
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Table of Contents

washed up (Bromo Perkins crime fiction, #2)

Also by Tony Berry

WASHED UP

WASHED UP | by | Tony Berry

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

FORTY


Tony Berry is a lifelong career journalist who has worked on national magazines and daily newspapers in his native Britain and in Australia, where he has made his home for several decades. He has written five crime fiction books featuring disgraced secret service agent Bromo Perkins, and a family history based on numerous research trips exploring the many places where his ancestors once lived. His first two novels, Done Deal and Washed Up, were short-listed for the New South Wales Genre Fiction Award and Washed Up also secured him a mentorship with the Australian Society of Authors. In 2016 he was one of eight writers chosen worldwide for the inaugural crime fiction residency at the Banff Centre for Excellence in Canada.

He is an accredited professional editor in Australia and the UK, editing fiction and non-fiction across a wide range of genres. For recreation he tries to maintain his status as an elite masters’ athlete at national and international level over distances from 3000 metres to the marathon.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Also by Tony Berry


[image: image]


THE BROMO PERKINS CRIME SERIES:

Done Deal

Death By Diamonds

Twisted Trees

Death By Drone

––––––––
[image: image]


MEMOIR:

From Paupers to iPads

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

WASHED UP




[image: image]


TONY BERRY

‘A deft, pacey crime novel’

Author and mentor Sophie Masson

‘Well-crafted crime novel, the evocation of Melbourne is fantastic’

Alice Grundy, Allen & Unwin

HIGHSHORE ©2018

First published 2009

This revised ebook edition published 2018

Copyright ©Tony Berry 2018 

Tony Berry has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be recognised as the author of this work. 

––––––––
[image: image]


This book is a work of fiction. Although the settings exist, names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 

––––––––
[image: image]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording or by any information and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the author and publisher. 

––––––––
[image: image]


Yarraboy Editorial Services, Richmond, Victoria, Australia 3121 

and 13 Highshore House, New Bridge Street, Truro, Cornwall, UK, TR12FE 

www.yarraboy.com 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

WASHED UP


by


Tony Berry

[image: image]


©2018

Richmond, once known as Struggletown, is a real place. It is a cosmopolitan inner suburb of Melbourne, which is regularly nominated in international surveys as the world’s most liveable city, although its less privileged inhabitants hold a vehemently different view. Richmond’s town hall also exists as do many of the other places mentioned including the streets travelled by our heroes and villains. All else, apart from some historical background, is fiction and bears no resemblance to any known person living or dead.
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THE first police on the scene made a cursory examination of Melissa O’Grady’s body. It was snared in a litter trap on a bend of the river, three strokes of an oar from a stormwater outfall. Several plastic bags were entwined in her long blonde hair. Her face was streaked in mud and weedy fronds, the once caramel skin grey and puffy. A sodden tennis ball was lodged in one armpit. The river’s current had pushed the folds of her silky calf-length dress up her long slim legs, revealing her skimpy underwear.

‘Not a sex job,’ said the elder of the two policemen. It was a snap verdict made with no supporting evidence. He hitched his equipment laden belt up over a bulging paunch.

‘Another floater,’ he decided.

His companion, not yet carrying the flabby excess of too many hours sitting and waiting, bent briefly over the body as if to confirm his sergeant’s verdict. Arms folded, he leaned back against the patrol car.

‘Probably a jumper,’ added the sergeant, now set firm in the same folded-arms pose. ‘Off one of the bridges upstream. She’s not the first to take a dive around here.’

A thin, scrawny man, shivering in a singlet and running shorts and clutching a mobile phone plugged into his ears, moved into their line of sight: ‘Do you need me any more? I’m bloody freezing.’

The policemen pushed forward off the car, slowly and in unison, reluctantly acknowledging the man’s presence.

‘No, mate. That’s it,’ said the sergeant. He gave another tug at his waistband. ‘You made the call. We’ve got your details. Push off and get warm. We’ve got to wait for the wetsuit brigade.’

The man sprinted off along the narrow track between river and trees. The younger policeman pointed after him.

‘Funny, it’s always the joggers that find them.’

‘Yeah,’ said the other. ‘Joggers and dog-walkers. Early birds catching worms.’

He opened their car’s rear door.

‘Better get the tape out. Start sealing this place off.’

They worked slowly and methodically, stepping cautiously around the young woman’s lifeless form. It was routine; something they had done too often to cause them any sleepless nights.

Two hours later, the search and rescue squad brought Melissa O’Grady back to dry land. To her friends, she had always been drop-dead gorgeous. Now her good looks counted for nothing as the coroner and forensic police prodded and probed around her remains before she was zipped into a body bag and driven to the morgue.

No one cast a glance towards the opposite bank where a scrawny little man was stuffing a pair of binoculars into his backpack. The man took a swig from a water bottle, unfolded a white cane, donned a pair of dark glasses and crept carefully up through the bushes away from the river to the road above. He’d seen all he needed to see.
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BROMO Perkins had a dilemma. If he kept walking he would be without his morning caffeine fix. He would reach the end of the road, beyond the shops and offices and be in the parkland bordering the river. Time to turn back; to forsake exercise for the bean. He glanced over the bridge parapet and noted the flurry of activity down below: cops, ambos, police tape, a stretcher, suits with clipboards. Another ‘incident’ that might rate a paragraph in next week’s Leader and never make it into the dailies or the television news. He did an about turn.

Too many cafes, too much choice. Ten years ago, along this same street, he’d struggled to find a place to get a cup of instant in a cardboard takeaway cup. Now it was wall-to-wall baristas churning out macchiatos, espressos, cappuccinos and short blacks as well as a horrendous range of soy milk, skinny milk, decaf, flavoured and babychino concoctions that he considered a gross insult to the noble bean.

He retraced his steps. Flounce looked good–a long and narrow café with a timber floor and exposed brick walls untouched by trendy architects. A bar ran most of the length of the room. It divided customers on high stools from a scurry of staff working at coffee machines, grillers, toasters and juicers.

Bromo caught the eye of a tall, lanky youth with braided hair streaked in tones of red, green and black.

‘Coffee, please, and a slice of raisin toast.’

The youth’s face showed no expression as he continued smearing margarine over a slice of wholemeal bread while he considered this intrusion into his workflow. Eventually he responded, grudgingly: ‘How d’you want it?’

‘Strong, long and black–like my women,’ said Bromo.

It was far from true but it made a good shock reply. He liked to think its political incorrectness fixed his order in the minds of staff still dazed from a too-early start to their day. He selected a newspaper from a pile on a bench near the door and moved into a seat at a table in the corner where the side wall met the front window. Everyone was in view–customers, staff and passers-by; an arrangement that gave him comfort as it left little room for surprise. Old habits die hard. He’d been trained too well

No sooner had Bromo spread the newspaper over the tabletop than the waiter appeared with his order. His foot tapped out an impatient beat as he waited for Bromo to gather up the paper to make room for glass and plate, his black T-shirt proclaiming ‘Rehab is for Losers’.

Bromo nodded towards the slogan. ‘Which are you–winner or loser?’

‘Neither. It’s a draw at the moment,’ lisped the youth, mincing off to his place behind the bar.

Bromo felt his mobile phone start to vibrate as he folded the newspaper down to a manageable size and reached for his toast. He let it launch into its La Donne e Mobile ringtone and viewed the caller’s ID. Talking business wasn’t on the agenda this early in the day. For Liz Shapcott, however, he relented and flicked the phone open.

‘This had better be good,’ he said. ‘You should know by now not to interrupt a man’s first coffee.’

Liz ignored him with a chuckle: ‘Don’t be such a grump, Bromo. Most of us have been up for ages, done an hour’s work and are ready for morning tea.’

He glanced at his watch: five past nine.

‘I’m not most of us,’ he grouched. ‘The day’s hardly begun.’

He heard Liz chuckle again. She was too bright by half.

The last job he’d done for Liz Shapcott had been in his travel agent guise, arranging her bookings for a trip through Europe and on to Ireland. Her absence overseas had come at a good time for both of them: Liz had escaped much of the limelight after the unravelling of the murky local politics surrounding the Gerry Nuyen affair while Bromo, in his new-found but reluctant role as local trouble-shooter, had been able to present the police with a credible version of Liz’s involvement. Although Liz had been an unwilling bit player, there were those who had tried to drag her down with them. Bromo’s intervention and gentle bending of the truth had enabled her to return from overseas with her reputation largely intact as one of Richmond’s leading architects and regular A-lister.

‘Why the call?’ he asked. ‘I thought you were staying put for a while.’

‘I am. The travel bug’s dead. It’s something else I need your help with. Can we talk?’

‘Your place or mine?’ he asked.

It was like a choice between Government House and a street kid’s squat. She lived and worked in a sprawling old warehouse converted with flair and style. His office was a desk, filing cabinet and a couple of chairs crammed into an unheated room up a flight of grotty stairs squeezed between two Bridge Road shops. His masters back in London told him it was the best he could expect considering all that had happened. The budget for rogue agents was strictly limited. Home was little better–a shambolic apartment kindly described by his few friends as a bachelor pad.

‘Where are you now?’ she asked.

‘Flounce. Know it? Down towards the river.’

She knew it: ‘I’m on my way. I’d kill for a decent coffee.’

‘Not necessary. There’s enough killing going on. Three bucks and a smile is enough.’

He shifted his focus back on to the paper. The quiet time for easing himself into the day was fast evaporating.

It faded completely a few minutes later when Liz Shapcott pushed her way through the door, strode towards him and folded herself into the chair opposite. This was not a person, decided Bromo, but a presence. Her high-heeled boots shouted confidence. An olive green coat fell in folds around her. A mass of golden ringlets framed her face.

She was not easy to ignore. Already the languid waiter had sprung to life and summoned up a glimmer of a smile as he stood at their table, awaiting orders. Bromo extended a hand in her direction.

‘Coffee?’

She nodded.

‘Black, with a dribble of milk.’

‘I’ll have another,’ said Bromo.

The youth stepped away, almost rushing to fulfil their orders. Liz had that effect on people. Bromo leaned forward, elbows on table, fingers entwined. She copied his pose.

‘So?’ he said, turning a comment into a question. He looked into deep-green eyes, distracting and enticing.

‘What do you know about Melissa O’Grady?’ asked Liz.

His brow creased. The name meant nothing. Flippancy was the answer: ‘I never touched her. She’s imagining it.’

Liz sighed and leaned back in her chair. ‘No joking, Bromo. This is serious. You really don’t recall the name?’

Shit! What was this? Some bird laying it on him, making accusations? Sending Liz Shapcott to wheedle some sort of compensation for something he’d never done?

He unclasped his fingers and placed his hands firmly on the table top, leaning into her.

‘The name means absolutely nothing. What is she, some Big Brother contestant, a starlet on Neighbours, one of those red carpet nonentities.......?’ 

His voice trailed off, exasperated.

‘Give us a break, Liz; it’s too early for Trivial Pursuit.’

An uncomfortable silence descended as the braided youth arrived with their coffees and took his time arranging cups, plates and glasses on the table.

Bromo shooed the youth away. ‘OK, that’s fine. We’ll manage.’

Liz reached out and stilled his hand. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

‘Melissa O’Grady was pulled from the river two months ago and the inquest called it suicide. It wasn’t.’

Bromo felt the cogs whirring in his head. Snippets of news, telecasts and radio clips were mingling, coming together; sorting themselves out. He gazed out through the café window, into the distance, dredging up vague recollections and scarcely aware of people scurrying past, heads down against the wind–a trio of giggling schoolgirls, a grey-suited businessman working his mobile phone, a young mother pushing past with a crying child in a stroller. A scrawny man in dark glasses, tapping out his route with a white cane, leaned against the café window as he stopped for a breather.

Bromo began to recall the Melissa O’Grady story. A picture was starting to form.

‘If I remember correctly, the police said she jumped,’ he said. ‘Off one of the bridges.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Liz.

There was another silence, broken only by the thwack of grounds being bashed from the coffee machine and the hiss of another espresso on the production line. Bromo sensed Liz had more to come - and he didn’t want to hear it. He’d had enough unsought involvement with the local underworld. He still lived the nightmare of seeing Gerry Nuyen plunge to his death after killing his wife, Aurelia - Bromo’s occasional lover and Liz’s partner in a local protest group. It was too close to that other life he had supposedly left far behind.

‘She was murdered,’ said Liz.

Bromo held his breath. His hand went up to his left ear and rubbed at the lobe. It was an old habit. The wound–another reminder of those distant days - always irritated at times of stress.

‘So?’ he said–another statement morphing into a question to which he didn’t really want an answer. Life shouldn’t get this complicated. Liz sipped her coffee and set the glass back on the table.

‘Everyone made up their minds from the start,’ she said. ‘It was cut and dried and pushed through the system. As far as they were concerned Melissa was just another kid who’d crossed the line and had enough. Do the paperwork and move on.’

She held him with those eyes. He took the bait.

‘And you know better?’

The cafe door slammed open before she could answer. A short, fat man waddled in. His hair hung in strands down to the collar of his business suit. His swarthy face bore two days of unshaven stubble. Between his fingers was a cigarette extinguished between thumb and forefinger as he entered the café. The man laid a stubby hand heavily on Liz’s shoulder, clenching the flesh. She winced but said nothing. The newcomer smiled.

‘A lovely day and a lovely lady. Don’t you agree, Mr Perkins?’

Bromo tensed. He had often seen the man on Richmond’s streets, but they’d never so much as nodded in passing. He was a familiar figure but a complete stranger. It came as a shock to find the man not only recognised him, but also knew his name. And the greeting didn’t seem all that friendly. The man kept one hand on Liz’s shoulder as he extended his other towards Bromo.

‘Con Theopoulos,’ he said.

‘Hi,’ said Bromo, reluctantly clasping the limp and slightly sweaty cluster of pudgy fingers.

‘Nice to meet you,’ he lied.

‘Yeah,’ said Theopoulos, ‘Liz and I go way back, don’t we darling?’ 

She winced again as he squeezed down on her shoulder.

‘She’s an architect; I’m in real estate. What a combination. The perfect marriage.’

He gave a throaty laugh that lacked any humour. Liz squirmed beneath his grip. Bromo pushed back his chair and stood up, slowly. He pointed a finger across the table.

‘Perhaps you should let go. Relax.’

Theopoulos smiled.

‘You’re quite right, Mr Perkins. I really should. Bit too friendly, eh?’ 

He looked at Bromo with bulbous, watery, unblinking eyes.

‘But don’t believe all you hear.’  

He removed his hand from Liz’s shoulder and ambled slowly towards the bar. After three steps, he turned and directed a leering smile at Liz.

‘Time to let go, my dear. Accept the verdict. It really was suicide.’

Liz shuddered. She gathered her coat around her, clutching the collar and drawing it close. Bromo gestured towards Theopoulos, 

‘Nice friends you have.’

‘As friendly as a red-back spider. He’s strictly business.’

‘Funny business?’

‘Don’t ask.’

She clammed up, staring down at the table.

‘Seems odd that he should walk in like that,’ said Bromo. ‘Almost as if he knew you were here, and who you were meeting. And why.’

She looked at him. The laughter had gone from her eyes. ‘Yes, well, that’s another story,’ she said.

‘Bugging?’

‘Maybe. Or stalking, spying. Who knows?’

‘But you’re not paranoid.’

She sniffed, gave a half-grin: ‘Of course not. It’s just a feeling I have.’

Bromo fell silent, processing what he’d seen and heard and thinking of the quiet life he was still determined to settle into. His hand went to his ear, to his old wound, gently rubbing the lobe between thumb and forefinger. He didn’t need menacing Greeks bearing messages. Liz’s travel arrangements were sufficient complications, along with those of the rest of his small group of select clients. Someone else could deal with her allegations of murder. For him, those days were long past. He’d been told to lie low; stay clear of trouble.

‘Time to go. Bad vibes. Not my sort of place.’ He glanced towards Theopoulos: ‘Or people.’

He pushed back his chair, moving to stand up. Liz reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze.

‘Please, Bromo. At least hear me out.’

He shrugged and settled back into his chair. There was a centimetre of coffee left in his glass. He gulped it down and gave a half smile.

‘OK. So, tell me, what makes you so sure Melissa O’Grady was murdered? And, if she was, why should I care–or even you, for that matter?’

Liz shot a nervous look at the bar where Con Theopoulos had manoeuvered his bulky backside on to a stool and was slicing into a ham and cheese croissant. She lowered her voice to a near whisper.

‘This place wasn’t such a good idea,’ she said. ‘We need to meet somewhere else. I’ll give you a call. Or send a message. And I’ll provide the evidence to convince you.’

She stood abruptly, leaned across the table and brushed his cheek lightly with her lips.

‘Take care.’

Liz left as briskly as she had arrived but now her shoulders drooped forward. She was no longer walking tall. Bromo watched her scurry down the road. The folds of her coat trailed behind her as she did a neat sidestep to dodge the thin man flicking his white cane across the footpath in front of him. It was not the Liz Shapcott he thought he knew.

Bromo looked across at the bar. Theopoulos spread his arms, palms turned upwards, and shrugged in mock despair, his thick lips pouting, lacking any warmth. What else can you expect, his gesture said.
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BROMO had barely settled back into his office when he heard a tattoo of three sharp knocks on the door. The caller gave him no time to respond. The door flew open and a stocky woman barged in. Short, round and sweaty. Her body bulged beneath a garish neck to ankle Lycra bodysuit. A straggle of dank black hair protruded from beneath a bike helmet strapped down low over her brow.

She thrust an A4-size brown envelope and a pad of dockets at Bromo.

‘Mr Perkins? Sign here.’

‘Nice of you to knock,’ said Bromo. ‘Please come in.’

‘I am in.’

‘Precisely.’

Bromo sighed; some people were immune to irony.

‘Sorry about that,’ said the cyclist. ‘Time’s money in this business and the customer has already told me to take a long way around; some nonsense about making sure I wasn’t followed.’

Bromo tried to make amends.

‘My apologies. She has her reasons.’

He scribbled his signature on the pad and took the envelope.

‘Ride safely. Sometimes the long way’s the safest way.’

She grunted an acknowledgement in Bromo’s direction. The intercom at her belt squawked details of another pick-up. She left as briskly as she’d arrived.. Bromo balanced the envelope in his hand for a few seconds. He felt its contents would set him off on a trail he didn’t want to travel. Another Omar Khayyam moment:

‘The ball no question makes of ayes and noes,

But right or left as strikes the player goes.’

There’d been a time when he’d sought out such spontaneous instants. They meant risk and adventure and living for the moment. Eventually there’d been too many of them. The extraordinary became routine and he was merely going through the motions - alert, proficient, but simply doing a job. And making mistakes, taking his eye off the ball. Getting shot. His left hand rubbed the scar on his ear. He jiggled the envelope on his palms. Oh for X-ray eyes to let him assess its contents before committing to opening it.

‘The ball no question makes of ayes and noes’ ...

It was his to strike–right or left, yes or no, to walk away or get involved.

Bromo eased open the envelope’s sealed flap. Inside were three sheets of paper. Two were rimmed in black where the originals had been too small or awkwardly positioned for the photostat machine. The third was a sheet torn off a lined notepad bearing a hand written message: Lunch - the vaults beneath Fed Square about 12.30.

Almost without thinking, he fed it into the shredder. Only when the machine stopped whirring did he realise he was already back playing the game–taking precautions, destroying evidence, leaving nothing to chance. No, I’m not paranoid.

Bromo placed the remaining two sheets of paper on his desk. The first was a neatly typed list of addresses. Some had a tick alongside; others a cross. Next to one was the comment. Entrance next door. The addresses were mostly local, nearly all within the Richmond borders, easily reached on foot or bike if he decided to check them out.

He saw no immediate significance in the ticks and crosses. There was no knowing whether they were private homes or businesses. Maybe Liz Shapcott would provide the answers.

Set on a slight angle in the centre of the other sheet of paper was a terse message written in a scrawling, backward sloping style: ‘I’ve had enough. Can’t go on.’ The letters were badly formed and misshapen. Bromo read it as the hand of a child, a semi-literate–maybe even someone disguising their writing, laying a false scent. Who ever had scribbled it had given up. It invited an obvious conclusion, especially when linked to what Liz had told him only an hour ago. It would have been what led the coroner to reach a verdict of suicide in Melissa O’Grady’s death, assuming the absence of any evidence to support an alternative finding. It was clearly intended to be taken as a suicide note. Bromo had accepted it as such the moment he read it.

He scanned it again. Its meaning seemed too clear, too simple. It lacked any explanation for the suggested hopelessness and despair. All emotion was missing. There were none of the ‘last note’ meanderings he had seen in so many other final messages. There was no forlorn farewell to a lover, parent or child.

He rummaged through the piles of paper on his desk, looking for the Melway. It had to be somewhere under one of the mounds of files and brochures that represented a filing task he had great intentions of tackling–one day. The facade of the front he had created. He had long ago decided that labelling files and placing invoices, letters, leaflets, newspaper clippings and scribbled reminders into some sort of order was akin to housework; something done with reluctance and only when visitors started brushing dust off the chairs before sitting down.

A pristine desk-top might ease any qualms clients had about his efficiency but as most of his regulars were used to the clutter and happy with his service why spoil a successful image? Look too efficient and he could get more customers than he wanted. He might get busy, pressured, even stressed out–and that would never do. Those things belonged to the bad old days.

He made a second fruitless search through the piles of paper, noting most of it was now past keeping, the newspaper clippings overtaken by events and the accounts by more recent demands for payment. He glanced up at the bookshelf. Too obvious–a book actually in its proper place.

‘Should’ve have guessed,’ he muttered, taking down a well-thumbed Melway.

Bromo considered the directory’s dog-earned corners. It was time he splashed out on a new edition. Too many freeways, bike paths and dockside developments had altered the face of the city since this edition came out. Change was becoming unbearably rapid. But the directory sufficed for getting around Richmond’s unchanged maze of narrow streets and lanes and might tell him something about the list of addresses.

He picked one at random, checked it in the index and turned to the relevant page. Its location revealed little. It was midway down a long street containing a haphazard mix of shops, offices and private homes.

He picked another address. This was a few blocks to the south in another hodgepodge area of the private and the commercial, where homes mingled with light industry, warehouses, panel beaters and packaging plants. Still none the wiser.

He returned the directory to the shelf, folded the two sheets of paper and stuffed them into the inside pocket of his jacket. A walk was called for. A brisk march up the Bridge Road hill and through the parklands might clear his fogged-up brain and spark fresh thoughts. If nothing else, it could keep his expanding love handles in check.

He drew in his stomach muscles tight. Maybe Liz would find something appealing about a man with a healthy glow and a taut, trim look about him. Dream on, Bromo; dream on.
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BROMO strode into Federation Wharf across the sand-strewn wasteland of Birrarung Marr and along the riverbank path riven and runnelled by the roots of trees desperately seeking water. Liz had already arrived. She’d found a bench seat at a corner table on a deck protruding towards the river. It was away from the main cluster of tables, chairs and benches. They would have a clear view of the footpath along the river’s edge.

Bromo leaned forward and brushed her cheek lightly with his lips.

‘Good choice,’

‘The seat or the wine?’ said Liz, indicating the glass of white close to hand.

‘Both, though I’d prefer red.’

‘They won’t bring it. You’ll have to organise it yourself–over there.’

She nodded in the direction of a row of bluestone vaults arched beneath the roadway above. The furthest had a counter across its entrance where staff were dispensing coffees and drinks, and taking orders for meals. Two other vaults housed dining areas, one with a large communal table and the other set for couples and foursomes.

Bromo sauntered over to the counter, noting with pleasure the way this small corner of the riverfront had been revived after languishing for years as a haunt of druggies, drunks and dropouts. The twenty barrel-vaulted cells that began life back in the 1890s as one of the city fathers’ many grand plans were beginning to regain some of their former glory. Their previously grimy basalt and granite walls looked spruce and clean; graffiti-free at long last. Arched glass windows replaced the boards and metal sheets that for several years had provided an ugly barricade against squatters. A ferry company, a bike hire business and a firm of architects had each set up shop in the other vaults. Long before they fell into disuse these same alcoves had housed boat-builders, a coffee importer, metal-workers and, like now, a ferry operator.

Bromo waved his arm in the general direction of the solid bluestone walls as a busty young woman in a black singlet leaned over the counter towards him, smiling, cleavage showing, pen raised over an order pad.

‘It’s looking good,’ he said.

Her smile turned into an aggressive glare. Bromo realised too late the ambiguity of his remark. She’d taken it personally. He pushed on, feigning innocence.

‘I was thinking that they’ve done wonders with the old vaults.’

Her smile slowly returned, bashful. She tugged at the neckline of her singlet, defensively.

‘Some guys tend to get a bit full-on.’

To her, the wharf was merely the place where she clocked up a few hours taking orders and pulling coffees before moving on to another job in another building, still taking orders and running coffees.

‘Yeah, it’s OK. Bit out of the way, though. People don’t know we’re here. You drinking?’

‘A glass of house red, please. And a couple of menus.’

Back at the table, Liz was hunched forward, nursing her glass in both hands. Bromo slid in alongside her. He took the two sheets of paper from his pocket and unfolded them on to the table.

‘So, what’s this all about?’

One hand left her glass and began fingering the edges of the papers, lightly. Her eyes stayed focused down.

‘I wish I knew. Melissa must have dropped the addresses when she was round at my place. I was going to return it, but ... ‘She paused, sighed, remembering. ‘The note I managed to wheedle out of the coroner’s office. I was hoping you might be able to help.’

Bromo sat back against the slats of the bench.

‘Sorry, Liz. You’ve got the wrong guy. I’m just a simple travel consultant who likes to keep out of trouble.’

‘Like you did with Aurelia Nuyen and that detective Delia whatever her name was.’

‘Yes, well, that was a bit different.’

She turned and looked at him–neutral, no smile and no anger, but hard and determined.

‘What way different? Do you have to be shagging someone before you take an interest in their murder?’

‘It helps.’

She held his gaze for a long, lingering interval, revealing nothing in her eyes, studying him. She briefly looked away. Suddenly, she slapped a hand down on the papers.

‘Stop being so bloody flippant,’ she said. ‘Cut the world-weary cynicism crap. This is another official cover-up. People are being protected who shouldn’t be protected. We can’t just sit back and let it happen.’

‘Why not? It was ever thus. It’s a fact of life.’

Liz breathed in deeply, exasperated. Again they were in too public a place. On the other side of the deck two women were fingering a knitted open-weave sleeve that one had attached to a pair of rounded needles. The shorter woman extended her arm while the other wound the sleeve around her arm from cuff to armpit, assessing the length and the fit.

‘A bit short,’ said one, pulling the sleeve as far as it would go. ‘Needs two more rows.’

‘Yes, two rows should do it,’ agreed the other. ‘It’s a good fit. You’ll look lovely.’

They gently rolled the sleeve back down over her wrist and hand. The taller woman folded it into a small plastic sandwich bag and tucked it into a large tote. Bromo watched Liz watching the women. She seemed mesmerised. Almost in unison the women picked up needles and wool from the bench. Heads down, they began busily knitting as they waited for their meal. Liz turned back to Bromo. He sensed her fury subsiding

‘Thank god for knitters,’ he murmured.

‘Shut it,’ she hissed. She pushed the scribbled note towards him. ‘This is a bloody fake and someone needs to care. It was in one of those sealable plastic sandwich bags, pinned to Melissa’s dress.’

She nodded in the direction of the knitters. Now he understood what had held her attention.

‘To stop it getting wet,’ she explained. ‘People killing themselves don’t do that. Melissa did not throw herself into the river. Help me, Bromo.’

He crossed his arms over his chest and pushed back hard against the wooden slats, pulling away from Liz and the note. He gazed up at the cirrus-laced sky. A jet was gliding into the airport. All was right with his world. Why disturb it? Self-interest ruled.

Bromo picked up one of the menus.

‘You eating?’

‘Don’t change the subject.’

‘Sorry. I wasn’t aiming to. I thought a break might help.’

Liz glanced at him. Her lips parted as if to speak. She thought better of it and picked up the other menu.

‘The bratwurst with salad sounds good.’

‘Think I’ll have the duck snags,’ said Bromo.

He sauntered across to a canopied barbecue where a cook was tending fingers of fat sausages and mixing salads. He needed the break to think, to settle down. Three deep breaths helped. His unarmed combat instructor had told him that all those years ago. Too true, but he kept forgetting to take them. He gave their orders and returned to their corner seat. Liz arrived at the same time with refilled glasses.

‘Thought this might help,’ she said.

‘Won’t do any harm,’ smiled Bromo.

He took three more deep slow breaths before speaking.

‘You’d better tell me all about it. What’s with the list of addresses, why murder and not suicide and how come you’re involved?’

Liz fiddled with a chunky gemstone ring on the index finger of her left hand.

‘Last things first,’ she said. ‘Melissa O’Grady was a beautiful girl. She sparkled and glowed all at once. Modelling agencies chased her while she was still just a kid at high school. In no time she was on all the catwalks and her picture was in every glossy fashion mag.’

Liz paused, still rubbing and twisting the ring, turning it slowly, the large brownish stone catching the light then sliding down out of sight leaving only the silver band in view.

‘Big stone,’ observed Bromo.

‘Tiger eye.’

‘Expensive?’

‘Not really. I made it myself. The big cost is time, not money.’

It was something new to Bromo.

‘What do you mean–made it yourself? I thought you were an architect, not a jeweller.’

She smiled.

‘Even architects have hobbies. Mine’s gemstones. I fossick, cut, grind, polish. The lot.’

Her hand went to the strand of black oval stones looped around her neck.

‘I made this, too. From rock face to necklace, as they say. All my own work.’

‘Very nice. But what about Melissa and the modelling? I suppose that’s when the rot set in,’ offered Bromo.

‘Right. It’s not that unusual. She was mixing with a faster, edgy crowd and moved into an apartment with a couple of older girls. The booze and drugs came with the territory. Some can handle it. Melissa was one who couldn’t.’

‘What about parents?’ asked Bromo.

‘No sign of a father, and the mother was a hopeless ratbag who saw herself living off Melissa’s earnings but soon faded away into her own alcoholic haze.’

A waitress set two large round plates in front of them and took cutlery wrapped in paper serviettes from her apron pocket.

‘Enjoy,’ she said.

‘And if we don’t?’ asked Bromo.

His words bounced unheard off the waitress’s retreating back. They busied themselves arranging their salads and slicing through the crisply browned sausages. Bromo’s duck version showed snippets of green-tinged pistachios mingled with the meat.

‘Great tucker,’ he said. ‘You talk, I’ll eat and listen.’

‘No way,’ said Liz and forked into a round of bratwurst before covering it with salad. For several minutes they let food come before business. Liz eventually pushed her plate away and picked up the copy of the suicide note. She dangled it between her fingers.

‘This is not the Melissa I came to know,’ she said. ‘She was out of rehab and didn’t drink. She was struggling but she was well on the way to getting her life together.’

‘Something from the past could have tipped her over the edge,’ said Bromo. ‘How long did you know her?’

‘About a year. I’ve got a couple of one-bedroom investment units which tend to get let to students and young couples just starting out. She applied when one fell vacant and I checked her out. All that early stuff she told me herself.’

Liz sipped her wine.

‘She was quite open about it. She was immensely proud that she had managed to drag herself back up after being so trashed and wasted. She’d even gone back to college to make up for lost school years.’

Bromo looked out over the river. Rowing coaches cycling along the far bank were bellowing at eights and fours from school regatta teams. A double-decker river cruiser idled past with a handful of tourists clustered in an open section at the stern. Lunchtime joggers ambled along both shores in a steady procession of joyless effort. Shirt-sleeved executives eased fears of heart attacks by taking their office discussions for a brisk airing. Couples entwined on the grass in front of the rowing sheds. His eyes were briefly distracted by the glint of sun on glass; a man was sitting on the riverside lawn, scanning the scene through binoculars, his elbows balanced on knees drawn into his chest. Bromo sniffed. Sneaky bugger. Probably called himself a bird-watcher; covering all bases. Bromo turned his attention back to Liz.

‘So many people out enjoying themselves. And we’re sitting here discussing suicide and murder. He swirled the wine in its glass and took a generous swig.

‘How did Melissa earn a crust?’

‘She said she got casual work in hospitality. Hotels, bars, cafes–that sort of thing.’

‘Didn’t you check?’ 

‘I didn’t need to. She always paid her rent. Sometimes you have to take people on trust.’

Bromo sniffed. Trust was a rare commodity in his book. He’d seen it devalued too many times. Liz ignored him.

‘Melissa became something more than a tenant. We spent quite a bit of time together. She would bring a pizza round to my place and knock back a couple of fruit juices or Cokes while I got into the wine. That’s how I know so much about her teen years. The last time I saw her she asked me to help with some research she said she was doing for a social studies assignment. Something about society and prostitution. I think that’s what that list of addresses is all about.’

Liz reached out and touched Bromo’s arm, still holding the suicide note.

‘She was a lovely girl and so determined to make up for all that lost time. There’s no way she’d have done this.’

‘So, who did? Because you had a few girly moments with each other doesn’t mean she’d got it all together.’

‘It was more than girly moments. She was interested in the Tiger Poppies. She said she’d like to contribute and help out.’

Bromo’s fingers tightened around his wine glass. The other hand went up to his ear, rubbing the lobe. His instant stress alarm never failed. Liz was dragging him back to somewhere he didn’t want to go. The Tiger Poppies had been part of the whirlpool eddying Aurelia Nuyen’s murder. They were a loose-knit network of local women throwing the spotlight on what they perceived as exploitation of their gender. Vigilantes trying to close down porn sites and exposing the misuse of dating services. There seemed to be no shape or formality about them–simply a sisterhood of like-minded women who had attached a floral symbol to the name of the local footy club to get themselves noticed.

Bromo knocked back the remnants of his wine.

‘I need another. What about you?’

Her glass was half-full.

‘I’m fine. Get me a coffee, if you like. Flat white, skinny milk.’

He grinned: ‘Yeah, like you’ve got to fight the flab.’

She was as lean as a garden rake but with curves in all the right places–right, that is, if you were a red-blooded male who couldn’t help having the occasional fantasy about the women met along the way. To Bromo, Liz was definitely that–a fantasy that had never quite become reality, although between them it had often come close. Both knew they could so easily push the right buttons if they wanted to. For Bromo, it was in the eyes. It always had been; the eyes said everything. He set his refilled glass and Liz’s coffee on the table and picked up the suicide note.

‘So, if Melissa didn’t write this, who did?’

‘That’s what I was hoping you might find out.’

He took a long, slow sip of his wine. This was what he feared–involvement.

‘You’ve got contacts,’ she said. ‘And experience.’

‘That doesn’t mean I want to continue using them.’

Her hand returned to his forearm, gently squeezing. Her eyes fixed on his, challenging him to hold her gaze and not look away.

‘For me, Bromo. I need to know. I’m sure I was all she had.’

He met her challenge, eyes to eyes. If only she knew the quivers and ripples running through him. But then, she probably did. It was always in the eyes. He felt her fingers gently massaging his forearm. What the hell.

‘OK, but I’m going to need a lot more than you’ve told me so far.’

She thrust forward and kissed him hard on the lips, her tongue briefly licking his. She withdrew as quickly as she’d advanced. She sat back, upright, smiling.

‘Thanks, Bromo. I always knew you’d help.’

He went taut with surprise, then relaxed with a shrug. It was as if nothing had happened. She gave his arm another squeeze.

‘It’s a pity you make it such bloody hard work,’ she said. ‘You really are quite a softie.’

Bromo looked into the distance, breathing deeply, hazily taking in trees, water and sky. The dream-like trance felt good, but it couldn’t last. The binoculars held by the watcher on the opposite bank glinted again in the sun. A trance-breaker. He picked the two sheets of paper off the table and stuffed them into his pocket.

‘Any chance of a look around Melissa’s flat?’

Liz reached into the folds of her coat and pulled out a miniature Pooh Bear attached to a split ring with two keys hanging from it.

‘It’s something I’ve put off tackling,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we could go there now.’

Again he shrugged. Why not? The ball no question makes of ayes and noes ...

He liked the feel of her arm in his as she guided him up the two flights of granite steps towards the car park. They disappeared from view behind the old bluestone wall of Princes Wharf.

Over on the opposite bank, the blind man stood and stretched his aching muscles. He put his binoculars in his backpack, unfolded his white stick, donned the black glasses and tapped his way confidently up the ramp towards Princes Bridge. The sun was bright but not strong. A warming double scotch in Young and Jackson’s seemed in order before he caught the tram back to Richmond.
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LIZ squeezed her silver-grey BMW coupe between a tram and a parked van delivering seafood to one of the Church Street cafes. She accelerated towards the traffic lights midway along the cluster of stores selling imported ceramic tiles, plush leather sofas and expensive bedroom designs. Green turned to red and she braked to a stop. The tram rattled alongside–an antique green and yellow W-class but still trundling through the Chapel Street shopping strip and on to the gaping jaws of the funfair at Luna Park.

‘Can’t beat public transport,’ said Bromo.

‘Depends where you’re going,’ said Liz.

A shrunken old woman in a long knitted coat struggled to climb the step into the tram, hauling a shopping trolley up after her. Bromo pointed at the tram.

‘I’d back that old rattler against your Beemer along here any day. All that power and speed under your bonnet and yet we’re going nowhere.’

The tram clunked forward and the long line of vehicles waiting behind it started to move. Liz turned left at the lights and eased her way down a short side street narrowed by cars, vans and trucks parked both sides of the road. Halfway along, she turned left again, into a narrow laneway between a furniture warehouse and a minuscule cottage left over from the era when Richmond was a suburb of the working class and the poor. The lane opened out into a concreted courtyard. White lines marked six parking spaces beneath a block of apartments rising two floors above. Liz drew into the space designated for unit 3 and stilled the engine.

‘This is it, very basic and completely without charm,’ she said.

‘Bit like me, really,’ said Bromo.

‘You said it.’

‘Saved you the trouble.’

The way in was through a door in the wall of the parking area and up a flight of bare, concrete stairs, chilly and uninviting. Liz unlocked the third door along a thinly carpeted corridor almost as plain and dreary as the staircase. She held the door open to let Bromo enter. He took two steps and stopped.

‘Melissa must have been a very untidy girl.’

Liz pushed past him, almost tripping over an upturned director’s chair, its canvas back ripped away from one side of its frame.

‘Oh shit. Melissa didn’t do this. I checked the place out after the inquest. It was fine. Someone’s been here.’

Bromo held back. He took three deep breaths and leaned against the wall, hands in pockets, studying the room, taking his time. Two more director’s chairs lay on their side beneath a metal frame window. A collapsible camping table in the centre of the room had done what its name said it was meant to do and was now spread-eagled at floor level with one leg splayed and two hinges bent. The doors of two cupboards over a sink and stove in the corner of the room hung wide open; partly off their hinges. Bromo
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