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The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and jasmine, the silvery light of the waning moon pierced the parting rain clouds, and the streets were quiet, largely owing to the lateness of the hour. It was a mild spring night in one of Sydney’s more elite suburbs, and to any reasonable onlooker the scene would have been nothing short of idyllic. Yet, something unseen was brewing in the shadows. The clock had only just struck midnight when a ten-year-old girl dressed in a black ensemble of cargo-shorts, t-shirt, sneakers and back-pack, quickly negotiated the bends of the leafy laneway connecting busy Manning Road to the serenity of Wallaroy Crescent. Rounding the final turn, she ducked down, flicking her red plaits behind each shoulder as she scanned the area for activity. Satisfied that the coast was clear, the girl slipped off her pack, quietly unzipped its central compartment and pulled out a rather bulky radio. She switched the device on and donned the earpiece before bringing the corded mic up to her mouth and depressing the talk-button.  

‘This is Fucker-Upper to Team Tit-Smash; the Guac is on the Nachos. Over,’ she said earnestly, pulling a pack of nicotine-gum from her pocket and popping two tabs into her mouth.

‘We have got to talk about your choice of call-signs, Little Cuz,’ said a woman with a New Zealand accent over the radio.

The girl leaned against the sandstone wall at the lane’s corner as she clipped the radio to the waist of her shorts, chewing her gum all the while. ‘It’s too late for that, Kongzilla; code-names have been set in stone. Also, these walkie-talkies are way too big and heavy. We need those little ones that just go in your ear-hole, Nerdbot.’

‘I did my best with the tech. Plus, I absolutely did not rubber-stamp the name Nerdbot, Doris,’ complained a young man over the coms. 

‘Hey! No real names, Muchacho!’ barked Doris into the mouthpiece. ‘Also, ya’ll really need to say “over” at the end of each and every transmission. Over.’

‘Well, I like my call-name-thingy,’ said a second female. ‘Um, over.’

‘At least you’ve got a sense of team-spirit, Em-mazing. Over,’ said Doris. ‘Commencing Operation: Blind Cyclops. Over.’ 

The girl climbed to her feet and crept from the laneway’s mouth onto the adjoining road. Looming at the end of the cul de sac was a tall wrought-iron gate, and beyond that an enormous three-storey house flanked by old, gnarled fig-trees. The place was dark and silent, save for two no-necked security guards, and two proud-buttocked doberman-pinschers. Deftly avoiding the beam of a guard’s torch, Doris scaled the fence, grabbing onto a pointed finial as she pulled the gum-wad from her mouth. She hung to one side, ensuring that the digital camera perched atop the fence failed to get a fix on her. In one fluid motion, the girl stuck her gum over the camera’s lens, before dropping back down to the road and crouching once more beside her open backpack. 

‘Moving onto Operation: Lady and the Tramp,’ said Doris, reaching into her backpack once more, this time producing two immense steaks and a length of pork sausage, before making clicking sounds with her mouth until one of the dogs noticed her. The animal trotted toward the gate, its ears upright and its eyes wide, the beginnings of a growl in its throat. No sooner had the dog arrived at the gate, than the girl pointed a dinner-plate sized t-bone at its muzzle. The dog hesitated, clearly torn between loyalty to its masters and the promise of unexpected food. Food won. The creature greedily devoured the morsel as its colleague’s curiosity finally got the better of it. As soon as the second guard dog arrived on the scene, both animals began to tug at the steak, the fur on their backs bristling and the noise of their spat threatening to alert the human guards. 

‘Go long!’ commanded Doris, before hurling the second t-bone and the sausage-links, the meat clearing the fence and landing behind a camellia tree. The doberman’s eyed one another, before bolting for the food. ‘The beasts have been neutralized, Team Tit-Smash. Kongzilla, you are free to engage. Over.’

A very large Kiwi woman in black football-shorts and a black singlet sprinted past the girl, winking at her before latching her beefy hands onto the iron fence and propelling herself up and over it. Landing softly, she tossed her long braid over her shoulder before retreating to the shelter of a nearby shrubbery. Finished with their meal, the dogs turned their attention to the big lady holed-up in the garden’s foliage, their bared teeth glinting like sabres in the moonlight. Doris quickly produced a kilo of ground-chuck from her bag, tossing handfuls of it in different directions through the balusters. The animals were adequately diverted, abandoning the trespasser in favour of seeking out the minced beef portions one-by-one.

The woman, relieved of the dog’s scrutiny, took to stalking the suited meat-head pacing before the property’s main entrance. The dark-bearded, shaved-headed man had stuffed his substantial bulk into clothing at least a size too small; that and his awkward walking-gait made him look like an overgrown toddler. Ambling over to a lilly-pilly bush, the guard unzipped his trousers and began urinating, and the woman pounced, wasting no time wrapping her tree-trunk arm around his throat. The guard’s eyes bulged and his face turned several shades of crimson. ‘Nothing personal, Bro,’ said the big lady, applying increased pressure to the man’s neck. ‘Geez, watch you don’t pee on me, aye?’ she added, angling the guard so that his urine flowed away from her. ‘For God’s sake! Hurry up and go limp, you chunky bastard!’

Doris watched from the other side of the gate, distributing lamb-cutlets as soon as the dogs had exhausted their supply of mince. ‘Good boys,’ she said. ‘You eat up and leave Kaia alone, okay?’ Doris frowned suddenly, spotting something that made her heartbeat quicken. ‘Fucksticks!’ she exclaimed, as the second security guard, having noticed the dogs lingering near the entrance, began strolling down the winding driveway toward Doris. ‘You done with that prick yet, Kongzilla?’ she queried over the radio. ‘I might need an assist here,’ she added as the man with slick ginger hair and a handlebar mustache advanced. 

‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you little twat?’ spat Handlebar, the bundle of silver keys hooked onto his belt jangling with every step, making him sound like a perverse Father Christmas.

‘I’d rather be a little twat than a juiced up twit,’ replied Doris, folding her arms across her chest. 

The man crouched down and quickly snatched a cutlet from the jaws of one of the dobermans who barked in protest. ‘They don’t serve food like this down at the Youth Detention Centre,’ he drawled, tossing the meat aside and pulling out his phone. ‘You’ll be bashed, buggered and bounced through the System until you’re dead or just wish you were. Hang tight til the cops get here, will you?’

Doris’s expression darkened and she lunged at the gate, directing a punch in the direction of the guard’s crotch. ‘No frickin cops!’ she yelled, as the man pulled back in time to avoid the blow. ‘Shit-nuts. That usually works,’ she said.

Handlebar’s arm slipped through the bars with lightning speed, and he grabbed Doris by the material of her shirt with one hand as he began phoning the police with the other. ‘Elsa!’ called out a woman dressed in a black long-sleeve tee and leggings, materializing from the darkness. The ginger man fell still as the stranger ran to Doris’s side, prying her from his grasp. ‘Elsa! How many times do I have to tell you not to feed the neighbour's dogs!’ 

‘Who the fuck are you?’ barked the guard, looking the woman up and down, before hitting the ‘call-end’ button on his phone. 

‘I’m this little nightmare’s au pair,’ lied the sandy-haired lady, as she fussed over Doris. ‘Thank you for scaring her straight. I don’t think she’ll repeat this silly business in a hurry,’ she added, staring into Handlebar’s eyes sincerely.

‘You expect me to swallow that horseshit? This little bitch is just misbehaving, is she? I’m an idiot but I’m not a fucking-idiot. She’s up to something,’ said the guard, waking his phone once more. ‘I’m gonna let the Po-Po sort this out.’

The woman approached the gate, pressing herself against it and allowing her breasts to nestle into the space between the wrought-iron bars. ‘My ten-year-old charge here is... a little touched in the head,’ she cooed breathily.

Both Handlebar and the sandy-haired lady looked at Doris, who added weight to the story by affecting a vacant facial expression, letting her jaw fall slack as she stared into space. ‘Duh, I just done a doody!’ she added to complete the picture.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know she was a retard,’ said the guard with no hint of irony.

‘We prefer the term: mentally-challenged,’ said the woman, looking on Doris with pity in her eyes. ‘She was a regular little girl until a fateful trip to the Blue Mountains where she was trampled by sheep. People don’t realise just how dangerous sheep can be, you know? Her brain was never the same again.’

‘Jesus!’ exclaimed Handlebar, before zeroing in on the lady’s boobs with his beady eyes. ‘Well done You for looking after her the way you do.’ The guard leaned against the gate so as to get as close to the woman as possible. ‘Say, if ever you want to unwind. Meet up for a drink or something? I’m a good listener.’ 

Handlebar’s eyes rolled back into his skull as something hit him from behind, and the woman snatched the keys from his belt as he fell to the ground.
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Kaia towered over the crumpled, unconscious body of the ginger security guard, her knuckles still smarting from the blow she’d delivered to the back of his head. The muscular woman doubled over, breathing heavily with her eyes tightly shut. ‘Sorry that took so long, Guys. The other turd’s neck was quite thick, aye? It took ages to choke him out,’ she said, massaging her right arm.

‘No dramas,’ replied the smaller, curly-haired woman, working her way through the keys on the knocked-out guard’s chain until she found the right one. ‘My bullshit kept him busy.’ As soon as the lock disengaged, Kaia set about pushing the weighty iron gates open as quietly as she could. 

‘I was quite good too, wasn’t I, Aunty Emma?’ asked Doris, picking up her backpack and sauntering onto the property. 

‘Yeah, not bad, Doris,’ complimented Emma, before pointing at the two stuffed and sleepy dogs lolling about on the lawn. ‘Operation: Lady and the Tramp was a roaring success I see.’ 

Doris’s eyebrows knitted together suddenly. ‘I gotta ask, though: of all the fake names you could have called me, why “Elsa”?’

‘You know – from Frozen?’ answered Emma. ‘Little girls like Disney, right?’

‘Right,’ said Doris, scratching her temple. ‘I would have preferred something more fun, truth be told. Like Bettina Buttery-Bollocks.’

‘Of course. Forgot who I was talking to for a second,’ Emma responded, before lifting the back of her shirt, pulling her secreted radio with its associated cords from its hiding spot and switching it on. ‘Time to bring the van up, Hunter–’ Emma stopped talking, noting a stern look from the ten-year-old. ‘Time to bring the van up, Nerdbot. Over.’

Kaia, Doris and Emma huddled in the shadows, watching as the black, unmarked vehicle reversed toward them. The van stopped just inside the opened gate, and a thin youth in a black sweater, trackpants and toolbelt hopped out of the driver’s seat and made his way toward the group. ‘Quiet as a church-mouse, yeah?’ he boasted, patting the rear of the vehicle appreciatively. ‘That’s why I insisted we go electric,’ he added, brushing black hair from his eyes.

Doris shook her head. ‘So geeky, Dude,’ she quipped.

‘Well, this geek’s about to make shit happen,’ replied Hunter, running up the drive in a crouched position and disappearing around the side of the huge, pale-stone house.

The remaining three followed after him, stopping shy of the large white front door and the steady glow of the LED porch-lamp. Moments later, the property fell completely dark as every light went out at once. ‘Oh, I see,’ said Doris. ‘He cut the power. My compliments to the geek.’

‘Time to cut the chatter, Little Cuz,’ instructed Kaia gently, before padding up to the front door. 

Emma followed on, hurriedly trying out each key until the correct one presented itself. She pushed the door open slowly, wincing when it made a creaking sound so loud it seemed to echo through the entire building. Doris, Kaia and Emma crept in, quietly shuffling through the entrance hall and assembling around a cherry-wood console table boasting an outrageously huge vase of flowers. The interior of the place looked like something from a magazine: its white walls and minimal furnishings speaking volumes about its inhabitants. Above a fireplace in which a gas approximation of the real thing sat, hung a teeth-grindingly cheesy family portrait. Mother and Father stared out hopefully into the future from the canvas; before them, their two children beamed with the kind of white-hot optimism possessed by those with nice fat trust-funds. Emma did her best to ignore the gaudy picture, pointing at the stairs on the far side of the adjacent sitting room for the benefit of her crew.

No sooner had Emma set off for the upper levels, than a disturbance on the ground floor caught Kaia’s attention. The big woman gestured for Doris to stay-put as she made for the sitting room’s adjoining doorway. Doris did as she was told, standing perfectly still in the darkened space. The sudden sound of quiet footfalls coming from outside soon set Doris’s pulse racing, and she rolled under the console table in the vain hope of hiding herself. Was it one of the security lugs? Both of them? Motivated by abject terror, she balled herself up, her foot striking a table-leg in the process. Doris was immediately overcome with nauseating panic as she heard the vase above her teetering. The receptacle – heavy with native blooms – rocked back and forth rhythmically, finally tipping far enough to begin its descent to the wooden floor below. Doris lurched forward, holding out her hands in a bid to catch the porcelain obelisk before it woke everyone in the house. ‘Shitty, shitting, bags of shit!’ she whisper-shouted.

‘Try to keep it down,’ said a shadowed figure, catching the vase and standing it upright just in time. He dropped to his haunches and looked the girl in the face. 

‘Christ on a bike, Hunter! You scared the be-Jesus out of me!’ Doris exclaimed hoarsely. ‘I very nearly shat myself for reals!’

‘Where is everyone?’ whispered the eighteen-year-old.

‘Emma's upstairs. Kaia’s gone through there,’ replied Doris, pointing toward the next room.

Hunter reached into his toolbelt and produced something tubular, rolled up in aluminium-foil. He leaned against the hallway wall as he ripped the small parcel open, revealing a sandwich packed with meat and cheese. ‘Wanna bite?’ he asked Doris.

‘And you wonder why I call you a geek? We haven’t got time to stand here snacking!’ chided the young girl as she crawled from her hiding spot.

‘This is no snack, you cheeky little plebian. I call it the Quattro P. It’s a prosciutto, provolone and marinated pepper panini,’ mumbled Hunter, taking a hefty bite. ‘It’s more of an event than a sandwich.’

Doris rubbed her face with both hands, as though trying to understand. ‘Well, I’m going to continue my mission. You can stand here and stuff your quarter-pee-pee into your geek-hole!’ she spat, before marching off in the direction taken by Kaia.

‘That’s one angry little goblin,’ quipped Hunter, before taking another gargantuan bite.

As soon as Doris breached the adjoining doorway and entered the stainless-steel fitted, subway tiled kitchen, she was confronted with an unexpected sight. Kaia was leaning against the granite-topped island, chatting casually with a curvy woman in a blue nightdress, hair-rollers and pink head-scarf. ‘Hey, Little Cuz. Meet Heeni,’ said the big woman, stroking her tattooed chin.

‘Hi?’ muttered Doris, looking back and forth between the women.

‘I’m from Kaia’s hometown, Taranaki,’ said Heeni, plunging her hands into the pockets of her gown.

‘Fancy that, aye?’ said Kaia with a grin. ‘If I’d have known Heeni was working here, it would have made this whole gig so much easier!’ Kaia stared into the distance and smiled, gripped by emerging memories. ‘Me and her used to peg spitballs at Miss Mahuta-Wise in science class. Silly old trout.’

‘Now I work for these dickheads in this flash house, aye?’ said Heeni with a smirk. ‘I come into the kitchen for a midnight snack, and here’s my old Cuz, sneaking in to perpetrate some chicanery.’ Heeni reached up and slapped Kaia’s cheek affectionately. ‘If I was anyone else, you would have knocked my lights out, aye?’

‘Yeah, Cuz. I would have smacked you into next week,’ replied Kaia with a chuckle, as she mimicked a punch to Heeni’s jaw. ‘How’s your brother, Rawiri?’

‘He’s good. Lives in Berowra with some mates now,’ replied Heeni, before adopting a conspiratorial expression. ‘He hasn’t forgotten about you, you know?’

‘This is nice and everything,’ said Doris, her hands upon her hips. ‘But, do we know how Emma’s getting on at all?’

‘Oh, shit!’ spat Kaia, before running for the stairs by way of the sitting room. She paused briefly at the kitchen door. ‘It was choice seeing you again. I gave you my current digits; give me a buzz sometime?’

‘Sure thing, Cuz,’ answered Heeni, waving as Kaia commenced her journey to the upper part of the house. ‘Okay, Little Tacker,’ began the curvy woman, turning her attention to Doris. ‘You’d better tie me to a chair or something. Make it look like I didn’t just help you fellas kidnap my boss, aye?’
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