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Chapter 1: Big Top
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THE SIGHT OF A BIG top in the light of the full moon always gave Bernard Joffrey Monroe a warm rush. That rush mixed with pride as he leaned on his walking stick outside his own tent. He’d heard the big top had been described as a mountain of magic and a treasure trove of dreams by folk more creative than him, but that only made Monroe chuckle. It was a bloody big tent, that’s all. The tent wasn’t the magic. The tent was canvas and rope and tent poles. It kept the rain off marks who’d paid to watch the show and hid the show from marks who hadn’t paid. This was especially true when the shows were over and the circus was asleep. Asleep except for the carneys whose turn it was to patrol. 

Not that Monroe wasn’t unaffected by the magic of the circus. He was among those most affected by it. He was a carney. He was the magic. He and every other carney. He claimed it was what kept him young, looking like a spritely forth-five-year-old instead of the grizzled old man most circus owners became before their time.

This place wasn’t so bad. Some places they stopped were influenced by folk with strange ideas. Ideas like their god didn’t like circuses and carnivals. Stupid really. Monroe hadn’t met a god who disliked his circus. But then, if they didn’t like circuses, they wouldn’t visit one. Nobody had asked him that, like nobody had asked him what gods had he met. Good thing. Monroe didn’t like having to lie. Easier to give no answer than a false one. There’s nothing to remember later.

They’d be moving on to Orsvonton the following day. Deals were struck with the casino owners. They also didn’t like circuses, at first. When Monroe showed them how they could all make money from one. Then they—

Lightning flashed in the cloudless sky.

Monroe sighed and looked at his walking stick. The snake head handle seemed to glare at him in the light of the moon. Orsvonton couldn’t wait. He’d need to send word... a delay like this could keep them some weeks. The casinos wouldn’t like that. They’d have—

Lightning flashed a second time.

Twice. Monroe shook his head. Please Mattie, no, he silently mouthed.

A third flash was his answer.

Shit! Orsvonton couldn’t wait. 

Then he saw her. Pale skin, blonde hair, deathly make-up, she walked toward him from the big top, disappearing before she reached him.

“Shit!” This time he said it out loud. Orsvonton would have to wait. He went to his tent to sleep. The next day would be busy, the next weeks... unhappy...? difficult....? Unhappy, yes, very unhappy.
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Chapter 2: The Brown Bull
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TO MOST PEOPLE, PINECONE Grove was little more than a stain on the map half way between Stoneville and Meerton. Even those who’d been there barely remembered it as anything but a place to slow their automobiles as they passed, or the place they turned if they were going to Pankerton. Most folk wouldn’t stop there. 

Cassandra Porterfield stopped there though. It was a couple of years earlier and she was on her way to wherever in Hades the next road led. Stopping there was one of those things you only did when you needed to. Cassandra needed to. Her money ran out when she reached Pinecone which was at about the time the Brown Bull Lunch Bar ran out of women stupid enough to work there. A match made by fate, she once called it. 

Staying there that long was something different. There wasn’t a week that she didn’t consider telling Jenna Thrash, the proprietor of the lunch bar, what she should do with her job, her town, and her sorry existence.

“Don’t say that out loud around here,” Marie chided as she leaned against the counter.

“Pinecone isn’t all bad,” Cassandra answered. “There’s you.” 

Marie Schwartz was a well-tanned, brown-haired country girl who came to the Brown Bull most mornings to collect lunch and gossip before driving to her job at the timber plantation’s site office.

“I’m flattered,” Marie said. “But although those green eyes of yours are captivating, I’m taken. And besides, I don’t do blondes.”

“I didn’t mean that,” Cassandra said and handed her a mug of coffee.

“Well?” Marie asked. “Are you going to give me an answer?”

“To what?”

“Michael.”

“No,” Cassandra said. “I don’t care how well connected he is—”

“Well you should, Miss Porterfield.” 

“Says the girl who’s connecting with a local copper.”

“Ha, Ha.” Marie sipped her coffee. 

Melody Tyler came from the kitchen. “I got your sandwiches,” she said and put two rounds of something questionable held between slices of bread onto the counter.

“What do you think Melody? If you had Michael admiring you, wouldn’t it be worth your while cultivating that to get you a bit ahead?”

“You still tormenting Cassandra over that?” Melody rolled her dark brown eyes. “I thank the gods that Michael prefers blondes over redheads. If his eyes are on Cassandra they’re off me.”

“Girl’s way up in the world?” Marie teased.

“Oh please,” Cassandra snapped. “Like Jenna?”

“Lance can’t be too bad.” Melody smiled. 

“Michael’s nice, but I’m not about to start snogging him,” she looked at Marie. “Girl’s way up in Pinecone? That’d be working at the site office and... what’re you grinning at?”

“You,” Marie said. 

“What?” 

“Snogging? What in Hades does that mean?”

“You know... kissing and... snogging. I can’t believe you don’t know that word.”

“You made that up.”

“No I didn’t.”

“Then where’d you hear it?”

“A couple stopped in for lunch on their way to Stoneville.”

“Where were they from?”

“I don’t know.”

“You just hear a word you never heard before and you know what it means?”

“Sometimes, when you hear how it’s used.”

“Well tell me this,” Marie took a sip of her coffee. “How far does this snogging go. Is it just kissing, heavy kissing, touching, rubbing. Is it done with your clothes on, or do you have to be—”

“It’s done clothed,” Cassandra said.

Marie raised the mug to her lips. “A lot can be done with your clothes on, you must know that.”

“Did your copper teach you that?” Cassandra asked.

“I think my innocent ears shouldn’t be listening to this,” Melody said and went back to her kitchen.

“Well?” Cassandra asked. “Are you going to give me an answer?”

“I need to get to work,” Marie scoffed the rest of her coffee.

“Come on,” Cassandra pressed. 

“Ask him tonight,” Marie said. “We’ll be at the Federal. Maybe Michael can take you.”

“He’s taking you to the Feral? What was that about a girl moving up? He can’t even get you into the Timber Getters?”

“Of course he can, but Michael might one day get you into the Golf Club.”

“I don’t think I want to get into the Golf Club. When that man of yours decides you’re to be married, I think I’ll just pick up and go. I don’t... Alright. I’ll meet you and your fella at the Feral, after work.”

Marie smiled and left.

Cassandra turned to the kitchen. “It’s safe for your innocent ears, Melody,” she called. 
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Chapter 3: Moving On
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“HURRY UP AND MOVE THAT trailer!” Bo Getz yelled at half a dozen roustabouts who were moving things from the big top. At six foot three, Bo often intimidated those who worked for him by his mere presence. This looked like the case with two of the roustabouts. The rest knew him. Karla said it was his kind blue eyes that stopped them being scared. Bo thought he was just a bit too soft.

“We got to get this stuff in the tent into the trailers before we move them!” one of them called back. It was Lincoln Pogue, one of the men they took on in Aialanta.

Bo strode to them. “Well you should’ve had some of them trailers full already!” 

“We do,” Pogue answered.

“Then move them, they’re stopping the vans from getting through.”

“We can’t.” 

“Why can’t you?”

He pointed to the line of trailers and Bo saw what the problem was. “You filled the ones inside the tent first, is that what you’re saying?”

Pogue nodded.

Bo shook his head. Where did Monroe get these people. “Well move the end two out of the way, make room to get those full ones out of that bloody tent so they can be hooked onto the back of some trucks and use a bit of sense before you pack the next one.”

“How’s that, boss?” another roustabout named Devon Braxton asked. “We got them lined up going into the tent this way so we can take them out of the other end of the tent.” Devon had been with the circus for three years and had some sense.

Bo nodded. “Then do it.”

“We seriously not going to Orsvonton?” Pogue asked.

“That’s right,” Bo said.

“Where is Pinecone Grove?” 

“It’s the other way.”

“That’s not what I signed up for.” 

“Well go see Karla when you’re done packing this up. I’ll tell her you won’t be coming with us and to pay you what we owe you.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“Well what did you mean?” Bo snapped.

“I just didn’t expect we’d just go another way without warning or any fucking reason.”

“You were warned this morning and Mister Monroe has his reasons and don’t use language like that around me again.”

“Why not?” Pogue asked defiantly.

“Because it offends my delicate little fucking ears. Now get this shit out of the tent so we can bring her down and get her on her way.” Bo turned and strode to Monroe’s trailer 

He was relieved to see that Monroe hadn’t packed up yet. Monroe’s tent gave that away. In the fifteen years Bo had known him, he hadn’t once known Monroe to sleep in his trailer, his own anyway. He said it was something about sleeping where he could smell the sawdust.

Bo knocked on the door in the centre of the trailer. 

“Come in Bo!” called a familiar voice from inside.

“Hey boss!” Bo said as he climbed inside.

Monroe’s trailer was made for a carney owner. It had a bunk bed with a table and chairs and wardrobe on the walls to the right. It had a desk and filing cabinets from the walls to the left. Nowhere to prepare anything but coffee in between. It suited Monroe well. Business on the well-used side of the trailer, life on the barely-used side.

Monroe sat at his desk, facing the wall. He turned his seat around and nodded to the chairs on the life side of the trailer. “Take a seat Bo,” he said.

Bo pulled one of the chairs away from the table and sat. “You sure we need to go to this Pinecone Grove place?”

Monroe nodded gravely.

“Well where is it? I don’t think we been there before.”

“We have,” Monroe said. “It was before you joined us.”

“Well, we can’t just up and go to a new place without first finding where we’re going to set up and letting people know we’re coming, can we?”

“You still doubt me?” Monroe chuckled.  “Of course you don’t. It wouldn’t have been a question if you did.” He passed Bo a flyer. It was for the Orsvonton performances with the word Orsvonton crossed out and Pinecone Grove scrawled above it. The Orsvonton location was also crossed out with ‘Carnival Reserve, Manx Highway near the Gattarn Bridge’ barely legible above it. “Give that to Karla. She can do up a couple of them so we can take them with us and get a couple of hundred printed when we get to Pinecone.”

“How do you know we can get this ‘Carnival Reserve’?” 

“We’ll get it because I own it.”

“You own a reserve?” Bo shook his head. “Then how come we don’t go there more often?”

Monroe shrugged. “Don’t like going there,” he said. 

“I don’t like the way you said that.” Bo looked about. “What’s the reason we’re going then? Another Elderton?”

Monroe shook his head. “Not that bad,” he said. “Least I hope not.”

“If you know we’re going into something like that, then why’re we going?”

Monroe leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. “I told you where Circus Elysium got its name, didn’t I?” 

“Yes,” Bo answered and waited for Monroe’s well-worn speech.

“It’s a name from the other side. It’s a place where some of them believed heroes and gods went when they died.”

“It’s what they think Hayteswood is.” Bo rolled his eyes.

“It’s what they thought Hayteswood was,” Monroe continued. “It’s where they hoped they’d go when they died. If they knew what vicious bastards their gods and heroes are really like, they’d hope to go somewhere else. Anywhere else.”

“And that’s what this Circus—”

“That’s why the Circus is necessary. To bring some magic and happiness were there’s going to be sorrow and grief.”

“Which is everywhere,” Bo said. “We can’t hope to be everywhere.”

Monroe took his eyes from the ceiling and looked at Bo. “We can’t do everything, but we can do what we can.”

“I don’t want another Elderton.”

“There won’t be,” Monroe smiled. “This is a Pinecone Grove. They’re all different. Now I want a couple of these flyers drawn up. We’ll get a couple of hundred printed in Stoneville, before we go on to Pinecone and get some buzz in the town. We’ll also place some in the surrounding towns, Meerton, Stoneville, Pankerton. I want you to drive me. I’ll let Tyrone and Xavier know where to set up before we head off. We’ll have a couple of days before they get there.”

“When do you want to go?” Bo asked.

“Today if we can.”

“It’s going to take the rest of the day to get the tent down, and some of the night. I’d like to be here for that, even if I’m leaving Xavier to supervise the packing tomorrow.”

“Xavier’s capable of packing up by himself,” Monroe said. “Bringing her down’s easy compared to putting her up.”

“I’ll see Karla.” 

“Tell her to pack some things. We’ll bring her with us.”
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Chapter 4: The Feral
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THE FIGHT WAS AROUND the side of the hotel. It started inside when two of the local timber workers didn’t take kindly to three blow-ins from Upton taking liberties with some of the women in the front bar. Some words were exchanged and the argument left the bar for the front of the Federal Hotel. One of the visitors, probably feeling too confident, suggested their discussion be taken someplace less public. The timber workers agreed and they moved. That was when three other timber workers from inside decided to join their mates and not long before Constable Joseph Ringer arrived with his girlfriend Marie Schwartz. 

“Go tell Claudette to call Sandy,” Joseph said to Marie. 

“Why?” Marie asked. Six foot three, with pale brown hair and dark brown eyes, she must have figured he shouldn’t need help.

“Tell her to tell him I’ll need him.” He strode to the laneway beside the hotel. He rounded the corner as the men were squaring up to fight. 

A square-looking well-built man was rolling the sleeves of his checked shirt. “What’s happening Terry?” Joseph asked as he walked to the groups of men, stopping almost between them but careful to be where he could easily see both.

“Nothing Joseph,” the man rolling his sleeves said.

“It doesn’t look like nothing, Terry.”

“Boys here are from Upton,” Terry said. “They believe our women are available for interfering with. We don’t agree, so we’re here to discuss it.”

“It doesn’t look like it’s going to be a real intellectual debate,” Joseph said.

“Oh, it’s real intellectual,” Terry said. “Bother my Valerie and I get real intellectual.”

“You don’t own her,” Joseph said.

“I know,” Terry said as he raised his guard, ready to fight. “I know that because she doesn’t let me take hold of her arse like this one done.”

Joseph looked at the visitors. 

A big, dark-haired man had stepped forward from the group and was readying himself to fight. 

“Is this right?” Joseph asked the man.

“None of your fucking business,” the man said.

“It’s right,” the man behind Terry said. “I seen it.”

Joseph turned to the big man again. “It’s right, isn’t it?”

“Unless you want a pounding like this fucker is going to get—”

“Unless you want to spend the night in the lock-up before being taken to Stoneville to face charges of assaulting an officer, you’ll be polite and shut the fuck up about pounding anybody.” 

“You’re a cop?”

Joseph nodded. “Off duty, so I get to do this in my spare time. If you and your friends haven’t noticed yet, there’s six locals here. We’re all respectful of the women in our town and we expect visitors to be the same. If they’re not, you’re free to leave. Now would be a good time to do that.”

“If you weren’t a copper...”

“If he wasn’t a copper, and I wasn’t a copper, there’d be eight locals here and you three clowns would be screwed.” From the sound of it, Sandy Carmichael was just behind him.

“You off duty too?”

“Not officially.” 

“Well there you have it,” Joseph said. “I got to be professional now. I can’t just have some fun.” He glanced behind him. Sandy’s mop of near white hair was beside Terry. The Keller brothers were joining the group. “This makes ten locals, and I can tell you that Paul and Keith back there won’t need help from the rest of us. What do you reckon Sandy? Should we just go inside for a beer and clean up later?”

“Paper work,” Sandy said.

“Shit.” Joseph looked at the visitors. “I hope you enjoyed your visit to our little town.”

“I got the registration of your car, so we can have a welcome if you come again,” Sandy said. 

“Remember, drive safely.” Joseph moved aside to allow the three men to walk past. 

“Terry,” Sandy said as the square-looking man took a step toward the departing visitors. “I don’t want to be doing paper work about you, either.”

“Then don’t,” Terry said.

“Calm down and let them leave,” Joseph said. “Then you can have a nice night with Valerie and I can have a nice night with Marie and Sandy here can have a nice night with his beers.”

There were snickers among the townies.

“I’ll get you for that,” Sandy said.

An engine gunned a couple of times before screeches of wheels on asphalt signalled the trouble makers had gone.

“Everybody get back to your drinks,” Sandy said to the gathering.

“How’d you get here so quick?” Joseph asked once they were alone.

“I was here already.” Sandy smiled.

“Too busy fawning over Alina to notice there was trouble?”

“You do the same.”

“No I don’t.” Joseph started toward the street.

Sandy followed. “You’re right,” he said. “You’re worse.”

Marie was at the bar, speaking with Claudette the barmaid, when they came in. 

“Excuse me,” Sandy said and went to the corner table where Alina sat with two half full pints of beer. 

Joseph watched as Sandy took his seat. She smiled broadly and wriggled her shoulders as he sat and started twisting her long brown hair as he started talking. Joseph shook his head and went to the bar.

“Jealous?” Marie asked as he sat beside her.

He looked into her deep blue eyes and shook his head. “I’d only be jealous if he had you.”

Marie pouted and looked at Claudette. “You see what I mean?”

Alina laughed. 

“What?” Joseph asked.

“She said you were full of shit.”

Marie put her arm through Joseph’s. “I said you were charming.”

“I know you too well to believe that shit.”

“So what’s wrong with Sandy with Alina?” Claudette asked.

“Nothing, I suppose,” Joseph said.

“Bullshit,” Marie said. “Spill it.”

“Alright. He can do better.”

“Better?” Claudette raised her eyebrows. “She’s a French.”

“She’s the French the other Frenches won’t have,” Joseph said. “There’s nothing lower than that.”

“What if he doesn’t want to do better?” Claudette asked.

Joseph sighed. “You’re right,” he said.

“Bullshit,” Marie said. “You only ever say that when you don’t want an argument.”

“He’ll take her somewhere else,” Joseph said. “When that happens, I don’t know what sort of copper we’re going to get to replace him.”

“You’re going to miss him?” Marie asked.

“You haven’t ordered me a beer yet, have you?” Joseph scolded.

“No. Now answer the bloody question.”

“Two pints of lager,” he said to Claudette.

“And if I don’t want a lager?” Marie asked.

“Then Cassandra can have it.”

Marie turned to the door. Cassandra was coming in. 

“You’re not getting out of it like that.” Marie said while Claudette started pulling the beers.

“What happened outside?” Cassandra asked. “I saw a red car shooting up Lumberjack’s Way.”

“It was all very exciting,” Marie said. “The boys here were going to fight a couple of blow ins from Upton.”

“Three,” Joseph said. “They groped Valerie in front of Terry.”

“And lived to walk away?” Cassandra asked.

“Had to tear Sandy away from his sweetheart.” Claudette put the first beer on the bar.

Cassandra looked to the corner where Sandy sat with Alina. “How sweet,” she said.

“Joseph here reckons he could do better,” Marie said.

“Well so could Joseph.” Claudette smiled and pulled the second pint of beer.

“I beg your pardon!” Marie snapped. “Are you suggesting I’m less than Alina?”

“I’m suggesting he could always find himself a good bar woman.”

Joseph pulled Marie close. “Then I’d miss the abuse I’ve come to enjoy from this woman.”

“Well, if that’s how you feel,” Marie pulled her arm from his.

“What if I don’t want to do better?” Joseph asked.

“And what if I do?” Marie asked.

“Can you imagine what their house is going to be like when these two marry?” Cassandra asked Claudette.

“It’s the children I feel sorry for.”

Marie looked at Joseph. “We’ll talk about this later,” she said.

Joseph pulled her close and kissed her. She melted into it.

“Alright,” Claudette said after some seconds. “Much more of this and I’m going to have to send Cassandra for a bucket of water.”

“Could be fun,” Marie said softly to Joseph.

“Later,” he smiled.

“Can I have a pint of lager before I’m sick?” Cassandra asked Claudette.

“Here,” Cassandra handed her one of the glasses on the bar. “Lover-boy here ordered you one.”
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Chapter 5: The Golf Club
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STUFFY, STUCK-UP AND necessary. That was how Stanley’s father, Rupert French, described the Pinecone Grove Golf Club. Although the French family effectively owned the town of Pinecone Grove, it was still important to keep up appearances. This is what Stanley was being lectured about in one of the private rooms in the golf club’s restaurant.

Rupert French sniffed then sipped his cognac and then placed the glass on the table. His chestnut hair with flecks of grey framed a face that looked constantly worried. His eyes were dark brown and made Stanley uncomfortable.

Rupert took a deep breath before continuing his monologue. “What property we don’t directly own, we own through the folk whose name is on the title. Our money comes from the businesses we own, our wealth from the property we own but our power in this town comes from the people we own, so you damn-well better get used to this club. Those people won’t stay owned if they’re unhappy to be owned, and they won’t be happy to be owned if they don’t have something to lose if they’re not. Give them nothing, and they have nothing to lose. Give them something, even if it’s a pittance, and they’ll do everything to keep it.” He leaned back in his seat and waited.

Stanley swallowed and took a sip from his own cognac before speaking. “I don’t see what this has to do with me,” he said. “You have Martin to take over the timber mill and more than half the town is beholding to him.”

“The French name in this community must be protected. I can’t allow another slur.”

“I think Alina will leave with that policeman,” Stanley said. “Once they’re gone—”

“I wasn’t talking about that little slut,” Rupert snapped. “I’m talking about you and your behaviour these past weeks.”

“What have I done?” Stanley asked.

“You’ve been seen in that Hotel.”

“The Timber Getters?”

“The other one.”

“I went there once,” Stanley said. “I went there with—”

“You went there with a woman who is beneath you.”

“I wish,” Stanley muttered.

“I know you didn’t have sex with her. I’d have heard if you did.”

“She was from out of town,” Stanley said. “Hitching rides through. She was hungry and—”

“You thought you’d take advantage.”

“No, I—”

“Don’t lie to me boy! I was your age once. I know what you were thinking.”

Stanley took a sip of his cognac. Argument was pointless, especially when his father was wrong.

“Which brings me to my other problem.”

“What now?”

“You’ve not had a girlfriend since high school.”

“Because they’re all beneath me,” Stanley snapped.

“Don’t be snarky with me, boy. What’re you going to do about that?”

“Do about what?”

“Talk about the town is the youngest French is a...”

“The term is homosexual and yes, I’ve heard it, and no, it isn’t true.”

“I know it isn’t,” Rupert said. “You’d not be welcome under my roof if I thought it was. Now answer my question, what’re you going to do about it?”

“I tried to do something about it the other night, at the Federal, but you—”

“A common hitchhiker. No. I won’t have one of those turning up on my doorstep claiming to be pregnant to a son of mine. I want you to find a woman of suitable pedigree in this town. One your mother won’t be ashamed of. It’s time you settled, had your own house, your own family.”

“My own mill.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. When you work in the family business you’ll be well looked after.”

“So who do you suggest I find?”

“Be a man, gods damn it! Be a man and find a woman. You’re a French. That should be enough to open any legs for you. Just find two. Female ones, of pedigree.”

“And they’re just in the bar here, are they?”

“If you can’t find a woman who wants to become a French then I’m going to believe those rumours about you. This is for your own good. You should be able to pick and choose like your older brother.”

“The older brother who’s going to inherit this whole town?”

“Stop being facetious.”

“And if I don’t like any of the dogs out there,” Stanley said. “Can I at least trawl the Timber Getters?”

“If you need to find somebody to use to refute the charges of homosexuality, then yes. You can find her there. Just don’t use anything of pedigree unless you’re willing to marry her.”

“Anything of pedigree?” Stanley asked.

“I said, anyone of pedigree.” There was a rap at the door. “Now get out.”

“I haven’t finished my cognac,” Stanley said.

“Then finish it quickly now and then get out.”

Stanley gulped the cognac and went for the door. A young blonde-haired woman came in wearing a short, tight dress and bearing no evidence of underwear. “You’re Martin, are you?” she asked as Stanley passed her.

“Yeah,” he said. “And you work in Father’s office, don’t you?”

“Not yet,” she said. “He’s been very kind.”

“You look like you’ve an impeccable pedigree,” he said and looked at his father.

“Why thank you,” the woman said and she went into the room.

Stanley closed the door and went to the bar.

“Can I help you?” a red-haired barmaid asked.

Stanley glanced at her slim figure and said, “You probably can. But get me a lager instead.”

She smiled and jiggled off to the taps.

“She looks fine, doesn’t she?”

Stanley looked to the voice. It was a short, dark haired man of Stanley’s age wearing the most unfashionable clothes in a most fashionable manner.

“She’s alright,” Stanley said and looked at the barmaid pulling his drink. She was short, full breasted and wore tight jeans that accentuated her hips and thighs. She had a diamond shaped mark on her neck that he couldn’t decide was a mole or a tattoo.

“Alright?” the man asked. “Look at that arse and tell me honestly that you don’t want to put your dick in there. Or are the rumours true?”

“What rumours?” Stanley asked.

“You’d only get excited if it was a man with an arse that tight.”

“Piss off,” Stanley said and looked at the barmaid.

She smiled and brought him his lager. He noticed how her well rounded breasts moved as she carried the full glass.

Stanley smiled and gave her the money. “Keep the change,” he said.

“Thanks,” she said and went to serve someone else.

“Lesson number one,” the stranger said. “Give them nothing.”

“What?” Stanley asked.

“Someone that attractive knows she’s attractive. She’s even noticed you looking at her, you were so obvious. She thinks she’s in control, but she doesn’t know it. You just give her something, like that, and she knows she’s in control. She’s just won and you’ve just lost.” 

“Who the fuck are you?” Stanley asked.

“Sydney,” the man extended his hand. “Sydney Franck.”

“Well I don’t need your help,” Stanley said.

“You get to fuck a lot of women that attractive, do you?”

“She’s a barmaid.” Stanley sipped his drink.

“She’s practice,” Sydney said. “I’ll tell you something about women. They’re easy to understand. If you got one, then others want what she’s got. If you got none, none of them want you. What you need to do is to make them think that others want you, then they’ll want you too. Make them think they can’t have you and they’ll want you bad. Make them think they can’t have you because someone better than them has you and they’ll want you real bad.”

“I’ve never heard such bullshit in my life,” Stanley said.

“I tell you what. I’ll teach you. Don’t give me an answer yet. Wait until the end of the night. See what I take home and compared them to what you take home, and answer me the next time I ask.”

Stanley shook his head.

“Look at me,” Sydney said. “I’m short and got a gods-cursed scar.”

He was right. Stanley noticed Sydney had an ugly scar on his right cheek.

“I’m not the kind of man most men think women that fine would fuck.” Sydney’s eyes held Stanley’s. “I reckon I got a chance with this one, and maybe the blonde on the other end of the bar. Wait and see if I’m full of shit or not.”

Stanley looked at his watch. “I’ll hang around for an hour,” he said.

“Too much time. Give me half an hour.”

Stanley nodded and took his drink to a table near the door. Three drinks later, Sydney walked up to him with the red-haired barmaid on one side and a blonde on the other. “If you’d believed me before, one of these beauties would be yours for the night,” Sydney told him. “Come on Chrissy,” he said as they walked out. 

Stanley noticed how Sydney was rubbing the arse of the barmaid as they left, and how the blond had her hand in Sydney’s back pocket.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 6: Pinecone
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THEY’D DRIVEN THROUGH the night. It was sunrise when Monroe rattled his truck across the old wooden bridge over the Gattarn River.

“The paddock we’ll set up in is on the right,” he said as they returned to the bitumen.

“Looks overgrown,” Bo said, trying to not disturb Karla who was asleep on his shoulder between them.

Monroe nodded. The grass was waist high and there were a dozen or more saplings that’d be in the way. “It’s been a few years,” he said.

“What’s happening?” Karla stirred. Her rich dark hair flicked against Monroe when she shook her head.

“We’re nearly there,” Monroe said.

“Bernard was pointing out where we’re going to set up,” Bo said.

She looked about. “In the pine plantation?”

“No,” Monroe said. “I own the land we’re passing.”

“Sign says Grove Pine Plantation,” Bo said. “Trespassers Prosecuted.”

“I’m going to need to talk to them, let them know we’ll be here. Like I said, they don’t own that land, I do.”

“Where’s the town?” Karla asked. “We’re not going to get anyone coming out here.”

“Just here,” Monroe pointed to a main road off to their left. “It’s close enough for them to walk to it. It just doesn’t look like it behind all them trees.”  He turned the truck. They passed a sign that read Welcome to Pinecone Grove, and were looking at the stores in the small town within a couple of minutes. “Hungry?”

Karla yawned. “Not awake yet,” she said.

“She means yes,” Bo said.

“Means he’s hungry,” Karla said to Monroe.

“We’ll all eat,” Monroe said as he turned right into a side street and parked the truck opposite a lunch bar with a gawdy sign that said The Brown Bull.

Karla looked at the lunch bar, then to Monroe. “You serious?” she asked. “Can’t afford something nice?”

“Oh this is nice,” Monroe said as he opened his door. “At least it used to be.”

They got out of the truck and Monroe took his walking stick and locked the doors with his key.

“Doesn’t look like a fancy restaurant,” Bo said.

“You know as well as I do that the best food doesn’t come from fancy restaurants,” Monroe said and marched to the lunch bar.

Inside a young green-eyed blonde looked up from speaking with a tanned young lady at the counter. “Take a seat,” she said to them. “There’s menus on the tables. I’ll be around as soon as you’re ready.”

“I’d like one of the Brown Bull Special steak sandwiches,” Monroe said as he ushered the other two to a table near the door. “I believe my companions would also enjoy one.”

“I don’t know what that is,” the blonde said. “Have a look at the menu and tell me if there’s anything you see that’s similar.”

A redhaired woman emerged
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