest. His garb of heavily padded windcheater, black crew-neck sweater and thick-soled boots, spoke of serious intent.

			Tek got the message. He was afraid. Very afraid.

		

	
		
			TWO

			Bromo Perkins reached for the Good Food Guide, slightly tattered, last year’s edition, but good enough. Little point in buying this year’s version as it was invariably out of date even before it hit the street.

			He thumbed through to the Mornington Peninsula listings, refreshing his recollection of some of the places down there among the vines. Several of the wineries also operated restaurants; one or two were linked to classy accommodation, the spa and thick towelling bathrobes sort of retreat. It was time he and Liz indulged themselves.

			He thought back to their night together at the end of the McCoy fracas. Their first night together. And a long time in happening. Two ultra-wary people taking very tentative steps. Yet she was responsive and relaxed. No tension, none of those awkward pauses, the out-of-sync hesitations. They had melded. Mutual pleasure.

			The more he thought about it – and he had done plenty of that in the weeks that had followed – he sensed it went beyond the cliché of two people enjoying each other. True, both had a need. An urgency for release, to open floodgates. 

			In rare moments of honesty he knew it could have been almost anyone who provided the key, at least initially. Abstinence was not of his choosing and it had lasted far too long. There had simply been few opportunities to sate his need. Like a famished man, he would inevitably gorge on almost any meal that was laid before him.

			It was a bloke thing, no matter how much he tried to deny it. But surely not on this occasion. After all, it was Liz Shapcott he was mooning over, not some desperate late night casual encounter when alcohol overruled all inhibitions. Dear Liz, so loyal and loveable yet so self-contained and hitherto unassailable. Maybe they were two of a kind. Perhaps she also had a hunger to be satisfied, feelings beyond mere lust, wanting him for himself, as a person.

			Bromo sat staring off into the distance. Out over the rooftops, scarcely aware of the tower blocks of the Housing Commission flats, cranes dipping and swaying on construction sites, radio masts topped by warning red lights. Sunlight glinted on the new apartment high-rises, all glass and steel. He felt switched off and dream-like, still hearing her voice, hoping he had made the right move. But they did need to talk.

			He swivelled back to look at the newspaper spread out on the kitchen bench. Flicked over the pages, noted the headlines. It was a speed-read of doom and despair, a catalogue of death, injury, brutality, lies, corruption, manipulation, louts, lunacy, excess, greed and the idiotic behaviour of so-called stars with far more money than sense. So many words, so few that mattered or could be relied upon after the spin doctors had done their massaging of the message.

			The sports pages held his attention for a while; the footy report of the Tigers clinging on to another winning streak, giving their immense band of endlessly suffering yet steadfastly loyal supporters hopes of another premiership, and a look through the results of overseas tennis tournaments, a couple of athletics meetings and a check on UK rugby and soccer matches.

			He reached for his laptop to continue his research into their weekend escape. Perhaps they could head inland to the Yarra Valley wineries, maybe the spa country around Daylesford or even up along the Murray at Echuca and Moama? He was floundering. They were all places he knew of, had visited briefly, often not in the best of circumstances, but he had little detailed knowledge. Perhaps it was another case, as Liz had occasionally advised, of “you should get out more”.

			But did it matter where they went? The priority was the person and the occasion, not the place. He hunched forward, opened a search engine and tapped in a couple of words.

			That was as far as he got. The strains of La Donna e Mobile rang out from his mobile phone as it whirred into life alongside him. He cursed and picked it up.

			*

			As usual, there was no caller ID, simply a number, one of several selected at random at the other end. The message itself was also liberally sprinkled with numbers. It was an address: Apt 771, 506 Plunkett Gdns, 95 Lloyd Avenue, SE22 17CN. Totally fictitious, Bromo knew, and anyone hacking into his phone would be wasting hours and effort trying to track it down. Or seeking those who lived there.

			He noted the numbers on a scrap of paper and scratched at his memory to recall the order in which they needed to be rearranged. It had been a while since London had tried to contact him this way. He felt uneasy; on previous occasions this route tended to wind back into the inner sanctums, the jacket and tie brigade, distant and humourless. Ultra-devious, too, which was saying something for an organisation that lived and breathed manipulation. Breakfasted on duplicity, lunched on lies and dined on subterfuge.

			He looked at the new line of figures he had written, knowing he had to feed them into his phone and make the call, but reluctant to do so. It usually meant a bollocking, at best a stern call to toe the line. Never anything resembling praise or even a curt ‘well done.’ He looked at the clock on his computer screen and worked out the difference in time zones, subtracting the hours. Someone was in the office early. He took a deep breath, held it, let it out slowly and jabbed at his phone’s keypad.

			‘Yes?’ It was a question that doubled as a command.

			‘And good morning to you, too.’

			‘Speak.’

			Bromo sighed. Politeness would never be a password with this lot.

			‘I’m enquiring about that apartment you have advertised.’

			‘Which one? We have more than one on our listings.’

			I bet you have, thought Bromo. All leading nowhere, all designed to deceive. But he had no right to whinge; it was what he signed up for all those years ago. Or was it? Things were different then. Bugger it, the game had to be played.

			‘The one in Plunkett Gardens. Number 771, I think.’

			‘You’d better be sure.’

			He sighed again. Paused to suggest he was checking. Make it sound real, although any half competent eavesdroppers would have the script off pat by now.

			‘That’s the one, I’m sure. In Lloyd Avenue.’

			‘Good. It’s ready and available. You should get ready to move. I’ll get Alison to send you all the details. You’ll be hearing from her. Soon. Probably today, maybe tomorrow. Soon. You should be all settled in within a week. Alison. Got that?’

			‘Er … yes.’

			Why the hell did they have to talk in riddles? If they were so worried about their calls being hacked, they shouldn’t be in the business they were in.

			‘Good.’

			The call was cut. Bromo remained bemused. What was it with these people? He had been with them long enough; ever since a joyless woman falsely believing her make-up would disguise her years sidled up to him at the Hamer Hall bar with an offer she implied was too good to refuse. So wrong, he thought at the time, mistaking the meaning of her whispered words. But she had gone before he had time to tell her so.

			The interval bells were ringing. He slid the card she had thrust at him into his breast pocket along with that night’s ticket stub. Only later, when emptying his pockets before returning his jacket to the wardrobe, did he take a closer look.

			He dithered for two days before making the call. Ever since, things had never been quite as they had at first seemed. Especially where the string-pullers on the top floor, or wherever they secreted themselves, were concerned.

			He had to admit the irritation he felt over this latest call was nothing new. Par for the course. Although that didn’t make it any less ridiculous. Write him a letter, stick it in an airmail envelope and he would have it by week’s end, hacker-free and no one else any the wiser.

			Too simple, he mused. Big boys still needed their toys and games.

			If his between-the-lines reading of the brief conversation of a few minutes ago was correct there was a job of some sort in the offing. What or where, God only knew. Pity, as he could have done with a break. At least there was the getaway with Liz to look forward to once he got off his butt and finished organising things.

			The contact’s mention of moving was a lingering worry. What sort of move? A change of job or a change of location? The first, he could handle. The second, he was not so sure about. He had begun to feel settled – a strange sensation after a lifetime of wandering. So many temporary postings, never anything permanent or even close to it. When others spoke of going home he would pause to reflect: Where is home? It left him debating a further question: If I ever have a homecoming, where will it be held?

			Again, the ringing of his phone interrupted his musings. A single name ID, the one he had been told to expect: Alison. Whoever she was, London hadn’t wasted any time in getting her to make the promised call.

			Bromo tried to place the accent but failed. It was lilting, musical, maybe Welsh, possibly Irish, and reminded him of a voice from the distant past; a brief encounter of strangers thrown together and making the best of a moment neither had planned or anticipated.

			‘Hallo, Mr Perkins, are you still there?’

			He snapped out of his reverie. ‘Yes, still here, hanging on every word,’ he assured her, although she had said nothing beyond identifying herself as the Alison he had been told to expect. He was still thoughtful.

			‘Does Alison have another name?’

			‘It’s all you need to know.’

			‘Curious, that’s all. Thought our paths might have crossed. Different names, different situation.’

			She failed to bite. He hadn’t expected her to but couldn’t help asking. Hearing her voice had provoked such an instant reaction of recognition. Well, not recognition, that was the trouble. But a memory and an association. Voices were a strong point. Once heard, rarely forgotten. Perhaps it had something to do with so many hours spent listening in dark places. So many times when he had been the deliberate eavesdropper but on other more frightening occasions he had ended up trussed like a supermarket chook, gagged and blindfolded so that hearing was the only sense left to rely on.

			‘I have a message for you.’

			‘So I’ve been told. Why couldn’t they give it to me direct?’

			‘I’m only following procedures.’

			‘Playing games.’

			‘If you say so, Mr Perkins.’

			He tried to delve beneath the deadpan humourless phrasing to the musical soundwaves below that no bureaucratic statements could mask. One thing he was sure of was that she wasn’t calling herself Alison the last time they met.

			‘Could have saved himself a walk down the corridor.’

			‘Maybe, maybe not.’

			Bromo smiled. No clue gained there as to her location. But the teasing response had revealed the slightest of chinks in her armour.

			‘So why the phone? Surely not the securest of methods for such a rigmarole.’

			‘Only for this contact, to double-check where you are Mr Perkins. And that your phone is clean.’

			‘So, you’ve got nothing useful to tell me?’

			He sighed and put down the pen he had picked up ready to note down the promised instructions. Frustration was setting in. Only the itch to hear more of her voice prevented him from hanging up.

			‘I am to tell you – ask you,’ she corrected herself, ‘to call into your newsagents as soon as convenient. Pick up your newspaper, buy a lottery ticket, or whatever it is you do there. Tim will have an envelope for you.’

			Bromo seized on this. 

			‘So, you’re local. You’re on the ground, here.’

			He heard a ripple lightening her official tone, the laughter underscoring that long ago voice. She couldn’t help herself, regardless of the role she was being asked to play.

			‘We are everywhere, Mr Perkins, as I’m sure you know. Please follow instructions, that would be best for all of us.’

			He concentrated on every intonation and was certain. ‘It’s Welsh, isn’t it, not Irish? And not Alison.’

			But he was speaking to thin air. She had ended the call. 

		

	
		
			THREE

			Carl Polson always made sure he blended into his surroundings. Today he had chosen a thick check shirt, half-buttoned and showing a once-white t-shirt beneath, faded old jeans, heavy work boots caked in loamy mud and a loose sleeveless woollen jacket that had seen better days. All good buys from the charity shop.

			Here it was almost as good as a uniform. Made him a clone of at least half a dozen of the other drinkers gathered in clusters along the bar. One or two of them gave him the quick once-over when he walked in, decided he wasn’t off their site and got on with their chatter. Accepted but not one of them. Not even worth a second look. It was as he wanted it.

			He put a five-dollar note on the sodden Foster’s towelling spread along the bar and ordered a beer. The heavily tattooed barman worked like an automaton. Pushed the glass towards Polson, took his money, slapped down his change, said not a word. Polson leaned towards him.

			‘The Big Man been in yet?’

			‘Can’t you see him?’

			Polson did another quick recce of the gloomy room, a study in many shades of brown.

			‘No.’

			‘There’s your answer.’

			The barman turned away. There were other customers to insult.

			Polson picked up his glass. Sucked the froth off the top. He chose a table well away from the bar and with a clear sight of the entrance. The banquette’s mock leather covering was stained and ripped, its innards poking out in several places. He shuffled long the bench to find a rip-free spot, all the while keeping his eyes on the door. Took another sip, wary and watchful. 

			He didn’t have long to wait. The door flew wide on its hinges, banging back against the wall, making heads turn. When they saw the cause, the drinkers quickly looked away, totally immersed in anything other than watching Stan Probert going full steam ahead towards the table in the corner. Only the barman reacted. He already had a glass pushed hard up under the optics. Three times. A triple scotch. He moved fast; was putting it down on the table seconds after Probert had pulled out a chair across from Polson. He backed off just as quickly.

			Probert ignored him. It was as if he had never been. He flicked the folds of his heavy woollen coat away to either side, placed his elbows on the table, thrust his jowly face towards Polson.

			‘Got your message.’

			Polson held the other’s stare. Let him make the running. He watched Probert’s heavily lidded eyes checking him out, but his head didn’t move. Probably too weighed down by those folds of lard to do anything so energetic.

			‘Got yourself a proper job at last?’

			‘Eh?’

			‘That clobber you’re wearing.’

			Polson sniffed. Almost smiled. ‘Blending in. No point in drawing attention.’

			‘Waste of time, matey.’ He gulped at his scotch, one measure gone. ‘Who do you think you’re talking to, the Invisible Man? Sit down with Stan Probert and everyone notices.’

			Polson shrugged, conceding the point. Almost. ‘But if anyone comes asking I’ll be just another tradie no one recognised off a local site. One of your gofers, errand boys, fixers, whatever you call them, whereas …’

			‘… whereas if you marched in with your poncey double-breasted, shiny shoes, Wesley old boys’ tie and all the Toorak trimmings …’ He paused, let it hang, took another gulp. Second measure gone. ‘So, what’s the deal?’

			Polson sipped his beer, took a deep breath, gathered his thoughts. The preliminaries were finished with. It was always the same, the Big Man marking his ground like a piddling dog, defining their relationship, claiming the upper hand. As if, thought Polson. Underneath the bluster and bullying was a weak and shrivelled being who had risen to control a network of criminal activities ruled by fear and brutality. But always at arm’s length. He fired off the barbed insults and used his bulk to intimidate while a pliant army of stooges worked off their debts by doing the dirty work.

			‘Information,’ said Polson.

			‘Buying or selling?’

			‘I sell, you buy.’

			There was an outburst of raucous laughter from over at the bar. To Polson it played like a precisely orchestrated soundtrack to the glacial glare that formed Probert’s instant reaction. The laughs faded as quickly as they had begun. Silence, too, in this corner of the room. Polson wondered if this was what they called a pregnant pause. If so, he hoped Probert’s waters broke soon. At least he’d got the Big Man’s interest. He sampled his beer and waited.

			It was a short wait. Probert tossed back the remaining third shot and slammed the glass on to the table.

			He glared at Polson. ‘Piss off. There’s nothing you can tell me that I don’t already know. And if there are any deals to be made, I’m the one who decides who buys, who sells. Not some little ponce like you. On your bike, sonny.’ He waved a hand, fist closed, thumb raised, in the direction of a couple of bruisers standing by the bar and gestured towards the door. ‘There’s the exit, matey, or do you want my lads to show you the way out?’

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Bromo convinced himself there was no urgency. A stroll along Bridge Road to the newsagent was routine, something he did almost every day. There was no way he was going to make a special effort or dance to someone’s else’s tune. Bugger them, they had cast him aside without a hearing so there was no way he was going to let them pull his strings. On the other hand, they had never let go completely nor, as he well knew, would they ever do so until they had seen the corpse and ensured the grave was covered over.

			As he negotiated the hazards of café tables and chairs, footpath billboards, speeding skateboarders, mobility scooters, prams and pushers, snappy dogs and oblivious iPadders he told himself he was doing this in his own time and when he felt like it. He discounted any anxiety or concern over what their message might contain.

			The handover lacked any intrigue. Tim called out as soon as he entered the shop.

			‘Got an envelope for you, Bromo.’

			Bromo feigned surprise. ‘What, to tell me I’ve won Lotto?’

			‘Doubt it. Young kid dropped it off. Said he couldn’t get through your security door.’

			‘Bollocks, should’ve tried pressing the buzzer a bit harder.’

			Bromo took the envelope, pale blue, normal greeting card type, his name handwritten in block capitals on the outside.

			‘Birthday?’

			‘No, Tim. Way off that and no one sends cards anymore. Some jingling bloody e-card or a smiley symbol on Facebook is as personal as it gets.’

			He picked up a copy of The Age and pushed his money across the counter. ‘See you, Tim.’

			Opening the envelope could wait until he was away from Tim and any sticky-beaking customers.

			But impatience got the better of him as soon as he stepped outside. He eased the envelope open, slid out a card showing a watercolour print of what was captioned as Paeonia suffruticosa or, for the less botanically erudite, a tree peony. The artist’s name meant nothing to him. Inside, a terse message, again all in capitals: BOTANIC GARDENS, GATE E, 11 AM FRIDAY.

			Not even a cheery greeting. At least they hadn’t totally spoilt his weekend.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			Carl Larsen slid the Volvo into a parking zone close to the public conveniences halfway along the Esplanade. Only a couple of other vehicles were anywhere nearby. It was rarely this easy to find a space, but the weather was proving a big deterrent. He let the engine idle while he checked the comings and goings. Several inline skaters zoomed by in the bike path, weaving their way past cyclists enjoying a more sedate pace.

			A continual flow of dog-walkers and strollers occupied the wider pedestrian area, all seemingly casual and lost in their own worlds. None cast a glance in his way. No one entered or left the solid brick building labelled Women at one end and Men at the other. He turned off the engine and leaned sideways towards the passenger seat to grip the handles of a large Nike sports bag.

			He strode towards the entrance with bag in hand. A humid breeze blew into his face off the bay and across an almost deserted beach. Too cloudy and glowering a day for sunbathing or swimming. Inside it was even darker and gloomier. Airless and smelly with walls despoiled by graffiti that was either crude or pointless. But the building regularly suited his purpose, as it did for beachgoers on hot summer days when they made continual use of its showers and changing rooms. 

			The Big Man’s snide remarks about his tradie’s outfit still rankled. It was a put-down he could do without. But that was Stan Probert for you; always trying to justify his ‘Big Man’ tag. Carl believed he had been right to dress the way he had. Fitting in was essential. Made sure he didn’t stand out, the Mr Anonymous that no one would recall. And well away from his normal haunts, although he was starting to wonder what could be called ‘normal’.

			He stripped down with practised ease. Off came the cumbersome work boots so he could step out of the mud-stained jeans. He unzipped the heavy jacket with its day-glow yellow strips and unbuttoned the thick plaid shirt. He began folding everything neatly, all part of the routine that made for a smooth transition and quick getaway.

			Footsteps sounded close by, difficult to detect where they came from. Probably passers-by, their steady pace coming in through the grilles placed high in the wall to provide a semblance of ventilation. His almost naked body gave a sudden shiver. Cold or nerves? It may be muggy and humid outside but in here it always managed to be depressingly dank. It reminded him of the changing sheds alongside the pool at school and all those painful compulsory early morning swimming sessions. Character forming, they said, although no one ever defined the type of character they expected to create by this heinous daily parade of skinny, sleep deprived bodies.

			He threw an anxious look towards the entrance and then at the row of toilet doors, four closed, two swinging open. No one there. He bent over the holdall to bring out his change of clothes.

			‘Looking for company, sweetie?’

			Carl hadn’t heard the man approach; was not even sure where he had come from. He spun around quickly, too quickly, and stumbled backwards to end up sitting on the slatted wooden bench that extended the length of the wall. The man was standing close to him, an arm’s length away, shorter than Carl by a good four inches, but broader, muscles well defined under a tight t-shirt, bleached hair falling in well-ordered waves almost to his shoulder, a sharp contrast to a dark brown tan that seemed more bottled than natural.

			‘Sorry to surprise you,’ the man added. His voice was sibilant and bordering on feminine. ‘Thought you might be looking for some action. Surely you’re not thinking of going for a swim in your undies.’ 

			He smiled and took a step forward.

			They were almost knee to knee. Carl felt his face reddening. The sweats thrust his shivers to one side. The situation was one he had always feared, uncertain of his response if called on to confront his own masculinity, aware of friends and colleagues who had “crossed the line” as he called it. He squirmed and wriggled his backside along the seat, closer to his holdall, one arm reaching out for the clothing it contained.

			‘Just changing out of my work clothes.’

			He mumbled his words. They came out in a rush. He knew he was gabbling; pathetic.

			‘Really?’ The man’s eyebrows shot up. ‘That’s not what I hear. Not what it looks like. On the prowl is more the truth of it.’

			He lunged forward, both arms outstretched, one to either side of Carl’s head, drawing him to him and planting a wet lingering kiss on his forehead. ‘The Big Man says you’d like a bit of kiss and cuddle, or slap and tickle, eh?’

			Mention of the Big Man was enough. It was like pulling the pin on a grenade. Carl exploded. He drove his fists hard into the man’s midriff, the right followed immediately by the left. As the man staggered back, Carl quickly stood and grasped him by his long blond locks. He tugged him forward and delivered a head-butt high on his brow. A big mistake; the man was as hard as he looked. He barely paused to shake his head in reaction. Carl reeled backwards, again tumbling down on to the bench. His attacker unleased a kick to his groin, following up with a roundhouse fist punch to the side of his head. 

			Carl slumped sideways, cushioned by his neatly folded jeans, jacket and shirt. Everything blurred. The pain was excruciating. As his eyes glazed over he sensed the sudden presence of a second person, a rush of bodies. He felt his neat pile of clothes being tugged from beneath him, heard the scrape of his holdall as it was lifted from the bench.

			An arm came down hard on his ribs, pinning him to the seat. Hands tugged at the waist of his briefs and stripped them down over his buttocks and his legs. 

			Through the haze he heard the blond-haired man’s voice, close to his ear. ‘Don’t worry, sweetie, we’ll just put your things in your car for when you’re ready.’

			That was when he passed out. 

		

	
		
			SIX

			As Stan Probert was fond of telling those who worked for him, ‘My door’s always open.’ It gave him a bit of a chuckle every time he said it. He knew full well it irritated those to whom it was addressed. Anyone who decided to accept this invitation from ‘the Big Man’ would soon be left wondering where they might find this supposedly ever-open portal. And as far as Stan was concerned, any door behind which he rested his head remained rigidly bolted and barred to all but a very few intensely vetted associates. Alarms and spy-cams were additional safeguards of his security. He reckoned an hour spent watching the bank of monitors kept under lock and key in the spare bedroom was better entertainment than almost anything the TV programmers could serve up.

			He never took a taxi directly to his front door, even with the rain lashing down; sometimes he might flag down two or three cabs in succession and direct the drivers along a wandering route that ended close to the place he called home but never stopping right outside. He was always alert to possible trackers and the frequent glances he threw back over his shoulder made cabbies far twitchier than they needed to be when battling their way through the warzone that Melbourne’s traffic had become. 

			Home was a haven. There was no longer any ‘little woman’ to partner ‘the Big Man’. She had packed her bags years ago when he was still fighting his way to the top of the muck heap he now ruled. Any feminine company his flabby body occasionally felt in need of embracing was enjoyed – by him, but never by his companion – in the discreet surroundings of a suite at the Hyatt.

			The kids, grown up and disaffected, were rarely seen and then mostly as the result of a begrudging invitation to some discordant gathering in their own homes – brittle beauty consultant Tess and her smarmy PR man of a husband in a gaudy McMansion on a windswept estate out beyond Whittlesea, and devious sharebroker Jeff in his soulless high-rise on the city fringe.

			When assailed by reflective soul-searching moments in night’s darkest hours, Stan had been known to allow rare moments of pride in his offspring to embrace him. After all, they were his own flesh and blood, his own creations. That had to be worth something. For the rest, he was a loner. There was safety in numbers, provided the number was one.

			There were minders, of course. No self-respecting underworld figure could operate without them. They were de rigueur, part of the uniform along with the unrelieved black clobber that spoke of darkness and strength, even death. Big intimidating men high on muscle and low on brain power. Always ready to do what the boss demanded, no questions or reasons asked.

			Today he got the cab to drop him off at the deli a couple of hundred yards from home. It was as far as he wanted to walk in this clammy heat, all cloud and no sun. It was convenient, too. He needed milk and a small sliced loaf, the necessities for breakfast in the morning. 

			He brushed aside the plastic strips of the doorway’s flyscreen. Giulio was behind the counter as usual. They acknowledged each other with a brief wave as Stan gathered the milk and bread and scattered some loose change in front of Giulio.

			‘Enough there?’

			Giulio flicked through the coins and took what he needed. The remainder he pushed towards Stan.

			‘Enough, Mr Stan.’ It was the only name he knew the man by. 

			Probert took the unwanted change and shoved it back into his trouser pocket. He lowered his voice. ‘Anything?’

			‘Nothing, Mr Stan. Only the usual customers. No one ask questions.’

			‘Good, let’s hope it stays that way. No stickybeaks, no strange faces. Got it?’

			Giulio gave a nervous shake of his head. Hoped the trembling of his hand wasn’t being noticed.

			‘I got it, Mr Stan. You can trust me.’

			Probert glared at him. ‘I trust no one, especially not greasy little Greeks like you. So don’t get any funny ideas. All I trust you to do is keep the payments coming.’ He made his hand into a fist, turned it side on and thumped in three times on the counter. ‘On the dot.’ Three more thumps. ‘In full.’ More thumps, holding the glare. ‘Do that and you can trust me not to send my mates to have a little chat. Geddit?’

			Giulio nodded in meek compliance. Probert held his glare for a few more seconds before turning towards the door. He pushed his way back through the flyscreen strips and out on to the footpath. He looked warily to right and left and began walking towards home.

			Back in the shop, Giulio let out a big silent breath of relief, his body deflating like a burst paper bag. His wife, Constanza, small and slight, rose from the stool she had been sitting on out of sight behind the coffee machine. She rested a hand gently on his forearm.

			‘It will be good,’ she consoled him. ‘It will stop. The others will help us. Have faith.’

			Giulio laid his hand on top of hers. Reassuring, but he wasn’t convinced. The stakes were too high, and he was only a small-time player. Disposable, dispensable.

			‘Faith is not always enough,’ he said and sorted Probert’s coins into the till’s cash drawer.

		

	
		
			SEVEN

			Tulip Place was an ugly blot on the landscape totally undeserving of its floral identity. One of those grotty corners every city has and which those who value their safety are well advised to avoid. Industrial acne. Only the hardiest of weeds survived in the cracks of this heavily potholed space bordered on three sides by a mix of brick and corrugated iron structures that decades ago thrummed to the activity of a thriving manufacturing business. Paintwork was peeling and blackened, the iron deeply rusted. Gutters drooped and what once were windows were either boarded-up or gaping, glass-less holes. Two crudely painted signs warned strangers to Keep Out. Several padlocked doors advised that whatever lay behind them was Private. One, its double-roller portal chained to a bracket at its base, left no doubt about Tulip Place’s warmth of welcome or the baseness of its occupants. Fuk Orf, it said. A heap of tyres, mostly shredded or worn to their rims, cluttered the furthest corner.

			The only access into Tulip Place was at the end of a cobbled laneway squeezed between the backyards of two rows of dilapidated and derelict single-storey houses. This narrow approach instilled no caution in the driver of the red Mustang. He gunned the vehicle headlong towards the gap ahead. He ramped up the speed even more as he screeched into the yard before pushing down on the brake and spinning the steering wheel hard to the left for a complete three-sixty-degree burnout of smoking rubber.

			The car’s front doors were pushed open. Two languid shapes emerged, almost identical in physique and dress. Tall, lean, swarthy. Purple body-hugging t-shirts above tightly fitting jeans and sneakers. Steroid enhanced muscles well defined. Dark complexions and hairless scalps. Hard men – or at least that was impression they meant to create.

			The one who had exited from the driver’s seat gestured towards the car’s rear.

			‘You get him out. I’ll open up.’

			He strode quickly to a roller door bearing the word Private painted roughly in day-glow red above a yellow Hazchem warning sign. He crouched at its base and inserted a wrench behind a hasp held by a heavy-duty lock while his companion raised the lid of the boot and leaned into its interior. 

			It took them only a few minutes to lift a blanket-wrapped bundle from the boot and into a family-size supermarket trolley that they trundled across the cobblestones and into the darkness beyond the rolled-up door. They emerged a couple of minutes later and tugged the door back to ground level.

			‘Job done,’ said the driver.

			‘What now?’

			‘Nothing, Zac. Nada.’

			‘But …’

			‘You heard me, nothing.’

			The other turned his head slightly, looking back over his shoulder. He tried again, ‘But …’ the question clear yet unspoken.

			‘I told you, mate, no questions. Someone else’s problem.’

			He gripped the other’s arm and steered him firmly towards the car.

			‘Time to get outta here, fast.’ He let go of his arm and gave him a sharp jab in the ribs. ‘Let’s go find a drag, burn some rubber. What’s the go, Dandy or Melton?’

			‘Whatever,’ said Zac.

			Neither venue held much appeal now. What he had been led to believe would be a ripper of a night had gone flatter than a half-consumed can of Foster’s left out in the midday sun.

			Being a hard man could get too bloody scary. And dangerous.

			Minutes later the Mustang roared into life and fishtailed its way back down the narrow access lane. There was no one in Tulip Place to hear the faint groans coming from lock-up Number Five.

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			Gavin Spencer could usually count on being the first to open up. Much earlier than any of the other businesses lined around the perimeter of Tulip Place. Regular hours were unknown to most of them, late-risers all, some going days without any sign of activity. Gavin suspected that to describe them as businesses was gilding the lily somewhat. He had little doubt there were those among his neighbours who fell well short of meriting such a tag. But he was equally certain that to get too close to any of them, and especially to ask questions, was a course best avoided. 

			There were those he considered to be genuine – a couple of panel-beaters, a motor-cycle repairer and an upholsterer being the most kosher – but he had serious concerns about the rest. No one ever commented during the tenants’ infrequent casual encounters when stepping outside for a breather with a coffee or a smoke. There would be the usual “G’day” and any other words warily exchanged were more likely to involve talk of the footy, the weather or even “the bloody missus” rather than casting aspersions about the courtyard’s other occupants. As for his own modest enterprise, he was thankful none of his neighbours had shown any great interest in the trade of picture framing. Or “the art”, as some of his snootier fellow framers preferred to call it. Tossers. They had no real idea.

			Gavin reckoned his mate Josh had been close to the mark when he had cast his eye over the scene on one of the busier days in Tulip Place.

			‘Shonky lot,’ said Josh, quickly adding, ‘Present company excepted, of course.’

			‘Suits me,’ said Gavin, and left it at that.

			He was under no illusions. It was a grotty backwater in a rough and edgy part of town. It required an effort for anyone to find it and even more determination to brave its off-putting and aggressive front. Rents were cheap, no questions asked, and people didn’t hassle you. What more was needed? In his private thoughts, he classified this mismatched mini community as the rat race refugees. That said it all. Clearing away the syringes, cans and stained bedding dumped by never seen overnight visitors was a small price to pay for being left alone. It was his bolt-hole. And for good reasons.

			Marlene visited once in the early days, took one look and said ‘Fucken hell, Gav. You’ve gotta be joking. When I said find somewhere a bit out of the way, I didn’t mean this.’ She paused for a moment’s thought. Then told him her decision: ‘You won’t catch me coming back here. I can handle everything from the salon.’

			Gavin had his doubts, but she remained true to her word. Thank God, he often thought. Her determined absence gave him the respite he craved from her continual whinging, yet she kept feeding him business and contacts.

			Gavin parked his trusty old Falcon, its nearside wing dented and rusted, on the concrete rectangle in the centre of the yard. Keys still in hand, he shuffled over to his lock-up. Only when a couple of steps away did he notice the damage. The hinged hasp at the base of the roller door was bent back, no longer over its bracket. And there was no sign of the padlock that held it in place. He squatted down, knees bent, slashes of white flesh appearing through the rips in his jeans.

			He felt the stress returning, rising, along with the anger. Both had ebbed on his drive from home. The usual early morning row with Marlene had been washed away on a tide of songs from a Capercaille CD and thoughts of another day immersed in his craft. Now there was this to deal with, a break-in and whatever the intruders had left behind. The petty cash they could have. It would be a small price to pay if they had left his precious tools.

			He pushed his hands through the gap between door and floor. He bent his knuckles, gripped hard on the rusting metal and strained upwards, tensing as many muscles as he could. This was what he meant by a daily gym session when others starting bragging about their keep-fit regimens.

			The door budged, jerked away from where it had been wedged in the bottom channel of its frame. It creaked and rattled as Gavin eased it upwards. For moment, he looked like a weightlifter at the end of a clean and jerk, arms overhead, bent at the elbows, taking the weight. He heard the “clunk” as it slid into its upper groove and lowered his arms. He peered into the gloom and clicked the switch for the fluorescent tubes.

			‘What the …?’ A question and comment in one.

			There was no immediate sign of the chaos and damage he had feared, expected even. What others might have described as a mess was mostly of his own making. The way he had left it when he locked up last night. An orderly disorder, as he explained to clients giving him looks expressing their unspoken doubts about his efficiency.

			So, no real harm done. None of the metal cabinets looked damaged, all locks still in place. But why was the floor covered with the lengths of wood and metal he used for his frames? Scattered at random. Long strips, so many different widths, a mix of bevels and contouring thrown all over the place, the thinnest ones snapped into two or more pieces. Now unusable. Yesterday they were all stacked upright in a battered old oil drum salvaged from one of his neighbours with the bigger pieces and boards slotted into a skip that had been left abandoned by the council’s garbage collectors.

			Gavin shook his head from side to side, lips tightly pursed. A mix of bafflement and anger. No, not anger, more like irritation now he realised little real damage had been done. Annoyed at the
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