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Chapter One

 

“And just over there, inside the Gamer Centre, was where Tommy Calhoun was murdered,” said Mac, pointing to a shop wedged tightly between the Emergency Exit and the Bank of Queensland.

 

“What?” I yelped, stopping walking and staring at him in alarm. This was definitely not what I wanted to hear on my first day as a Security Guard at the Plaza. A murder? In a computer games shop?

 

Mac stopped as well and looked at me with a smile on his face. It might have been sarcastic but it might not have been. I didn't know him well enough to be sure. In fact I'd only ever met him at my interview.

 

“Yeah, back in the sixties, it was,” he said, rubbing his chin with a knuckle. “In the old cattle yards, before this place was built. Tommy reckoned Gus Maloney was rustling his poddies and when he saw him with a load in the yard he went over to have a chat with him about it.”

 

“What are poddies?” I asked. I knew Brahman were a breed of cattle and that the Plaza had been named after them but I'd never heard of poddies.

 

“Cleanskins,” said Mac, looking slightly puzzled at my question. “You know, unbranded calves. You are Australian, aren't you? Not a bloody migrant?”

 

“Ohh,” I said, none the wiser. “No, I'm an Aussie but I grew up in the city. So, what, the chat turned nasty, did it?”

 

Mac's eyes narrowed but he seemed to accept this. After all, Cattleman's Bay got a lot of tourists and plenty of them would have come from cities as well. We couldn't all be bad.

 

“Yeah,” he said. “Gus went for him with a pick axe handle. Smashed his bloody brains in.”

 

“Ouch,” I said and winced. Mac looked amused.

 

“This is us,” he said, pointing to a dark blue door beside the Toilets that said SECURITY in large red letters.

 

Just past the toilets a lift door opened and two elderly women came out. One glanced at Mac then at me and sniffed but the other ignored us and carried on talking loudly. Mac stepped over to the door to let them past while he unclipped his bunch of keys from his belt and I stepped back against the glass wall of the Bank of Queensland. He selected a key and unlocked the door.

 

“Welcome to the pit,” he said, pushing it wide open with the toe of his boot.

 

Bravely I crossed the corridor and stepped into what would be my new home for, hopefully, a few years. “Pit” wasn't a bad description although the room wasn't dirty. It was just a bit cluttered and untidy. There were two desks pushed against a wall, each with a computer on it. On one the screen was blank and the other showed a number of small images of different parts of the Plaza. A shelf above the desks had an untidy stack of hard cover notebooks and three or four lever-arch files. The rest of the room was taken up by three old armchairs and an occasional table with a heap of paperback books and magazines. What caught my eye, however, was a large glass coffee jar half filled with butts. 

 

“I thought the Plaza was non-smoking,” I said, hoping that the ashtray hadn't been confiscated from somewhere and that smoking was allowed in this room.

 

“It is,” said Mac, “Except not in here. You smoke, don't you? I saw you light up after your interview.”

 

“Yeah,” I said cautiously. 

 

“You'll be right in here,” he said, “or outside, only don't smoke within five metres of the entrances or some twat will report you to Security.” He laughed then waved his hand around. “Sit where you like, although when Greg's here don't sit in that one.” He pointed to the largest of the three armchairs. “He's a fat bastard and that's the only one that'll fit his big arse.”

 

“Greg's the other Security Guard?” I asked, putting my bag on the table. 

 

“Sure enough,” said Mac, sitting down on the swivel chair in front of the computer. “He's been here fourteen years so when I'm not around you can ask him stuff although he'll not be around much either.”

 

“Why's that then?” I asked, sitting in what looked to be the more comfortable of the two smaller armchairs.

 

“The Plaza's open 15 hours a day, 7 days a week,” he said reaching for the mouse. “There's only the three of us so we generally only meet up when changing shifts. Give me a moment and I'll print out the roster for you.”

 

“So you mean I be here on my own most of the time?” I asked anxiously.

 

A feeling of panic started to well up inside me. I'd not long finished my training course, all online apart from five days in a classroom doing scenarios, and my guard's licence had only come through the week before. I didn't even have a uniform, let alone any experience.

 

“Yup,” said Mac emotionlessly, staring at the screen. “Just a sec.”

 

He clicked on something then started typing. It suddenly occurred to me that if calves weren't branded then no one would know who they belonged to so if you rounded them up you could claim them as yours. That thought didn't stop my anxiety though. The printer whirred and a sheet of paper slid out. Mac picked it up and swivelled round and only then saw my face.

 

“Don't panic” he said with a half laugh. “It's only a bloody shopping mall. Bugger all happens around here. Mostly you'll just be wandering round telling people where the toilets are.”

 

“Oh,” I said. The feeling of panic started to subside since I could probably find out where the toilets were quite quickly. Then I remembered there was one just at the end of the corridor outside and cheered up.

 

“So this is how it works,” said Mac, tapping the sheet of paper. “You and Greg do eight hour shifts on more or less a six days on three days off basis. It doesn't quite work out right so every three weeks you'll do two days on and one day off.”

 

“Don't you do the same?” I asked.

 

“No, I do six four four,” said Mac. “Works out the same though except I get a full weekend off every three weeks. You being the newcomer get to work every weekend.”

 

“And Greg?” I asked. My hands were itching to get hold of the roster as I didn't quite follow what he was saying. No weekends off didn't sound too good but three days off mid week seemed a bonus.

 

“He gets two Sundays off,” said Mac. “It's a bugger but the tight arsed management here won't pay for another guard so we're stuck with it. Anyway, here it is,” and he pushed the piece of paper at me.

 

I studied it and after a while it started to make sense, except that it didn't really.

 

“So, if I'm understanding this right,” I said slowly, “I'm not supposed to be here now?”

 

“That's right,” said Mac. “I'm on duty now and Greg's in this afternoon. Your first shift is Thursday afternoon. I figured we'd start you on the payroll today and start the roster as well.”

 

“So I've got three days off already?” I asked.

 

“That's right,” he said, “although we've got a few bits and pieces to do but that shouldn't take more than an hour or so.”

 

“That's great,” I said enthusiastically then thought I should probably show more enthusiasm for the job and started to backtrack. Mac dismissed that with a wave of his hand.

 

“You moved up from Brisbane, didn't you?” he asked. “Found somewhere to live yet?”

 

“Umm, yes and no,” I said. “I drove up yesterday and I'm staying in an AirBNB at the moment.”

 

“Expensive,” muttered Mac, sucking his teeth.

 

“Yes,” I said, trying to be nonchalant. “It'll be great to be able to spend the day looking for a rental.”

 

In fact expensive wasn't the word for it. I was paying $160 a night for the AirBNB and a week of that would eat up all my savings and most of my first week's pay. I needed somewhere cheaper. A lot cheaper. 

 

“Good luck to you,” said Mac, looking serious. “I hear there's not a lot to rent at the moment.”

 

“There didn't seem to be much online,” I admitted. “I was hoping the agencies would have something they hadn't put up yet.”

 

“Well, if you can't find anything let me know,” said Mac. “I know a lot of people and I can ask around.”

 

“Oh, would you?” I asked. “I don't know anyone in Cattleman's Bay and I can't stay at the AirBNB for long.”

 

In fact I had a sleeping bag in the car and hoped there might be somewhere in the Plaza where I could get a small tent as the AirBNB worked out to be about $300 a week more than I was paid. There was bound to be a campsite somewhere nearby and, if worst came to worst, I could always sleep in my car in the car park on top of the Plaza. I'd been searching online for several weeks but no rentals within my price bracket had turned up. I'd only booked the AirBNB so I'd get a decent night's sleep before I started the job and maybe for the first night or two after. It was all I could afford.

 

“OK, will do,” he said. “Just you, is it, or have you got family?”

 

“Just me,” I said. “My son, Lucas, started uni in Sydney a few weeks ago.”

 

“OK,” he said. “Right, let's get this over with then you can go off house hunting.” He picked up an envelope and held it out. “We're supposed to give you a uniform but we don't bother. Here's $250 for you to get some shirts and slacks and a decent pair of shoes. Make sure they're comfortable as you'll be doing a lot of walking. Get black or blue shirts and slacks and black shoes. You'll find what you need in Just Jeans and Spendless Shoes. Get a couple of pairs of thick rubber gloves too as sometimes you'll have to handle things you don't want to touch. There's some hi-vis vests in that box in the corner with 'Security' on the backs. There should be one small enough for you but you look bigger than I remember. Always wear one when you're on duty and keep your ID and security licence visible. I'll have a set of keys for you for Thursday. If you want …”

 

“What sort of things?” I asked, bridling at the “you look bigger” remark.

 

“Hmm?” he said, looking mildly irritated at the interruption.

 

“The gloves,” I said.

 

“Oh, blood, puke, that sort of thing,” he said. “And if we have to get the police in we don't want your fingerprints all over everything. Didn't they teach you that on your course?”

 

“Actually they did,” I said, feeling embarrassed, “but I'd forgotten.”

 

He snorted.

 

“While you're at it, get some notebooks and a pen,” he said. “You remember what for?”

 

“To write down details of incidents,” I said primly.

 

“Glad you remembered something,” he said. “Where was I?”

 

“Notebooks,” I said.

 

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “I'll take you through the logging and CCTV systems on the computer on Thursday. They're pretty simple. Oh, if you want coffee or anything there's a kettle in the corner but we get a discount on anything at Cafe 33. Which reminds me. Come on.”

 

He jumped up and headed for the door.

 

“Where are we going?” I asked, jumping up as well and grabbing my bag.

 

“The Telstra Shop,” he said. “You need an official phone. I'll introduce you to the rest of the Management team as well. You'll remember Brett from your interview.”

 

“I probably will when I see him,” I said as the door clicked behind me. “I was a bit stressed out at the time.”

 

“Yeah?” said Mac. He frowned. “I honestly don't remember my last job interview, it was that long ago.”

 

“How long have you been here?” I asked, hurrying a little to keep level. Mac seemed to amble along but he still managed to walk quite fast.

 

“Almost 22 years,” he said.

 

“That's a long time in the same job,” I said, keeping my voice even. I'd only just been in the workforce for 22 years.

 

The Plaza seemed deserted with only a handful of people slowly walking in and out of the IGA supermarket. But then again, it was Monday morning.

 

“Too long,” said Mac abruptly. He paused then added, “Only two more and I'll retire.”

 

“OK,” I said, wondering what else to say. Admittedly he looked quite old but he didn't look that old. 

 

“Finally managed to arrest someone at last, eh, Mac?” called the man at Mr Minit. He laughed uproariously. “'Bout bloody time, eh! What is she? International jewel thief?”

 

“You'll find some here who think they're jokers,” said Mac to me. “You be nice, Jacko, this is Laura. New Security Guard.”

 

“Straight up?” asked Jacko. He wiped his hands on a filthy cloth and reached over his counter to shake my hand. “'Bout time we had a nice looking lady round here. All these posturing macho men give me the creeps. Welcome to the Plaza. Need any keys cut or tags, let me know.”

 

“Thank you,” I said. “Umm, I'll be sure to come to you when I do, ah, Jacko.”

 

“Start today, did you?” asked Jacko. “Haven't seen you here before.”

 

“Yes, I did,” I said, “although I won't be on duty until Thursday.”

 

“Give me something to look forward to then,” beamed Jacko.

 

“Give me one of those luggage tags, mate,” said Mac, pointing at some tags with clear plastic sides, “and a neck strap.” He glanced at me. “What colour do you want?”

 

“Oh, umm, the green's rather nice,” I said, taken by surprise.

 

“There you go,” said Jacko, taking a green tag off the stand. He rummaged under his counter and found a green neck strap that almost matched the shade. “$19.50.”

 

“Cheers,” said Mac, handing him a $20 note. He fished something out of his shirt pocket and slid it into the luggage tag then handed it to me.

 

“Put your licence in behind the ID,” he said, “and wear it all the time you're on duty.”

 

“Ah, right,” I said, picking up the neck strap as well. My ID photo was not flattering and I sighed.

 

“He giving you any trouble?” asked Jacko as Mac took his 50c change and receipt.

 

“Mac? No, he's been very kind,” I said, wondering if the green would go with a blue shirt and yellow fluorescent jacket.

 

“Just watch his hands, love,” said Jacko trying to look serious then he laughed. “That's why the last girl left.”

 

I blinked then looked at Mac.

 

“Like I said,” he said calmly, “some bloody jokers here. Take no notice. See you, Jacko.”

 

Jacko waved and bent to some task that seemed to involve glue.

 

“So, um, if you don't mind me asking,” I said, “why did the last girl leave?”

 

“We've never had a woman security guard before,” said Mac as we walked past Valley Girl. I couldn't help but notice they had some nice dresses in the window. “You're the first. That's why we hired you. Management want to update the image of the Plaza.”

 

“Oh,” I said flatly.

 

I wondered if I had been hired simply because I was a woman. I'd heard about 'token women in the workplace' before but as my previous jobs had been cleaning and bar work that had never been an issue. I wondered how to ask if I was 'just a token woman' but couldn't think how to phrase it.

 

“So the person I'm replacing was a man as well?” I asked instead.

 

“Yup,” said Mac. “Big Wal. He hurt his back and is now on disability. Actually he's part of the reason why you're here.”

 

“Well, he left, didn't he,” I said. 

 

“Obviously,” said Mac, stopping outside Telstra. “But he was pretty much why Robbie wanted to change our image.”

 

“I don't understand,” I said. “And who's Robbie?”

 

“Robbie Argyle, he's the Plaza General Manager,” said Mac. “He was brought in a couple of years ago to bring the Plaza into the twenty first century and you're part of that.”

 

“You think I'm trendy?” I asked, confused.

 

“I wouldn't know,” said Mac. “For sure I'm not. I'm far too old. But the thinking used to be that the security staff should be a deterrent. Keep the shoppers in line, that sort of thing, but Robbie wants to change that.”

 

“That was part of my course,” I said. “Security guards should be a visible presence so people are less inclined to do anything they shouldn't.”

 

“Yup,” said Mac, “but Robbie says we shouldn't treat shoppers like terrorists. We should be facilitators of the shopping experience rather than enforcers of Plaza rules. That's why we chose you rather than another big bouncer type so you'd provide a softer face. Someone shoppers can trust rather than be frightened of.”

 

“Oh,” I said, nonplussed. “So, er, did you have many women applicants?”

 

“Oh a few,” he said, “but they didn't have the right image.”

 

“Ah,” I said. I thought about this for a couple of moments then stupidly asked another question. “So what was the right image?”

 

Mac laughed.

 

“Yours,” he said. “You had just the right image. Attractive but a bit motherly so people can approach you without being afraid or put off by someone who's too young and fluffy but still on the tough side so people know you can handle yourself. Come on, let's get you this phone.”

 

“Wow,” I thought as I followed him into the Telstra shop. “I'm tough and motherly? For real? How the hell did that happen?”

 




Chapter Two

 

I was playing with my new phone on the verandah overlooking the most delightful view over the bay when Mac rang and I nearly dropped it in alarm. He'd given me strict instructions to practice with the video and sound recorders so I could record things quickly without having to think about it but the wide selection of ringtones had been far more interesting. My own phone was pretty old and only had half a dozen or so ringtones which were all pretty cacky and artificial. This phone had high quality audio and I was tossing up between a jaunty piece that sounded exciting and motivational and another that sounded like some sort of classical music which was more sedate and soothing when suddenly it started vibrating and making noises like a fire alarm – a ringtone I'd dismissed very early on but must have somehow set as the default by accident. For some reason manufacturers who update a system always rearrange the old features so you can never find them again and put the new features that you'll never use in their place so the muscle memory in your fingers causes strange things to happen.

 

Anyway, when I saw it was Mac I felt guilty for not doing as instructed then managed to hang up on him while trying to answer and put it on speaker at the same time. I could imagine his look of disdain so I immediately rang back and, of course, he was on another call so I hung up. I stared at the phone anxiously, wondering if he was ringing Brett, the Utilities Manager and boss of the security staff, to complain about me already when the phone pinged and vibrated to say I had a voice mail. It only took me a few seconds to realise that Mac had probably been recording the voice mail when I rang back so I breathed a sigh of relief and connected to my voice mail to find out what the message was. Irritatingly I had to configure a PIN before I could get my messages so it was at least another minute before I discovered Mac's message was simply “call me”. 

 

Aaron, the IT Manager, had taken my phone off me when I was introduced to him. He did something to it using a cable plugged into his laptop then handed it back, all the while maintaining a superior supercilious smirk on his face. He looked about 15 but he had the roving eyes of a downtrodden married 30 year old. When his eyes had finally met mine he went red which amused me. Perhaps his mother had been motherly but tough as well or maybe he just wanted a spanking, who knows. Mac had later explained that Aaron had configured the phone with important phone numbers on its speed dial, specifically Mac's, Greg's and the local police hotline, and put a little app on the phone so that if any of the stores at the Plaza rang the display would tell me the name of the store and which unit it was in rather than the calling number so I could get there faster. All I had to do was figure out how to use the speed dial option and learn the layout of the Plaza.

 

All in all it probably took me three or four minutes to figure out how to phone Mac back and I was getting irritated and flustered which is not a good combination.

 

“Hello Laura,” he said halfway through the first ring, which flustered me even more. “Thanks …”

 

“Sorry I took so long,” I said hurriedly in an almost screech. I heard it myself and forced my voice lower and slower. “I still haven't learnt how to use this phone yet.” This time my voice sounded husky and possibly even seductive so I tried to pitch it somewhere between the two. “All the functions are in different places and I got confused and dropped the phone then I had to set up a PIN so I could get voice mail and … well, anyway, you called me?”

 

I don't know why I asked since we both knew he had called me. I sighed in dismay and wondered if he thought I was on drugs.

 

“Just wondered how your house hunting went,” he said cheerfully.

 

“Badly,” I said and shifted back on the outdoor recliner since I'd been nervously perched on the edge, hunched over the phone. I knocked my Coke can off the arm and swore then had to apologise since I was still on the phone to my boss.

 

“Sorry, just knocked something over. I didn't mean to swear, sorry.”

 

Fortunately he laughed. Even more fortunately the Coke can was my ashtray and only some ash and a dog-end fell on the immaculate polished floorboards.

 

“You're not having a good day, are you,” he said.

 

“It's all good,” I said hurriedly. “Nothing broken. Yeah, no, house hunting, it's weird. I went to all seven real estate agents in town and there are only three rentals available between them and they're all huge 4 and 5 bedroom places at incredible rents. It's way more expensive here than in Brisbane. One was like $700 a week, can you believe that?”

 

“Yeah, that's what I'm hearing,” said Mac. “I've asked a couple of people I know and they're telling me there's a major crisis with rentals at the moment. Rents are going through the roof. Even more so in Brisbane. Something to do with the fallout from COVID although I've no idea why. What are you going to do?”

 

“Actually I have a plan,” I said, picking up the can and stuffing the dog-end back inside. “It isn't much of a plan but there's a campsite on the edge of town and it's got showers and everything so I'll get a tent tomorrow. Hopefully somewhere to rent will come up before the winter comes. Maybe a room or a house share or something. Is there a local paper?”

 

“There's the East Coast Chronicle,” he said slowly. “Comes out on Thursdays. Look, I'll call you back in a bit, OK?”

 

“Oh, sure,” I said in surprise. “Great, I'll look forward to that.” I cringed even as I said it.

 

He hung up and I stared at the phone wondering what was wrong with me. How was I going to be able to manage crowd control the way my training manual had said when I couldn't even deal with a simple phone call?

 

“Damn it,” I said and glowered at the phone.

 

I got up and tossed the phone contemptuously onto the recliner. It bounced on the cushion and fell on the floor. I sneered at it and went to get a dustpan and brush before my ash got trodden into the floorboards and they lost their gleam. I briefly wondered why Mac was going to phone me back then decided I'd ring my son since I was really missing him. It had been just the two of us for the last eighteen years or so and I liked to think we were friends as well. Then I decided not to since he was still in his first few weeks at uni and the last thing he would want was his lonely mum phoning him. It wouldn't be cool. I sighed and flicked the lights on as it was beginning to get dark.

 

Mac's casual remark about me “looking bigger” had made me decide to lose some weight so before I'd left to go touring the real estate agents I'd got a bag of ready chopped salad with a sachet of dressing from the supermarket. That bag now sat in the fridge unopened as the agents had left me rather depressed and when I saw the fish and chip shop on my way back to the AirBNB I'd succumbed to temptation. At least the Coke had been sugar free. Still, I was not by nature depressive and the grease had cheered me up. Camping was fun and at $10 a night I'd even be able to put money aside. For what I didn't know. We'd been short of money since Lucas' dad left and I'd learnt not to want things.

 

I went back on the verandah and sat in the recliner again. I lit a ciggie and wondered whether to be eternally optimistic and get a little tent for the short term or accept the practical realities of life and get a bigger tent, perhaps even one with an annex, for the longer term. A foam mattress would be nice, too. More comfortable than an air bed and wouldn't need pumping up. Perhaps even a second sleeping bag for when it got cold at night as it often does in winter in Queensland.

 

“Do the tent sites have power like the caravan sites?” I asked the world. “Be great if they do. I could get my microwave out of storage.”

 

It occurred to me that if I was only going to be eating salads I wouldn't need a microwave. I took a drag on my ciggie and pondered a life of salads then realised it wouldn't be for long. It wasn't like I was a size 20 or something. I was still a size 14 and I had the brand new shirts and slacks to prove it. Then I remembered Mac had actually said I was bigger than he'd remembered which meant the impression I'd left him with after the interview was that I was smaller than I actually am and that cheered me up as well. OK he was in his sixties and definitely not my type but it's nice to leave men with good impressions, especially if I didn't have to live on salads to do it. I was happily wondering what my type was now since it had been so long since I'd been in any sort of relationship when the phone rang again. I had to scrabble under the recliner to find the phone.

 

“Hiya,” I said cheerfully, still on my knees. I was pleased I'd swiped the right icon in the right way fast enough.

 

“So would a caravan do you?” asked Mac. He sounded a little fainter than he had earlier. 

 

“A caravan?” I asked, taken by surprise yet again. I was going to have to work on this.

 

“Yeah,” he said. “Mate of mine's got a caravan. He and his missus got it a few years back to go round Australia but she died when they got back and it hasn't been used since. Just sits there. He said you can use it if you want.”

 

“Wow,” I said. I slowly got to my feet again. “Umm, I don't know. What sort of condition is it in if it's been sitting for years?”

 

“No idea,” said Mac. His voice got louder, like he'd moved closer to the phone. “I haven't seen it since they got it but it's a pretty big 'un. Old Jake never did do anything by halves. He said he'd run a pipe to it if you wanted water and power's not a problem.”

 

“Well, it sounds good,” I said cautiously, “but I'd have to see it.” After all, Jake was a friend of Mac and Mac was my boss. I didn't want to upset anyone.

 

“'Course you do,” said Mac. “Knowing Jake he's probably been keeping cattle in it.” He snorted.

 

“So he's a cattle farmer then, is he?” I asked, sitting down slowly. 

 

“Used to be,” said Mac. “Had a few thousand hectares in the outback but he sold up and moved to town when he retired.”

 

“So where's the caravan now?” I asked. “On his driveway?”

 

“Probably out in a paddock,” said Mac. “He lives on a few acres just outside town. About 20K away. Anyway, if you're not interested, you're not interested, no worries.”

 

“Oh, I'm interested,” I said hurriedly, “but I really do need to see it before I can make any sort of commitment.”

 

“Yeah, no worries,” said Mac. “I'll text you his number only don't call him 'til the morning. He'll be in bed now.”

 

“OK,” I said. “Umm, thank you so much for trying to help me.”

 

“No worries,” he said gruffly. “See you Thursday.”

 

He hung up abruptly, leaving me staring at the phone again. 

 

“Right,” I said slowly to myself. “He's probably one of those men who don't like being thanked for helping someone. Probably do anything for anyone so long as they don't embarrass him with emotions. Best remember that.”

 

* * *

 

I walked through the Plaza on Thursday around quarter to two. It was busier than it had been on Monday and I felt very self conscious in my dark blue outfit with my hi-vis jacket telling the whole world I was SECURITY. I felt everyone was staring at me and making comments. It didn't help that I was carrying a fishing rod.

 

To my surprise the caravan had a full length mirror in the bedroom section and after I'd moved in I spent a while trying to look less motherly and tough. It wasn't that I particularly minded being called motherly or tough since I was a mother and I'd had to be tough as a single parent but I just didn't want those words to be the first to come to people's minds when they saw me. 

 

My options were few but the first thing to go was the shapeless armless hi-vis jacket. I had no choice about wearing one as it was a job requirement but it didn't have to be so shapeless. Since the smallest in the box was still too large for me I put a dart in the back below the word SECURITY so it fitted better and trimmed about ten centimetres off the bottom so it went around my waist rather than my hips. Then I added a length of elastic at the bottom and a short strip of Velcro so it stayed closed and looked more like a bright yellow bomber jacket. I also cut up an ice cream carton to make two plastic stiffeners which I stitched on like epaulettes only inside not outside so the jacket had more shape at the shoulders. The end result wasn't something you'd see on the runway at a Paris Fashion Show but it was definitely more feminine and less motherly than the shapeless sack it had been.

 

I also rather fancied it made me look tougher and I was ambivalent about that. On the one hand I was a security guard – it said so on the back so I couldn't avoid it – but on the other hand I didn't want anyone picking on me to find out how tough I actually was. I got around this by playing with my hair. I couldn't leave it loose but a bun or pleat made me look more grandmotherly than motherly and pigtails made me look childish. On the other hand, a conventional ponytail looked … ohh, I don't know … housewifeishly ordinary I suppose. I ended up with a high ponytail like Ariana Grande but part way round to the side and felt … radical, like I was going to a party for the first time in years. The end result was not motherly but still a long way from fluffy and tough in a soft gentle sort of way. I kind of liked it.

 

Since I didn't have any keys yet I knocked nervously on the door to the security room. I felt like I was back at school and had been sent to the Principal rather than someone entitled to be there. I was also a bit anxious about meeting Greg and what Mac would say about my scissor-work. Maybe I'd be reprimanded or fined for damaging company property.

 

“Oh, it's you,” said Mac when he opened the door. “That reminds me, keys.” He turned back to his desk.

 

I walked in self consciously and a giant greeted me from the depths of the big armchair.

 

“You must be Laurel,” he said, tossing a cigarette butt into the almost full ash tray and heaving his bulk up at the same time in a surprisingly coordinated way. He must have been 150kg at least which explained why most of the hi-vis jackets had been so big. “I'm Greg. Pleased to meet you.” He stuck out a hand.

 

“Hey, hi, Greg,” I said as brightly as possible and shook his hand. “How are you?”

 

“She's Laura, not Laurel,” said Mac without looking round. “Didn't you look at the roster I gave you?”

 

“I did but only my bit,” said Greg testily. “I thought you said she was Laurel.”

 

“Whatever,” said Mac. “She's here now so you can bugger off home.”

 

“OK,” said Greg, pleased to be getting off ten minutes early. “See you tomorrow, Laura!” He beamed at me, hitched up his trousers and made for the door. I had to step sideways to make room for him to get past.

 

“Here's your keys,” said Mac. “The red one's for this room.” He looked at me for the first time as he handed the keys over. “Going fishing, are you?”

 

“No, I don't enjoy fishing,” I said. “I picked up the rest of my stuff from Brisbane yesterday. Jake said I could store it in his shed which'll save me storage costs.”

 

“Oh, so you liked the caravan, did you?” said Mac, looking down at his desk.

 

“Yes, it's very nice and was only a bit dusty,” I said. “It's got a shower and a toilet and even a decent little kitchen.”

 

“Hope the old bugger isn't charging you a fortune,” said Mac.

 

“We agree a hundred a week,” I said, “which was fine by me. Anyway, like I said, I brought up my stuff yesterday and this rod belonged to my son. He doesn't want it any more so I wondered if you'd like it? It'll never get used again otherwise.”

 

Actually that wasn't true. I'd bought it in a hunting and fishing shop in Cattleman's Bay as a present for Mac for helping me find somewhere to live but I had a feeling he wouldn't accept a gift outright.

 

“Oh,” he said in surprise, “well, if it's just going to waste …”

 

“No use to me,” I said, holding it out. I had a momentary panic attack in case I'd left the price tags on then remembered I'd carefully removed them. 

 

He took it and gave it a cursory look over.

 

“Looks new,” he remarked. He seemed quite pleased but tried to hide it.

 

“My son didn't use it much,” I said quickly. “So, what's the plan for today?”

 

Mac leaned the fishing rod against the wall and turned back to the computer.

 

“I'll show you how the CCTV system works first,” he said, reaching out to put the rod back upright as it started to slide over. “We don't have to swap tapes anymore. It's all on computer and fully automated. Then I'll take you through the incident logging and reporting system which is a piece of cake although keep your own handwritten copies as well, just in case. After that I'll leave you to it for the rest of the day.”

 

“Oh, OK,” I said, my anxieties rising again at the prospect of being left alone. “What are all these keys for?”

 

“I'll show you when I come back just before nine,” he said. “Most of the shops shut before that but IGA and a few others stay open 'til then. Whoever's on the afternoon shift then has to go around and check everything's secured for the night. Usually takes an hour or so but you can't go until everyone else has gone. There'd be hell to pay if we locked up with someone still inside.”

 

“You mean I have to check inside every shop?” I asked. “Surely that'll take longer than an hour?”

 

“Oh no,” said Mac. “The shops are the responsibility of their staff. We just make sure they're all secured and there's no one in the toilets or delivery bays. Doesn't take long. Now, you'll need a password for this …”

 




Chapter Three

 

Mac rapped his knuckles on the desk decisively.

 

“Well, that's about that, then,” he said and stood up. “Pretty simple wasn't it.”

 

“Umm,” I said, my mind spinning with a confusion of computerised forms. “What was my password again?” I'd only managed to write down about half of it before he'd started introducing me to the delights of the system.

 

“Very funny,” he said, not cracking a smile. He made for the door and paused with his hand on the handle. “Right, I'll leave you to it. I'll be back before 9 and take you through the lock-up process. See you.”

 

The door clicked shut behind him before I realised he was going.

 

“Oh, shit,” I muttered. 

 

I looked at the door then back at the screen several times but he didn't come back. 

 

“What the hell?” I said out loud. 

 

I stared at the screen for a few seconds. Apparently there were 27 cameras dotted around the Plaza and the screen cycled through grids of nine at a time every minute. The place looked very different from strange high angles to when you walked around and little was familiar. There was a good chance that if I saw something on one of the cameras I wouldn't know where to go.

 

“Talk about being dropped in at the bloody deep end,” I muttered and shot a hot look of irritation mixed with a little despair at the closed door. “I need a ciggie.”

 

After years of conditioning by the no-smoking lobbyists it didn't occur to me to light up inside the room. Whatever the weather us smokers are expected to go outside and inhale exhaust fumes with the tobacco smoke so I left the computer to amuse itself and grabbed my ciggies from my bag. It was only when I was confronted by the faux marble floor and the window display of the Bank of Queensland that I remembered I was inside the Plaza. Then it hit me.

 

I was a security guard here.

 

Worse than that, I was the only security guard here.

 

“Oh shit,” I muttered, feeling queasy.

 

I tried to push my ciggies into my trouser pocket but missed and had to look down to find the pocket opening. When I looked up again the Plaza was still there, or at least the BoQ was. Nervously I pulled down the hem of my hi-vis jacket then wiped my palms on it. I could feel a little perspiration on my forehead. A dim reflection of me with the words “Thought about your retirement goals?” superimposed looked anxiously back at me from the BoQ window. I tweaked the hem of the jacket again then ran my fingers through my ponytail. Then my phone went off, scaring the living daylights out of me.

 

“Oh God!” I exclaimed and pulled it out of the cute little belt sheath I'd bought for it.

 

“Unit 11 Specsavers” flashed on the screen.

 

I stared at it in dumb astonishment. Mac had said nothing ever happened here and already I was being called to an emergency? Was it an armed robbery? An assault? And where the hell was Specsavers anyway?

 

The phone rang again and “Unit 11 Specsavers” blinked alarmingly.

 

“Hello?” I said weakly after touching the answer icon. I had a sudden strong urge to pee. “Umm, this is Security?” I don't know why I said that as a question. Perhaps I wasn't too sure myself.

 

I looked around but all I could see, apart from the BoQ window, was the advertising on the side of IGA in one direction and the toilets and lifts in the other. There was no sign of Specsavers.

 

“You're not Mac,” said the woman's voice accusingly. “Who are you?”

 

“I'm Laura,” I said. “Umm, I'm new here.”

 

“Ohhh,” said the voice disinterestedly. “Mac there?”

 

“Mac? Um, no,” I said, wondering if I should admit he'd gone home. After all, I didn't want to get him into trouble. “What's the problem?”

 

“No problem,” said the voice. “Could you tell him … no, it's OK. He's just come in. Bye.”

 

She hung up and I felt a wave of relief surge through me. Then I hurried to the ladies to get more relief. They'd warned me about this on my course but I'd forgotten – in a crisis situation people generally need to go to the toilet. Something to do with flight or fight since either is easier if you have an empty bladder.

 

In the ladies I checked my hair was still OK and that there was no toilet paper sticking to my heels then tried to saunter out as though I owned the place since that's how guards usually act in movies. Maybe I should get a truncheon so I could scrape it along the walls in an aggressive way. I certainly didn't feel aggressive or even assertive. I felt jumpy and nervous so it was just as well this wasn't America and guards aren't allowed to carry guns. I'd probably shoot myself in the foot.

 

“Hey Jacko,” I said when I reached the Mr Minit kiosk.

 

He looked up from engraving something on something else and smiled. 

 

“How's it going?” he asked. “Keeping the natives under control?”

 

“Yeah, I've a tight lock on it,” I said, trying to appear efficient and in control. “Where's Specsavers?”

 

“Lost your glasses then, have you?” he said with a laugh before stopping his machine and peering closely at a dog tag. “It's up there on the right, near the food court.”

 

“Just lost,” I said. “Thanks. It'll take me a while to learn where everything is.”

 

“I guess,” he said, giving the dog tag a wipe with a cloth then he sighed. “I've been sitting here outside IGA for three years now. View never changes. You married?”

 

“Yes,” I said, since it usually stopped a certain line of questioning quickly even though I wasn't.

 

“Happily?” he asked, giving me a cheeky grin.

 

“Very,” I said, giving him a blank, non-encouraging look.

 

“Bugger,” he said and flipped the dog tag like a coin. “So what's happening at Specsavers?”

 

“They're probably checking people's eyesight,” I said. “Thanks for the directions.”

 

“No worries,” he said. “See you.”

 

I moved off up the main concourse and stopped in front of Valley Girl again to admire the outfits in the window which was probably a mistake. There were several I liked but it would be a few weeks before I had enough space on my credit card to buy more clothes. I pulled myself away reluctantly and gave Exclusively Madeline a wide berth as I went round the corner. As hair and beauty salons went it looked expensive.

 

“How's it going?” asked Mac outside Rebel Sports.

 

“Oh, hello,” I said. “There was a phone call for you, from Specsavers.”

 

I could see Specsavers right behind him.

 

“Just picking up the wife's glasses,” he said, holding up a glasses case. “The arm came off. Everything under control?”

 

“Absolutely,” I said confidently.

 

“'Scuse me,” said a voice behind me.

 

“I'll leave you to it, then,” said Mac with a nod.

 

“Hi,” I said turning.

 

“There any dunnies here?” asked the man. He was middle aged, stout and wore a pair of trendy beach shorts that didn't look the least bit trendy on him. A woman, probably his wife, stood a couple of paces away pretending not to know him.

 

Even though I'd made a point of finding out where the toilets were when I'd arrived on Monday I had to think for a moment to orient myself.

 

“Go down the main concourse and turn left,” I said. “You'll find them at the end.”

 

“You'd think they'd bloody have dunnies by the bloody food court, wouldn't you,” he complained. “Wife needs to shit something chronic.”

 

“Then you'd better take her there quickly,” I said, taken aback by his openness.

 

“Yeah, reckon so,” he said scowling and turned back to her but she'd already gone. He ambled after her.

 

“And thank you, too,” I thought.

 

As I was near the main entrance I went outside into the fresh air for my ciggie. It was a warm day although there was the forecast of rain in the evening, possibly even a storm, and the air was muggy and thick. A big truck carrying livestock growled past trailing an unpleasant smell.

 

“No smoking within five metres of the entrance,” I said to two young lads hugging skateboards and smoking like it was their last day on Earth. They looked to be about 12.

 

“Says who?” snarled the one with an unbrushed mullet hairstyle. His companion giggled and watched his leader admiringly.

 

“Says me,” I said. I briefly wondered about giving him a lecture on smoking at his age then decided not to bother as I desperately wanted one myself. His smoke just made my craving even stronger. “Just move along a bit, OK.”

 

“Or what?” he said, looking me challengingly in the eyes. “You can't touch us!”

 

“That's true,” I said, not looking away. We'd covered this very scenario in my five days of classroom work on my training course and they'd emphasised the power of winning a staring contest. “But I can call the police. Shouldn't you be in school?”

 

The lad's nerve broke first and he swore.

 

“Failed the effing cop exams then, did ya?” he exclaimed. His companion looked impressed with that retort. “Effing little Hitler.”

 

He took a deep drag on his cigarette then ostentatiously flicked it onto the pavement in a display of bravado. He tried to say “C'mon, let's go” but choked on the smoke thereby showing he wasn't the serious smoker he pretended to be. I had to hide my grin because I found it funny even though he probably had no real idea who Hitler was.

 

“Hitler!” exclaimed his companion in a brief display of solidarity. He tried to flick his cigarette as well but dropped it. I was tempted to tell them not to litter but, frankly, I felt my chances of getting them to pick up the cigarette butts and putting them in a bin were small. They slouched away, still carrying their skateboards. I followed them slowly until I was beyond the five metre mark myself then stopped to have my own smoke.

 

“So why do you think they don't have toilets at the food court?” I asked Jacko on my way back. “That would seem sensible to me.”

 

“That's because you're normal,” said Jacko, watching a young blonde with a toddler and very short shorts go into the supermarket. “You don't think like a shopping centre designer.”

 

“Don't they think about toilets?” I asked. “I'd have thought they'd have to since this is a public place.”

 

The blonde disappeared so he turned his attention back to me.

 

“They do but in a different way,” he said. “You think of toilets as somewhere to go to do your stuff but they think of them as business opportunities.”

 

“I don't get you,” I said. 

 

“If you go to the loo at the food court it's a wasted opportunity,” he said. “If you have to traipse halfway across the bloody Plaza looking for a loo then you're more likely to go to some of the shops, at least on your way back. That's why the toilets are tucked out of the way and not near the entrances.”

 

“Ohhh,” I said thoughtfully as a man dumped a dirty pair of boots on the counter.

 

It actually made sense. You don't want people dropping in to use the toilets and leaving straight away. You want them to walk past endless enticing displays and be enticed into spending. 

 

“Need re-soleing,” he said when Jacko looked over.

 

“Jesus,” muttered Jacko under his breath. “Looks like you need new boots, mate.”

 

“Can you do it or not?” said the man irritably.

 

“'Course I can do it,” said Jacko scornfully. “$30. Come back in a hour.”

 

“30 bucks?” exclaimed the man. “I can get a new pair for that.”

 

“Then get a new pair like I said,” said Jacko, “although for that price they won't last long. My soles will last longer than these uppers.”

 

The man clenched his jaw and scowled. “Oh all right then,” he said, “but you'd better do a bloody good job.”

 

“That's guaranteed,” said Jacko tapping a small sign that read 'All Repairs Guaranteed'. “Cash or credit?”

 

“Talk to you later,” I said as the man pulled out a battered wallet. I headed off back to the Pit.

 

The computer was still talking to itself as I went in. I slumped in the chair in front of it and wondered what to do about my password. In one of the little boxes I saw the man with the boots walk away from Mr Minit and a moment later appear in another box walking towards the concourse that led to the security office which gave me a momentary heart flip before the screen changed to another set of nine images.

 

“I could change my password,” I thought, tapping a fingernail against my front teeth, “but I'll probably need to give my old password first. Bummer.”

 

Another minute or so thought lead me to the conclusion that I had to ask someone as I was far from being a hacker. The burning question was who. I didn't want to ask Mac because I'd look stupid and I didn't want to ask Aaron, the IT manager, as he'd just look superior and make me feel even more stupid.

 

“Hello, Greg, it's Laura, from the Plaza,” I said when he answered the phone. “Sorry to disturb you.”

 

“No worries,” he said with a hint of anxiety in his voice. No doubt he was afraid I was ringing to say I was sick and could he come in to cover for me.

 

“Umm, I've got a little problem with the computer,” I said. “Mac told me my password but I've forgotten it. Who should I talk to about changing it to something I remember?”

 

“Oh, don't do that,” he said hurriedly. “We all have the same password because it's easier and if you change yours we'll get confused.”

 

“That's not very secure,” I said with a laugh.

 

“No, but it's simple,” he said. “It's also written on a sticker under the desk.”

 

“Just a sec,” I said and peered under the desk. Sure enough there was a sticker that said sEcUrItY529. “Wow, so it's security529?”

 

“That's right,” said Greg. “We have to change our passwords every week so we just add 1 to the number. Makes it a waste of time really but that's what happens when IT geeks try to make things secure. They forget people have to use the computers.”

 

“OK, cool,” I said. “So why couldn't Mac have told me that?”

 

“Because he's a fuckwit,” said Greg without hesitation. “Besides, he retires in a couple of years and doesn't give a stuff any more. So how's it going? Anything happen?”

 

“No, it's been quiet,” I said. “All I've done is move a couple of kids who were smoking out the front.”

 

“Sounds about right,” he said. “Make sure you log it though.”

 

“Seriously?” I asked in surprise. “Log a couple of kids for smoking?”

 

“Absolutely,” said Greg. “Management need things like that for the insurance.”

 

“You what?” I said. “Why would the insurance care? They were hardly likely to start a fire.”

 

“No, it's for liability,” said Greg. “If the Plaza gets sued by someone who got cancer and reckons it was from hanging round the Plaza we can show how often we put a stop to it. The more smokers we can show we've stopped the lower the premiums.”

 

“You're kidding me,” I said in disbelief.

 

“Well, yeah,” said Greg with a fat chuckle. “I don't know about the premiums but for sure we need to log these things, if only to show we're doing our jobs. Got you going though, didn't I.”

 

“Yeah, you did,” I admitted, “although you know I'll never believe anything you tell me again.”

 

“'Course you will,” said Greg with another of his laughs. I could visualise his chins shaking. “I don't know why but people trust me. Was there anything else?”

 

“Not for the moment,” I said, “but I may need to ring you again if I can't get this logging thing working.”

 

“If you can't, just write it in the book and I'll show you at changeover tomorrow,” he said. “Check the emails as well. If there's a notification about something from the police we need to log that too.”

 

“Right,” I said, remembering. “Mac did say something about that but I'd forgotten. I'll check now.”

 

He'd actually told me that sometimes the police alerted us to the presence of known offenders seen in the area or unusual occurrences such as vans seen parking in the same spot several days in a row. We also had a database of people banned from the Plaza although it wasn't really fair to call it a database since there were only six people in it. It was more of a short list than a database.

 

Feeling more at ease after we'd hung up I went into the computer and found it was easier than Mac had made it look. I estimated the time of the incident with the kids as I'd forgotten to check the time and noted that they had moved on as instructed and the incident was closed. I wasn't sure if the update saved properly so I got out the log book to write it in as well, just to be safe. Then I remembered it had happened only a couple of minutes after Specsavers had phoned so I checked my phone's call log and found that my estimate was almost fifteen minutes off. So much for my sense of time. I went back into the computer and was delighted to find my entry – my very first entry, which made me feel quite proud – had saved after all. I corrected it then corrected the hard copy in the book.

 

That done I sat back in the chair for a well earned rest. I know it doesn't sound much but wrestling with computer systems can be quite stressful, even more so than dealing with uppity children. I was gazing at the slowly changing display of CCTV images and thinking about going to get a coffee when I saw something very interesting. 

 

Right next to the IGA supermarket but on the other side was an Op Shop. I love Op Shops!

 




Chapter Four

 

I nearly stopped to talk to Jacko at Mr Minit on my way past but decided to do nothing more than stride past staying close to IGA and give him a cursory nod. After all we could both be here for years and I didn't want to give him the wrong impression about our relationship. Things could get awkward particularly since the only ways to go to or from the Security Office without going past him was to either go up to the rooftop car park and down again the other side or out the fire escape and in through the side or front entrances.

 

This part of the Plaza was much quieter. Some of the more boring places were here including the Centre Management Office, Australia Post, the RACQ and a men's barber shop. People go to these places because they have to rather than because they want to browse. Interestingly there was an internet kiosk down there as well which had two coin operated terminals in semi secluded cubicles. Only one of them was occupied as I went past, by a typical computer geek with a sallow pimply face, a dirty t-shirt emblazoned with 'Birds Aren't Real' across the back and a headset. He glanced up at me suspiciously and didn't smile back when I smiled. I briefly wondered why he was there as he seemed more the type to have a stack of computers in his bedroom with the curtains drawn rather than use a public terminal. Then again, maybe he'd been banned from using his home computers or his mum had dragged him to the shops with her. Not that he looked like he'd be much use carrying shopping.

 

I slowly walked around that wing of the Plaza trying to look security conscious in case anyone from Centre Management was watching. Interestingly there was no one in SmokeMart. I've seen a SmokeMart in just about every shopping mall I've been to and never seen a customer inside any of them. How on Earth did they stay in business? I'm a smoker myself and I've never been inside one. I get my ciggies from supermarkets. Still, when I felt I'd done enough to ensure the concourse was reasonably safe I made my leisurely way to the Op Shop.

 

It looked downmarket and drab as these places always do. The windows had old bookcases littered with bric-a-brac, picture plates and the usual stuff that op shops have in their windows. The old fashioned push-to-open glass doors were covered with A4 posters advertising car boot sales, music events at local pubs and parks, the opening times of the Cattleman's Bay library and other odds and ends stuck on with blobs of Blu-tak. Many, I noticed, were some way out of date. One, a motorcycle parts swap meet, had been more than five years ago. It probably hadn't been that successful since there was no sign of a more recent one.

 

Between the posters I noticed an elderly man with a piece of sticking plaster on the tip of his chin watching me from inside. I stepped back in surprise and he cautiously pushed the door open.

 

“Sorry,” he said in a clipped English accent and slipped sideways through the narrow gap. He was holding a brown jacket with faint orange threads running through it and a tag hanging from one sleeve that said $5 in red ink. “Are you going in?”

 

“Yes,” I said giving him a reassuring smile since I was still very conscious of being a security guard and didn't want to frighten or intimidate him. 

 

He didn't seem frightened or intimidated though. He just pushed the door fully open and stood there holding it, waiting for me to go through.

 

“Thank you,” I said and he let the door swing shut behind me. It creaked in a melodramatic way and a bell tinkled faintly in the distance. I breathed in that oh-so-familiar smell of op shops. It's a subtle odour unlike, say, the Body Shop where the smell engulfs you and sticks in your throat. There are hints of age in the odour, a suggestion of mildew and old books, the faintest aroma of fairly clean clothes left hanging too long and warm plastic. Sometimes, particularly in inner city op shops, you get a waft of mice but this one didn't have that. That was probably because there were no food shops nearby or because all the mice went to IGA who doubtless had a rigorous policy of pest extermination. After all, who wants to buy some slices of ham or bread rolls that have chewed edges? When I was at uni I had a friend who lived in a small apartment in a house nestled between a pub and an Indian takeaway. He thought he was in heaven for the first few days until he discovered that his place was majorly infested with cockroaches. I always managed to find a reason not to go back to his place.

 

Encouragingly this op shop, the Cattleman's Bay Community Op Shop, had quite a few customers. Most were women of all ages browsing among the plentiful racks of clothes that ran all along one wall and extended about a third of the way across. There were fewer people elsewhere in the shop but, to my delight, there was a fairly large section packed with books and DVDs. Only a couple of people were browsing there so I started to pick my way between the tables of assorted cutlery, crockery, children's toys and god alone knows what else. One of the many joys of op shops is coming across totally weird objects and trying to work out what they are. Not today though. I was on a mission. I needed something to read as I didn't have a TV as Lucas had taken ours with him to uni and I'd read all the books I owned. The clothes could wait as I had my work clothes and nowhere to go after work.

 

“Is there a problem?” asked a soft yet gruff voice behind me.

 

I turned round to see a tall, stooped man with a cannon ball belly pushing out the front of his ill fitting check shirt and dark grey waistcoat with no buttons. He had long greying hair in a messy ponytail and a straggly light brown beard flecked with grey that just reached to the top of his cannon ball.

 

“I'm just browsing,” I said in surprise.

 

“Only you've got Security on your back and I've not seen you before,” he said unhurriedly. His left hand twitched.

 

“Oh, I'm new here,” I said, holding out my hand. “I'm Laura.”

 

“Hello Laura,” he said, barely touching my hand with two fingers. “I'm Rhod, proprietor of this here emporium. Are you adding to the security contingent or replacing? Or perhaps you are not even a security operative here and merely wear the apparel as a fashion adornment?”

 

“I'm part of the team, Rod,” I said. “I'm replacing Chris.”

 

“Ahh, Chris, yes,” said Rhod. He nodded thoughtfully. “It has been a while since I last saw the gentleman. And, if you'll forgive me mentioning it, it's Rhod not Rod.”

 

“Ah yes, Rod,” I said, not following his meaning.

 

He smiled in a faintly creepy way. “R-H-O-D,” he said, “Re hod, Rhod. It's a Welsh name.”

 

“Ahh,” I said. “Re hod. My bad.” When he repeated it I thought I detected a very slight rolling of the R, like Rrod or maybe Wrod. He put quite an emphasis on the D as well so it was more like Wroddt.

 

“And perhaps you should be Le Aura,” he said, “as you have a particularly fine aura about you. You're not French by any chance, are you?”

 

“Christ no,” I said with a laugh, wondering what my aura was. “I'm mostly British Australian with some Greek and Italian thrown in a few generations back.”

 

“Which would account for your dark colouring,” he said. “No doubt it is that which heightens the intensity of your aura by way of contrast.”

 

“Umm, maybe,” I said, a little disconcerted. “So, umm, you can see an aura around me?” 

 

I had an occasional friend in Brisbane called Tabitha who was into auras and often talked about them but she'd never mentioned anything about mine. I thought she was a bit of a fruitcake actually. Tabitha often complained about the fairies that sometimes made a mess in her kitchen during the night. I rather suspected it was actually her neighbour's cat finishing off the leftovers but Tabitha refused to accept that even as a possibility. I'd once tried to explain to her that in fairy stories fairies usually did nice things like tidy up or finish unfinished work rather than make a mess but she told me never to believe such things as they were simply propaganda put out by sanctimonious do-gooders who would not accept that fairies could have evil tendencies. She cited as evidence that the illness 'stroke' was so named because the sufferer had had his or her face stroked by malicious fairies and that in times past fairies often stole babies. I'd looked up 'stroke' after she'd gone and found she was right but I still thought she was a fruitcake.

 

“Oh yes,” said Rhod emphatically. He stared at my face then slowly moved his gaze over my body until he was looking at my legs, making me feel very uncomfortable so I stepped back a little. “A nice shade of green with a sharp blue edge.”

 

“How nice,” I said brightly then nodded towards the entrance. “Well, I mustn't keep you from your work.”

 

He looked over at the small counter by the door where a woman was impatiently watching us. She had a pile of assorted clothes draped over one arm and the fingers of her other hand were drumming on the glass.

 

“Quite so,” said Rhod. His cheeks contorted in a smile although I couldn't see his lips because of his beard. “Until later, then.”

 

He turned and shuffled away. I wasn't really surprised to notice he was wearing bedroom slippers. I turned away as well, intending to go to the book section when I fell in love. There, just below my eye level on a dusty glass shelf in a rickety wooden bookcase was a salad spoon and fork set. They were carved from a dark wood and the bodies were shaped liked elongated giraffes and painted in subtle colours. They looked a little drab but I was sure they'd buff up nicely with a dab of olive oil. Even if they didn't they were magnificent! In fact they had an African look about them. I picked them up and they felt perfectly right in my hands. It was as though they'd been made for me personally. With a touch of trepidation I turned them over to look at their backs, apprehensive in case there were 'Made In Taiwan' stickers. My heart jumped when I saw there weren't. There were no stickers there at all, except a little white one that said $2.50. There was nothing whatsoever to indicate where they were made and they had the look and feel of carvings rather than mouldings. There were even small rough patches that hadn't been totally polished smooth which showed they were real wood.

 

It says something when you go from ignorance to awareness to love and desire for possession and I went the whole way in two seconds flat. They'd be useful for the salads I was going to eat too, if I ever got around to making any. 

 

Clutching my salad set tightly I headed off to the books again. The two people browsing, one a middle aged man in a worn suit and the other an elderly lady with a blue rinse, had clearly started at opposite ends of the shelves but by now they were both in the middle and twisting around each other in a polite but firm 'I was here first' sort of way. The man had three books in his hand and the woman had two slim paperbacks. When I arrived they'd sorted their difficulties and there was now a gap between them so I filled it.

 

It didn't take long to realise that the books were mostly a fairly conventional assortment of typical op shop books. The usual shelf and a half each of good condition Tom Clancy and John Grisham; both of whom sold massive numbers of books that always seemed to end up on op shop shelves, suggesting that they sold well but people didn't keep them. Likewise the two shelves of Mills and Boon romance novels and three shelves of glossy cooking books which were rarely stained. I only had one cookbook but it was dog-eared and told the entire history of my sauces and dips. I'd never part with it.

 

As the elderly lady and the man grew further apart I elected to follow the man because the titles were easier to read that way. On a shelf at knee level I spotted a paperback wedged in on top of some others and prised it out. The cover looked interesting. Aside from the title, Giants of the Frost by Kim Wilkins, it had an outline drawing of a Viking ship at sea against a backdrop of towering shadowy trees. The imagery intrigued me so I turned it over to read the blurb on the back. A scientist called Victoria runs away to an isolated Norwegian island to escape a failed love affair only to fall in love with Vidar, son of the Norse god Odin. I'm no great fan of fantasy novels so I started to put it back and saw the front cover again. It tantalised me so I flipped open the front cover and saw it was 50c. Yup, I could afford it.

 

Just as I was turning to head for the counter with my book and salad set the man decided he'd got enough books and walked off, leaving an entire bookcase fully exposed and my heart leapt again. There on the top shelf, standing in splendid isolation, was a boxed set of four volumes. They looked positively regal with each volume in a different dark colour with gold lettering on the spines. I reached up and grasped the box with one hand. It was solid and heavy but not too heavy so I lifted it down and looked around for somewhere to put my things while I inspected it. A couple of rows over was a table laden with quilt covers so I dumped Giants of the Frost and the salad set on a king sized quilt cover with the logo of the Brisbane Broncos on it and held the boxed set in both hands. 

 

“Empires of the Near East” it said in very tasteful lettering on the side. Published by the Folio Society. The four volumes were about the Hittites, the Egyptians, the Babylonians and the Persians. Not only was the set beautiful, it looked fascinating as well. I'd always loved reading history books although I did badly in my history exams at school because, as it turned out, we'd followed the wrong syllabus so when I went to uni I did the next best thing – Art History. Unfortunately there was no price on the box so with a heavy heart I walked slowly over to the counter wondering if I'd be willing to forgo my salad set so I could have this box set sitting on the small bedside table in my caravan.

 

“How much do you want for this, Rhod?” I asked, trying to feign indifference. “It's not priced.”

 

“Oh that?” he said and pulled on his beard. “Fifteen?”

 

I pouted thoughtfully and stroked the salad set. 

 

“You want those as well?” he asked.

 

“And this book too,” I said, pushing Giants of the Frost over.

 

“How about fifteen for the lot?” he asked.

 

“Done,” I said then saw the picture leaning up against the wall behind him. “Oh my god, is that Ballavoine's Penning A Love Letter?”

 

He started in surprise then turned to pick it up.

 

“Yes,” he said. “How did you know?”

 

“I did Art History at uni,” I said. “I specialised in 19th century European art and that's one of my favourites. Can I see?”

 

“Certainly,” he said, holding it up.

 

“Wow,” I said gazing at the beautiful girl writing her letter. For some reason that was never explained she was sitting at a desk writing the letter in a garden but that just added to the scene. After all, who wants logic in art? “That isn't a print, is it? I can see some brush strokes. Can I touch it?”

 

“I'm sorry, no,” he said. “It's a reproduction not a print and quite delicate.” He held it up a little higher and tightened his grip on the cheap looking frame while peering at me around the side.

 

“OK, I understand,” I said. I hesitated for a few moments as I don't buy art because I've never had the money or the wall space but this was a favourite of mine and it was in an op shop so it wouldn't be in the thousands and I had a decent job so there was a chance I could pay it off. “How much do you want for it?”

 

“I'm sorry, it's sold,” he said, twisting to put the picture back down. “Someone will be collecting it tomorrow.”

 

“Oh,” I said, badly disappointed. “If it isn't collected would you hold it for me?”

 

“Of course,” said Rhod, “but I'm sure it will be collected so don't get your hopes up.”

 

I looked at the picture again then shut my eyes and breathed deeply.

 

“Fifteen for these you said?” I asked when I opened my eyes again. The man getting some books was now standing behind me.

 

“Yes,” said Rhod. “Your aura's gone dark.”

 

“Oh yeah?” I said, fishing in my pocket for my credit card. “What does that mean?”

 

“It means you are sad and disappointed,” he said keying things in to his little machine. “The green and blue was much nicer.”

 

“What do they mean?” I asked, resolutely not looking at the Ballavoine. I didn't really care what they meant but it took my mind off my loss.

 

“The green means you are passionate in love,” he said, pushing the reader over to me, “and filled with kindness and compassion. It relates to your heart chakra.”

 

“Oh yeah?” I said not feeling any kindness or compassion to the sod who had bought my painting. “And the blue?”

 

“That's your mind,” he said, printing the receipt, “and corresponds to your throat chakra. You seek truth and understanding but having two colours means you're going through a period of change. Do you want the receipt?”

 

“No thanks,” I said, picking up my books and salad set. “I want that painting.”

 

He laughed and shook his head, the bastard.

 




Chapter Five

 

“Jesus, am I glad you're here!” exclaimed Greg as I came through the door. I was a good ten minutes early.

 

He was sitting at the computer looking flushed and sweaty. The old office chair squeaked and groaned as he swivelled round to look at me. I could see the spring section had bottomed out.

 

“Why's that then?” I asked, putting my bag on the little table by the armchairs.

 

“Saturday lunchtime,” he said as though I should know what he was talking about. The chair tipped alarmingly even though its five little wheels stayed on the floor as he heaved his bulk to one side to get something from his trouser pocket.

 

“What's wrong with Saturday lunchtime?” I asked, wondering if I should get something to reinforce the chair.

 

“Busiest time of the bloody week,” he said pulling out a large hankie. The chair lurched upright again as he wiped the sweat from his face. “Three lost kids and a fainting granny already and the Food Court's heaving. It's been bloody chaos.”

 

“Yeah, saw that when I came in,” I said, sitting in my armchair. “So was that ambulance here? I saw one going along the Brisbane Road on my way in.”

 

“Probably,” he said. His face was still sweaty despite the wiping. “She collapsed outside Best & Less. Fortunately she landed on her shopping so she didn't hurt herself but she was pretty shaken. The ambulance took her to the hospital just to check her over.”

 

“And did you find the kids?” I asked.

 

“Oh, don't talk to me about bloody kids,” he moaned. “One silly cow left her pram outside while she went in to D'Hair to make an appointment and forgot about it. Someone reported a pram with a screaming kid and I had to put out an announcement.” He laughed. “She wasn't half embarrassed when she came to collect her kid. She was scared I was going to call Social Services. The other two just got bored and wandered off but I had to go chasing all over the bloody place and you'd think their mums would be bloody grateful. I reckon sometimes they deliberately dump their kids here hoping someone'll take 'em away. Mind you, the state of some of the mums, jeez, surprised the kids don't run away more often. There was this one woman, ohh, year or more ago. Turned up at the door,” and he nodded at the door to the Security Office, “effing and blinding about how her kid had been taken by white slavers. He hadn't been, of course. I found him on the CCTV outside IGA and took her over to get him. Then I had to call the cops on her.”

 

“Why's that then?” I asked, suddenly not looking forward to my Saturday afternoon shift.

 

“Soon as she saw him she started laying into the poor little bugger,” said Greg, his normally happy face now looking sad. “Shouting and swearing and smacking him round the head and all. I tried to calm her down but when she broke his nose I made a citizen's arrest and called the police. I heard later the social services took the lad off her 'cos she was a junkie and the boy had any number of old injuries hidden under his clothes. She bit one of the cops too.”

 

I thought about this for a few moments. So far I'd only had to deal with the boys smoking, a stray dog that had found its way to the Food Court and was begging for scraps and a drunk who couldn't find the exit.

 

“Tell me about citizen's arrests,” I said. “There was only half a page on that on my course and I don't remember what it said.”

 

“Don't do it,” he said twisting round from the computer again. “You'll probably end up in court yourself when they sue you.”

 

“You did,” I pointed out.

 

“Yeah,” he said, “sometimes you have to but never do it unless you actually saw them do the crime yourself. If you do it because someone else said they saw the crime then you'll be in deep shit. I saw her laying into the kid and someone filmed it on their phone which helped. And never use force.”

 

“How did you stop her then?” I asked.

 

“I grabbed the lad and pushed him behind me,” said Greg. “I'm a big bastard so I can get away with it but you couldn't. She'd have just laid into you as well and you'd have got hurt. That said, you being a woman and all, you'd probably get a guy or two stepping in to help but if that happens don't let them unless you're in really serious trouble.”

 

“Why?” I asked, leaning forward.

 

“The law says you can use reasonable force but doesn't say what reasonable force is,” said Greg seriously. “So if, say, that woman hit you and you pinned her arms that'd probably be OK but if a couple of guys step in it'll end up three on one and won't be reasonable. You'll all get done for assault. Best thing to do is call the police 'cos they have powers we don't. We're just ordinary members of the public when all's said and done.”

 

“But what if I see someone being assaulted?” I asked. “Don't I have an obligation to step in?”

 

“Call the police first,” said Greg, “and only step in if you think you can stop it without getting hurt and never get involved with a domestic.”

 

“Why not?” I asked, wondering why this wasn't covered on my course.

 

“Because you'll end up with both of them attacking you,” said Greg. “Happens to the police all the time which is why they hate getting called out to domestics.”

 

“But why would the woman attack you?” I asked. “That makes no sense to me.”

 

“Gawd knows,” said Greg. “Maybe it's some misplaced sense of loyalty or something but you ask any copper. When they turn up most times the woman will abuse them or lash out or something.”

 

“Maybe it's from fear of retaliation afterwards,” I mused. “After all, the guy'll come back sooner or later and be pissed off.”

 

“Could be,” said Greg, “but domestics don't usually happen in shopping malls. Too public, you see. Anyway, let me be. I've got to finish this logging.”

 

“OK,” I said.

 

I stayed in the armchair thinking about the conversation for a while as Greg tapped slowly on the keyboard. He sighed a few times as though it was all too much.

 

“And don't say you're arresting them,” he said suddenly. “The police don't like it.”

 

“What should I say then?” I asked.

 

“Say you're detaining them,” he said without interrupting his typing, “and tell them why.”

 

“So like 'I'm detaining you for assaulting this child'?” I asked.

 

Greg sighed again and peered at the screen. He hit backspace a few times before saying “Yes”.

 

“OK,” I said and wondered how long it would be before I tried to make a citizen's arrest. I hoped it would never happen.

 

There was a sudden burst of fairly fast typing then Greg sighed again but this time it was one of relief.

 

“Right,” he said happily. “I'm done! Want me to log you in?”

 

“Thanks,” I said and stood up to get my jacket from where it hung from the corner of one of the shelves. Logging in showed that I was now on duty and the computer automatically switched incoming calls to my phone.

 

“Three days off!” exclaimed Greg, waving his arms in the air. “Woo hoo!”

 

“Are you doing anything exciting?” I asked.

 

“We're going to see my mum down in Toowoomba,” he said. “Haven't been down for a few weeks and she's got some leaks in her gutters I promised I'd fix.”

 

“Well, be careful,” I said, imagining Greg going up a ladder and falling off. The odds were that his mum was in her seventies and probably too frail to pick him up. “Don't want you falling off a ladder.” Actually I didn't think the ambulance crew would be able to pick him up either.

 

“I'm always careful,” he said seriously. “I had a dizzy turn a couple of years ago and my wife called an ambulance. They put me on their trolley thing and I was so heavy I broke a wheel off.” He raised his eyebrows at that memory. “And I've put on a few kilos since then.”

 

 “Have you ever thought of going on a diet?” I asked. I felt I knew him well enough by now to ask something like that and the thought of him having another dizzy turn while up a ladder in Toowoomba wasn't a pleasant one.

 

“Waste of bloody time,” he said angrily and pushed the keyboard away viciously. “You think I'm like this because I bloody eat too much, don't you.”

 

“Umm,” I said, frozen in alarm. I'd obviously upset him and didn't know what to do.

 

“It's the bloody army's fault,” he said and scowled as he slumped back in the chair.

 

“Um, I'm sorry,” I said, twisting my jacket in my hands. “I didn't mean to …”

 

“Nah, you weren't to know,” he said, half apologetically. “I mean, look at me,” and he waved his hands over his body. “I was out in the Gulf, back in the late 90s. I picked up some nasty skin condition and almost all my body was covered in lumps and rashes and shit. The medics didn't know what it was and they tried various things. Finally they tried a mixture of cortisone and steroid injections which cleared it up. Left me with beautiful skin, my wife was so jealous.” He laughed bitterly. “Then the weight started to pile on. Something to do with the steroids they think. Anyway, even if I starve my weight still goes up and they don't know why either. Bloody useless army medics. I go up about five kilos a year regardless of what I eat or how much I exercise and believe me, I've done every diet and exercise program there is.”

 

“Oh,” I said, “that's no good.”

 

“Too bloody right,” he said, heaving himself up. “Anyway, I'm gone. See you next Saturday.”

 

“Next Saturday?” I said in surprise. “Not until then?”

 

“I'm off for three days,” he said, “then you're off. We don't overlap again 'til Saturday.”

 

“Sorry,” I said, pulling a face. “I'd forgotten the roster. I've kind of got used to taking over from you every day.”

 

“You'll get the hang of it,” he said. “Hasta la vista, baby,” and the door swung shut behind him.

 

I pulled on my jacket then rummaged around in my bag to find the roster Mac had given me. It was a little crumpled and I resolved to find a plastic sleeve to keep it in. I smoothed it out on the desk and bent over to study it. I hadn't actually looked at it properly since my first day when I checked what time I started. Now I'd actually done a few days it made more sense and I was dismayed to see that not only did I do every weekend but all of my shifts were afternoon shifts. That meant I always started at 2 and finished around 10 at night. I studied it some more and realised that Greg did a mix of morning and afternoon shifts and Mac only did morning shifts. Rank has its privileges after all.

 

I sat in the computer chair, still warm from Greg's bum, and thought about it.

 

“Isn't Mac retiring in a couple of years?” I muttered. “If he does then maybe Greg'll take over and I'll move to Greg's slot on the roster and they'll bring in someone else to take my slot. OK, I can handle it for a couple of years. It's not like I do anything in the evenings anyway. Maybe after I've been here a bit I can persuade Mac to change the roster. Hmm. That's a thought.”

 

I got up and headed for the door. Coffee was calling. Even though we got a discount at Cafe 33 I preferred to pay the extra and get mine at Stuffin Muffin, which also had the advantage of being right next to the main entrance so I could go out and check on whoever was smoking illegally there. And, incidentally, have a smoke myself and show by example where the smoking area was. I saw it as something of a public service. I could have a wander around the Food Court as well and see if it was beginning to thin out. The roster could go and stuff itself. This was the best job I'd ever had and so what if I had to work evenings? Millions of people did and I'd done evenings when I was working in pubs. At least the Plaza wasn't full of half drunk men leering at me all the time. 

 

* * *

 

“Unit 43 QQM” said my phone. By sheer chance I was out the front of the Plaza having just finished my second ciggie and Queensland Quality Merchandise was just across the main concourse. I made a mental note of the time – 15:48 – and hurried inside while answering it, skipping around a couple of women with a pram who were just coming out.

 

“On my way,” I said efficiently and hung up. It was rather unnecessary as Courtney was standing outside QQM with her phone in her hand and could see me coming. She hurried to meet me.

 

“What's up?” I asked.

 

“Shoplifters,” she said. “I don't know where they went though.”

 

“Do you know what they look like?” I asked, thumbing the app that displayed the Plaza's CCTV cameras on my phone.

 

“Sure do,” she said. “One of them had a pram and I just happened to see her scoop her child and all the bedding out of it and put it in one of ours. I called Mr Davies over but they were already walking out the door so he said to call you.”

 

“Great,” I said as the first of the images appeared. The only disadvantage of using my phone is that the 27 cameras were shown one by one instead of nine at a time. “Can you see them in the concourse?”

 

“No,” said Courtney looking in all three directions. “They probably went outside.”

 

A pram? The penny dropped. I quickly sideswiped through the images until I got to the one that showed the street outside the main entrance. Sure enough, there were two women with a pram waiting for the traffic lights to change so they could cross the road.

 

“Is that them?” I asked, showing Courtney the screen.

 

“I think so,” she said doubtfully. “I can't really see that pram though. It could be one of ours.”

 

“Come with me,” I said and set off at a fast walk.

 

The women were half way across Brisbane Road when I got outside so I hurried after them, Courtney lagging behind. I ran across the road and got beeped by a car as the lights had just changed.

 

“Excuse me,” I called, a little breathlessly, as I caught up with the women.

 

“What?” asked the slightly younger of the two who was pushing the pram. She had one of those harsh, nasal grating voices and looked to be in her late 20s. She was wearing jeans and a crop top that displayed her ample assets and one arm was covered in tattoos. Her companion was older, probably in her 30s, and wore jeans and a t-shirt. She didn't have any visible tattoos but she did have three piercings in her nose. The toddler was wearing a pale blue onesie so I couldn't see if it had any tattoos. It did, however, have a gold stud in one ear. All three were blonde.

 

“Is that your pram?” I asked.

 

“'Course it bloody is,” she said, her nostrils flaring.

 

“Do you have the receipt for it?” I asked.

 

Her eyes narrowed.

 

“It's at 'ome,” she said after a moment's hesitation.

 

“That's them,” said Courtney, having waited for the lights to change again. “And that's definitely one of our prams.”

 

“Oh fuck!” said the woman and glared at her companion. “Bloody told you they'd see us, didn't I.”

 

“So what you going to do about it, slag?” demanded her companion, glaring at me. “You ain't no copper, you can't bleeding arrest her. We got rights, we 'ave.”

 

“That's true,” I said, “but I'm calling the police. Come on, let's go back into the Plaza or would you rather have an altercation in the street?”

 

They looked at each other, clearly considering the merits of a street altercation. A sudden blaring of a car horn made us all jump and I caught a glimpse of a young man with no shirt hanging out of a car window laughing and waving his arms as the car went past.

 

“My Shayne's gonna bloody kill me,” said the younger woman apprehensively. She suddenly looked a lot older as she contemplated her prospects. Clearly the police were of lesser concern. “C'mon, Shaz, let's get it over with.”

 

They both walked slowly over to the crossing. I followed half a pace behind and Courtney lagged two or three paces further back. Perhaps she was running long stop in case they made a break for it but more likely she wanted to be well out of the way if the women suddenly turned aggressive.

 

“So why'd you do it?” I asked as we waited for the lights to change.

 

“Ashley keeps wetting it,” said the woman quietly. “It bloody stinks and I can't effing afford another, can I.”

 

There wasn't a lot to say to that so I stayed quiet. After all, most shoplifters steal from necessity and I was very familiar with the problem of a lack of money. It was only by the grace of god that I'd managed to not fall into the shoplifting hole myself.

 

Back at QQM Mr Davies and Courtney inspected the pram to make sure it wasn't damaged and Ashley was returned to her old one. It did smell a bit and one of the cheap metal rods that went from the handle to the wheels was bent.

 

“We got it on our in-store cameras as well,” said Mr Davies. “I've just checked.

 

The two women just looked at each other, resignation written all over their faces.

 

“The police will be here in a few minutes,” I said, pulling out my notebook. “Let's just get a few details, shall we?”

 

It was nearer twenty minutes before the police arrived. Mr Davies had gone back to his office to put a copy of their video on a USB and the two women were slouched against the wall, just out of sight of the entrance to the store. Ashley had fallen asleep, no doubt reassured by the familiarity of her old stroller, and Courtney and I just chatted quietly, standing where we could see the women and the entrance to the Plaza. I badly needed a muffin as comfort food but felt it was inappropriate.

 

“There they are,” said Courtney suddenly, pointing to the main entrance.

 

I looked over and my throat went dry. The policewoman was as shapeless as all policewomen are in their uniforms but he was … interesting. I probably should have gone to meet them but I was unable to move.

 

“Laura in Security?” asked the policewoman, looking at me because I was in the hi-vis jacket. Courtney was in a slim pencil skirt with a white blouse and didn't look anything like a security guard.

 

“Ah, hello,” I said, making myself focus on her.

 

“Constable Reynolds,” she said, “and this is …”

 

“Senior Constable Hasling,” said a deep rich voice.

 

“What incredible blue eyes he has,” I thought, as the Plaza faded away. “Oh my word.”

 




Chapter Six

 

“You are Laura?” asked Constable Reynolds again.

 

“Oh, er, do you want to see the pram?” I asked, my voice a little squeaky because my throat was suddenly dry. 

 

“Are you the Laura in Security who called us?” asked Reynolds persistently, this time with a touch of impatience.

 

“I think we can take that as a 'yes', Constable,” said Hasling. His face suddenly transformed from a set, almost stern, expression as he smiled at me. “The stolen item was a pram?”

 

“Um, yes,” I said. “Courtney called me and I chased them outside and and hers smells but we got it back and …” I winced and made a conscious effort to pull myself together. It was difficult because Constable Hasling was still looking at me and he was tall and solidly built and … I cleared my throat, trying to pull myself together. I realised I was playing with the end of my pony tail and forced my hand down. He had an aura too. I couldn't see it so I don't know what colour it was but it felt … safe?

 

“We'll take a statement in due course,” said Reynolds, glancing at Hasling.

 

“Ah, there you are!” said Mr Davies, bustling over. “You took your time. Now, I've copied the CCTV video onto a USB stick for you so you can see what happened,” and he shoved a stick at Reynolds who took it cautiously. “We will be pressing charges, I've absolutely had it up to here with petty shoplifting. It's costing us a fortune. They're over here, come on.”

 

Hasling let Reynolds take the lead then followed her to where the two women still leaned against the wall behind the entrance to QQM. I was just about to follow myself when I saw Courtney's face.

 

“What?” I asked sharply. I suddenly felt very naked.

 

“Oh nothing,” said Courtney trying to stifle a giggle.

 

I glared at her then turned to walk into the store.

 

“He is cute though, isn't he,” she said quietly.

 

“I don't know what you mean,” I said turning back to glare at her again.

 

“No, of course you don't,” she said with wide eyed innocence. “Lost your cool a bit there, though, didn't you,” and this time the giggle burst out. Someone at Boost Juice nearby turned to look.

 

“Oh shut up!” I said, feeling my face start to go pink. “I just, I mean, this was my first, oh just shut up!”

 

I stalked off to join the others.

 

* * *

 

Back in the safety of the Security Office I logged the incident and the details of the police response then sat there for a while turning Senior Constable Matthew Hasling's card over and over in my hands. There was little point in reading it since I knew all the details on it already from when I'd studied it but it was something to do while I thought about things.

 

I'd got into what I thought was a serious relationship with Ashok, another student who was in the same year as me and studying Politics and International Relations. We'd made all sorts of exciting plans for life after uni so when I'd got pregnant mid way through my third year I was incredibly happy and life was wonderful. He was going to be a political strategist for one of the major parties and I was going to be the curator of a major art gallery. Even going into labour an hour after my final exam seemed like the portent of the joy that was yet to come as we sailed into a blessed family life. This all came crashing down when I got back to our apartment with my tiny new born in my arms to find a typed message in an envelope on the old mantle piece over the bricked up fireplace. It was from Ashok, of course. All very polite and neatly laid out like an essay, with 1½ line spacing and justified paragraphs but the gist of it was that now he'd finished his exams as well he'd taken a plane back to his native India to resume life with his wife and start the process of joining the Indian Civil Service. He devoted an entire paragraph to the difficulties of the Civil Service selection process, as if I cared. He wished me well and thanked me profusely for my companionship over the last eighteen months or so and enclosed a $100 note. 

 

Wife? Companionship? Was that all I had meant to him? Companionship? And a wife? No wonder he'd done well in his politics exams, he was a natural born lying, cheating, manipulating, self serving egotistical shit. He'd probably end up as Prime Minister. Needless to say he hadn't left a forwarding address and, by all accounts, India is a very large place.

 

Art History is a fascinating subject and one I'd loved studying but in terms of job prospects its usefulness is approximately zero. Apart from curatorships of small rural art galleries and museums, all of whose existing curators are firmly entrenched, its practical utility in our modern capitalistic world is non-existent. Add to that a new born baby and a new found hatred of men my prospects dwindled to nothing. I dug in and made a life with my little Lucas and forswore all human contact other than what was absolutely essential. OK, I admit that didn't last long. I'm only human after all and after a few years I did start going out and having some relationships but I made sure they were all short term. Partly because I didn't want to go through all that heartbreak again and partly because I'd become what is amusingly known as a 'helicopter parent'. I dedicated my life to Lucas and no way was I going to let any surrogate daddy come into his life and break his heart down the track as well. 

 

Except that was over too. My little Lucas was now a big rugby playing 19 year old lad and out in the world on his own studying Biochemistry in Sydney. At 39, coming up to 40, my helicopter was now out of service. My baby was going to find a cure for cancer and I'd thrown up what little I had and moved to a new area to become a security guard. The unexpected appearance of Senior Constable Matthew Hasling had suddenly opened up my mind to other possibilities. It wasn't that I wanted another baby – been there, done that – but the thought of companionship, once so abhorrent to me, didn't seem such a bad thing after all. It would be nice, I mused to myself, to wake up with someone for several consecutive mornings and not have to worry about kicking them out before getting Lucas his breakfast.

 

“Matthew has a nice reliable sound to it,” I muttered to myself and imagined his hands turning his card over and over. His hands were brown and strong and his fingers were long with blunt tips and had neatly cut, not chewed, nails. He didn't seem the type to chew his nails anyway.

 

“Oh, sod it,” I said, tossing the card on the desk. “He'll be married. That type always are.”

 

I sat up straight and started to sort out the video footage of the women leaving QQM and heading for the main entrance as that would be needed for evidence. Generally speaking, just leaving a store with goods not paid for is taken as sufficient evidence of intent but in shopping malls with banks and ATMs there was always the faint possibility someone was just going to get some cash out and was going to go back to pay. Leaving the Plaza was the critical event here and we had that on CCTV.

 

It took a while to find the relevant footage as it came from two cameras, one in the concourse in front of QQM and the other covering the main entrance, but the two women were clearly identifiable as they left the Plaza with the pram. It was a good pram too. The price tag was $285 although doubtless Mr Davies would have taken just as much exception to the theft if it had been a $49 stroller on special.

 

I attached the two mp4s to an email then had to hunt around to find Matthew's card to get his email address. I thanked him for coming out and wrote a brief explanation of what the videos were. I was just about to send it when there was a knock at the door.

 

“Come in,” I called, twisting round to see who it was. “Oh, hello.”

 

“Just dropped by to see if you fancied a coffee?” said Courtney, sticking her head round the door. “I'm on my break now.”

 

“Great idea,” I said happily and sent the email. “Time I was seen out and about again. Where shall we go? Stuffin Muffin?”

 

“Yeah,” said Courtney. “I've got a loyalty card and I'm due a freebie. Might as well spend it on you.”

 

“That's very sweet of you,” I said jumping up. I quickly scanned the CCTV images. The place was thinning out as people went home for their dinners and nothing seemed amiss. “I should get a loyalty card as well. I go there every day.”

 

Jacko had already gone and his kiosk was covered with a grey tarpaulin. All his tools and things he kept in locked cabinets under the counters. In fact several shops were in the process of closing as it was almost 5. QQM didn't shut until 9 so Courtney still had a while to go before she went home.

 

“So are you doing anything tonight?” I asked.

 

“I'm going clubbing,” she said. “I'll get changed before I leave work and my boyfriend's picking me up.”

 

I had a vague recollection from my uni days that night life didn't really begin until at least 11 at night but that was down in Melbourne.

 

“I didn't think Cattleman's Bay had a nightclub,” I said, not that I'd looked for one.

 

“Oh CB's dead after 7,” said Courtney. “We're going to Brisbane. Loads of clubs there stay open 'til 4 or 5.”

 

“Oh the joys of youth,” I thought to myself. “She might even get a couple of hours sleep before she starts work again.” Mind you, when I was her age I was up half the night trying to quieten a querulous baby and lying sleepless the rest of the night worrying about the future and how to pay for food and rent. Swings and roundabouts, really.

 

“So what do you fancy?” asked Courtney.

 

“What does your loyalty card cover?” I asked.

 

“Don't worry about it,” she said. “My treat.”

 

“Oh, just a cappuccino,” I said. “Skinny milk and two sweeteners.”

 

“You on a diet, then?” she asked, looking me up and down. “You look fine to me.”

 

“I could lose a kilo or two,” I said, remembering Mac's comment about being larger than he remembered.

 

“Two skinny caps, Jess,” said Courtney to the girl serving. I hadn't seen her before. “One with two sweeteners. In mugs, oh, and one of those vanilla slices. You want one, Lau?”

 

“Oh god no,” I said, pretending horror although I didn't actually like vanilla slices. I preferred muffins. “It'll go straight to my hips. How do you stay so slim eating all that sugar and fat?”

 

Courtney giggled and didn't answer.

 

“Let's sit over there,” she said, taking the metal stand with a number of it. The cafe was still quite busy despite the time of day.

 

She led the way to a table in the window that extended past the main entrance to the Plaza. 

 

“That was a bit of excitement, wasn't it,” she said, plonking herself down so she had a view across the pavement outside and the traffic. I sat opposite with my back to the window. There was a framed print on the wall of four rocks balanced one on top of another with two bamboo stems lying in front of them. It was probably supposed to be calming and reminiscent of Buddhist enlightenment but it just looked a little tacky to me.

 

“You mean the shoplifting?” I asked.

 

“Yeah,” she said. “I've seen a few shoplifters but never one so brazen. Maybe they thought by being obvious no one would notice.”

 

“Actually that's usually true,” I said as she picked up a couple of sachets of sugar to play with. “If you look as though you have a right to do something most people assume you're OK”

 

“So is that what you do?” she asked, “look for the shifty ones?”

 

“Pretty much,” I said. “I'm not very experienced so I haven't learnt all the signs yet.”

 

“So like that one?” she asked, pointing out the window. “He definitely looks shifty.”

 

I twisted round and looked where she was pointing. There was a youngish man slowly walking towards us, maybe around 30. He had a close cropped head with a strip a centimetre or so long like a very short Mohawk and there were tattoos coming up from inside his dirty t-shirt and covering his neck. I noticed both his hands were twitching a little.

 

“Yes, like him,” I said, twisting back. “If he comes inside I'll be keeping an eye on him.”

 

Actually, he looked faintly familiar but I couldn't place him.

 

“That doesn't seem fair,” said Courtney, watching the guy closely. “He's obviously trouble so he probably won't do anything. Most of our shoplifters are people who look as though butter wouldn't melt in their mouths.”

 

“Just a sec,” I said as Jess came over with Courtney's vanilla slice on a plate. As a helpful gesture she'd put two little forks on the plate as well. I pulled out my phone and tapped the Plaza's Banned List app.

 

“Shit,” I exclaimed when I saw the third of the photos. I twisted round to look at the man again. “It's Roscoe Shandling.” A cold shiver went through me. He was now standing by the edge of the road and was talking to the air.

 

“Who's Roscoe Shandling?” asked Courtney.

 

“He's permanently banned from here,” I said, watching him closely. I hoped he was going to keep walking and not turn into the Plaza.

 

“Ohhhh,” mouthed Courtney in fascination. “What'd he do?”

 

“He was shooting up in the toilets,” I said, quickly scanning the brief database entry, “although I think he was banned because it was the ladies toilet not because he was shooting up.”

 

“I reckon he's still stoned,” said Courtney. “Uh oh, he's coming in!”

 

“What?” I said, twisting round again. This wasn't doing my back any good. “Oh Jesus effing bloody Christ!”

 

“Whose is the one with sweeteners?” asked Jess holding two mugs of coffee.

 

“Hers,” said Courtney, pointing at me.

 

Jess put the mug in front of me just as I got up.

 

“You're not going already, are you?” asked Courtney.

 

“I've got to send him away,” I said nervously. He didn't look like someone who'd leave meekly.

 

“He hasn't come in yet,” said Courtney. “Maybe he won't”

 

I looked out of the window again and Roscoe was standing on the far side of the sliding doors peering through the glass. I didn't know what he was looking at as there was a large rubber plant there. Maybe he liked rubber plants.

 

“Maybe if I just go out he'll see me,” I said. “Maybe he'll go away.”

 

“Maybe,” said Courtney. She pulled her phone from her shoulder bag. “I'll watch from here if you don't mind. If he hits you I'll call the police.” She paused. “Maybe that guy'll come out again. What was his name?” 

 

“Matthew Hasling,” I said absently, staring at Roscoe. Courtney laughed. “Oh, … god.”

 

Propelled by an adrenaline high and rampant anxiety, I hurried through Stuffin Muffin into the concourse just in time to see Roscoe pass Exclusively Madeline. I hurried after him.

 

“Excuse me, sir,” I called but he didn't seem to hear me so I stepped it up a little.

 

“Excuse me, sir,” I said again when I drew level, outside Flight Centre which was closed and dark apart from an illuminated display showing the prices of flights to Bali, London, Frankfurt, Tokyo and New York.

 

“Huh?” he grunted. He turned his back on a poster of the delights of New York, a city well known for its homeless drug users and violence. He wiped his hand over his mouth and looked down the concourse at IGA.

 

“I'm sorry to bother you, sir,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling. “Are you Roscoe Shandling?”

 

“Who?” he asked, refusing to look at me.

 

“Roscoe Shandling,” I said.

 

“So what if I am?” he said loudly. He made a rude gesture with his finger and started to shuffle off again.

 

“Roscoe Shandling is banned permanently from this Plaza,” I said, catching up with him again. I wanted to grab his arm but remembered just in time that this was absolutely forbidden. I could be prosecuted for assault.

 

“Just want some smokes, see,” he muttered, wiping his mouth again. “Some, some smokes, OK? Ain't got none.”

 

He went for his pocket and I stepped back nervously but all he pulled out was a $50 note. It had been ripped in half at one point and sellotaped back together but it was still legal tender.

 

“Got money, ain't I,” he said. His eyes were bloodshot and watery. “Just get meself some smokes and I'll bugger off, wont I.” He closed his hand around the money to keep it safe.

 

My heart went out to him. There had been times when I'd run out of cigarettes and hadn't been able to afford any for a couple of days so I could imagine what he was going through. A drug addiction was bad enough but a cigarette craving on top would just make it even worse.

 

“I'm sorry but you are banned from entering,” I said. “Look, if you'll come back out the front with me I'll give you one of mine.”

 

I pulled my packet of cigarettes from my pocket and waved it invitingly. His eyes finally left IGA and followed the packet's movements hungrily.

 

“Come on,” I said and slowly walked away. To my surprise he shuffled after me.

 

Outside I gave him a cigarette and lit it for him. He sucked in the smoke, holding the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger with the rest of his hand cupped over it. He exhaled quickly then dragged in another lungful and sighed with relief.

 

“Feeling better?” I asked.

 

“Can't do without me smokes,” he muttered, still not looking at me. “I'm in a program, see. Can't handle it without me smokes.”

 

Poor bugger.

 

“Listen,” I said quietly. “I really can't let you inside. A permanent ban is serious and if you try to go back inside I'll have to call the police. But if you promise to stay outside I'll go and get you some cigarettes, OK?”

 

For the first time he looked at me and I could see his eyes were full of pain and fear and mistrust. He looked 30 or 35 and could have been 25 but his eyes were in their 60s or even older.

 

“It'll only take a few moments,” I said, “and you can watch me through the window.”

 

He looked through the window at IGA at the far end of the concourse then back at me. Then he slowly raised his clenched fist and opened it to give me his $50.

 

“What do you want?” I asked, taking it.

 

“Horizon or Choice,” he muttered. “Anything cheap.”

 

“OK,” I said, “and you stay here quietly. OK?”

 

“OK,” he said. Now he'd looked at me he didn't seem to want to take his eyes off me.

 

I saw Courtney watching through the window but I ignored her as I went in and got Roscoe his cigarettes. I got him a disposable lighter as well since he almost certainly didn't have one. All the way back up the concourse I could see him watching me intently through the side window of the entrance, the side with the very small rubber plant. Apparently the old one had died and the new one was still growing.

 

I gave him his ciggies and the change and he snatched them away from me like a starving dog and hurried away. After a few steps he stopped and looked back at me.

 

“Ta,” he said then walked away, fumbling at the cellophane wrapper.

 

I watched him go then went back inside Stuffin Muffin.

 

“You shouldn't be nice to scum like that,” said Courtney as I sat down. My coffee was still warm but all Courtney's vanilla slice had gone.

 

“He was just someone who made some bad choices in life,” I said quietly. I prayed Lucas would make the right choices at uni and not end up like Roscoe. “He needs help not condemnation.”

 

“So you didn't call the police, then?” said Courtney. 

 

“No, there was no need,” I said. “All he wanted was a cigarette. He wasn't any trouble.”

 

“Shame,” said Courtney and smirked at me. “So Matthew won't be coming back?”

 

“There's no need,” I said, my thoughts shifting from Lucas' possible new drug habit to Matthew. The expression on my face must have changed because Courtney giggled again.

 

“You know he's not married, don't you.”

 




Chapter Seven

 

I tried to feign indifference but it didn't work properly. When I said “Who? You mean that policeman?” there was a slight choke in my voice which contradicted the sublime disinterest I was aiming for. I tried to cover it by coughing and pretending I'd swallowed a little of my coffee the wrong way. Courtney just twisted her lips in amusement.

 

“He was married,” she said mischievously. “He's a bit old fashioned like that but she upped and left him. Took the kids down to somewhere in New South Wales. Orange, I think. I'll ask my dad.”

 

“Your dad?” I said in surprise.

 

“They went to school together,” she said. “Anyway, CB's a small place when you take away all the tourists and most of us older families know each other.”

 

“So, erm, why did she leave him?” I asked, peering inside my mug to show I was more interested in the coffee than Matthew.

 

 “You know that new estate just out of town?” said Courtney. “On the old Brisbane Road heading out towards the Prince's Highway?”

 

“That one that looks like a kid's collection of matchboxes?” I asked, spooning some coffee into my mouth.

 

“Yeah, it's a sight, isn't it,” she said. “They weren't going to let it be developed because it would look cheap and nasty and give a bad impression to the tourists.”

 

“I can understand that,” I said. “It's the first thing you see coming into town and it makes you want to turn round and go away again. I damned nearly did when I came up for my interview. So how come they built it?”

 

“Dad says the Council were bribed by the developer,” she said. She drained the last of her coffee dregs. “One day the estate was never going to happen then the next day the 'dozers were moving in. By the time the protesters got organised the land had been cleared and they were already laying sewage pipes. Anyway, all the houses got sold and the tourists still come here so I guess we're stuck with it now.” She looked around then stabbed a few remaining crumbs of vanilla slice with her finger and sucked on it. “Anyway, Matt's wife ran off with the developer.”

 

“Oh my word!” I exclaimed, shocked since infidelity is always shocking even when there's salacious pleasure in it.

 

“That's right,” said Courtney, pleased with the effect she'd created. She leaned forward a little. “Mandy got a job in the Show House.” She paused, then added, “Tony was shagging her up in the master bedroom every day or so I heard.”

 

“Get away!” I said, leaning forward myself. “Tony was the developer?”

 

“Yeah,” said Courtney with a trace of contempt in her voice. “Antonio Vesparelli. Smooth bastard. Tried to pick me up once. Tosser.”

 

“You're joking!” I said. “You mean while he was … you know, with Mandy?”

 

“Oh no,” said Courtney, “that was a couple of years later when the houses were nearly finished. This was while he was still trying to get planning permission. He'd seen me a few times at The Drover so when he saw me coming out of school he stopped and offered me a lift.”

 

“At school?” I asked, surprised yet again. “Weren't you a bit young to be going to pubs?”

 

“Oh, dad owns The Drover,” said Courtney. “Anyway, it's a family pub for the tourists. Lots of kids go there for meals and stuff. Anyway, Tony tried it on so I told him I'd tell Matt and get him arrested.”

 

“What do you mean, tried it on?” I asked, intrigued by Courtney's casual attitude.

 

“Hmm? Oh, he put his hand on my knee and asked if I played netball,” she said. “Seemed he likes young girls in netball outfits.” She glanced at her phone. “Anyway, I'd better get back to work.”

 

“So how long ago was this?” I asked. “That estate looks pretty run down and you don't look much over 20.”

 

“I'm 22,” she said rummaging through her bag. She frowned when she didn't find what she was looking for then dropped her phone in. “Shit, where did I leave that?”

 

“Leave what?” I asked.

 

“Oh, doesn't matter,” she said dismissively then stood up. “Gotta go. See you tomorrow.”

 

“Have fun clubbing,” I said.

 

She beamed at me in that way only a twenty something can when anticipating a night out then waved and hurried off.

 

“22,” I mused to myself, pushing my coffee mug from side to side. “That means a couple of years after she was 16 was only four years ago.” I wasn't sure where that thought was going so I tried to convince myself it was only a reflection on the poor quality of the building work for the estate to look run down after only four years. And it was none of my business how many kids Mandy had taken with her, especially as Matt was the same sort of age as Courtney's dad. They'd most likely be grown up like Courtney now anyway. And if Courtney was 22 then her dad was probably around 42, give or take a little. A perfectly respectable age.

 

I paused on my way out to get a loyalty card from Jess. She good naturedly punched a hole in it even though I hadn't paid for the coffees and one of them had been from Courtney's card anyway. It's little things like that that help generate loyalty.

 

* * *

 

“'Oh g'day,” said Jake when he opened his front door. “Thought you'd buggered off and left me.”

 

“Why's that then?” I asked.

 

“Ain't seen no lights on in the caravan,” he said. “How you settling in?”

 

“Oh that's because I work until 10,” I said, wondering why he'd not seen my car in the mornings. I didn't leave for work until after one. “I'm settling in just fine. Where do I get more chemicals for the toilet? I think it's getting a bit low.”

 

“There's Alf's hardware store at the end of the Brisbane Road,” he said after thinking for a couple of moments. “Should be able to get some there, I should think. Anyway, no rush yet. I got a pallet load over in the shed. C'mon, I'll show you where it is.”

 

He set off across the yard at a moderately slow pace. He was in his eighties after all.

 

“I've got your rent money,” I said as I followed. I had the notes in my hand but he hadn't noticed.

 

“Oh aye,” he said absently then stopped walking. His brow creased. “Has it been a week already?”

 

“Actually just over,” I said, offering him the money. “I moved in last Wednesday and it's Wednesday today. I got the money out from the bank yesterday but stupidly I forgot I'd be back too late to give it to you.”

 

“That's all right, lass,” he said, taking the money. He licked a thumb that had clearly been working on a farm for eighty years then thumbed through the five twenties slowly. The ATM had run out of fifties by the time I'd got there. He beamed at me and stuffed the cash carelessly into the pocket of his shorts. He didn't mention a receipt and neither did I. For some reason I trusted him even though he almost certainly wasn't going to declare this income for tax.

 

“I was thinking,” I said as we resumed walking. “If it's OK with you I'd like to stay here for more than just a few weeks.”

 

The shed was a good hundred metres from his house and was roughly twice as big. My caravan nestled against one side so the view that way was just of corrugated tin but that also meant I didn't get the morning sun streaming in and making it too hot inside. The other way, though, the view was just beautiful. Maybe twenty metres from my caravan was a grassy paddock with half a dozen cows and beyond that lay the mountains and the nearby State Forest. I spent my mornings sitting outside having a leisurely breakfast and speculating on how beautiful the scene would be if I ever got up early enough to see the dawn. I was by nature a late riser and finishing work at 10pm didn't encourage me to get up early. For sure I was looking forward to seeing my first sunset there later that day. By my reckoning the sun should go down a little to the left of directly in front of the caravan, somewhere behind the mountains.

 

When I first saw the caravan I wasn't too impressed. Jake and his wife had toured round Australia with it when they first got it then his wife had sadly died and the caravan hadn't been touched since. Admittedly it had been covered with a tarpaulin but inside had been full of cobwebs and dust and there had been evidence it had been used as temporary housing by a family of mice. I'd been desperate, though, as there was nowhere remotely affordable for me to rent so I took it and spent two mornings before work thoroughly cleaning everything so it was spotless. The mattress and seats were still in good nick and I'd bought new linen for the bed and washed the seat cushion covers.

 

That had made the world of difference. As Mac had said, Jake wasn't one who did things by halves so even though there had been just the two of them the caravan was easily comfortable for four and had a separate bedroom as well as its own shower and toilet. Jake had plumbed in a pipe for me from the 50,000 litre water tank that was fed from the roof of the shed so I had my own water supply and he'd run a cable from the solar panels on top of the shed. All I needed to do was occasionally top up the chemicals in the chemical toilet and refill the gas cylinder that powered the small but very well designed and equipped kitchen. I'd lived in smaller apartments and I didn't even have noisy neighbours! In short, now it was clean, I loved it there and the prospect of going back to a rented house in a less than ideal street in town did not appeal. I'd already done the maths, in my own special way which no one else could make sense of, and concluded that if I stayed here for almost nine months I'd be able to clear my credit cards. That alone was a novelty as they'd had a zero balance when I'd got them and that figure had never been seen since, except on one side or the other of a decimal point.

 

“All right by me,” said Jake, gripping the handle on the big sliding door that took up almost a quarter of the shed's wall. It had to be big as he kept his tractor inside. “Stay as long as you like. Ain't got no other use for that old bugger.” His small, wiry frame put every ounce of effort into pulling the door open enough for us to get through and the door protested metallically as it slid.

 

I followed him inside and the two headlights on the front of the tractor stared at me like a bullfrog. Jake flicked a couple of switches on the panel just inside the door and two lights high up in the roof came on. Most of the shed still lay in darkness. Right on the edge of the light, three quarters in darkness, lay what looked like a medieval torture device but which was probably only part of a threshing machine or something. Propped against the side of the tractor was an off-road bike, its huge knobbly wheels and high wide handlebars looking tiny against the massive back wheel of the tractor. Another off-road bike was propped against the back of the shed. It was missing its fuel tank, the seat cover was ripped and its electrical wiring hung like spaghetti. It looked forlorn and lonely and I felt an urge to move the other one closer so they could at least talk to each other. All along the side of the shed, running parallel to my caravan, was racking, the shelves laden with grimy bits of old machinery, cans, boxes, broken shovel handles and rusting tools, all covered in a rich and fertile layer of dust and mouse droppings. On one shelf something had leaked and there was an impressive amount of mould growing on it. The place had a desolate air despite all the things inside, or perhaps because of them. I felt a strong sense of purpose that was now lost, a sense of waiting and fading hope, of jobs to do and no one left to do them. It was really quite sad.

 

“Ahh,” grunted Jake after poking and prodding and uncovering things. He pulled away a tarp and underneath was a wooden pallet completely covered by 20 litre cans, apart from a space where one was missing. He really didn't do things by halves. There was enough chemical for the toilet to last me a thousand years or thereabouts. It was almost worth getting severe diarrhoea just to use the stuff. 

 

We stood there in silence contemplating the pallet.

 

“That should keep you going for a while,” he said with a grin.

 

“If you don't mind me asking,” I said, “umm, why did you get so much?”

 

“Had to use up me farm subsidy,” he said, pushing back the filthy Akubra that was permanently glued to his head. He probably slept in it as well. I noticed the upper part of his forehead was about fifteen shades paler than the rest of his face. “Either that or lose it in tax. Figured we'd find a use for it, maybe as pesticide or something.”

 

“Oh,” I said, unable to think of anything else to say.

 

“Right you are then,” said Jake as if appreciating my problem with words. He bent to grab one of the cans. 

 

“I don't need any just yet,” I said hurriedly although why I was worried about his back I have no idea. I'd just seen him slide the shed door open so a little 20 litre can wouldn't cause him any problems.

 

“No worries,” he said, lifting it. “I'll leave it just inside the door for you.”

 

“Thanks,” I said. I watched him for a moment then bent to pull the tarp back over the rest of the cans. It felt grimy and I restrained the urge to wipe my fingers on my skirt.

 

“Anything else I can help you with, lass?” he asked when we were back in the sunshine. Rain was forecast and fluffy white clouds dotted the sky but there seemed little chance of rain today.

 

“No, not really,” I said. “Everything's just great. I really love it here. It's so beautiful.”

 

Jake gazed around with a scornful look on his face then tipped his Akubra back down again as though to hide from the world.

 

“This?” he said in a desultory tone. “Ain't nothing compared with the place I used to have.”

 

“Where was that?” I asked.

 

“Had 1500 hectares t'other side of them mountains,” he said, nodding towards them. “Left a couple of hundred as forest. Me and the wife used to go camping up in them mountains, 'til we got too old. She loved to watch the sun come up and the trees come alive, especially on a foggy day. This?” and he spat contemptuously on the ground, “this just don't compare.”

 

“I'm a city girl,” I said. “All I know is concrete and bitumen. I don't care what you say, it's heaven here.”

 

“Aye, reckon as how it might be to you,” he said, looking at me for the first time since I'd knocked on his door. “Been to Brissy a couple of times, for the show. Horrible place. Hated every minute.”

 

“Brisbane's not that bad,” I said. “You should go to Sydney, it's just houses and factories everywhere, although the beaches are better. Not like Surfer's or the Sunshine Coast but a lot better than those around Brisbane itself.”

 

“If it's beaches you're wanting,” he said, scratching the back of his neck, “best you be going further round the bay. All the tourists stay near town but further along there's some lovely spots. Likely hardly anyone's ever been there. No ice cream or burger vans, see.” He laughed a little wheezily. “Then again, go inland a-ways and you'll be in the State Forest. Stay off the main road and you won't see a soul.”

 

“How do I get around?” I asked. “I don't have a four wheel drive so I'd rather not go off-road.”

 

Jake had a huge Iveco four wheel drive truck which was more than twice the size of my little Nissan Tiida. It looked solid enough to drive over a cliff and not even get scratched.

 

“You know Yowie Back Road?” he asked.

 

“Yes,” I said. “It's just out the back of the Plaza where I work.”

 

“Follow that,” he said. “After 10k or so it becomes a dirt track which'll take you around this end of the bay and miss the tourist areas. It runs most of the way up the bay and there's lots of places where you can get down to the beach. Ride a bike, can you?”

 

“A push bike?” I said, confused by this last remark. “I had one as a kiddie.”

 

“Nah, motor bike,” he said. “If you want to go into the State Forest you can follow some of the kangaroo trails but you'll need a bike for that or go on foot. You can borrow that 'un in there if you want.”

 

“Oh lord,” I said, looking back inside the shed at the bike propped against the tractor. “I had a little scooter when I was at uni but I've never driven a real bike.”

 

“Should still be working,” he said. “Wanna fire it up and see?”

 

Part of me was frightened of actually trying to ride a real motor bike but another part of me, the part that was beginning to emerge from city-based poverty and single motherhood into new found freedom and self empowerment thought the idea was rather exciting. I ummed and erred for a few moments then fear and caution got the upper hand. 

 

“It isn't legal, is it?” I asked. “Doesn't it need lights and a registration number or something.”

 

“Out bush?” he said and chuckled. “Ain't no police going to see you there.”

 

“But I'd have to ride it through town first,” I pointed out. “No way will it fit in the back of my Nissan.”

 

“Well, there's that,” he conceded. He looked over at my Nissan. “Could always get a tow bar fitted. Got a trailer in the shed you could use.”

 




Chapter Eight

 

Although I'd told Mac I'd collected my stuff from Brisbane and was storing it in Jake's shed it was actually a little fib. I'd bought him a fishing rod as a 'thank you' for helping me find somewhere to live and invented the story so he'd be less likely to turn the rod down. At the time I was thinking of staying in the caravan only as long as I absolutely had to but I'd come to love my caravan in the week I'd been there so as Jake was walking away after out little chat about motorbikes the thought came back into my mind.

 

“Oh Jake,” I called, hurrying after him.

 

He stopped and half turned but didn't say anything.

 

“Um, I was wondering, umm, I've got my stuff, in storage in Brisbane,” I said, faintly embarrassed for some reason. “I was wondering if I could bring it up and store it here? I'll pay you a little extra rent, of course.”

 

“What sort of stuff?” he asked.

 

“Oh, a couple of beds, some furniture, pots and pans, books, that sort of thing,” I said. “Not much as my old place was pretty small but …” and I petered out as he looked over at the house with a doubtful expression.

 

“Can't say as there's much room for furniture,” he said, scratching the back of his neck again. I wanted to suggest the shed as there seemed to be room if things were rearranged a bit but I was reluctant to suggest it in case he didn't want my belongings lying around. I didn't want to pressure him so I repeated “the shed, the shed,” a couple of times in my mind as a sort of psychic suggestion.

 

“Maybe in the shed,” he said thoughtfully and I mentally shouted “yay!”, “only possums and mice'll likely ruin it all.”

 

“Most of it's in boxes,” I said quickly, “and I can get some strong tarps for the beds and things. I could stack it all in a corner out of the way. Maybe behind the tractor.”

 

I hadn't planned it that way but changing the subject to where to put things turned his mind to the practicalities and away from the general concept. He was a man who liked solid practicalities to work with so we went back in the shed to discuss it. Then we shifted a few things until I pronounced there was plenty of room and offered him $10 a week for the storage space. He was quite surprised by that and I got the sense that he'd forgotten I was just a tenant occupying his caravan and thought he was back at work on his farm reorganising things for the new season. It struck me that he really was in his eighties and that his mind wandered. I made a mental note to be extra careful not to take advantage of that. He was a bit withdrawn and gruff but he was kind hearted and could so easily have exploited the rental crisis and charged me a small fortune for the caravan and extra for the water and power and so on. I upped my offer to $15 and he readily agreed.

 

Back in my caravan, and I was already thinking of it in terms of 'my' caravan, I made a cup of instant and took it outside so I could sit and have a ciggie and admire the view while doing some planning. I could shift the boxes in two or three trips in my Nissan but I was going to need a van or a ute for the beds and furniture and someone to help me load it. Mattresses are great to sleep on but are a nightmare to shift when you're on your own and the table and my old armchairs were just plain awkward. The thing is, most of the people I knew worked so they'd only be available at the weekend and I was now working at the weekend. Also van hire places tended to get most of their hires over the weekend so there was a good chance I wouldn't be able to find one available anyway. 

 

I contemplated the problem for most of a cigarette then had a mouthful of coffee and reached a decision. The bigger problem was shifting my things the 150k or so to Cattleman's Bay. The lesser problem was someone to help me load up. After all, if worst came to worst, I could always loiter outside Centrelink until someone came out who could use a little cash. So, I rang a hire place I knew in Brisbane which was cheap and asked about vans. The gods were on my side and they had a big panel van or a small removals truck available tomorrow. I pondered for a few moments and decided that the truck, which was only a fiver more, would easily take everything in one trip whereas the van might need two trips and so cost a lot more in fuel. I booked the truck then had a few anxious moments when it turned out there wasn't enough money in my bank account to cover the required deposit. I didn't think there was enough space on my credit card either but I tried it and it turned out that there was. I mentally gave a big thank you to the god of travellers. The booking lady seemed to be as pleased as I was and said she'd throw in a hand trolley for free.

 

I had another swig of coffee and lit another smoke. I'd just remembered someone who might be willing to help and might be available but I had to handle it carefully. He worked in the mines in Western Australia on a fly in fly out basis, working two weeks then off for a week so I had a one in three chance this was his week off. The only thing was, I'd had a bit of a fling with him a couple of years before just after his partner had kicked him out. It hadn't lasted long, none of my relationships ever do, and he'd persuaded his partner to take him back. I was hesitant to phone him in case my renewing his acquaintance upset his partner but, given that when I'd had the fling he was a couple of months away from a court hearing for breaching his restraining order conditions, there was a good chance she'd finished with him by now anyway. On the other hand he might even be in prison as he couldn't quite understand why those conditions should apply to him. It occurred to me that if he wasn't in prison and wasn't at the mine then he might well expect more than a few cans of beer in recompense even if he was in a relationship. He hadn't struck me as someone who was overly committed to being faithful. I turned it over in my mind and decided he really wasn't worth the hassle. I thumbed through my contacts in my phone again and then put it on the ground. The gods seemed to be on my side at the moment so I'd leave it to them.

 

Awesome! Things were happening! Even the clouds, which were building, looked happy and the cows in the paddock had a contented look about them. Tomorrow was going to be a busy day but at the end of it I'd have finally cut my ties with my old life. I sent Lucas a text message to see how he was going and tell him about the move then finished my coffee and sat back against the side of the caravan with my hands behind my head just feeling incredibly happy.

 

My reverie was broken by the slamming of a car door and the starting of a big diesel engine. I looked around just as a waft of black diesel exhaust engulfed me and made me cough. Jake gave me a furtive wave, which was very positive as most people in Queensland merely lift one finger to acknowledge you when they're behind the wheel, and drove off, leaving more diesel fumes in his wake.

 

I looked at my phone. It wasn't long after eleven and I didn't have to go to work today. I had the whole afternoon to myself. I laughed and raised my arms in the air as if to engulf the whole world. One of the cows raised its head and looked curiously at me then bent to munch the grass again.

 

“You know what, Moo Moo,” I said impetuously, keeping my arms in the air, “I'm going to go to the beach!”

 

I dropped my arms and considered that impulsive thought for a moment.

 

“Well, why not?” I asked a passing dragonfly. “I've spent the last twenty odd years keeping everything together. Why shouldn't I have a little me time all to myself?”

 

I jumped up and went inside the caravan and retrieved the old wallet that held my emergency credit card. There hadn't been that many emergencies recently so it was still only three quarters maxed out. I grabbed my bag, locked the caravan door and jumped in my car then put everything on hold when my phone blipped at me. It was only Lucas, telling me everything was fine and asking if I could send down his Limited Edition Collector's Set of Star Wars DVDs. He thought it was in the box labelled Kitchen that actually was mostly filled with junk that hadn't fitted in any of the other boxes. I was pretty sure they weren't in that box but I texted back “Will do” anyway. I'd find them somewhere, mum always did. Then I texted to remind him he still hadn't sent me his address.

 

* * *

 

“Hello,' I said with a big smile to the woman in the library. Generally, I've found, librarians tend to look a little dowdy but this one looked as though she was about to go to a glamour photo shoot. Her name tag said Tracey although it must have been difficult for her to find enough material to pin on the name tag.

 

“Hello,” said Tracey giving me a big smile in return. I was impressed her lip gloss didn't crack. She tossed her long blonde hair back and put her hands flat on the counter so I could see her impeccable nails. “How can I help you?”

 

She actually sounded as though she meant it. That's not to say librarians aren't generally helpful but they usually frown when asking how they can help as though they're already searching through the archives in their minds.

 

“I've just moved to Cattleman's Bay and I'd like to join the library,” I said.

 

“Excellent,” said Tracey and turned to her keyboard. She looked as though she knew what she was doing as using a keyboard with nails that long wouldn't have been easy so she probably wasn't someone who'd just dropped in and fancied playing librarians for a while. “I just need some identification and something that has your new address, such as a utility bill or your rental agreement. Can I have your name?”

 

“Laura Seddington,” I said and spelled it for her while retrieving my driver's licence. “I don't have anything with my new address on but I've brought my passport. Will that do?”

 

My dad had insisted I got a passport when I was a teenager and I'd kept it renewed even though I'd never been abroad. It was very useful when bureaucrats needed more than a driver's licence.

 

“I'm afraid not,” she said looking as though she was about to cry. “Haven't you anything at all?”

 

“Sorry,” I said. “I'm not likely to either. I'm staying in a friend's caravan and I'm on tank water and solar so there won't be any bills.”

 

“Oh dear,” said Tracey and bit her lower lip while staring at the computer screen. “I'll ask Maureen.”

 

She teetered off to a back room in what I could only imagine was the latest in fashionable footwear for the young and trendy and reappeared a few moments later with an older woman of the more traditional librarian type.

 

“I'm sorry,” she said without cracking a smile. “We can't let you be a member without your current address. What if you don't return a book? We'd have no way of contacting you.”

 

“You could always ring or text,” I said cheerily.

 

“Quite,” said Maureen. She thought for a moment then asked where I was staying.

 

“I'm not sure,” I admitted. “I'm in a caravan belonging to someone called Jake but I don't know his last name or the address.”

 

I realised as I was saying it that I probably sounded like the archetypal tramp and she would likely think I was being paid by the hour.

 

“Jake?” said Maureen. “Oh, that's you, is it? Jake told me about you. His wife was my mother's best friend, God rest her soul. You're that new girl at the Plaza, aren't you.”

 

“Oh!” squealed Tracey. “You're that Laura! I'm so sorry, I should have realised. Courtney's told me all about you! You remember, Maureen? I was telling you about what Courtney said about how Laura threw Roscoe Shandling out of the Plaza.” She gave me what I could only describe as a look of admiration.

 

“And very brave of you that was, too,” said Maureen. “That Shandling boy is a nasty piece of work. Very nasty indeed. So how're you settling in?

 

“Umm, fine,” I said, confused by all this but at least it sounded positive. 

 

Maureen told Tracey Jake's address and Tracey dutifully typed it in then asked for my phone number. I gave it to her and Maureen beamed. I wondered if I could ask for Jake's address myself but chickened out.

 

“Time we had a female presence there,” she said as Tracey wrote my name on a library card in large carefully formed letters then put it in a small laminating machine. “Too many sexist macho men in my opinion. Have you met Ida who runs the Post Office? She's my sister in law.”

 

“No, I haven't yet,” I said, “although I will need to post some things soon.”

 

“Lovely lady, Ida,” said Maureen. “Very helpful, unlike some,” and she sniffed. I wondered who had offended her. “Would you like Tracey to give you the tour?”

 

“Actually I was in here a few days ago,” I said, “to have a look around. You have quite a decent collection which is why I decided to join.”

 

Ito be honest hadn't been particularly impressed as they didn't have many books and most of what they did have were Romance and True Crime. There was only half a shelf on History and a couple of shelves of general fiction but they did have a fair number of music DVDs which I was planning to explore.

 

“Excellent, excellent,” said Maureen. “Well, I mustn't keep you. I'm sure you have lots to do seeing as how you've only just arrived in town. Give my love to Jake and don't let him do anything silly. He doesn't realise how old he is.”

 

“No, I won't,” I said, wondering if I could stop Jake doing anything he wanted to and if I had the right to stop him anyway. I turned to go. “Oh, I don't suppose you have a road map of the area? I want to go exploring round the bay but there isn't any phone service out of town.”

 

“Try the RACQ Office in the Plaza,” said Maureen. “We've only got street maps of Brisbane, Sydney and Canberra.”

 

“Ah, thanks,” I said. “You've been very kind. Both of you.”

 

A callow youth of the spotty variety came in as I was finding a slot in my wallet for my new card. He sidled up to Tracey and glanced nervously at me.

 

“Hello Tracey,” he said in an anxious tone.

 

“Hello Kevin,” she said in an 'oh go away' kind of voice. She started typing furiously on her computer.

 

“Umm, I wanted to ask you something,” he muttered and looked at me again. I got the message and started to walk away.

 

“I'm not going out with you, Kevin,” said Tracey loudly enough for everyone in the library to hear. Fortunately for Kevin the library was deserted apart from him and me and I was out the door before I heard his reaction.

 

Next stop was the Plaza. It was only three blocks away but I couldn't be bothered to walk. By way of recompense I walked down the stairs from the roof car park and headed over to the Op Shop. I was hoping they'd have a bikini since I'd used my old one to block a broken window in my last but one rental in Brisbane. It was probably still there unless the next tenant had been desperate enough to use it herself. For sure the landlord wouldn't have fixed the window. Failing that I'd have to find a cheap one in Best & Less but a cheap one from a proper shop would still be a lot more than one from the Op Shop.

 

“Greetings to you, sweet Laura,” said Rhod in his casual way when I went in. “May I say it is a pleasure to see you in your civilian clothes. Most becoming.”

 

“Oh, hello Rhod,” I said, carefully pronouncing his name. The lips behind his beard seemed to smile so I figured I'd been close. Sadly he seemed to be wearing the same check shirt and dark grey waistcoat he always did although today he had on a pair of tan corduroy trousers with frayed hems and a torn pocket. “Do you have any bikinis?”

 

“Personally I choose not to wear such garments,” he said gravely. “I respect my body too much.

 

I assumed he was joking so I gave a half laugh.

 

“No, I meant in the women's clothing section,” I said.

 

“I knew what you meant,” he said primly. “We have a small but estimable collection. What size are you?” and he looked at my chest.

 

“I'll go and have a look,” I said hurriedly, shifting my shoulder bag in front of me.

 

“The changing rooms are at the back on the right,” he said. “Let me know if you need a hand.”

 

As if I'd let Rhod give me a hand getting changed. Dream on.

 

“Will do,” I said and hurried away.

 

I was quite surprised by the swimwear. Mostly it was huge one piece bathing suits ranging from size 20 to 28. Of the bikinis only two pairs were in my size, the rest being clearly intended for anorexic models. Of the two in my size one was a rather unpleasant shade of pink that looked new. I wondered if whoever had bought it had got it home and wished she hadn't. The other was an ordinary looking black pair with white piping so I took it into the changing room. As is usually the case with Op Shops the changing room was a small plywood cubicle with an old blanket serving as a curtain. I stripped and put the bikini on and looked down at myself. Rather more of my chest was on display than I usually allow so I looked around for a mirror to see what the overall effect was. 

 

“Oh bugger,” I exclaimed when I remembered seeing a full length mirror on the outside of the plywood. I debated whether to get dressed again and go to Best & Less or whether to risk it.

 

Cautiously I stuck my head around the curtain making sure all else was well concealed. Rhod was at this counter at the other end dealing with a customer and there were only a few women in sight at this end. I scurried out, did a quick pose in front of the mirror and scurried back, pulling the blanket too behind me.

 

“Probably a bit revealing for a public beach,” I muttered, taking the top off and holding it up. “I am nearly forty, after all.”

 

Then again, I wasn't planning to go to a public beach. I was planning to go exploring the bay and spend some time on the deserted beaches that Jake had told me about. If there was anyone else around I'd just move on. And the bikini was only $3 and looked newish too.

 

A sudden vision of me coming out of the waves to greet a tall, handsome young fisherman on the beach had tickled my fancy. That image was straight out of the James Bond movie Dr No and I'm no Ursula Andress but it was still pretty romantic. And the less there was of the bikini the less sand would get inside. I laughed at the thought but decided to get the thing. 

 

“Time to live a little,” I said out loud by way of self-justification.

 

I got dressed and took the bikini up to Rhod at the counter. I plonked it down and he looked at the price tag then held up the top part to get a good look at it.

 

“Very nice,” he said then looked at me as if trying to imagine me in it.

 

“That's enough of that,” I snapped and snatched it away. I felt deeply embarrassed and very nearly changed my mind then I saw what was propped against the wall behind him.

 

“What's that?” I asked, stuffing the bikini in my bag. “It looks familiar.”

 

“Oh just an old painting,” said Rhod, “or rather a reproduction. Do you like it? $3 if you would be so kind.”

 

“Yes and no,” I said, looking at it. “It's a nice picture but rather conventional in composition. Who's it by?” I fished in my purse and pulled out some coins for the bikini.

 

“Henry Collins Bispham,” said Rhod. “Have you heard of him?”

 

“Rings a bell,” I said, “but then there are loads of paintings of stags beside lakes in the mist.”

 

“True enough,” said Rhod. “Anyway, it's sold so you can't have it.” He rang up the $3 and solemnly handed me the receipt. 

 




Chapter Nine

 

I would have liked to ask Rhod who brought in these reproductions and if he could put some aside for me to look at before they got sold but to be honest I found him creepy. There was nothing particularly wrong in the things he said so it was difficult to call him out about it. After all, what woman doesn't want to be told an item of clothing she's just bought is “very nice”? It was more how he said it and where his eyes looked. He made me feel a little dirty to tell you the truth, a bit objectified as though I was something to be salivated over.

 

Still clutching my receipt I backed away a couple of steps before turning and tripped over something sticking out from under one of the tables covered in soft toys near the door. I didn't fall but I had to put a hand on large rabbit in a waistcoat with an eye missing to steady myself. I looked down and saw I'd tripped on a toy steering wheel of some sort so I pushed it with my foot to get it back under the table. It shifted slightly but stayed sticking out.

 

“Careful, careful,” said Rhod wandering over. “Any breakages must be paid for.” He pointed to the wall where a large handwritten sign said “All Brakeges Must Be Paid For”.

 

“It's only a toy steering wheel,” I said looking at the sign. “Anyway, this is an Op Shop so it didn't cost you anything anyway. Everything's donated. And it's spelt wrong.”

 

“I didn't write it,” he said stroking his beard. “And, for the record, that is not a toy. It is a delicate precision instrument and should be handled with care.”

 

I was about to make some catty remark like “so why put it where people can trip over it?” when someone came in and I had to step out of the way to let them past.

 

“So what is it?” I asked instead then mentally kicked myself for prolonging the conversation. I should have just said “sorry” and left.

 

“I'm delighted you asked me that,” said Rhod. He bent over and pulled the thing out from under the table. “It is a metal detector.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “You mean one of those things people use at the beach to search for treasure and lost keys?”

 

“Exactly,” he said and wiped some dust off the box at the other end of the stem with the corner of his waistcoat. “Observe.”

 

He rummaged in the pocket of his trousers that wasn't torn and pulled out a paper clip and tossed it on the floor. Then he picked up the rabbit I'd grabbed and laid it on top of the paper clip. Then he flicked a switch and the box started to hum quietly and one side lit up. Then he started to move the steering wheel bit over the floor in sweeping motions. The box beeped loudly as it went over the rabbit.

 

“And there's the metal,” he said. He tipped the rabbit over with his foot and waved the steering wheel bit over the paper clip. It beeped again to show it hadn't been wrong the first time.

 

“That's pretty impressive,” I said, feeling quite impressed. “How far away will it find the paper clip?”

 

“The gentleman who donated it said 20 to 25 centimetres,” said Rhod, flicking the machine off again. “Perhaps a little less for gold or silver.”

 

Gold? Silver? I blinked a couple of times. People lost coins and jewellery on beaches all the time. I don't know if it was still the happy euphoria inside me or an awakening sense of avarice but I contemplated the metal detector for a few moments then asked how much it was.

 

“$50,” said Rhod.

 

“$50?” I asked in surprise. I don't think I'd ever seen anything over $15 in a Op Shop before.

 

“And a bargain at twice the price,” said Rhod, “but for you, let's say $45 and I'll include the charger.” He knelt to search under the table for the charger and I stepped away because I had a feeling he was studying my ankles. I had a sudden strong urge to get away.

 

“Alright,” I said. I should have said “no thanks” and left but we all do stupid things from time to time. He re-emerged holding up the charger triumphantly.

 

“A wise investment,” he said. 

 

“Is there a manual for it?” I asked.

 

“This is an Op Shop,” he remarked, heading back to his counter. “What do you think?”

 

“So that's a no, then,” I said following. I pulled my emergency credit card from my wallet with a sigh. It was still a week until pay day.

 

“There's a 50c surcharge for credit cards,” said Rhod. 

 

I just stared at him.

 

“But we can waive that for our special customers,” he said, noticing my look.

 

“How kind,” I said with only a hint of sarcasm. 

 

He keyed the details into the little machine and I waved my card at it. It beeped its approval and spat out a receipt which he gave me. I took it and picked up the metal detector. It was heavier than I expected but still quite light.

 

“By the way,” I said. “That sign?” He looked over. “Breakages must be paid for, but it doesn't say who by. See ya.” I picked up the charger as well and left.

 

I felt very self conscious walking round IGA in search of bottled water and berated myself for being a gullible fool.

 

“It's going to take a lot more than nine months to pay off your cards if you're going to be an idiot,” I muttered while looking at a selection of 10 and 20 litre plastic water containers.

 

A man standing nearby looked at me with a frown. “You're absolutely right,” he said. “Thank you,” and walked away.

 

“What?” I said, looking up, but he'd gone. “Weirdo,” I muttered and picked up a 20 litre container then quickly put it down again as it weighed a ton. I needed a water container since I was going to be driving round out in the bush and the car might break down but I couldn't manage the 20 litre jobbie and the metal detector. I tried the 10 litre version and it was more feasible. Listing a little to one side I made it to the checkout and rested while the girl dealt with someone else. It seemed easier to use the lift to get back to the car. 

 

I dumped the detector on the back seat and the water container beside the driver's seat and tossed my shoulder bag onto the passenger seat. I had the keys in the ignition before I remembered I was going to drop in to the RACQ Office to get a road map.

 

“Another day,” I said, starting the car. “I won't go far today and the clouds are building.” 

 

I had a strong urge to just find a nice spot and splash around in the sea for a bit without anyone else being around. I'd always lived in cities and solitude was the greatest of luxuries. It wasn't that I didn't like people, I did, but we all need some space from time to time and people like Rhod made me feel I had ants walking over me. 

 

I drove across the car park and took the Yowie Back Road down ramp. It was a strange name. Yowie is an Australian word for a spirit or demon of some sort and Back could mean that the road went over or along the back of the Yowie or it could mean that it was a back road out of town that went to the Yowie. Either way it suggested that there was a Yowie somewhere in the area which seemed unlikely. Then it occurred to me that the Yowie could be in town and the Back meant this was the road that took you back to the Yowie in town. Perhaps the Yowie was something to to with the old cattle sale yards. Someone, I couldn't remember who, had told me that some of the cattle were slaughtered there after sale so maybe the Yowie was the lingering spirit of the dead cattle? It was even possible that the cattle yard had been built on top of the site of an Aboriginal massacre long before this even became a cattle town. After all, Brahman cattle had only been introduced to Australia in 1933. It was that first batch of Brahman cattle bred from an American source that led to Cattleman's Bay being founded to service their export by sea from the grazing lands. 

 

I was out of town within a couple of minutes and the buildings gave way to farmland on the left and bushland on the right. As Jake had said, the bitumen ended after 10K or so and turned into a dirt road. There were a handful of decent sized gravelled roads heading off to farm properties far in the distance on the left and to the right I could see flashes of blue every now and then suggesting the sea wasn't far away. I carried on for another 7 or 8K until I came across a turn off to the right. I pulled over and looked at it. It was a simple dirt track and clearly wasn't heavily used but it looked serviceable enough so I slowly followed it. After 50 or so metres I went round a bend and stopped. The road was a lot worse. During the last wet season someone had been along here with a big four wheel drive, probably several times, and chewed two deep gouges. No way was my little Tiida going to cope. With its little wheels in the gouges its floor would be ripped apart by the rock solid dried mud between the gouges.

 

Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained and Mac had said I was motherly but tough. Time to show the tough side. Cautiously I edged forward so the wheels on my side were on the crest between the gouges and the passenger side wheels were in the scrub beside the track. It seemed to work. So long as I didn't go too fast and slip into the gouges I was able to progress. There was another bend but I was able to navigate it with some fairly intense concentration then the track disappeared. There was a big tree and the track just stopped. There was no room to go around and no apparent track the other side of the tree. I turned off the engine and got out and the immensity of the silence just hit me. I thought it had been peaceful at Jake's farm but this brought a whole new meaning to the word. 

 

“Wow,” I said and cringed at the noise I made. It seemed somehow … sacrilegious.

 

 I lifted the handle of the car door and pushed it shut very gently so it wouldn't make a noise then just stood there, marvelling. There was no breeze and the air felt thick and humid. A bird whistled a little tune. It didn't sound alarmed and from some distance away another answered. A sudden rustling made me freeze and stare but it was only a lizard. A big one to be sure, maybe 30 centimetres long. It, too, froze and we stared at each other for a few seconds. Its long tongue flicked out then it turned and disappeared as quick as anything. I felt awed in a way.

 

My ears quickly became accustomed to the heavy silence and I became aware of a faint rhythmic swishing sound. From long habits of city life I locked the car without even thinking about it – I'd lived in places where an unlocked car would be stripped of everything inside, including the seats, within ten minutes. Give it half an hour and the wheels, engine and gearbox would be gone too. I walked around the tree and found a narrow track that went up a steep slope and disappeared over the top. I hesitated, torn between my desire to explore this incredible new world and my fears of the unknown. 

 

“Don't be such a wuss,” I muttered quietly. “What kind of idiot is going to hang around here hoping to rape and murder a passing woman?”

 

Logically it was true enough. If you had such intentions you'd be better off going where women were plentiful, like a town, but the world is full of idiots and I had seen the movie Deliverance. I rigorously suppressed all thoughts of snakes although I did make a mental note to buy a stout pair of boots and maybe an anti-venom kit or two. A thick pair of trousers wouldn't go amiss either. A midi dress and thongs weren't the best things to go bush walking in. Somewhere off to my left someone played de-de-dum-dum-dum on a banjo and I froze. A little further round someone responded with the same tune and with a sigh of relief I realised they were birds, not duelling banjos.

 

“Twat!” I said out loud and felt a lot better. 

 

The slope, although steep, wasn't high and I noticed the earthy soil the other side of the tree was sandy this side. I scrambled up the slope and stopped at the top to catch my breath.

 

Oh – My – God – !

 

I've seen pictures of beautiful places but that's all they were, pictures. The edges of the picture tell you its a picture. There were no edges here because this wasn't a picture. It was real and very very beautiful. The sea was deeply and richly blue. The sand was off white and crisp. The sky had just exactly the right number of perfectly sized clouds and there was no caption telling me where this was. I just stood there, hugging myself, and gawped. Such places really did exist after all.

 

It was several minutes before I scrambled down the other side, leaving deep semi-slides in the sand. There were small waves coming in which ran happily up the slightly sloping beach. I kicked off my thongs and walked over to feel the damp sand under my feet. Another wave rippled in and wrapped itself around my ankles. It felt cool and I laughed like a child. I hopped forward then bent to scoop up some water and threw it in the air while shouting “wheee!” Just as well the place was deserted otherwise it would have been embarrassing. I did that a couple more times then hitched up my skirt and ran along the beach a short way then veered off into the water and waded in up to my knees. The water was crystal clear and I could see tiny fish darting here, there and everywhere. I tried to poke one with my finger but it was took quick for me and I giggled helplessly.

 

“This is so wonderful,” I said, hugging myself again in excitement.

 

I turned and looked up and down the beach. Off to my left and some way away I could just make out Cattleman's Bay on the headland. Then the trees took over and swept past me heading off to my right. The beach and the trees carried on for some way then started to curve back out to sea again and there, way way off, was the other headland on the far side of the bay. At best I was only a tenth of the way round and already it was isolated. That's when it struck me. I waded back onto the beach and studied it, looking to the left and the right. Apart from my own footprints there wasn't another footprint to be seen. There were no coke cans, beer stubbies or food wrappers. No cigarette butts, dog poo, collapsed beach balls or crumbling sandcastles. Not even the remains of a fire. There was just me, the sea, the sand and a lot of trees. Wow!

 

I stood there for a while longer just taking it all in then I slowly wandered back to the car. I grabbed my ciggies, my shoulder bag, the towel I'd chucked in before I left, the water container and my book on the Hittites just in case I started to get bored although I couldn't imagine that happening. I considered the metal detector and decided I couldn't be bothered. Actually the thought of finding some discarded metal in such a pristine place bothered me a little. I felt this was my secret place and no one had even been here before, the track having been made by the Yowie for me, just before I arrived. Another day, sure, but today? No. Today was my special day and never again would I be able to recapture this joy of discovery. 

 

I retraced my steps back to the beach then self consciously stripped off my clothes. There was no one here to see my naked body but old inhibitions don't disappear in an instant. I had the bikini bottoms around my knees when I had a change of heart. I pulled them off and tossed them onto my clothes then stretched as high as I could reach. I felt like screaming with all the emotions bubbling up inside me.

 

“Bugger it,” I said forcefully and screamed as loudly as I could before getting a fit of the giggles. Then I did a little jig and waved my arms about then ran headlong into the water, splashing and laughing. For the first time in years, perhaps forever, I felt truly free.

 

When I came back out of the water part of my old self had returned. I put on my bikini telling myself that someone might have heard me scream and was even now coming to find me. As for the rape and murder, well, someone had told me once that crimes were mostly 1% motive and 99% opportunity and a naked mad woman on a deserted beach would be an excellent opportunity. Not that a skimpy bikini would make any real difference but it was all in my mind not theirs. I towelled my hair until it stopped dripping then spent five minutes trying to work out how to open the water container so I could have a drink. There was an outer cover that came off fairly easily but couldn't be replaced because it broke but the inner cover refused to yield until I realised that if I pressed the centre part of it the edge opened to let the water out. It was actually quite clever even though I wasted some of the water before I realised.

 

I spread the towel on the sand and made a little mound with my clothes for my head. I lit a ciggie and sat on the towel for a while with my knees drawn up and my arms around them just letting my tensions escape and feeling the strength of nature slowly fill me. 

 

“I love it here,” I said. “This is the best thing I've ever done. It's just so perfect.”

 

Peace and tranquillity reigned supreme.




Chapter Ten

 

Jake's ute wasn't there when I got back to the farm, not that it was a problem. Jake was a free man and not my responsibility. I was just mildly curious about where he was since he hadn't, as far as I knew, been anywhere since I moved in. I parked beside the caravan and gathered my things and went inside to make a coffee. I wandered outside again, intending to watch the sunset but it was still some way off so I went inside the shed to check there was enough room for my furniture and so on. We'd cleared the area behind Jake's tractor and Jake had shifted the tractor over so there was room to carry things through the gap between the tractor and the shelving at the end of the shed but we'd left the dirt bike propped against the shelving. It was easy enough to go around but it would be awkward carrying or dragging a double bed or an armchair so I put my coffee mug on the huge back wheel of the tractor and grabbed the bike intending to move it to the other side. It was heavier than it looked and very awkward to manoeuvre so I slung a leg over so I could walk it.

 

Of course my skirt got in the way. I hitched it up around my knees then sat on the material. It was much easier to push with everything balanced rather than leaning over it at an awkward angle. The handle bars were just the right height and width for me so after I'd got it out into the light I just sat there for a few moments twisting the accelerator and playing with the levers. It didn't take long to figure out that the lever on the right was the brake and the one on the left was the clutch and I stayed there for a while longer pretending I was back on my scooter and still young and carefree. Of course it was only a short step from there to wondering where the starter button was. There were buttons for the headlights and for the indicators, even though it didn't have either, and a black knob which didn't seem to do anything but no starter button nor, intriguingly, a key hole.

 

“Ah well,” I thought to myself and got off the bike again only to snag my dress on another lever that stuck up from the side of the engine. It had a pedal at one end and it was this that had twisted out and snagged my dress. 

 

I disentangled myself without tearing the dress or dropping the bike and studied the lever. It took several seconds to realise that this was the kick start. There'd been one on the side of my scooter but it had been very small and I'd never needed to use it. For some reason though I had an inexplicable desire to hear what the bike sounded like. It didn't seem the sort of bike that would sound like a sewing machine as my scooter had. No sooner had the thought entered my head but I started to get anxious in case Jake caught me. I quickly looked around but there was no sign of him.

 

“And he did say I could borrow it,” I thought. “I can say I was just testing it for size or something.”

 

Still, I felt a little foolish as well. A grown woman in a midi skirt, thongs and bikini top fiddling around with a dirt bike I didn't know how to use. How daft can you get? Still, there wasn't anyone around …

 

I slung my leg back over the bike and hitched up my skirt again. I put my foot on the kick start and pushed down. It went a little way then stopped solid. 

 

“Hmm,” I thought and pushed down harder. It still didn't move. 

 

“OK, one more try then I'll give up,” I muttered. “Maybe it's jammed or something.”

 

I rammed my foot down as hard as I could and the lever went all the way down. I heard the engine turn over but there was no spark of life. I tried again and still nothing although the sole of my foot was beginning to hurt a little through the thong.

 

“So maybe that's what that knob is for,” I muttered and clicked it over.

 

I took a deep breath then kicked down hard on the kick start. My foot slipped off the lever just as the bike backfired and threw the kick start lever up giving me an almighty crack on my shin. It hurt like hell and my eyes started to water as I balanced on one leg trying to hold the bike upright while rubbing my shin vigorously and swearing. It was several minutes before I plucked up the courage to put my foot, now thong-less, back on the ground.

 

“God damned bloody machines,” I grumbled and slapped its tank. I sensed the inanimate lump of machinery was laughing at me so I backed it into the gap the other side of the tractor and dumped it against the front wheel before going in search of my thong which had flown off somewhere. The pain in my shin made me hobble and stepping on a discarded rusty bolt didn't help the sole of my foot. Thong retrieved, I stomped back outside then remembered my coffee so I went back in and got it off the tractor wheel. Going back out I caught the hem of my dress on the corner of the shelving and stumbled, spilling my coffee everywhere and dropping the mug. The handle broke off and I swore again. Stupidly I yanked the dress and the hem tore.

 

“Oh, you effing bloody thing,” I said loudly and with feeling.

 

My shin was throbbing since the hem had pulled against where the kick start had hit it. I bent over and rubbed my shin gently until the throbbing died down then pulled up my skirt so I could get a good look at the rip in the hem. A good ten centimetres had torn and I swore again just as Jake pulled into the yard. He nearly crashed into the paddock fence as his eyes were locked on me with my skirt pulled up to greet him. I quickly dropped my skirt and went a little pink as I wondered how much of my legs had been visible. Given it was a midi dress and I'd pulled it high to get a good look at the tear I guessed I'd shown a lot more than was appropriate. Fortunately I still had my bikini bottoms on.

 

“Nice legs,” said Jake with a grin as he got out of his ute. “Can't pay the rent, huh?”

 

“I've already paid …” I retorted before realising he was joking. At least I hoped he was joking and not suggesting a pathway if I ever did have rent problems. I waved my hand behind me in a vague gesture. “I caught my skirt on something back there. It's torn.”

 

“Oh aye,” he said coming over and looking everywhere except at me, probably because I was only wearing my bikini top. He scratched the back of his neck as he always seemed to when thinking. “I got a bit of wire if that'll help.”

 

“No,” I said, “I think it's ruined. I broke my coffee mug as well.” I picked up the mug and the handle and fitted them together to show him.

 

“Bit of glue'll fix that,” he said. “Got some in the house. Give it here.”

 

I hesitated then handed it to him. He fitted the handle to the mug and peered closely at it the way men do when they think they know how to fix something.

 

“Yeah, no worries,” he said. “She'll be right.”

 

“Thanks,” I said. My shin was starting to throb again and I wanted to escape to my caravan and put some cold water on it or something but I didn't want to seem rude. “So, umm, have you had a nice day?”

 

“Can't complain,” he said. “Rain's coming. Best be getting the supplies in.”

 

“Ah, right,” I said. It still didn't seem right to just walk away.

 

“See you round,” he said and walked stiffly over to his ute.

 

“Yeah,” I said as I couldn't think of anything else to constructively add. “See you.”

 

I limped back to my caravan and sat heavily on one of the seats. I pulled up my skirt and saw that there was a bruise appearing on my shin and if I looked at it the right way there was the beginnings of a lump.

 

“Brilliant,” I muttered, wondering what it would be like in the morning. I was, after all, supposed to be loading all my furniture and boxes into the hired truck then unloading it into Jake's shed with a round trip of almost 600 kilometres, half in the truck and half in my car.

 

I soaked a face cloth in cold water and wrapped it around my shin then sat back on the seat with my leg up. The cold damp cloth felt nice and cool against the injury. I thought about it then stretched to get my shoulder bag and pulled out my phone. The car hire place was just about to close and the nice lady had left for the day, leaving an irritable man who obviously wanted to go home. On the positive side, however, by postponing my hire to the Friday of the following week it counted as a weekend hire and I got a 20% discount and the hand trolley would still be free. I also wouldn't have to pay any extra for the storage lock-up since I had to give a week's notice so next week was paid for anyway. Cool.

 

I hobbled over to the little kitchen to make another coffee with my spare mug. It was only when I switched on the light that I realised it was getting dark and I'd missed the sunset.

 

* * *

 

“Had a good break?” asked Greg when I hobbled in on Saturday.

 

“Actually I did,” I said, dumping my bag on the table. “I hurt my leg but otherwise I had a good time.”

 

“What did you do?” he asked. “Kick someone out of bed too hard?”

 

“I wish,” I said. “No, I was kick starting a bike and it kicked back.”

 

“Been there, done that,” he said. “What bike've you got?”

 

“It was a friend's dirt bike,” I said, sitting in an armchair and putting my leg up. “I thought I might take it out bush and explore but it's a bit too heavy for me. Still, I did get a chance to explore further round the bay. It's beautiful, really beautiful.”

 

“No idea,” he said dismissively. “Never been. Not much of a beach person, me. Well, I'll be off. You take care of that leg of yours.”

 

“Will do,” I said. 

 

He logged me in then tapped my boot as he left. I winced even though it didn't actually hurt. It was more a wince of anticipation.

 

Actually I'd ended up having a surprisingly good time. On Thursday morning the lump on my leg had become the size of a small chicken's egg and was very tender so, after a bit of a struggle, I got one of the long seat cushions out of the caravan and laid it on the ground where I spent much of the day drinking coffee, sunbathing, smoking and reading my book on the Hittites. Mid afternoon, when it clouded over and started to rain, I drove slowly into town. I had to drive slowly because it hurt to press down on the accelerator. I bought a salad for dinner as well as a tub of Neapolitan ice cream and a big block of chocolate with very healthy fruit and nuts in. With commendable restraint I only had one dish of ice cream before my healthy low calorie salad for dinner although most of the chocolate somehow disappeared before bed time. I blamed the mice even though I hadn't seen any sign of mice. I was living on a farm, after all, and there must be mice. It's almost a statutory requirement.

 

I also found an Owner's Manual online for my metal detector and downloaded it. Beyond finding out where to plug in the charger it made little sense to me as apparently the thing worked using multiple simultaneous electrical frequencies which made no sense as I thought only radios had frequencies. Anyway, the detector confirmed that the caravan had a metal frame although apparently it didn't have any metal sides which was strange since I could see and touch them. Ignoring the manual, a few minutes with Mr Google taught me that metal detectors can't find aluminium for some reason and that most caravans have aluminium sides on a steel frame so that explained that.

 

Feeling more confident I tossed my keys outside where I could clearly see them then shut my eyes and searched. Thumbs up to the metal detector for finding them. If nothing else it'll help me find my keys when I lose them, which I often do. I also realised, in a moment of clarity, that I shouldn't keep the metal detector inside my car or the caravan as I wouldn't be able to get in to get the detector when I do next lose my keys. I had some more chocolate then took the detector out to the shed. I made sure it was turned off since all the metal lying around would probably give it a heart attack.

 

On Friday I woke up bright and early and fairly bursting with energy, doubtless from all the sugar and fat I'd eaten the day before. My leg didn't hurt too much although it was tender when I poked it. Why do we poke things when we know they'll hurt? I've no idea but we all do it. The Hittites probably did too and since they invented iron they must have got a lot of knocks and bumps before they learned how to handle it.

 

Anyway, I decided that some nice cold sea water, which is full of minerals and good for minor cuts and bruises, would be just the thing so I went to the official beach of Cattleman's Bay, where all the tourists go. It was still cloudy but the rain had stopped sometime during the night. There were quite a few people on the beach although there were hardly any children as it was a school day. It wasn't until I'd splashed around a little and given my leg a good soaking that I realised most of the people on the beach were quite old so they were probably what are lovingly known as Grey Nomads. I went back to the car and got out my metal detector.

 

Aside from finding $2.45 in assorted coins, a 2 franc coin, a bent and broken mobile phone and a rusty pocket knife, I learnt three things about myself that day.

 

The first thing I learned was that putting the strap of a metal detector over your shoulder and switching it on made me feel very self conscious. It was like when I first walked around the Plaza with a big SECURITY sign on my back. I felt everyone was watching me and laughing at my ineptness. The intensity passed fairly quickly but never entirely went away.

 

The second thing I learned was that the initial excitement lasts about ten minutes. You start moving around, waving the round thing at the bottom over the sand, full of anticipation of finding a buried stash of gold coins or something. After a while it gets boring. Then the beeper goes off and you dig feverishly in the sand with your hands because you didn't think to bring a trowel only to uncover a rusty key fob decal or a broken buckle from someone's belt or whatever. Most of the time though you just wander around feeling foolish. Then someone comes up to you and says “Found anything yet?” and you have to decide whether to admit your haul is a few grams of scrap metal or try to pretend you've found something valuable but can't admit it for security reasons. Either way, and I tried both, they find it funny. Mind you, that's still better than the intent type, usually very skinny and wearing glasses, who come up and say things like “I see you've got the Minelab Equinox 800. I've got a Garrett AT Pro which admittedly only operates at 15 hertz but seems to be more effective at finding artefacts lying tangential to the surface. What do you think?”

 

The third thing I learned is that after about half an hour or so of meandering about on a warm day beside the sea while casually waving a metal stick and letting your mind drift is remarkably Zen. An almost spiritual meditative state descends and you move to a higher plane of existence. In some ways it's how I imagine nirvana to be. Your senses expand and a heightened mindful awareness picks up sounds you'd never have otherwise heard, such as the faint swish of a piece of seaweed pulled by a retreating wave or the sucking of a Grey Nomad's dentures as he chomps stolidly on a cheese and chilli sauce sandwich. Then the detector beeps incredibly intrusively and makes you jump in alarm.

 

And finally, when the thing hasn't beeped for a long time, you realise the battery is flat and you're back to the self conscious state with everyone laughing at you. Of course they aren't. They have no way of knowing your battery is flat so that experience is fairly Zen as well. Too often our mental state creates its own suffering. On the other hand, when you discover the battery is flat, you can calmly look at your watch and make it clear to those watching that you have decided it is time to finish for the day. I would have done that except that I didn't have a watch and my phone was in my bag under my clothes further down the beach. I just felt foolish.

 

 I would have told Greg all this but he'd gone as he seemed to think, probably rightly, that going home was more interesting than my pseudo Buddhist experiences on the beach. I sighed and lifted my leg off the table. It didn't hurt much at all but the slight coarseness of my trousers irritated the sensitive skin on top of the lump. I went over to the computer and checked the logs in case anything interesting had happened or the police had warned us a chapter of Hells Angels was heading our way but everything was remarkably routine. There was, however, an email from Serena Waggoner, the Head of Finance for the Plaza, telling me my pay had gone in to my bank and attaching my payslip. I felt quite giddy for a few moments. I'd gone up the social ladder enough to start paying taxes! The novelty would undoubtedly wear off but for the moment it was quite exciting.

 

I got my hi-vis jacket from the hanger and headed for the door. My plan, such as it was, was to do a tour of the Plaza, grab a coffee from Stuffin Muffin then come back and rest up for a while and watch the CCTV screens. With a bit of luck there wouldn't be many call outs. A limping security guard doesn't get a lot of sympathy.

 

“Excuse me, sir,” I said to the man looking at the prices displayed in the window of Flight Centre. He'd just lit a cigarette as I walked past. “There is no smoking inside the Plaza. Would you mind either putting it out or going outside?”

 

He just looked at me coldly then turned back to Flight Centre. A cloud of smoke bounced off the glass as he exhaled. He was middle aged, a little on the short side but portly and he had a small goatee. He wore a pair of dark grey shorts, a tan polo shirt with some crest on the pocket and grey socks under his tan sandals.

 

“Excuse me, sir,” I said firmly and more loudly. “There is no smoking in the Plaza. If you do not put that cigarette out immediately I must ask you to leave.”

 

He turned and looked at me again. He took a drag on his cigarette and blew the smoke in my face.

 

“You have no jurisdiction over me,” he said, stumbling a little on the word 'jurisdiction'. “I'm a living person and I can do what I like.”

 




Chapter Eleven

 

Fortunately, being a smoker myself, a little bit of smoke in my face didn't bother me but sadly it didn't stop me gawping at him in astonishment either.

 

“You what?” I said.

 

“You heard me,” he said, flicking ash onto the faux marble floor. “I'm a living human, a free man. You have no right to stop me doing anything.”

 

I stared at him for several seconds wondering just what the hell to do next. One of the other trainees on my course had asked what to do if someone refused to go but there hadn't been any clear definitive answer. There were some specific legal steps for removing someone from licensed premises but there was no alcohol for sale in the Plaza.

 

“Are you refusing to leave the Plaza?” I asked.

 

“No, I'm not refusing,” he said. “I'm ignoring what you said as you have no right to make such a request.” He took another drag on his cigarette and smiled smugly.

 

“I see,” I said. I hesitated then took the plunge. “You do know I am a Security Guard employed by the Plaza management?”

 

“No, I don't know that,” he said. “You haven't identified yourself to me.”

 

Actually, he had a point there. 

 

“I am Laura Seddington,” I said and held up the plastic card that hung from my neck. “This is my licence to operate as a Security Guard, issued by the State of Queensland. I am employed by the Plaza to serve in that capacity.”

 

“How nice for you,” he said and flicked more ash on the floor before taking another drag. “Does that fiction make you feel fulfilled?”

 

Fiction? I briefly wondered if he thought I was just pretending then decided to ignore it. 

 

“I have the authority to ask you for your name and address,” I said, getting out my notebook, “as well as to ask you to leave the premises.”

 

“OK,” he said and turned to look at Flight Centre's display again.

 

I sighed. At this rate he'd finish his cigarette before we were done and the point would be moot. On the other hand, I couldn't back down. Out of the corner of my eye I could see a couple sitting on a bench listening and one or two others had stopped their ambling to watch.

 

“Can I have your name and address, sir?” I asked.

 

“I don't have a name,” he said, turning back to me. “Names are just corporate legal fiction.”

 

“I see,” I said. “Your address?”

 

“Planet Earth,” he said and chuckled. More ash fell on the floor.

 

“I see,” I said. “Are you aware that you are legally obliged to give your name and address to an authorised security operative when asked to do so?”

 

“As I explained,” he said patiently, clearly enjoying himself, “I don't have a name and I gave you my address even though I don't recognise your authority.”

 

“Planet Earth is hardly sufficient,” I said, tapping my notebook unconsciously.

 

“And who are you to be the judge of that?” he asked. 

 

“I am the authorised security operative for this Plaza,” I said, frowning. 

 

“This is a public place,” he said waving his arms. “I'm free to go where I want and not be subjected to any violence.”

 

“Violence?” I asked, taken completely by surprise. “No one is being violent.”

 

“You're trying to make me do something I don't want to do,” he said. “That is force and force is, by definition, violence.”

 

“Violence is a physical act,” I said then mentally kicked myself for being drawn into this farce.

 

“I am physically here,” he said, “and so are you. Your very presence is violent.”

 

I took a deep breath and chose to drop that topic and get back to my main point.

 

“Besides,” I said, “this is not a public place. It is private property and you are only allowed inside the Plaza with the permission of the Plaza management. I am revoking that permission by asking you to leave.”

 

“So who owns this property?” he asked, dropping the cigarette butt on the floor and stepping on it.

 

“Bugger,” I thought. He'd got me there. Robbie Argyle, the Plaza Manager, had told me but I'd forgotten as it hadn't seemed important.

 

“I thought so,” said the man happily, confident he'd won the exchange. “Bye bye.” He turned to go.

 

“It's owned by an Investment Property Company,” I said hurriedly.

 

“Ohhh,” said the man, turning back to look at me. He took a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket. “A corporation, huh? A false human and therefore not entitled to own property. It's been nice talking to you.” He put a cigarette between his lips. “Do you have a light?”

 

“There is no smoking in the Plaza,” I said again, now fully aware I had no way of stopping him other than taking the cigarette from his mouth and laying myself open to charges of theft and assault. “I must ask you to leave.”

 

“No can do,” he said, pulling a lighter from his pocket. He smiled in a disgusting gloating way. “I'm going to the Food Court to get something to eat. I'd ask you to join me but I'm sure you have other things to do which may add meaning to your otherwise empty life.”

 

He lit his cigarette and walked away, leaving me staring impotently after him.

 

“Bastard!” I muttered under my breath, my temper beginning to rise. “I'm going to get you!”

 

I pulled out my phone and thumbed the speed dial for the local police.

 

“Cattleman's Bay Police Station, Duty Officer Edwards,” said DO Edwards after one ring.

 

“Hi, this is Laura in Security at Brahman Plaza,” I said watching as the man turned the corner towards the Food Court. “We've got someone smoking inside the Plaza and I've asked him to leave but he refuses to go.” I walked to the corner to watch where he went.

 

“Seriously?” said DO Edwards in disbelief. “You're calling us out for a smoker?”

 

So much for tactical support. I suddenly felt very foolish and my stomach churned.

 

“Oh, umm,” I stuttered in confusion. “Umm, well, he wouldn't give me his name either. Just said he was a living man and the Plaza is just a corporate fiction and he can do what he wants. I don't know what to do.”

 

“Hold the line, please,” said DO Edwards, his voice suddenly becoming brisk and efficient.

 

I could hear faint mutterings and imagined he was telling his colleagues about me for a laugh. I very nearly hung up so I could run and hide in the toilets.

 

“Laura?” he said a few moments later.

 

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

 

“A FART is on its way,” he said. “It should be with you in approximately three minutes. Do not, I repeat, do not have any further contact with this man.”

 

“A what?” I asked in disbelief. I could have sworn he said someone had farted. My day wasn't turning out too well.

 

“A Fast Action Response Team,” he said. “As I said, do not approach this man again but keep him under surveillance. Leave this to us.”

 

“Umm, it was only a smoker,” I said wondering how things had got this bad. A FART for smoking a cigarette? Maybe I should give up smoking.

 

“He may be armed,” said DO Edwards. 

 

“Oh shit!” I very nearly shouted. My knees turned to jelly. “Should I evacuate the Plaza?”

 

“No,” said DO Edwards. “Keep everything as normal but do not approach him again. The FART will handle this. Do you know where the man is now?”

 

“He's at Sue Shee's sushi bar,” I said, watching him. 

 

“That's close to the Brahman Way side entrance, isn't it?” asked DO Edwards.

 

“Yes,” I said.

 

“The team will meet you at that entrance,” said DO Edwards. “Stay on the line until they arrive.”

 

“Oh, OK,” I said. “Umm, shall I go over to meet them there?”

 

“If you are able to,” said DO Edwards, “but do not alarm the suspect.”

 

Suspect? What the hell was going on? I don't know about the suspect but I sure as hell was getting alarmed. Very alarmed.

 

“What's going on?” I asked, threading my way through the queue at Burger Delight, opposite Sue Shee's which rarely had a queue. The man had got his sushi and was now looking around for a table. He spotted me and beamed.

 

“Just a routine matter,” said DO Edwards unconvincingly. “Nothing to worry about.”

 

I made it to the Brahman Way side entrance and looked around. There were probably a hundred people, including children, milling around or sitting eating and I wondered how to evacuate them all if things turned nasty. May be armed? Oh, Jesus. I badly needed a pee.

 

“They're here,” I told DO Edwards as a panel van with police markings screeched to a halt outside, ignoring the No Parking sign. A normal police car pulled up more quietly behind it.

 

“Make yourself known to the Officer in Charge,” said DO Edwards, “and feel free to call back if things get out of hand. Have a nice day.”

 

I stared at my phone as the line went dead then hung up myself as five police men and women piled out of the van. They seemed to be in their normal outfits, not riot gear, and there were no snarling dogs straining at leashes. Matthew Hasling got out of the car, looking calm and confident, and led them in.

 

“Hello, Laura,” he said with a smile when he saw me. “How are you?”

 

“Freaking out,” I said, a wave of relief washing over me. “What's going on?”

 

“Where is the gentleman in question?” he asked, scanning the Food Court.

 

“The short tubby guy with the goatee,” I said pointing. “Sitting at the end, reading.” There were two young women at the same table drinking milkshakes and giggling at some boys a couple of tables away.

 

“Right,” said Matthew. “Jenny, you come with me. The rest of you check the roof car park and surrounding streets for unregistered vehicles. Move.”

 

Two headed for the stairs and the other two went back outside. Jenny Reynolds, who I knew from the shoplifting incident, stayed. She smiled reassuringly at me then eased the restraining strap from the gun in her holster which didn't reassure me in the slightest. I looked into her eyes and she just raised an eyebrow.

 

“Right, Laura,” said Matthew. “I need you to come with us but stay near Constable Reynolds, OK?”

 

“What are you going to do?” I asked nervously.

 

“Just talk to him,” said Matthew, smiling again. He reached out and squeezed my hand for some reason. I could feel the sweat then realised it was my own. “It'll be fine.”

 

He walked purposefully towards the man who glanced up. A slight frown crossed his face and he put down the book he was reading, folding the corner of a page to mark his place.

 

“Excuse me, ladies,” said Matthew. They stopped giggling and looked at him in alarm. The man seemed to relax. “Would you mind moving to another table?”

 

Jenny moved around behind the man so he was between her and Matthew. The girls scuttled away in a hurry. I suddenly remembered I was supposed to be standing beside Jenny and scuttled after her. The man tensed again as he realised he was the subject, not the girls.

 

“Good afternoon, sir,” said Matthew, towering over him. “How are you?”

 

I noticed Jenny's eyes scan the man thoroughly and she took her hand off her holster. I guessed that meant she didn't see him as a threat now she'd met him.

 

“I'm good,” said the man. “How are you?”

 

“I understand you were asked to stop smoking by the Security Guard here,” said Matthew, enunciating each word carefully, “and declined to do so whereupon you were asked to vacate the premises and again declined to do so. Is that correct?”

 

The man glanced at me then at Jenny then looked at Matthew.

 

“I seem to remember a conversation along those lines,” he said “but I forget the details.”

 

“I see,” said Matthew. “But you agree you were smoking inside the Plaza?”

 

“Look at me,” said the man, holding up his arms. “Do you see any sign of fire damage?”

 

Matthew sighed in that special way that only trained police officers can. It was a precise mixture of superficial politeness, contempt and awareness of his power.

 

“I think the issue in question is the smoking of a cigarette,” said Matthew.

 

“Impossible,” said the man. “The cigarette was smoking, not me. I was merely holding it.”

 

“Quite,” said Matthew. “And you were asked to desist smoking, were you not?”

 

“I have no control over the actions of a cigarette,” said the man with a smile. “It's the cigarette's choice whether or not to smoke, not mine.”

 

“I see,” said Matthew calmly. “And you refused to leave the Plaza when asked to do so?”

 

“As I explained to the young woman,” said the man, twisting to look at me again, “it was an invalid request and I neither agreed nor refused.”

 

“Why was it an invalid request?” asked Matthew.

 

“Because she has no authority to make such a request,” said the man.

 

“Did she identify herself to you as a Security Officer?” asked Matthew.

 

“She claimed to be,” said the man, “but I have no way of knowing if her claim was correct. She even waved her card thingy at me but it was quite meaningless.”

 

“And why was that?” asked Matthew.

 

“She said it was issued by the State of Queensland,” said the man. “The State of Queensland is an illegal body with no authority. It's just another corporation and has no jurisdiction over a living human.”

 

Matthew couldn't help himself and he cracked a smile but managed to get rid of it quickly.

 

“I see,” he said. “Can I see your driver's licence or some other form of identification?”

 

“No,” said the man. “I do not give my consent.”

 

“I don't need your consent,” said Matthew. “I am a Senior Constable with the Queensland Police and you are required by law to show me some reasonable form of identification when so asked.”

 

“And what law requires that?” asked the man. “Can you cite it for me?”

 

“The Summary Offences Act 2005,” said Matthew.

 

“That's not a law,” said the man, smiling happily. “That's an act which isn't a law.”

 

“You are welcome to look it up on the Internet,” said Matthew. 

 

“There's no need,” said the man, spreading his hands. “The name says it all. It's an act not a law.”

 

“I'm afraid you are mistaken,” said Matthew. “The government of Queensland determines what laws are to be created then adds them to the body of laws by means of enacting that law, hence the name Act. It means the law in question has become a law.”

 

“And there you have the crux of it,” said the man, rubbing his hands together. “Where's the victim? You can't have a crime without a victim.”

 

“Refusing to provide identification when asked to do so by a duly authorised police officer,” said Matthew. “It is an offence and, as such, comes under the Summary Offences Act 2005.”

 

“But where's the victim?” asked the man, spreading his hands. “You can't have a victimless crime. That's the basic principle of habeas corpus.”

 

“As I said, sir,” said Matthew, “refusing to provide ID is an offence not a crime.”

 

“But the Summary Offences Act is criminal law, is it not?” asked the man in a way that suggested he thought he'd caught Matthew out.

 

“No,” said Matthew. “It's part of civil law. By the way, habeas corpus is a legal order whereby a prisoner is brought before a court in order for the court to determine if the prisoner is legally detained, be it for a crime or an offence. It has nothing to do with whether or not there is a victim.”

 

“Pah,” said the man waving his hand dismissively. “A technicality. The government of Queensland has no authority here anyway.”

 

“Well, this is Queensland,” said Matthew, “so I think you'll find it does. What is your name?”

 

“I have no name,” said the man, smiling. “I am a living man and that is sufficient.”

 

“I am afraid it is not sufficient,” said Matthew. “I need your name.”

 

“I am a living man,” said the man impatiently. “You agree I'm a man, don't you?”

 

“I really can't say,” said Matthew. “I cannot assume which gender you identify as.”

 

“Oh don't be absurd,” said the man starting to look uncomfortable. “Surely you don't think I'm an eighty year old woman, do you?”

 

“That's not for me to say,” said Matthew. “If you give me some identification we could establish that.”

 

The radio on his jacket squawked and he held up his hand to forestall any reply the man might have. He backed away a couple of paces and talked quietly into his handset.

 

“Perhaps if you showed me your driver's licence,” he said, returning.

 

“I don't have a driver's licence,” said the man irritably. “Those things are corporate frauds designed to deny my rights as a living human.”

 

“I see,” said Matthew. He paused. “How did you get to the Plaza today?”

 

“What do you mean?” asked the man.

 

“How did you get here today?” asked Matthew.

 

“I travelled here,” said the man. “How else do you think I got here?”

 

“Did you drive a car?” asked Matthew.

 

“No,” said the man. “I travelled in a car.” 

 

“And who drove the car?” asked Matthew.

 

“Driving is a meaningless concept,” said the man. “As a living human I travel from place to place.”

 

“I see,” said Matthew. “So you are here with someone else?”

 

“No, I'm alone,” said the man, “apart from you fictitious creatures.”

 

“Are you familiar with a black Audi A3?” asked Matthew.

 

“I'm sure I've seen many black Audi A3s,” said the man. “What of it?”

 

“Do you own a black Audi A3?” asked Matthew.

 

“Why are you going on about Audis?” asked the man. “Looking to buy one, are you?”

 

“Is your name Brandon Pickering?” asked Matthew.

 

“I told you, I don't have a name,” said the man, irritably. “I am a free man and I don't have to put up with this nonsense anymore.”

 

“Only we've found one in the car park up there,” said Matthew, pointing his thumb at the roof. “A black Audi A3 2016 model. It's unregistered and has false number plates but the VIN identifies it as being last registered to a Brandon Pickering two years ago. Can I see your driver's licence, please, sir?”

 

“It's not mine,” said the man, “and I'm not Brandon Pickering.”

 

“And I believe you,” said Matthew. “So let's just have some identification and we'll forget about the Audi.”

 

“I don't have any ID on me, “said the man sullenly.

 

“That's fine,” said Matthew. “If you'll just give me your address, Constable Taylor will run you home to get some. A rent agreement or mortgage document will be sufficient, for the time being.”

 

“You don't have the authority,” said the man. “I am a liv …”

 

“I know,” said Matthew, “and I represent a fictitious corporation masquerading as a State Government except I'm actually a police officer authorised by that Government. I am obliged to warn you that if you do not produce any identification, as required by the Summary Offences Act, you will be placed under arrest until such time as we establish your identity and you will be charged with obstructing a police officer in the lawful course of his duty, among other things.”

 

“Show me the document giving your oath of office,” said the man, “and I'll show you some ID.”

 

“Certainly,” said Matthew and the man's face fell. “It's back at the Police Station. If you will accompany me I will show it to you.”

 

I noticed out of the corner of my eye the two officers who'd gone out to search the streets come back. They loitered by the side entrance watching us.

 

“I won't give my consent to being arrested,” said the man forcefully, “unless you sign my 

Terms and Conditions.” His hand reached around to get something from his hip pocket and Jenny instantly stepped forward and grabbed his wrist.

 

“Assault!” shouted the man, leaping to his feet and making me jump. He spun around and pointed to the people sitting at the next table who had been listening to every word. “You're witnesses! You saw them assault me!” 

 

The two police who'd been up to the car park and were waiting near Kemal's Kebabs quickly moved forward. Jenny waved them back.

 

“You're an effing idiot, mate,” said one of the men at the table with a laugh. He held a greasy burger halfway to his mouth. “Didn't see nothing, did we?” He stuffed the burger in his mouth and chomped happily.

 

“If you wouldn't mind sitting down again, Mr Pickering,” said Jenny, pushing him down.

 

“Bastards,” sneered the man. “You losers are just human capital locked in to the corporate overlords!”

 

“And loving it,” said the burger man cheerfully. “Up yer arse, mate!”

 

His companions laughed uproariously at his wit.

 

Matthew fought back a smile and made himself look serious.

 

“One last time, sir,” he said. “Please show me some identification or I will be obliged to place you under arrest for obstruction and pending enquiries into the possible offences of driving an unregistered vehicle, driving without a valid driver's license, driving without insurance, smoking in an area not designated as a smoking area and refusing to vacate premises when lawfully asked to do so and any other crimes or offences which may be uncovered in the course of our enquiries.” He paused and waited for a reaction then added, almost as an afterthought, “Constable Taylor, place him under arrest.”

 

“If you will accompany me peacefully to our vehicle,” said Jenny, “or would you prefer the handcuffs?”

 

“You can't do this!” shouted the man, jumping to his feet. “You're both committing fraud here by treating me, a natural living human, as a person, as a corporate identity! If you try to charge me with anything I'll counter sue you both for three billion dollars each or three pots of gold!”

 

Jenny pulled her handcuffs from the leather pouch on the back of her belt and dangled them.

 

“You won't get away with this!” said the man loudly. “You're in direct contravention of every single clause of Maritime Law 1912. Come on, take me to your most senior officer. You'll all be sacked and die in poverty and disgrace!”

 

“Take him to the station, Constable,” said Matthew, beckoning the other officers over. “Log him in then put him in a cell for a while to think things over. I'll join you in a while.”

 

“Righty-oh,” said Jenny and led the man out of the Food Court to where their panel van was waiting. The other four formed a protective cordon around him.

 

“Well, that was interesting,” I said, still needing to pee.

 

“These people annoy the shit out of me,” said Matthew, taking off his cap and running his fingers through his short cropped hair. “Fancy a coffee?”

 




Chapter Twelve

 

I just stared at him blankly for what seemed like 20 minutes but may conceivably have been only a second or two while my over-taxed brain tried to process this latest piece of information. After all, I was bursting for a pee, almost screaming for a ciggie and had spent the last however long it had been involved with gun toting police arresting a possibly armed, possibly dangerous, possibly deranged man in a Food Court. It didn't help that the leader of the gun toting police was decidedly hunky.

 

“Lovely,” I tried to say in a cool, calm but mildly enthusiastic way although my voice came out strangled and my upper lip stuck to my teeth because my mouth had been dry ever since the guy had refused to leave. “I just need to, umm, go to the, umm, somewhere, ahh, over there,” and I swung my arm wildly to point in the general direction of the toilets. I hit the man sitting behind me on the back of his head and he jerked forward, upending the can of coke he'd been about to drink from all over the table.

 

“Oh my God! I'm so sorry!” I exclaimed jerking round to help. I caught my foot on the bag of the woman who had been sitting beside him but who was now standing up and flapping her hands wildly at the spreading stain of coke all over her nice white dress. I noticed she had a horrified look on her face as I fell across the table, scattering what may well have been plates of Thai food in spicy sauces. Fortunately the table had been designed for accidents and had sturdy metal legs so it didn't collapse. It merely scraped across the faux marble floor under my impetus and collided with the backs of the people sitting at the next table.

 

“Sorry! Sorry!” I cried, rather weakly as I'd been winded by the table, and floundered around trying to get myself upright. It wasn't helped by the fact that my right arm was trapped under my body and my left hand had landed in something warm and soft that yielded when I tried to get a grip.

 

“Everyone stay calm,” said a deep voice as two strong hands grasped me firmly under my armpits. I was lifted, seemingly effortlessly, to my feet.

 

“You stupid bloody … ugh, just look at my dress!” exclaimed the woman. “It's ruined!” I looked and I could see the stain had reached the hem and coke was dripping onto her shoes.

 

“Nice shoes,” I thought and caught a glimpse of my hand. It was covered in sticky rice. Mostly white but with brownish patches from spilt sauce.

 

“Is anyone injured?” asked Matthew, taking charge of the situation. “No? Right then, let's get this table back in place.” He dragged the table back to where it had been. “Now, if you could all resume your seats … you too, sir. Thank you. This was a most unfortunate accident but no one has been hurt …”

 

“What about my dress?” exclaimed the woman then felt some coke seeping inside her shoe. She looked down. “And my bloody shoes!”

 

“Please remain calm,” said Matthew, holding up his hands in what he probably thought was a calming way. I just stood beside him hanging my head like a naughty child. I felt terribly embarrassed and ashamed and couldn't look at anyone. “Now, please send any bills for cleaning or replacement to the Plaza Management Office where you will be reimbursed immediately. I'm sorry, sir, I didn't quite catch that? Yes, you will be reimbursed for your meals as well.”

 

“Oh great,” I thought sadly. “There goes my pay check. Probably the next one too. Shit!”

 

“I think you'd better go and get yourself cleaned up as well,” said Matthew, looking at me. His voice sounded serious but I hoped that there was a glint of amusement in his eye rather than anger. I couldn't look though.

 

“I'm sorry,” I said in a small voice, picking bits of rice off my hand and dropping them on the floor.

 

“No worries,” he said. “Accidents happen. At least it wasn't a road traffic accident.”

 

“Excuse me?” I said, a little lost. Why was he talking about car crashes?

 

“Blood and body parts everywhere when that happens,” he said tersely. “At least the mess here is only green curry and rice.”

 

A scowling Asian lady, quite possibly Thai herself and not much bigger than the cleaning trolley she was pushing came over. She gawped at the mess on the floor then looked accusingly at me. She said something which sounded very rude but since it was in Thai I didn't understand then got a long handled dustpan and brush from the trolley and with a deep sigh started to clean the floor. I watched her for a few moments then, as the adrenaline subsided, I realised I still needed a pee. In fact it was reaching the critical stage.

 

“I'll, umm, go and clean up, then,” I said, looking at Matthew. I was relieved to see his eyes were crinkled with amusement rather than annoyance. They crinkled rather nicely too.

 

“I'd better warn the Management to expect some bills,” he said thoughtfully. “Right then, what'll it be?”

 

“I'm sorry?” I said, confused.

 

“Coffee,” he said. “How do you like it?”

 

Oh sweet Jesus, I'd forgotten all about the coffee!

 

“Oh, um, um, cappuccino,” I said hurriedly. Actually a double whisky would have been better as my nerves were shot but what the hell. I suddenly realised that I must look a mess and the need to get to the toilets rose dramatically. “I'll be back in a minute or two.”

 

I half walked and half ran to Canary Cup which had a back door that opened directly into the corridor with the toilets in which saved several minutes of walking the long way round. Masie, one of the cooks, looked up from icing a tray of fairy cakes.

 

“Just don't ask!” I said emphatically as I stormed past. She shut her mouth and shook her head despairingly.

 

I flung open the door to the ladies while simultaneously pulling my ciggies from my pocket. Fortunately one of the cubicles was empty and I hurtled inside, scrabbling with my trousers. A few moments later I was sitting back against the cistern sucking in deep lungfuls of smoke and quietly getting on with my business. After a few moments I started to wipe the rice off my hands with some toilet paper.

 

“Oi,” someone called angrily. “No smoking in here!”

 

“Better call Security then,” I called back, feeling light headed.

 

About thirty seconds later my phone pinged.

 

“Hi Maxine,” I said, answering it.

 

“Hey Laura,” she said. “There been a report of someone smoking in the ladies toilet beside the Management Office.”

 

“Oh no,” I groaned with a smile. “Some people are so bloody inconsiderate, aren't they. I'm on to it.”

 

“Thanks, Laura,” she said. “Oh, and could you drop by when you have a moment? I need to talk to you about the fracas in the Food Court.”

 

“Will do,” I said and hung up. My adrenaline induced euphoria lingered while I contemplated how many thousands of dollars I was going to be up for. That lady's dress hadn't looked cheap.

 

“Oh well,” I said quietly as I dropped my butt in the toilet and flushed. “It was a nice job while it lasted.”

 

A couple of women attending to their makeup glanced at me as I emerged from the cubicle.

 

“It's all right now,” I said encouragingly. “I've put the fire out. Nothing serious.”

 

“Oh good,” said one of them uncertainly.

 

I studied myself in the mirror. I didn't look as bad as I'd feared. OK, there were splashes of green curry on one sleeve and enough rice stuck to my Hi-Vis jacket to use at a wedding but that brushed off fairly easily. I washed my hands and face then rolled up my sleeves before pulling off the hair tie holding my pony tail and gave it a thorough combing with my fingers, dislodging what looked like a piece of cucumber. I re-did my pony tail then studied myself critically before pulling my shirt out of my trousers. I tweaked my bra up a little then tucked my shirt back in again so it was neat rather than billowing out under the bottom of the jacket. The Plaza rules prevented me from wearing any serious makeup but a little lipstick was permitted provided it was subdued and didn't make me look like I was touting for business. I gave my lips a quick once over with the Dusty Pink I carried in my pocket and pouted to make sure it looked OK.

 

“That'll have to do,” I muttered then checked my teeth in case there were any lurking remnants of salad leaves from lunch or misplaced traces of Dusty Pink. I turned around and peered at the reflection of my back just to make sure there wasn't any toilet paper hanging where it shouldn't be. It's always embarrassing when that happens although to be honest it's only ever happened to me when I've had a little too much to drink and, of course, it's excruciatingly funny then, not embarrassing.

 

I went back through Canary Cup rather than go the long way past the Management Office and risk being seen and delayed any further. Masie gave me a nod and a smile so I gave her a thumbs up for some reason and went back into the Food Court. There were still a lot of people milling around but a large man in a police outfit should have stood out. He was nowhere to be seen.

 

I scanned the Food Court again and moved a little to one side to see around a group but still couldn't see him.

 

“Oh shit,” I muttered and looked at my phone. There were no messages. “Surely I wasn't that long?”

 

Actually, I'd been long enough to have a smoke then I'd spent a while sorting myself out. Maybe he'd given up and gone? After all, guys can do all that in about 30 seconds and he may be one of those impatient types. My shoulders sagged as I looked around yet again. Maybe he'd been called away to a serious crime?

 

I walked slowly over to the side entrance, looking around all the while in case he'd gone to the toilet as well, then looked through the glass sliding door. His car had gone.

 

“Bloody wonderful,” I muttered. I felt disappointed and in some ways cheated. After all, I'd gone through all that stress of that arrest for what? Nothing apparently. Not even a coffee.

 

Disconsolately I walked back through the Food Court with the vague intention of going out the front of the Plaza for another cigarette and perhaps even venting my frustration on a hapless teenager having a smoke within five metres of the doors. 

 

Someone coming out of Rebel Sport bumped into me as I was going round the corner and I snarled at him irritably. He said “sorry” quickly and hurried away. I continued on my way and the doors of the entrance slid open annoyingly. I wanted a door I could open by hand and then slam behind me.

 

And there he was! Maybe ten metres away talking animatedly to his radio hand set. A wave of pleasure ran through me. He hadn't gone after all! He glanced up and saw me grinning foolishly and gave me a little wave. Stupidly I lifted my hand and gave one of those silly little waves back with all the fingers together tapping on the heel of the hand, the kind that only little children and bimbos do. I managed to restrain myself from hurrying over since he was probably on official police business and stayed beside the entrance. A boy who looked about 9 stared challengingly at me as he lit a cigarette a couple of centimetres past the thin line painted on the pavement to mark the end of the no smoking zone. I folded my arms and stared challengingly back at him but my heart wasn't in it.

 

“Sorry about that,” said Matthew coming over. The boy clearly found a real policeman too confronting and ran off. “Just doing a routine check-in with head office.”

 

“Oh, right,” I said. “Hey, I was wondering where you'd got to. You weren't in the Food Court and your car was gone.”

 

“I had to move the car,” he said, standing back so a couple of grannies could get past. “I was illegally parked and causing an obstruction.”

 

“So you might have got a ticket?” I asked jokingly. The button of one of his epaulettes had snagged on the strap of his equipment jacket and my fingers twitched with a desire to put it back in its proper place but I didn't know him well enough to do that.

 

“Yes,” he said seriously. “I wasn't on a call so if it had been reported I would have had to answer for it.”

 

“Ahh,” I said and wondered what to say next. “Oh, where's your cap?”

 

“It's there,” he said, pointing through the window to the table in Stuffin Muffin. “Guarding our coffees. Come on, they're getting cold.”

 

I was deeply impressed that he chose to hold open the side door for me rather than go first through the sliding door but Courtney had said he was a bit old fashioned. I went through then hung back to let him lead the way to the table. I can be old fashioned too when I want to be.

 

“So have you got over your adrenaline high?” he asked when we'd sat down.

 

“What adrenaline high?” I asked, rather than admit I'd had one.

 

“There's always an adrenaline high with your first arrest,” he said.

 

“How do you know it was my first arrest?” I asked coyly.

 

“I checked your security licence after that shoplifting,” he said seriously.

 

“Oh,” I said, feeling a little deflated. “So you've been checking up on me?”

 

“It's routine,” he said, almost but not quite apologetically. “Can't have our primary witness discredited for having a cancelled licence.”

 

“Right,” I said. I started stirring my coffee vigorously to squash the thought that I'd need to be careful if I was going to date a cop. Dating had such a teenage ring to it and I was nearly forty and this wasn't a first date anyway. It was a post arrest … I avoided thinking the word 'debriefing' and changed it to 'meeting'.

 

“So, um, why so many cops for that man?” I asked hurriedly then apologised for saying 'cops'. He dismissed it with a slight flick of his spoon. “After all, he was only a little man who wouldn't leave when I asked him too. Even your Duty Officer thought it was a waste of time.”

 

“He was a SovCit,” said Matthew, leaning back. “We take them very seriously.”

 

“A Soviet?” I asked incredulously. “You mean a Russian spy?”

 

Matthew burst out laughing. Well, it was more of a humorous snort than a guffaw but it was the closest I'd seen to him laughing.

 

“No, a SovCit,” he said, “a sovereign citizen.”

 

“Oh,” I said and thought about it. “What's that?”

 

“Don't you watch the news?” he asked.

 

“I don't have a TV,” I said. People find that hard to believe but I've discovered it's easier for them to believe that than it is for them to comprehend that I find watching TV tedious. That's beyond the grasp of most people, especially the ones whose TV goes on when they get up and stays on until they go to bed.

 

“Hmm,” said Matthew with a slightly puzzled frown. “Well, SovCits are people who, for a variety of absurd reasons, believe the law does not apply to them.”

 

“Wow,” I said. “So that's why that man said I had no jurisdiction. I wondered about that. How did you know he was a SovCit?”

 

“You told the DO he said he was a living human,” said Matthew. “That's one of the names they use. Living Human, Living Man, Natural Human, things like that.”

 

“Right,” I said nodding my head and thinking back. “So if someone says that to me again I should call you guys straight away?”

 

“Yes, definitely,” said Matthew. He paused and sipped his coffee then wiped the moustache of froth away with a finger. “Do you remember the Wieambilla killings?”

 

“That sounds familiar,” I said. “Wasn't that where some police were shot or something?”

 

“That's right,” he said. “A missing person report was filed with the New South Wales police last year and the Queensland police in Wieambilla attended a reported sighting of the missing person last December. It turned out to be a planned ambush and two officers were killed as well as an innocent neighbour. Four other officers were also injured.”

 

“Oh Jesus,” I exclaimed, not least because I'd suddenly realised why Matthew had to do routine check-ins. I took another sip of my coffee without tasting it. “Oh no, don't tell me. The killers were SovCits?”

 

“Absolutely,” said Matthew. “We'd always regarded them as simply nuisances because they tie us and the courts up with a lot of nonsense but we now take them seriously, very seriously.”

 

“But surely those ones in Wieambilla were just an isolated case?” I said.

 

“Perhaps,” said Matthew, “but according to the FBI they are a far right wing anti governmental movement and account for some 15% of American domestic terrorism. Far more than Muslim extremists.”

 

“You can't be serious,” I exclaimed, trying to imagine that little man we'd arrested as a terrorist. Frankly it was beyond me.

 

“'Fraid I am,” he said. “Anyone who claims to be a SovCit is a potential risk and we cannot not take that risk seriously. After all, many of them are highly susceptible to conspiracy theories and, frankly, not overly intelligent. Did you hear that man claiming he'd been travelling in a car but not driving it?”

 

“Well, yes,” I said. “Maybe he was a passenger, though.”

 

“Perhaps,” conceded Matthew, “but Traffic will tell you that they often pull over people who they have observed to be driving and who sit in the driving seat and claim quite brazenly that they were only travelling. When we point out that driving means, effectively, travelling in a vehicle while in control of its motion they claim that the word 'driving' is a corporate fiction and doesn't apply to them.”

 

“Yes, he said things like that as well,” I said, pushing my mug from side to side slowly. “Why a 'corporate' fiction though, why not just a fiction?”

 

“Ahh,” said Matthew. “I never understood that either until Queensland Police circulated a report from the Australian National University. It seems that one of the core beliefs of the SovCit movement is that when the USA ended the backing of the dollar with gold in 1933 the US government broke the law and turned itself from a democratic government elected by the people into an illegal corporation and any countries that traded with that corporation, which is virtually all of them, became illegal in turn.”

 

“That makes no sense,” I said in surprise.

 

“Tell me about it,” said Matthew with another of his snorts.

 

“The government makes the laws,” I said, “so even if breaking away from gold was illegal all they had to do was pass a law making it legal.”

 

“Yup,” said Matthew, “but you haven't heard the best part yet. The SovCits also believe that the US government replaced the gold backing of the dollar with human backing so the value of the dollar is now set in terms of humans rather than gold and that every human in America is valued by the government at $20 million. If a SovCit breaks away from the so called contract with the government they are then entitled to their $20 million. That's why they refuse to carry driver's licences and so on. They think they've broken the contract with the government by doing that and that they're going to get a large amount of cash soon.”

 

“Well, if that's all it takes,” I said with a laugh, “I'll cut up my licence now.”

 

“It's all nonsense though,” said Matthew. “It's that basic stupidity I really don't understand. How could anyone with even half a brain think that the Government is going to give them $20 million for breaking the law? Do they really think that a copper is going to go up to someone committing a crime and say “Oh, that's all right, carry on,” when they claim to be a natural person?”

 

“Well, it does sound a bit stupid when you put it that way,” I said.

 

Matthew swilled around the last of his coffee then put the mug down carefully. 

 

“You know, in some ways I feel sorry for them,” he said. “All the ones I've encountered are white middle class people with nice homes and so on. Then they come across this garbage on the internet and start to believe it. They get taken in by the pseudo legal garbage and start buying literature from these sites which they think explains things even though it's all complete nonsense. They stop registering their cars, stop paying taxes, tear up their gun licences and so on and so on then they get caught by us. We used to just charge them and leave it to the courts but instead of taking the rap like any halfway decent criminal they argue. You heard him. He'd have gone on for hours going round in circles using legal terms he knows nothing about. Now we take no notice. We arrest them and investigate every aspect of their lives for other crimes and misdemeanours because we know there will be a lot of other things. Then when they get to court they argue even more, convinced they're in the right and tie up the courts with counter actions against everyone they can think of which have no legal basis whatsoever. The magistrates have learnt and now take no notice as well so even if there is a genuine error or a genuine innocence they get summarily convicted and their lives are completely upended. They lose everything simply because they're gullible enough to believe some absurd nonsense on the internet without checking to see if it's valid. At least a real crook knows what they're doing and takes the consequences. Nice cup of coffee, that.”

 




Chapter Thirteen

 

“Yes, it is, isn't it,” I replied, thinking it was high time we got off the SovCits and onto something more personal. I just wasn't quite sure how to do it. “This is my favourite coffee shop in the Plaza.”

 

“Not like you're spoiled for choice,” he said, toying with his spoon. “This place is full of them.”

 

I didn't particularly want a discussion on the comparative delights of the Plaza's various cafes and food outlets either so I waited a couple of heartbeats then, as casually as I could, asked how long he'd been a policeman. 

 

“Ohh, coming up to 13 years now,” he said. A momentary flash of relief crossed his face as he realised he didn't have to think up a new topic all by himself. “I worked in a bank for a couple of years after I left uni and hated every minute of it so when I saw a recruitment poster for the Queensland Police I went for it.”

 

“Awesome,” I said, rapidly calculating. If he left uni at 21 that would mean he was around 36 or 37. “Banks have always seemed incredibly boring to me, especially as I never seem to have any money in them.” I gave a light-hearted laugh and he looked sympathetic. “So what did you do at uni?”

 

“Agricultural Management.” he said, looking a little embarrassed. “Never interested me either but my dad pushed me into it.” He paused then decided this needed embellishment. “We've got a place out west, on the NSW border, you see.” 

 

“So you never wanted to be a farmer?” I asked.

 

“God, no,” he said with a grin. His teeth were nicely even, apart from one next to the canine which was chipped. “Back then even a bank seemed exciting. So, umm, what about you? Did you always want to be a security guard?”

 

“You mean you didn't pull all my records?” I asked teasingly.

 

“That would constitute an offence,” he said very seriously. He looked a little offended as well. “We're not permitted to access individual's records that are not pursuant to an ongoing investigation unless duly authorised by a senior officer.”

 

“I was only joking,” I said hurriedly and put my hand on his wrist placatingly. “Sorry, I didn't mean to be rude.” Mental note to self: Never tease a policeman. I noticed that he didn't move his hand away though but I let go just in case. “I went to uni too. I did Art History and I've been a single mum ever since.”

 

“Right,” he said and thought for a few moments. “So, erm, how many …”

 

With perfect timing my phone jangled harshly and I mentally screamed insults at it for interrupting the conversation.

 

“Excuse me,” I said with a grimace. I pulled out my phone and looked at the screen.

 

“Unit 29 Salon d'Awe” was flashing.

 

“Security,” I said, answering it.

 

“I think she's only bloody dead,” screamed a panic stricken voice. “Jesus!” 

 

Matthew's head jerked around to stare at me.

 

“OK, I'm on my way,” I said, feeling the panic rising in me too. I stayed frozen in my seat, staring at my phone not knowing what to do. Someone was dead? Dead? Here?

 

“Where?” asked Matthew. 

 

“What?” I almost shrieked.

 

“Where is the … where did the call come from?” asked Matthew urgently.

 

“Oh, umm,” I had to look at the phone again as my mind had gone blank. “Salon d'Awe, unit 29, it's just down there, by Mr Minit.”

 

“I'll come with you,” said Matthew, getting to his feet. “Come on.”

 

I looked up at him then lurched to my feet.

 

“219 to Control,” I heard him saying into his radio as we hurried off down the concourse. “Request ambulance support at Brahman Plaza, unit 29, Salon d'Awe for possible death or serious injury.”

 

His radio crackled in acknowledgement as we turned into Salon d'Awe.

 

I'd never been inside the salon. It was a small establishment with only three seats. All three were occupied with two of the customers leaning forward to stare while the three girls who worked there clustered helplessly around the third seat at the far end.

 

“Oh, thank God!” cried one of them, seeing us come in. She was obviously close to becoming hysterical. “I thought she'd gone to sleep, but she wouldn't wake up! I tried and tried but she's …”

 

“It's all right,” said Matthew soothingly as he strode over. “We're here now. Laura, could you move everyone to the far end?”

 

I ushered the girls back a little and watched as Matthew studied the small elderly lady who was sitting in the end chair. She looked very peaceful and relaxed with her eyes shut but there was no sign of her breathing. Matthew felt her forehead then picked up one of her hands and felt for a pulse. After a few seconds he gently put her hand back in her lap then licked the palm of his hand and held in in front of the lady's mouth and nose. He pursed his lips and nodded then very gently used the edge of his thumb to lift one of the lady's eyelids.

 

“She's still alive,” he said, straightening up but still looking at the lady. “Her heart's beating, she's breathing but only faintly and her pupils are responsive. Laura, could you watch for the ambulance?”

 

“Sure,” I said, glad he was here. I noticed his presence was having a very calming effect on the girls and one of them had gone back to talk to her customer. I moved over to the window but carried on watching him. I could feel my own panic draining away now I knew she was alive.

 

“Which of you was working on her?” asked Matthew, glancing at the girls.

 

“I was,” said the girl who'd been on the edge of hysteria. She was calming down as well although I was glad it wasn't me who was going to get their hair done by her when this was over. 

 

“Were you using any dyes or chemicals?” asked Matthew, looking at the old lady again.

 

“No, no,” said the girl. She looked anxiously at me. “It was just a cut and style, I thought she'd fallen asleep but she wouldn't wake up.”

 

“Was it you who called Security?” asked Matthew offhandedly. He squatted beside the chair and peered into the lady's face.

 

“It was me,” said the girl who'd gone back to her customer. “We didn't know what to do.”

 

“What's your name?” asked Matthew. He leaned forward and stared intently into the lady's face.

 

“Leanne,” said Leanne, looking guilty. I think everyone does when they have to give their name to the police. 

 

“You did the right thing, Leanne,” said Matthew. He reached over and patted the lady's face gently. “Wake up, come on, wake up.”

 

From where I stood I could see her eyes flutter then she took a deep breath. Slowly she opened her eyes then jerked in alarm at the sight of a big policeman only a few inches from her face.

 

“Welcome back, love,” said Matthew with a smile. “How are you feeling?”

 

“Who are you?” she asked in an anxious voice. 

 

“Just a copper who was worried about you,” said Matthew quietly. He took her hand. “What's your name, love? How are you feeling?”

 

“What happened?” she asked then looked around to see everyone staring at her. “Oh dear. Did I fall asleep again?”

 

“You went to sleep?” asked Matthew.

 

“The ambulance men are coming,” I mouthed, pointing out the window. Matthew nodded.

 

“I must have,” said the lady, looking confused. “Kristie was doing my hair and it was so soothing. Why are you here?”

 

“You wouldn't wake up,” burst out Kristie. “You gave me such a turn!”

 

“This has happened before?” asked Matthew.

 

“It's my heart medication,” said the lady apologetically.

 

I opened the door and the ambulance men bustled in and took charge. Matthew came over to stand beside me.

 

“You think she's going to be alright?” I asked.

 

“I expect so,” he said. “Medications can do that to people. Kristie?”

 

“Yes?” said Kristie, coming over.

 

“Do you know the lady's name?” he asked, pulling out his notebook. It occurred to me to do the same since I'd have to log this incident.

 

“Eileen,” she said. 

 

“Do you know her surname?” he asked, writing this down. I did too.

 

“Ohh, I'll have to check the book,” said Kristie and hurried over to a podium with an appointment book on it. “It's Bennett, Eileen Bennett.”

 

“Thanks,” he said. “Do you know if Eileen drove here today? Is she with anyone”

 

“Ohh,” said Kristie. She put her hand to her face and looked flustered. “No, she came on the bus, I think. I'm sure she said something about the bus.”

 

“She seems fine now,” said one of the ambulance men coming over. “I'm pretty sure she just went to sleep but she's on medication so we're going to take her to the hospital for a check-up.”

 

“Right,” said Matthew, making a note of this as well, so I did too. He walked back to where the other ambulance man was helping Eileen get onto the stretcher. “Hello, Eileen. Did someone come with you to the Plaza? Is there anyone we need to tell we're taking you to hospital?”

 

“Oh,” said Eileen, surprised to find the policeman back again. “Oh, um, there's my son but he'll be at work.”

 

Matthew got her son's details and promised he'd contact him while I admired how efficient he was while at the same time being caring and considerate. I felt ashamed that I'd panicked and hadn't thought to call for an ambulance. 

 

Matthew walked back over, putting his notebook in its pocket on his jacket.

 

“Panic over,” he said with a smile. 

 

“I hope so,” I said, irritated that he'd seen me panic. 

 

“Well, I'd best be off,” he said. 

 

“Yes, I suppose so,” I said, feeling a little disappointed. Then again, no doubt there were crimes being committed all over Cattleman's Bay that needed his urgent attention.

 

He hesitated as though about to say something else then gave me a friendly nod and followed the ambulance men up the concourse.

 

“So, is he your fella?” asked Leanne, coming over to watch them go as well.

 

“My fella?” I said in surprise. “No, of course not.”

 

“Only I saw you together at the cafe before,” said Leanne. “Bit of all right, isn't he.”

 

I had to laugh. “Yeah,” I said. “And you're far too young for him.”

 

* * *

 

“Oh, there you are,” said Maxine when I pushed open the door to the Centre Management Office. “I was beginning to wonder where you were.”

 

“There was a bit of bother at Salon d'Awe,” I said, leaning on the Reception counter. 

 

“Anything serious?” she asked, looking disinterestedly at her computer.

 

“Turned out not to be,” I said. “It'll all be in my log.”

 

“Some cop came in to tell us about what happened at the Food Court,” she said, glancing up at me.

 

“That would be Matthew Hasling,” I said, bridling a little at “some cop”. 

 

“Yeah, something like that,” she said. The printer behind her whirred to life and spat out a piece of paper. She reached behind her and took it without having to look. “You were there, he said, so is this what happened?”

 

She handed me the paper and I read it through. It all seemed such a long time ago now even though it had only been an hour or so.

 

“Yeah, pretty much,” I said, noticing that Matthew hadn't actually explicitly said that it had been me who'd caused all the damage. According to his statement, someone had slipped while an arrest was being made, which was technically true.

 

“Could you sign it, then,” she said. “Our insurance needs your confirmation to cover the claims.”

 

“Sure,” I said and bent over the counter to grab her pen. I signed it with a flourish and gave her the pen back. “So, what happens now?”

 

“We pay the claims,” said Maxine. “If any get handed in to the Security Office could you pass them along?”

 

“Sure,” I said. I wondered about claiming for the cost of a new shirt but decided not to bother. After all, I had caused it even though that wasn't officially in writing and the stain would probably wash out. Mostly I was just relieved I wasn't going to have to pay for it all myself. “Is that it?”

 

“Did you catch whoever was smoking in the toilet?” she asked.

 

“No, I didn't see anyone smoking,” I said, which was also technically correct as I'd had my eyes closed.

 

“Awesome!” she said happily. “That means I can go home now.”

 

“Why?” I asked in surprise. “Wasn't it a matter for Security?”

 

“If someone reports a security issue to the Management Office I have to stay until it's resolved even if I've passed it on to you,” she said. “Christ alone knows why.”

 

“Wow,” I said. “I didn't know that. Next time I'll make sure I let you know straight away.”

 

“You're a sweetie,” she said with a smile and turned off her monitor and the printer. “Right, I'm out of here.”

 

She grabbed her bag and hurried out the door, pausing only to let me out as well before locking it. She gave me a smile and headed for the car park. I headed that way as well as the car park was closer than the exit as I needed another cigarette and nothing much seemed to be happening. This part of the Plaza was quiet since it held dull places like the Management Office, the Post Office, the RACQ office and the medical clinic which was closed at weekends. 

 

I leant over the wall and gazed along Burnt Creek Road. I had a feeling that something had almost happened but I wasn't quite sure what, or why. With all the excitement of the arrest and the old lady at Salon d'Awe my mind was in a state of semi-shutdown but why had Matthew asked me to have a coffee with him? Was it simply that he wanted a coffee and didn't want to drink it alone or just wanted someone to chat with and the other cops had gone? Or maybe he liked me? When we'd finally moved away from the SovCits and started to talk about ourselves I had a vague recollection he was about to ask something personal when my phone rang and interrupted everything. And again, when Eileen was wheeled away I had the feeling he was going to say something then changed his mind. What if he'd been going to ask me out? That was an interesting thought and one I'd already prepared an answer for while we were having coffee.

 

Then again, much as I liked him, did I really want to get in a relationship with a cop? After what he'd told me about the Wieambilla shooting I'd always have a niggling worry about whether he'd come back whenever he was on duty. After all, there are plenty of crazies out there. Maybe, if I was going to get into a relationship, and that was a decent sized 'maybe' as I was kind of used to going my own way and making my own decisions after all these years, maybe I should be looking for a dry cleaner or an undertaker? I was pretty sure neither of those were dangerous jobs and a dry cleaner would have decided advantages. On the other hand, maybe he did just want a chat after the arrest and there was nothing more to it than that. This wouldn't be the first time I'd read too much into a casual passing chat. And I mustn't read too much into his deciding to come along to the hairdressers either. He was a policeman and probably had a legal obligation to investigate whenever he hears someone is dead. 

 

I sighed and stubbed my ciggie out on the top of the wall. A guy like that would be bound to have a girlfriend even if his wife had broken his heart. Guys get over that sort of thing a lot faster. 

 

“And this is Cattleman's Bay,” I said to myself. “It's not like New York or even Brisbane. It's pretty quiet here. If he asks me out, I'll go but if he doesn't then he doesn't. C'est la vie.”

 

I toyed with having another ciggie but decided not to. After all, I did have a Plaza to keep secure and incident logs to complete. Regardless of what the heart wants, the paperwork still has to be done.

 

Back down in the concourse I saw that both the terminals at the Internet kiosk were being used. One was the computer nerd with the headset who always seemed to be there but the other had three boys clustered around it who were deeply engrossed in what was on the screen. They looked to be around ten or eleven, that sort of age. 

 

I steered between them and the RACQ office and glanced over. Between their heads I saw on the screen what looked to be a couple of naked bodies locked in a deep embrace.

 

“Oh Jesus,” I muttered. “Are they watching porn?”

 

I stopped walking and wondered what to do. Aaron, our IT Manager, had told me that it wasn't possible to access porn on these public terminals but I knew enough about computers and the Internet to know that people, especially kids with time on their hands, can get around most restrictions if they wanted to and they were a bit young for porn anyway. Mind you, at 19 I thought Lucas was too young for porn as well but what he was up to at uni wasn't my problem any more.

 

I decided that, if the security restrictions had been breached then Aaron needed to know so I walked over just as all three of them shouted “Yes!” and punched the air. They were totally unaware of me so I peered over their heads and breathed a sigh of relief. They were watching a wrestling match and one of the wrestlers was now jumping on the head of the other while he lay comatose on the mat. The computer nerd with the headset who was always at the other terminal looked up at me and his glasses flashed in the overhead lighting.

 

“Hello,” I said.

 

Even though he was always there I'd never spoken to him before. After all, he was quiet and unobtrusive and hardly anyone used the Internet kiosk apart from him anyway. He didn't answer and looked down at the screen again. Perhaps he hadn't heard with the headset on.

 

Incurious but reluctant to go back to the Security Office and start logging, I wandered around the kiosk to see what he was up to. Even though he was hunched close to the monitor I could see he was watching a Taylor Swift video which surprised me. He didn't look the type to be a fan of Taylor Swift. I would have thought some sort of heavy gothic hard rock would have been more his style as Taylor Swift was a bit 'girlie' but there was nothing wrong with that. His shoulders seemed tense as I walked behind but I put that down to him perhaps being afraid I'd make some sort of caustic judgement about his taste in music.

 

And then, only a few scant metres away, there was my nemesis. The Op Shop, one of my favourite places to visit and linger and yet run by a man who gave me the creeps and showed every sign of drooling behind his beard whenever he saw me. Should I drop in or not?

 

“Do I really need the hassle?” I asked myself as I walked past feeling its magnetic pull.

 

I don't know what it is about Op Shops. It could be simply that they're often full of amazing bargains but I suspect that it's more like gambling. Apparently gamblers get hooked by a few early wins and the losses that come along later get easily forgotten as they search for that elusive win again. Occasionally I find something totally awesome in an Op Shop and that keeps me coming back endlessly.

 

I forced myself to keep walking straight then it occurred to me that Rhod might not be there. After all, he had to take some time off and he did have at least half a dozen volunteers who helped out. Only one way to find out. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open.

 

“Laura!” exclaimed Rhod, looking up from something on his cluttered little counter. “Welcome to my little house of horrors! I was just thinking about you!”

 




Chapter Fourteen

 

“Bugger!” I thought to myself but forced a half-hearted smile. It seemed sufficient as Rhod beckoned me over. Reluctantly I moved closer to his counter and refrained from asking what he'd been thinking about me. I really didn't want to know. I was pleased however to see he was now wearing a faded but fairly clean t-shirt with some old advertisement for Velocette motorcycles emblazoned across the front.

 

“Knowing of your particular delight in the world of artistic endeavour,” he said, “this may be of some interest to you although perhaps a tad too classical.” He chortled wheezily at his own humour.

 

He turned around a crumpled page torn from a newspaper that had been flattened out so I could see it and tapped his finger on the article in question. “Could a Ming dynasty Buddha found near an Australian beach rewrite history?” said the headline.

 

“A Ming dynasty Buddha?” I said, intrigued although my brain was tired. “In Australia?”

 

“Yes,” he said happily and came around the counter to stand next to me. “In Western Australia. Who would have thought the Chinese came to Australia that long ago?”

 

“It says here they didn't,” I said then noticed how close he was standing so I shifted away a little. “It's most likely to have been brought over by Chinese pearlers in the late 1800s. Interesting though, isn't it.”

 

“It's made of bronze,” said Rhod, shifting a little as well, making me step away a bit more. The small print on the page got a little fuzzy so I couldn't read it but the picture of the Buddha statue continued to hold my attention. “Just think, if you'd been on that beach in WA you could have found it.”

 

“You mean with that metal detector?” I asked. “Does it pick up bronze?”

 

“Bronze is metal,” he said, turning to face me and brushing my hip slightly with his.

 

“I don't think it's as simple as that,” I said, twisting so he was looking at my shoulder and my hip was further away. “It's got something to do with electricity and frequencies. Hey, can I keep this?”

 

“By all means,” he said. “It was wrapped around something someone donated and caught my eye. 'Laura,' I said to myself instantly. 'The loveable Laura will be interested in that,' so I kept it for you.” He ran his hand over his straggly beard luxuriantly and beamed at me.

 

I cringed at the 'loveable Laura' but thanked him anyway and folded up the page. 

 

“Were you looking for anything in particular today?” he asked, “or did you come in just to tantalise me?”

 

“I need a new mug,” I said, improvising quickly. “One big enough to hold a takeaway coffee so I don't have to use a disposable paper one.”

 

“Your concern for the environment does you credit,” he said and leered at me as though I'd said something erotic. “Mugs and crockery are this way. Come.”

 

I glanced behind the counter but there was no interesting art there today so I followed him, staying back a little. We found a black one with “Don't Talk To Me Until I've Finished My Coffee” in deep red lettering, although the 'ee' of Coffee was almost completely worn away. I gave him 30c for it and left quickly. I dropped the mug as I was trying to unlock the door to the Security Office and it shattered on the floor. In all honesty I didn't care one little bit, beyond the nuisance of having to pick up the pieces.

 

* * *

 

The next five days were almost mind numbingly boring after all that excitement. Only one child went missing and was easily recaptured, three people asked where the toilets were and a middle aged couple wanted help finding Bunnings. They weren't too pleased to discover it was on the other side of town and I got the impression they blamed me for that, even though I gave them directions after looking it up on my phone. I didn't hear a thing from Matthew so after a couple of days I put him out of my mind.

 

Friday rolled around and I got up early and drove to Brisbane to pick up the truck. A very nice man in his fifties who was unloading a trailer into the next but one storage unit helped me load the bed into the truck and between us we got both the armchairs in as well. I helped him with some of his boxes and before too long his trailer and my storage unit were both empty. I confirmed with the girl in the office that I didn't want the unit any more and waited while she checked for damage, as if someone could do much damage to an empty brick room with concrete floor and iron roof. When she finally conceded the unit was in much the same state as when I'd found it she condescended to refund my deposit and I dragged my weary body into the cab of the truck. It was close to sunset when I pulled over at a service station and got a Big Mac with fries and a large coffee. I sat in the restaurant thinking just how much it looked like the Food Court at the Plaza and what weird conspiracies some of the people munching their own Big Macs and Quarter Pounders believed in then dragged myself out again to finish the last leg back home. The backs of my legs, my lower back and my shoulders ached from all the lifting and carrying and the tip of one of my fingers was sore from where I'd half ripped a nail off. I still had to somehow get everything out and get the truck back to Brisbane by 10am or pay for a second day.

 

I was barely five kilometres from Cattleman's Bay when the tyre blew out. I'd left the Princes Highway and was on the connecting road that went to Cattleman's Bay before rejoining the Highway further north and it had only one lane in each direction. The blown tyre was the one on the driver's side at the back and, inevitably, it was now dark as vehicle problems never happen in daylight. With a nasty flapping thumping sound coming from the back end and the handling shot to hell I pulled over even though there was nowhere really to pull over as this section of road had no emergency strip. I swore several times and thumped the steering wheel while two or three cars sped past, blaring their horns at my inconsiderate parking. What did they think I was doing? Having a picnic?

 

Wearily I slid out of the cab and made my way to the back. The truck was leaning and even in the dark I could see the tyre was flat. I cursed again and started to look for the spare wheel. I knew it wasn't inside the truck as the only thing inside when I'd collected it was the hand trolley. By a process of elimination I deduced the spare wheel must therefore be outside. I found it eventually after crawling underneath the back end with my lighter. There was just one problem though. Well, two problems actually. There was no sign of a jack or one of those things to undo the wheel nuts. I crawled back out and nearly got blown off my feet as a car hurtled past with an angry “blahhhhhhhhhh” from its horn. Scared by how close it had been I ran back to the cab, jumped in and burst into tears.

 

I didn't hear the car pull up behind the truck. The first I knew was when a powerful light lit up the inside of the cab and someone tapped on the window. I tried to wind the window down but it wouldn't work so I opened the door, holding on to the handle just in case.

 

“You got a problem?” asked the male voice.

 

I couldn't see who it was as he was behind the torch which was shining in my eyes. 

 

“I've got a flat tyre,” I said, holding tightly onto the door handle.

 

“There's no stopping along this section of the road,” he said.

 

“I've got a flat tyre,” I said again. “What am I supposed to do?”

 

“Is that you, Laura,” came Matthew's voice from further back.

 

“Matthew?” I said in disbelief. “Is that you?”

 

“Yes, it is,” he said and I sagged in relief. “Looks like you've had a puncture. Get that light out of her eyes, Constable.”

 

“Sir,” barked the constable and pointed the torch at the road.

 

“Stay in the cab,” said Matthew. “You've picked a dangerous spot, all right. Just a puncture or has there been an accident?”

 

“Just a puncture,” I said opening the door wider and hitting him in the chest. “Oh, sorry.”

 

“No harm done,” he said. “Constable, shift the car so it's blocking this lane and put the lights on.”

 

He watched as the constable ran back to the car and started to manoeuvre it then sighed. 

 

“Just out of training college,” he said quietly and rolled his eyes. “Clueless.”

 

The blue and red lights on the top of the car started to flash.

 

“Do you know where the spare wheel is?” he asked.

 

“It's at the back under the doors,” I said pushing the door open again so I could get out and show him. He pushed the door firmly shut.

 

“Wind the window down,” he said loudly.

 

“I can't, it isn't working,” I called back through the glass.

 

“Turn the ignition on,” he said.

 

I turned the ignition on and the window wound down smoothly. I felt stupid.

 

“I couldn't find a jack or a wheel thingy though,” I said.

 

“No worries,” said Matthew as the constable reappeared, looking very young but enthusiastic, like a puppy. “Constable, get the jack and tyre iron out of the boot of the car. You'll find the spare wheel under the chassis at the rear.”

 

“Sir,” said the constable. He ran back to the car.

 

“Shouldn't take too long,” said Matthew. “Moving house are you?”

 

“I'm bringing my stuff up from Brisbane,” I said, hanging out of the window in case he suddenly disappeared. 

 

“All on your own?” he asked.

 

“Sadly, yes,” I said. “A man at the lock-up helped me load up but I don't really know anyone to ask here. I'm bloody knackered though.”

 

“Oh God, now what's he doing?” muttered Matthew. “Excuse me.”

 

He strode down to the back end of the truck where the constable was doing something in a way Matthew didn't approve of just as another car went past. This time, however, it went by very slowly and didn't blow its horn. I could see both the driver and the passenger staring. Then the truck started to slowly stop leaning over as they jacked it up. My earlier fears now gone I turned on the interior light of the cab and looked at myself in the little mirror on the back of the sun visor. I wished I hadn't as my hair was a nightmare, probably blown into a bird's nest when that car had nearly hit me. I got my brush out of my bag and made myself presentable then I lit a ciggie and watched the two of them in the side mirror. The blue and red flashing lights make the scene very surreal. 

 

“Put the flat in the back of the truck,” I heard Matthew say a few minutes later. “No sense putting it back in its rack.”

 

I stubbed out my ciggie in the ashtray under the sign that said “No Smoking” and leaned out the window again. 

 

“All done,” said Matthew. “At least the spare was in good condition which is more than I can say for the blown one. The lad's just putting the old one in the back of the truck.”

 

“That's awesome,” I said. “Hey, can I buy you guys a drink or something for helping me out?”

 

“We're not permitted to accept gifts from the public,” said Matthew. “Besides, you were causing an obstruction.”

 

“Oh,” I said feeling both deflated and rejected at the same time.

 

The truck shuddered as the constable slammed its back doors shut.

 

“So where are you heading now?” asked Matthew. 

 

“Just back home,” I said. “It's not far.”

 

Matthew nodded thoughtfully.

 

“Constable,” he said, barely raising his voice.

 

“Sir!” cried the constable, hurrying over. His boots looked too big for his body and his hands were dirty but his uniform still looked reasonably clean.

 

“This lady is in no condition to drive,” said Matthew. I blinked twice and wondered what he was talking about. I hadn't had a drink for a long time. “I'll drive her home and you follow in the truck.”

 

“That's really not necessary,” I said. “I'm quite capable of driving myself.”

 

Matthew beckoned so I got out of the truck and the constable got in. 

 

“If I put in my report you were exhausted and unable to drive safely,” he said quietly, “then me and the lad here can unload for you as well.”

 

He looked expectantly at me while I stared speechlessly at him. The truck roared into life, making me jump.

 

“You have to return the truck first thing in the morning,” he added. “Need you refreshed and alert for that too.”

 

“That's really kind of you,” I said, recovering my voice. “You're sure you won't get into trouble? Don't you have criminals to catch or something?”

 

“Oh there won't be any trouble until the pubs shut,” he said with a grin. His teeth flashed blue. “Besides, we're running a driver reviver campaign at the moment so I'll put it down to promoting community awareness. Hop in.”

 

I hesitated for a moment then hopped into the passenger seat of the police car. I'd never been in a police car before and I was surprised at how cramped it was. There were bits of extraneous equipment and screens bolted to every spare bit of surface.

 

Matthew turned off the overhead lights and pulled away, checking the truck was following.

 

“Where to?” he asked.

 

I gave him the address of Jake's farm and he grunted to show he knew where it was. We sat in silence for a few seconds.

 

“I know what you're thinking,” he said suddenly. “You can if you want to.”

 

I shot him a surprised look because what I wanted to do was give him a big hug for helping me and I wondered how he knew this.

 

“What do you mean?” I asked, since he probably knew that me hugging him while driving wasn't a good idea.

 

“That switch there,” he said, touching a switch just to one side of the radio handset in the centre of the dashboard. “Flick it up.”

 

“OK,” I said, wondering if this was all a dream and that was an ejector switch. 

 

I leaned forward as far as the seat belt would let me and flicked up the switch.

 

“WAH WAH WAH WAH WAH” blared out nearly making me wet myself.

 

“Oh God,” I exclaimed, hurriedly flicking the switch off. I felt guilty and excited at the same time.

 

“Fun, isn't it,” he said. “Do it again.”

 

Cautiously I reached out again and flicked the switch.

 

“WAH WAH WAH WAH WAH” blared out again, filling the countryside. It was fun actually and I felt myself grinning stupidly. Reluctantly I flicked it off again.

 

“The kids love doing that when we do schools and shows,” remarked Matthew.

 

“It was fun, actually,” I said, feeling pretty powerful myself driving around in a police car. I wished some of my friends in Brisbane could see me.

 

“So you're moving your things up from Brisbane?” he asked, indicating to turn left. “I thought you lived in CB.”

 

“No, I've only recently moved up,” I said. “I got the job at the Plaza, you see, but I haven't had a chance to bring up the rest of my things.”

 

“Right,” he said. “So, what, you've moved in with old Jake?”

 

“He's letting me rent his caravan,” I said. “I couldn't find anywhere else to rent in my price range.”

 

“Yeah, I've heard it's pretty rough at the moment.” He slowed down a little to let the truck catch up. “So, er, your kids happy in the caravan, are they? Who's looking after them at the moment? Your partner?”

 

I laughed. “No, it's just me, all on my own. My son's all grown up and at uni in Sydney,” I added proudly. “He's studying biochemistry.”

 

“Impressive,” said Matthew and fell silent.

 

“What about you?” I asked. “Do you have children?” I mentally kicked myself because I knew he was divorced but I'd forgotten his wife took the children.

 

“Two,” he said tersely and checked the rear view mirror as we came to a halt at some traffic lights. “They're in New South Wales with my ex.”

 

“Do you get to see them very often?” I asked.

 

“A couple of weekends during school holidays,” he said. “I'd like more but the ex has turned them against me so it's painful seeing them.”

 

The lights changed and we pulled away. The car in front slowed down when it realised there was a police car behind.

 

“I'm so sorry,” I said sympathetically.

 

“At least they're well looked after,” he said. “Her new partner's not short of a bob or two.”

 

I wondered whether or not to say something trite like 'kids are always better off with their real dads' then decided not to. After all, Lucas would have hated growing up in New Delhi and I really didn't think he would have been better off there.

 

Matthew cleared his throat.

 

“I don't talk about my kids,” he said casually. “That's the situation and I'm dealing with it in my own way. Talk doesn't help.”

 

“That's fine,” I said and we lapsed into silence.

 

I watched out of the window, mulling over the conversation and wondering where it had gone wrong. Actually it was pretty obvious, I shouldn't have asked about his kids. I'd touched a sore spot and he was angry with me. The big question was what to do about it as he'd clearly told me not to mention them again which would make it difficult for me to talk about Lucas.

 

We still weren't talking when we pulled into the driveway of Jake's place. The interior of the car lit up momentarily as the truck behind bumped over the little ramp over the storm water drain.

 

“So where's your caravan?” asked Matthew.

 

“It round the side of the shed,” I said, pointing over to the right.

 

“Excellent,” he said, pulling up. “Can I ask you something before we start the unloading?”

 

“Sure,” I said as the truck pulled up behind. “There's a toilet in the caravan you can use.”

 

“I don't mean that,” he said leaving one hand on the steering wheel and turning to face me although his eyes were focused on a small computer screen that was mounted on the dashboard. “Umm, would you have dinner with me sometime?”

 




Chapter Fifteen

 

I very nearly said “About bloody time!” but managed to restrain my sense of humour. I've been told it's 'quirky' by a few people but I suspect they really mean 'annoying'. My friends, dwindling as the years go by, simply roll their eyes and carry on regardless.

 

“That would be nice,” I said brightly instead then grimaced.

 

“If you'd rather not, that's fine,” he said quickly. “Just forget I asked, OK.”

 

“No, no, no,” I said hurriedly and put a restraining hand on his which was gripping the gear stick tightly. He wasn't getting out of it that easily. “I just remembered I work in the evenings and I'm not off again until Monday.”

 

“Ahh,” he said. “I start the night shift on Monday, 8 'til 4 in the morning.” The door of the truck slammed although its lights stayed on. He hurriedly added, “Can I call you?”. He obviously didn't want to discuss these things in front of 'the lad'.

 

“Sure,” I said. “You know my number, don't you.” Of course he did – it was in the various statements I'd had to make and, of course, in my Security Licence application that he'd 'reviewed as part of his enquiries'.

 

“Yes,” he said tersely and twisted round to open the door. “Where do you want the stuff unloaded?”

 

“Oh, in the shed,” I said and got out as well. Assorted muscles started protesting and I groaned quietly. “I'll show you.”

 

“You all right?” he asked, peering at me over the rack of lights on top of the car.

 

“I'm stiffening up,” I said, putting on a brave face. I bent to pick up my bag and felt about 90 years old. “Must have over done it a little.”

 

“Best you get yourself to bed,” he said. “You've got to drive the truck back tomorrow and go to work. You go to bed and we'll lock up when we're done.”

 

I felt I shouldn't just leave them to carry all my stuff but it was really tempting. Besides, with the two of them I'd more than likely just get in the way. I hesitated and Matthew forced the issue.

 

“Show me where the lights are,” he said kindly, “then bugger off.”

 

“OK,” I said and showed him where the light switches were. “Just dump everything at the back, behind the tractor.”

 

“Constable,” barked Matthew, “back the truck up here.”

 

“Sir,” responded the constable and hurried round to the front.

 

“Where shall we leave the keys?” Matthew asked, glancing at me.

 

“I'll leave the caravan door unlocked,” I said. “Just leave them inside.”

 

“Right,” he said. He gave me a half smile. “Go to bed. Go on.”

 

“You're sure …?” I asked and waved my hand at the truck.

 

“We'll have it done in no time,” he said. “You'll only slow us down.”

 

“Right,” I said and turned towards the caravan. “Umm, …”

 

“Go to bed,” he said as the truck started reversing. “Sleep well.”

 

I gave him a smile and waved at the constable then climbed wearily up the two steps into the caravan. I was vaguely aware of the light from the shed as I rolled into bed but I didn't hear the police car leave.

 

* * *

 

I checked my phone again as I pulled into the Plaza car park but Matthew still hadn't rung. Of course there were a hundred possible reasons for that but somehow I'd expected him to ring before I started work.

 

“You alright?” asked Greg as I went into the Security Office like C3PO. “Been to the gym have you?” He found that hilarious.

 

“No,” I said, flopping into the armchair. “I shifted all my stuff up from Brisbane yesterday and I'm all stiff and achy.”

 

“Moving's a bugger, isn't it,” he said. “You're OK to work though or do you want me to call Mac?”

 

“Nah, I'm good,” I said. “Walking around will help. Anything exciting happen this morning?”

 

“Not much although half a pallet of eggs fell off the forklift in the delivery bay,” he said with a chuckle. “Most of 'em got smashed. Still, not a security problem.”

 

“The yolk'll be on us if it is,” I said and he groaned, rolled his eyes and looked pityingly at me. “Sorry.”

 

“Oh, and there was an email from the police,” he said twisting round to retrieve it from the computer. “Seems there's a gang of shoplifters working their way up the coast. Cattleman's Bay is next in line apparently although they might go inland. They're using an old white VW Transporter van with 995 in the registration number. Probably be a good idea to keep an eye on the car park today and tomorrow.”

 

“What do they say to do if I see the van?” I asked.

 

“Call them,” he said, “and if we see anyone from the van inside the Plaza we're to keep an eye on them but we're not to intervene. Seems an attendant was knifed in the arm in a service station in Gympie.”

 

“Oh, nasty,” I said. “Was she badly injured?”

 

“He,” said Greg. “Girls have more sense than to tackle a shoplifter on their own. Doesn't say, just that a man was injured. Shall I log you in?”

 

“Might as well,” I said. “Have a nice afternoon.”

 

“You too,” he said. He paused in the doorway. “And if someone does go for you with a knife, run.” The door closed on his laughter and the rude face I pulled.

 

I got up and went to the computer to find out what a VW Transporter van looked like. Much like any other van, I discovered, although it wasn't quite as rounded as the Toyota Hiace nor quite as boxy as a Renault Traffic. It would have been helpful if the van was garishly painted but then crooks probably think of things like that. I checked my phone again. Nothing.

 

I got to my feet and did a few twists and stretches to ease my joints then put on my jacket before sitting down again to check the CCTV cameras in the car park. There were two white vans there but I couldn't see their numbers because of other vehicles. Still, I figured Greg had seen them arrive or at least checked them out before I got there so I made a mental note of where they were. If another van turned up I'd check it but at the moment I had a job to do and it was nothing to do with security.

 

“How's it going, love?” called Jacko at Mr Minit. He was bent over his anvil re-attaching a heel to a tan men's shoe.

 

“All good,” I said, pausing. “How's business?”

 

“Would be good if the wife didn't spend it all,” he said with a laugh.

 

“Maybe you should stay home and look after the kids while she works,” I said. His wife had had their fifth baby only a few weeks before I started at the Plaza and their oldest was only four.

 

“Fat chance,” he said. “I come here for the peace and quiet,” and he laughed uproariously then hit the heel very hard with a rubber mallet.

 

I caught a glimpse through the moving people of the computer nerd at the Internet kiosk and decided to go and have a look. My mission could wait.

 

He was at the same terminal he always sat at and he was wearing the same headset he always wore. As usual he was sitting leaning forward with his legs crossed under the chair. Since I was walking directly towards him I noticed something I hadn't seen before. Every few seconds he gave a quick glance around then focused on the screen again. His lips were moving too. It was a little strange. As I got closer he saw me and I noticed his left hand twitch on the keyboard. I stopped next to him and he was watching a Taylor Swift video. It could have been the same one as last time but it might not have been. After all, she's made a lot of videos.

 

“Wassup?” he asked, looking up at me expressionlessly.

 

“Oh nothing,” I said. “You like Taylor Swift?” Something was bugging me but I didn't know what it was.

 

“Mega fan,” he said bluntly. I could feel waves of “go away” emanating from him.

 

“Me too,” I said, although I couldn't have told you any of her song titles. “So what's your name?”

 

He hesitated then grunted “Damien”.

 

Well, there was nothing illegal about watching Taylor Swift all day although perhaps a case could be made for getting out into the fresh air every now and then. Still, his health wasn't my problem.

 

“Have a nice day,” I said with a vaguely American accent and a smile.

 

He nodded but didn't look back at the screen. I noticed the video finish and start all over again rather than go on to another. Strange, a bit weird, perhaps even creepy but not illegal. Given her popularity and the fact she was white, blonde and pretty I was sure there were a lot of teenage boys who obsessed over her. A few girls too, I shouldn't wonder.

 

I nodded back and walked off. At the corner of Salon d'Awe I paused and looked back. He was still watching me over the top of the kiosk.

 

“Hmm,” I said to myself and turned around again. Leanne, who had the seat closest to the window, gave me a wave and a smile.

 

“Probably should get my hair done as well,” I thought so I went in and Leanne paused her styling to come over.

 

“Hiya,” I said. “I'd like to make an appointment.”

 

“Certainly, Laura,” said Leanne. “When were you thinking of?”

 

“Sometime soon,” I said, pulling on my ponytail. “It's been a while since my last.”

 

“We've nothing today,” she said, turning the page of the appointment book. “What were you thinking of having done?”

 

“Oh, just a trim and a bit of a style,” I said since I'd never had the money to do more.

 

“And get rid of the grey?” she asked, her appointment pencil poised and ready. Her own hair was a rich lustrous pink.

 

Shit! I'd pulled out a couple of grey hairs from around my temple but hadn't thought anyone else would notice.

 

“And get rid of the grey,” I said sadly. “So it begins,” I thought, “the slow decline into decrepitude.” Was I really going to be 40 this year?

 

“How about Monday?” she asked. “11:45 with Kristie or would you prefer Esme at 3:00?

 

“Oh, 11:45 will be fine,” I said. 

 

Leanne wrote my name in the book then picked up a card and wrote the appointment time on the back and handed it to me.

 

“Thanks,” I said. I turned to go then turned back again. “Do you think another colour would suit me better? Make me look younger?”

 

Leanne, who seemed to be fast approaching 20, looked appraisingly at me. “I wouldn't go lighter,” she said thoughtfully. “Your colouring's naturally dark. Perhaps a couple of shades darker to add some richness. Is that your natural colour?”

 

“Yes,” I said. 

 

“You're so lucky,” she said, pulling a strand of her own hair. “I'm naturally just mousey.” She sighed as though life was just too too difficult. “A shade or two more black, then, just to make a statement and, of course, cover the grey.”

 

“And bitch to you too,” I thought. “At least I don't need neon to make a statement.”

 

“Yes, that'll be fine,” I said with a smile. “A shade darker, nice.”

 

Leanne noted that in the book as well then beamed at me. “See you on Monday then,” she said.

 

“Bye,” I said.

 

Despite the appearance of grey I was quite pleased when I walked out the door. My hair was going to make a statement! I checked my phone but there were no missed calls or text messages so I carried on walking towards Valley Girl and my mission for the day. A fashion statement!

 

Nothing in particular caught my eye as I looked in their window. They had some nice dresses but they weren't me. Still, I went inside and browsed for a while. I pulled out one, a skirt, which was a deep blue satiny fabric with rich red roses on it. It did have a certain joi de vivre about it although I'd need a top to go with it. The plastic thingy on the hanger said it was a size 8 so I put it back and looked for a 14. There wasn't one. The biggest they had was a 10. Then I saw the label, “Boss Girl Energy” and the price tag of $15.95. I realised I was no longer in Valley Girl's target demographic. I curled my lip and walked out. I wasn't a size 8 boss girl type anymore. I was motherly and tough and at that price the skirt probably wasn't intended to be worn for more than an hour or two.

 

The Food Court was busy, as it always was on a Saturday afternoon, and the chatter rose in waves to mix with the smell of greasy burgers and fried Thai food. On the far side, though, were the Plaza's other two women's clothing shops. If I had no luck at those then I'd have to go to another shopping mall or one of the mixed shops which sold things like board shorts and stretch chinos.

 

I paused outside Angelique's. I had no real intention of going in since the cheapest dress in the window was $349 and the tiny boutique reeked of class and extravagance but they did have some nice outfits. I saw one which looked like it would suit me, a midi with a corset style waist and slightly bouffant sleeves in pale blue with dark blue and yellow flecks.

 

“Yes,” I thought, imagining myself in it with rich darker hair flowing over my shoulders. “I like that. How much is it?”

 

I couldn't see a price on the dummy wearing it so I went inside.

 

“Hello,” said the middle aged woman with more foundation than seemed appropriate for her age. She was clearly wondering why the security guard was in there since I obviously wasn't there to buy anything. “Is there a problem?”

 

“I was wondering how much that midi in the window was,” I said. “The blue one with yellow flecks.”

 

“Ah yes,” she said, smoothing down the sides of her size 6 pencil skirt, “just perfect for the fuller figure. I'm sure we have a size 16 in stock. Would you like to try it on? It's only $529.”

 

“No, I was just curious,” I said taking an instant dislike to her. I wouldn't buy the bloody thing now even if I had $525. Fuller figure indeed and I was only a size 14, thank you very much. “Bye.”

 

“You're welcome,” she said dismissing me.

 

As I walked out and into Sussan's I decided I'd make sure I was busy somewhere else if she got robbed and called for security. I looked through two racks without seeing what was there before I calmed down.

 

“Oooh, that's nice,” I thought at the next rack. It was a sleeveless pleated dress in a rich maroon colour with a thin string belt to cinch it in at the waist. I took it off the rack and held it up in front of the mirror. It was a soft fabric that felt quite sensual and came to a little below my knees. 

 

“A touch under $90,” said a soft voice behind me. “It suits you beautifully.”

 

“It does, doesn't it,” I said staring at the mirror. “Can I try it on?”

 

“Of course,” said the voice. “Size 12?”

 

“No, I'm a 14,” I said, turning to look at her. She was in her thirties, had long black hair and was wearing the exact same dress. Her name tag said Katarina. “Wow!”

 

Katarina smiled and did a pirouette, making the dress billow out a little then she took another off the rack.

 

“Try a 12,” she said holding it out. “I think that would fit you better than a 14.”

 

I raised an eyebrow but swapped dresses with her and headed for the fitting room. She was right. It fitted perfectly even though it was a size 12. “Those salads must be working,” I thought and smiled. I changed back into my uniform and went back out.

 

“I'll take it,” I said, noticing she was wearing knee high boots in the same colour.

 

“I knew you would,” she said happily.

 

 “Where did you get those boots?” I asked, knowing that I had nothing that would go with the dress, although I did have a pair of thongs in a very similar colour which might make a statement in their own right.

 

“At a pop up shop down by the Civic Theatre,” she said. “It was still there this morning. Will that be all?”

 

“Great, thanks,” I said. “Yes, that's all. Oh! I'm sorry, I haven't got my bag with me. Can I go back and get it?”

 

“Sure,” she said. “If you can't trust security who can you trust? I'll just fold it and put it in a bag for you while you're gone.”

 

“Thanks,” I said and hurried out. 

 

I checked my phone on the way back to the Security Office then looked at the battery level to check it was still working. It was. There were still no missed calls or messages when I got back after paying for the dress so I hung it up so it wouldn't crease and resolved to stop checking my phone. I wasn't a teenager anymore. I was a size 12 motherly almost 40 year old and not dependent upon men for my self esteem. I stroked the dress just to feel its softness and wondered if I dared to not wear a bra when I went to dinner with Matthew in it. On the whole I thought I probably ought to. I probably ought to register at the Bay Family Clinic in the Plaza as well, come to think of it. You never know what might happen and I didn't think Lucas would be too impressed to find he was going to have a baby brother or sister.

 

“God forbid,” I muttered and sat down to look at the car park. Both the white vans had gone and no others had appeared.

 

I picked up my phone then made myself put it down. After all, the thing would ring to alert me if someone rang.

 

“I need a ciggie,” I decided. 

 

I jumped up and realised almost all of my stiffnesses had gone. One shoulder still ached a little but the rest of me was pretty much back to normal. I headed off towards the Burnt Creek Road stairway to the car park so I could check the opening hours of the Clinic on the way. I saw Damian look up as I passed and felt him watch me all the way to the door of the Clinic. It was closed, of course. It was only open weekdays from 8 until 8. I headed off up the staircase reflecting that morning after pills were readily available from the Pharmacy should the need arise. I was just lighting my ciggie when a white van came up the ramp and veered off to my right so I couldn't see its registration number. It was more boxy than rounded and more rounded than boxy so I waited for it to find a parking spot then casually wan

ered in that direction, trying to give the impression I was just an employee out for a smoke. Two people got out, both young and male, not that I would stereotype serial shoplifters as young and male. I ostentatiously flicked my ash off as I walked as casually as possible and they didn't spare me a glance. They'd disappeared down the stairs by the time I got to the van and I was disappointed to discover there wasn't a single 9 or 5 in its number. It wasn't a VW either.

 

I wandered back and got rid of my cigarette in the metal rubbish bin then went back down into the Plaza. Damien had gone so I headed back to the Security Office. I slumped in the chair in front of the computer and looked at the screen. Cars were moving around in the car park but there were no more vans. It was all silent because the CCTV only recorded visuals. 

 

“Of course!” I exclaimed, realising what had bugged me about Damien. He'd been watching a music video with headphones but there hadn't been any of that thin tinny sound. Either he had the sound on mute or the headphones were exceptionally high quality.

 

I pulled the keyboard over and made a flicking motion with the thumb and third finger of my left hand. I tried a couple more times, looking to see where they naturally fell. Alt-Tab seemed the most likely, especially as that was the key combination to quickly switch between programs.

 

“Well now, Damian,” I wondered, drumming my fingers on the desk. “What is it you're hiding behind Taylor Swift? Hmm?”

 




Chapter Sixteen

 

I was sitting in the caravan with my feet up and the book on the Hittites open on my lap when my phone rang. Not that I was reading. I was staring out the window at the rain and letting my mind drift.

 

“Hey Lukie!” I said happily, answering it. “How's things?”

 

“Hey mum,” he said. He sounded his usual self to my relief. “I haven't heard from you in, like, forever. Are you ill or something?”

 

“Why would I be ill?” I asked, pushing the book onto the table.

 

“No worries,” said Lucas. “Hey, I got your text yesterday only I was working in the lab and forgot about it.”

 

“You were working on a Sunday?” I asked in surprise. “What kind of uni is this?”

 

“It's the only time the lab is free,” he said. “I've got a paper to do on copolymers and needed to do some experimental work.”

 

“What are copolymers?” I asked.

 

“Seriously, mum?” he said with a laugh. “You really think you'd understand if I explained?”

 

“Probably not,” I said, “but you can still try. The best way to understand something is to explain it to someone else.”

 

“I already understand copolymers,” he said, “and explaining science to you has never got me anywhere in the past. So are you working today?”

 

“No, it's my day off,” I said. “I'm not working again 'til Thursday and it's pissing down here.”

 

“OK,” he said, “So what's all this about Taylor Swift? I didn't really get what you were saying.”

 

“I just wanted to know if someone who spends all their time playing with computers would like Taylor Swift,” I said.

 

“I'm doing biochemistry, mum,” said Lucas, “not sociology. How would I know?”

 

“You're a teenager,” I replied, “and you hang out with other teenagers. Do you know any boys who like Taylor Swift?”

 

“Umm, well, a couple I guess,” he said.

 

“And do they spend all their time on computers?” I asked.

 

He laughed. “No, they spend most of their time chasing girls, which is probably why they say they like Taylor Swift. I only know one computer geek and he's really into Slipknot and Tool, you know, heavy metal. Taylor Swift is way too emotional.”

 

Actually I didn't know as I wasn't up on the current trends in popular music. In my day I liked to dance to DJ Otzi and smooch to Enrique Iglesias and Shannon Noll. I'd be astonished if Lucas had even heard of them.

 

“OK,” I said thoughtfully.

 

“So what's all this about?” he asked. “Seems kinda weird for you all of a sudden.”

 

“Ohh, it's nothing,” I said, “just an idle thought I had. So how's uni going?”

 

“Oh it's pretty cool,” he said. “Got my first assessed assignment back this morning. I got a High Distinction.” He sounded quite pleased which was good.

 

“Well done!” I said enthusiastically. Obviously he had few of my genes in his brain structure. “Was that on copolymers as well?”

 

“No, enzyme kinetics,” he said.

 

“Enzymes?” I asked. “Isn't that what they put in washing powder?”

 

“Yup,” he said, “and before you ask, I've been doing my washing.”

 

“Every week, like I told you?” I asked.

 

“Maybe,” he said evasively. “Hey, I've got a lecture in a bit.”

 

“I'll let you go then,” I said with a laugh. He'd never been particularly interested in domesticity. “Are you eating properly?” 

 

“'Course I am,” he said. “I'm getting my five grains and three veggies a day or whatever it is.”

 

“I'm sure you are,” I said, convinced he was living on two minute noodles and beer. “Oh, I found your DVDs. I'll post them down in the next few days.”

 

“Thanks mum,” he said. “Hey, gotta go. Love you.”

 

“Love you too, sweetie,” I said as he hung up.

 

He wasn't one for emotional farewells so it was no surprise he didn't particularly like Taylor Swift. Music was really only something that went on in the background for him. With a heavy heart I turned my phone off. I missed him dreadfully but I was absolutely determined to stay back and let him find his own life now. Obviously if there was a problem I'd be there in a flash but what use would I be in a biochemistry lab? I'd probably knock over a tray of anthrax or something. I kind of hoped he was missing me as much as I was missing him but kids grow up and move away from their parents. I went back to staring out the window although my book stayed on the table. Matthew still hadn't rung either.

 

* * *

 

He didn't ring until Wednesday morning. I looked to see who was calling and tossed the phone back on the bed in irritation. Five days to make a phone call? I figured I didn't rate that high in his priorities after all so he could wait as well. The phone stopped warbling before it went to voicemail which annoyed me too.

 

“Sod you,” I said and went to put the kettle on. 

 

The phone rang again but I pretended not to hear it as it was at the other end of the caravan. After six rings it stopped, not that I was counting. I poured boiling water into my mug and got the milk out of the fridge. I poured some into my coffee and gave it a stir then put the milk back in the fridge. 

 

“I am so sick of this bloody rain,” I said out loud and pulled an angry face at the window.

 

It was more of a drizzle now than rain but it had been raining since Sunday and the ground all around the caravan was thick mud. I had a sip of coffee and spat it out because it was disgusting. It tasted like hot thin watery milk. I gave it another stir and it stayed pale and watery.

 

“Oh bloody typical,” I snarled and grabbed the coffee jar. The lid fell off but mercifully none of the coffee fell out. Irritably I put another spoonful in my mug, although it was obvious I'd forgotten to put any in in the first place.

 

I took the coffee back to the lounge, all of one long stride away, and slammed it down on the table before turning back to get a cloth to mop up the spillage. I tossed the cloth back in the kitchen and it landed in the sink.

 

“Best place for it,” I said and slumped on my seat. I'd finished the Hittites and the dark green cover of the Babylonians looked heavy and depressing so I lit a ciggie and stared out of the window instead.

 

The phone rang again and I decided to answer it. After all, Matthew needed to know I wasn't going to be a push over.

 

“Yes?” I snapped.

 

“Hello Laura,” said Matthew.

 

A little quiver ran through me at the sound of his voice and that ball of anger inside me melted.

 

“Hello Matthew,” I said, more gently.

 

“Enough rain for you?” he asked.

 

“I'm loving it,” I said. “Everything was so dry. I was afraid we were going to get a bushfire.”

 

“Yes,” he said then cleared his throat. “Listen, I'm sorry I haven't rung you earlier …”

 

“Oh that's OK,” I said, “you've probably been busy.”

 

“Well, that's it, actually,” he said. “I pulled a double shift on Saturday then again on Sunday then went to the night shift. I slept all day yesterday.”

 

“Jesus,” I said in surprise. I did a quick estimate and he'd probably worked something like 40 hours in three days. “You must be exhausted.”

 

“I am pretty tired,” he admitted, “but I wanted to catch you before you went to work.”

 

“I'm not working today,” I said, “so if you want to call back later, after you've had a sleep?”

 

“I thought you did afternoons and evenings?” he said. He sounded a little tired and confused.

 

“I do,” I said, “but I do six days then have three off.”

 

“That's what I thought,” he said, “and you went back on Saturday so shouldn't you be working today and tomorrow?”

 

“Ahh,” I said, “it's not as simple as that. We have a three week roster so after two periods of six days on and three off there's three days still left so I do two on and one off then the cycle starts again. Last Friday was my one day off then I did the weekend and now I'm back on my three days off at the start of the cycle.”

 

“Oh,” he said. “Don't you get confused?”

 

“No,” I said. “Mac prints it out and I stick it on the cupboard door in the kitchen and since I work every weekend I know I've got some days off in the week so it's no biggie.”

 

“Good,” he said uncertainly. “So, umm, yeah.”

 

I figured we were both trying to think of something to say so I jumped in with “how come you pulled some double shifts?”

 

“One of the other senior constables went off sick,” he said. “We can't let the newcomers out on their own so I had to do it.”

 

“Ohh,” I said. It made sense in a way. After all, Cattleman's Bay wouldn't have a large police force seeing as how it had a lot less than 1% of the population of Brisbane.

 

“So, umm, you still up for dinner?” he asked. He sounded nervous.

 

“Absolutely,” I said, “only I'm working the next six evenings. I won't be off again until, umm …” I quickly counted days on my fingers and dropped the phone. “Sorry, dropped the phone. I'm not free in the evening until next Wednesday.” I waited but he didn't answer. I figured he was thinking about days.

 

The phone suddenly rang again and made me jump.

 

“Hello?” I said, answering it.

 

“I think we got cut off,” said Matthew. 

 

“Oh, I dropped the phone,” I said hurriedly. “I was counting on my fingers and fumbled it.”

 

“Right,” said Matthew. “Didn't you stop doing that at kindergarten?”

 

“Very funny,” I said. “I was counting the days.”

 

“I'll take that as a compliment,” he said. 

 

“Take it anyway you like,” I said, amused, “but I'm not free for dinner until next Wednesday.”

 

“Bugger,” he said. “I'd worked out you were free on Saturday.”

 

“Sorry,” I said, “and I've only had this job for three weeks so I don't want to go messing around with the roster so soon.”

 

“Yeah, I can understand that,” he said. “Trouble is I'm on nights for the next four weeks and I'm only off at the weekends until I change shifts.” I started to get a sinking feeling. “And you work every weekend, you said?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “Umm, do we have to do dinner?”

 

“What do you mean?” he asked. 

 

“Well, couldn't we have lunch instead?” I asked. “We can always have dinner when our rosters fit.”

 

I realised that I'd more or less committed to a second date but what the hell. 

 

“I suppose,” he said doubtfully, “but it wouldn't be the same.”

 

This was true. Lunch is never as romantic a meal as dinner for some reason. Still, my new dress wasn't an evening gown and would do for lunch just as well.

 

“Well, it's up to you,” I said, crossing my fingers in case he was about to give up on the whole idea.

 

“How about Saturday, then?” he asked. 

 

“You mean for lunch?” I asked, not uncrossing my fingers yet.

 

“Sure,” he said. “I want to see you again and I really don't care what meal it is.”

 

“Great,” I said. “Lunch on Saturday.”

 

“What sort of food do you like?” he asked.

 

“Oh whatever,” I said. I'd still eat it even if I didn't like it. “Where shall I meet you?”

 

“I have no idea,” he said. “My thinking was centred around dinner and there's a nice restaurant in town I was going to take you to but they're not open for lunches. Can I think about it and get back to you?”

 

“This sounds exciting,” I said, starting to feel excited. “I love a mystery.”

 

“I don't,” he said flatly. “I like everything simple and straightforward. That's why I'm not a detective.”

 

For some reason I found that hilarious.

 

“Listen,” he said when my laughter had subsided to giggles, “I really need to get some sleep. Can I call you or maybe text you later in the week when I've had a chance to think about it?”

 

“So long as you don't change your mind,” I said, giggling again like a silly schoolgirl.

 

“There's no danger of that,” he said seriously. “It's just a question of logistics.”

 

Somehow the mention of logistics cured my giggles. I didn't think I liked being a question of logistics. It sounded cold and impersonal, like supply side economics.

 

“You go and get some sleep,” I said, “and I'll see you on Saturday, even if it's only fish and chips on the Esplanade.”

 

“Thanks,” he said. “I'll talk to you later, then,” and he hung up. Clearly he wasn't one of these men who drag out farewells. 

 

“Bye,” I said to the dead phone.

 

I looked out the window and the drizzle had stopped. A ray of sunshine broke through the clouds and made everything sparkle. 

 

“Yes!” I exclaimed and did a little jiggle in the chair. Then I kissed the phone and put it carefully on the table before wondering if he wore pyjamas in bed or slept naked. Or maybe even his uniform. I started giggling again before knocking my coffee all over the Babylonians.

 

* * *

 

“G'day, Laura,” called Jacko at Mr Minit as I strolled past the next day. “How's it going?”

 

“Yeah, good,” I said. I was on my way to see Aaron, the IT manager, in the Management Office but I wasn't certain if I really wanted to talk to him. “How are things with you?”

 

“Mustn't grumble,” he said, “although it's a quiet day today.”

 

I looked past him and saw that Damien wasn't at the Internet kiosk which made me even more doubtful about talking to Aaron.

 

“Oh, you get days like that,” I said.

 

“Prefer it when I'm busy,” he said, leaning on his counter. “If I'm not busy I get to thinking and that's no good for me.” He laughed but I could tell he meant it. I wondered at the problems in his life that he didn't want to think about but I really didn't want to pry. 

 

“Yeah, thinking's bad for your health,” I said. 

 

Damien came out of the toilet area and took his place at his usual terminal. His glasses flashed as he looked over at the Mr Minit kiosk then he put his headphones on.

 

Jacko said something else which I didn't catch so I grinned at him in agreement to whatever it was and excused myself. I felt Damien watching me as I walked over to the Management Office but when I looked over his head was down.

 

“Hi Maxine,” I said going inside. “Is Aaron in?”

 

“Yes,” she said. “Do you want to see him?”

 

“If he can spare a few minutes,” I said reluctantly.

 

She pushed a button on her phone console and waited a few moments.

 

“Laura in Security would like to see you,” she said into her headset. It looked very similar to the one Damien wore. “Certainly.” She looked up at me. “Go on in.”

 

“Thanks,” I said and took a deep breath.

 

“Laura!” said Aaron, looking up from his desk. Actually, he looked up slowly and let his eyes travel the full length of my body in that unpleasant way of his. “Long time no see. What can I do for you? Oh, sit down, sit down.” He sat back in his executive office chair and smiled. I sat down but stayed leaning forward. I'd read somewhere online that mimicking another person's movements is a sure sign of attraction and I didn't want there to be any misunderstanding.

 

“I was wondering if there was any way of monitoring what the terminals in the Internet kiosk are being used for,” I said, more than ever convinced I was being stupid.

 

“Piece of piss,” he said leaning forward to match me so I leaned back. “There's all sorts of software out there for that and, of course, it's a feature of Windows as well although not a very good one. Why?”

 

“There's a young man who's on the machines almost every day,” I said. “Whenever I go past he switches to music videos but I'm sure he's up to something else.”

 

“You mean Darren?” asked Aaron. “Spotty kid with greasy hair? About 17?”

 

“That's him,” I said, “although he told me his name was Damien. Do you know him?”

 

“You probably misheard,” said Aaron. “He doesn't talk much. I can't say I know him but he was here a couple of years ago on a school trip to see how our systems worked. I remember him because he was a total computer geek and asked way too many questions. So you think he's up to something?”

 

“I've no idea,” I said and paused. “Is he the type to be a Taylor Swift fan?”

 

“Christ, no,” said Aaron with a laugh. “Taylor Swift sings about relationships and people and I wouldn't think Darren knows what a relationship is. Do you like Taylor Swift? I think she's an awesome singer.”

 

“I prefer DJ Otzi,” I said and Aaron looked pained. “It's just that Damien, I mean Darren, is always playing the same Taylor Swift video whenever I'm around.”

 

“Maybe he just fancies you,” said Aaron, leaning back again. I leaned forward so he leaned forward quickly. I leaned back just to emphasise the point and Aaron looked exhausted.

 

“I doubt it,” I said. “I'm old enough to be his mother.”

 

“Plenty of men like older women,” said Aaron in a way that suggested he did too. 

 

“It's not that,” I said before taking a deep breath. “I think he's up to something and using the video as a cover.”

 

“Ahh,” said Aaron. He picked up his pen and frowned at it. “It's easy enough to put some software on both terminals to show how they're being used, but I'm not entirely sure that would be legal.”

 

“Aren't they the property of the Plaza?” I asked. “I've read in the papers that lots of companies have software to monitor their employees when they're working from home.”

 

“True,” he said, leaning back so I leaned forward. He clasped his hands and put his forefingers to his lips. “Although they are employees and not the general public.”

 

“I would have thought we had a legal responsibility to protect the public,” I said. “Aren't there any safeguards and restrictions on the machines?” 

 

“Yes,” he said, “but any restrictions can be got around by someone determined enough, but the question is whether or not anything we uncover can be used in court.”

 

“Maybe,” I said, “but maybe there isn't anything to see anyway. Surely if we monitor the machines occasionally we can report anything untoward to the police and leave it to them to decide about gathering evidence.”

 

“A fair point,” said Aaron. “OK, leave it with me. I'll have a think about it and get back to you.”

 

“Great,” I said and stood up.

 

“Perhaps we could discuss it further over dinner,” he said, getting up as well.

 

“That would be nice,” I said and his eyes lit up. “Can I bring my policeman boyfriend too?”

 

“I rather think it is too soon to involve the police,” he said, a little stiffly.

 

“Oh well,” I said, grinning to myself. “You'll let the Security Office know? I haven't said anything to Mac yet but now I've spoken to you he ought to know.” That actually made sense although I'd only said it as I had a feeling Aaron would drop the matter since I'd turned down his invitation.

 

“Ah,” said Aaron crossly. “I suppose you'd better, yes.”

 

I showed myself out and headed off to Stuffin Muffin to get my coffee fix, except that my feet took me into the Op Shop unexpectedly. 

 




Chapter Seventeen

 

“Hey Greg,” I said, backing into the Security Office with an armful of books and a boxed set of Star Wars DVDs. “Got some books here you might be interested in. Oh, hi Mac.”

 

“Laura,” said Mac, frowning at me. He looked different in a polo neck shirt, shorts and thongs. I'd never seen him out of uniform before and I was surprised at how thin and hairy his legs were. “What's all this, then?”

 

Neither of them jumped up to help me so I let the DVD box slide onto one of the desks then shuffled sideways with my chin on the top book to dump them on the table before they toppled.

 

“I got all my things up last week,” I said, “and I've been going through it all and chucking some of it. I wondered if either of you wanted any of my books before I give them to the Op Shop. I figured neither of you would want any of my old clothes.”

 

“Wouldn't fit me anyway,” said Greg with a chuckle.

 

“You could use one of her old bras though, mate,” snorted Mac unkindly.

 

“Ahh, piss off, you old fart,” growled Greg, sticking a finger up at him. He didn't seem bothered by Mac's comment. They'd probably been bickering for years and took no notice of each other.

 

Greg bent forward in his armchair with some difficulty because the support straps under the cushion had stretched and the chair sagged. “So you got any Stephen King or horror?” He started going through the books, looking at the blurb on the backs and discarding them.

 

“I've got a couple of Michael Crichton,” I said, “and there's three John Grishams.”

 

“Star Wars, eh,” said Mac picking up the boxed set. “Can't say I like it myself but I've a grandson who loves it.” He counted the number of DVDs in the set then pulled one out to look at it. “Seem to remember his birthday's coming up soon.”

 

“Sorry,” I said, taking the set off him. “Those are my son's. I'm posting them down to him. Just the books, OK.”

 

“I haven't read this one,” said Greg, flicking through one of the John Grishams. “Looks interesting.” He put it on the floor beside him and started looking at another.

 

“Anyway,” I said, “How come you're here, Mac?” I was a little nervous because Mac never came in unless he was on shift so maybe his unexpected appearance was to tell me off about something I'd done or hadn't done. It crossed my mind that perhaps Aaron had complained about me so I decided to forestall him and added, “I'm glad you are because I wanted a word with you.”

 

“Oh yeah?” he said, sitting back down in his chair. “What about?” Greg looked up incuriously.

 

“I went to see Aaron yesterday,” I said. “I know I should have probably gone through you first but it was more of an idle thought than anything.”

 

“You should have,” said Mac, “but I can't stand that little prick so you're doing me a favour. So, what, we're having computer problems or something?”

 

“It was about the Internet kiosks, you know, over outside the RACQ office,” I said.

 

“I know where they are,” said Mac as though I'd insulted him. “What about them?”

 

“Umm, well, it crossed my mind that we have no idea what people do on them,” I said, perching on the edge of my armchair. Greg was reading the first few pages of Michael Crichton's Disclosure having lost interest when computers were mentioned. “There could be all sorts of illegal activities going on that we'd never know about.”

 

Mac laughed. “This is Cattleman's Bay, love,” he said. “Not Silicon Valley. The only crimes we get here are shoplifters and a few drunks. Most people here just use Facebook on their phones.”

 

“Well, it was just a thought,” I said defensively. “Anyway, I asked Aaron if he could put an app on the terminals so we can see what people are doing from in here.”

 

“Oh God, no,” said Greg irritably. “You mean I'm going to have to sit in here watching people watching YouTube? I hate bloody computers at the best of times.”

 

“Me too,” said Mac. “We're much better off being a visible presence rather than sitting in here watching that bloody thing,” and he jerked his thumb at the computer. “Aargh, not that it matters. Management here won't pay for an app anyway. It was hard enough getting them to fork out for the CCTV and they only did that because the insurance wouldn't cover us unless they did.”

 

“So you don't think it's a good idea?” I asked, feeling a little hollow inside.

 

“Bloody stupid idea, if you ask me,” said Greg. He picked up the three books he'd chosen and balanced them on his knee. “It's nearly 2, Mac. Do you still need me here or can I bugger off?”

 

“Stick around a few minutes, Greg,” said Mac. “I need to talk to you both but Laura, if by any chance that idle waste of space does do something to the Internet kiosks it'll be you who has to monitor them. Me and Greg won't since it's a waste of time and effort and for sure we won't be hiring anyone specially.”

 

“OK,” I said, cheering up a little since it sounded like Mac wasn't going to actively block my idea. “So what do you want to talk to us about?”

 

I fished in my bag for my ciggies and lit one. Greg pushed the coffee jar ashtray around the books so I could reach it and pulled out his tin of roll-ups. My phone pinged as a text message arrived but I figured it could wait until Mac was done. Greg hadn't logged out yet so he was still officially on duty and any security messages would be routed to him.

 

“It seems our noble premiere is paying us a visit,” said Mac, putting one leg on his knee and sitting back to watch our reactions.

 

“You mean of Queensland?” asked Greg dubiously.

 

“The very same,” said Mac. “The State election's next year and she's coming out here in three weeks to start campaigning.”

 

“You mean to CB or the Plaza?” I asked. 

 

“Both,” said Mac. “I've got to submit a security plan for the visit since there'll be a whole bunch of pollies and their aides and security people as well as journos, TV crews and the local cops. It'll be a circus, all right, and may attract some out of town crazies. The date's not finalised yet but when it is I'll need you both in. ”

 

“Bugger,” said Greg with a scowl. “Knowing my luck it'll be on one of my days off and I didn't vote for her last time.”

 

“I did,” I said. “It'll be interesting to see her up close.”

 

“I'm glad you said that,” said Mac, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward with his hands clasped. “She wants to meet you.”

 

“You what?” I said completely thrown.

 

“She wants to meet you,” said Mac.

 

“All of us or just Laura?” asked Greg anxiously.

 

“Just Laura,” said Mac, watching me.

 

“Oh fuck!” I exclaimed, already beginning to panic. “Me? This is a joke, isn't it.”

 

“'Fraid not,” said Mac. “Seems you're the only woman security guard in rural Queensland, or at least within easy driving distance of Brisbane and she wants to do a speech on women's rights and opportunities and diversity and all that nonsense.”

 

“It isn't nonsense,” I said irritably, my mind on having to meet the premiere of Queensland. I was probably going to have to learn to curtsy. “Women should have the same rights and opportunities as men do. And equal pay!”

 

“So don't have kids, then,” said Mac dismissively and held up his hand to stop me before I took the debate any further. “You're on the same pay scale here as we are so don't get uppity. When you've been here as long as we have you'll be on the same pay.”

 

“Well, alright then,” I said, “so, er, what'll I say to her?”

 

“I don't know yet,” said Mac. “When the details are settled I'll let you know. I'm just giving you both advance warning. Oh, and it'll be televised, probably nationally.”

 

“What will?” asked Greg as I stared at Mac in horror. “The whole visit?”

 

“No, just her meeting with Laura and parts of her speech,” said Mac. “Management think it's an excellent idea. They think it'll put Brahman Plaza on the map and the store managers are already arguing about which store front will be used.”

 

“No,” I said firmly, “I can't.”

 

“Why not?” asked Mac. “You haven't put in for any time off and their liaison feller said there's room for a little flexibility this early in the campaigning cycle.”

 

“Umm,” I said, desperately trying to think of some reason I'd need to be off work for the next month or so. Nothing came readily to mind.

 

“You'll be fine,” said Greg, reaching over to pat my hand. “I used to know a guy who did a lot of public speaking. He said if you get nervous just picture the audience in your mind naked.”

 

“Easy enough for you to say,” I retorted. “I bet you imagine a lot of women naked but I don't.” I noticed my hands were shaking so I clasped them tightly together.

 

“Actually, not her,” said Greg with a grin. “She's not my type. Can I go now Mac?”

 

“Sure,” said Mac. “I'll be off too. I'll let you know the details when they're finalised.” He stood up while Greg logged himself off and logged me in. “You alright, Laura? You look very pale.”

 

“I'm still in shock,” I said with a nervous laugh. 

 

“You'll be right,” he said, patting me on the shoulder. “Probably only be on the telly for 20 seconds. See you Sunday.”

 

“What's happening on Sunday?” I asked, my mind awash with worry.

 

“You'll be taking over from my shift,” he said. “Don't you look at the roster?”

 

“Oh yeah,” I said, brightening up at the idea I'd just had of breaking my leg or an arm or something.

 

“Bye,” called Greg, marching out with some books under his arm. “Thanks for the books.”

 

“Don't sweat it,” said Mac. “It'll be just like talking to one of the shoppers and you're good at that.”

 

“Yeah right,” I said sarcastically. “Piece of cake.”

 

“That's the spirit,” he said. “Who knows, maybe you'll get headhunted by another shopping mall.”

 

He was still laughing when the door closed behind his skinny legs.

 

* * *

 

It took three cigarettes and a lot of pacing outside the main entrance before I calmed down enough to realise that the stress of a minute of so of talking to a politician on TV would be nothing compared to the pain and stress of multiple broken bones, not to mention the damage to my car as I couldn't think of any other way of plausibly hurting myself.

 

“After all,” I argued to myself, “she's hardly going to be asking me about calculus or cattle farming. Just listen carefully and answer honestly.”

 

It was when I started to think about whether or not to ask Management if they'd bend the rules just this once and let me wear some makeup that I realised I was getting used to the concept and that it might, just might, be achievable after all. As Mac said, I was good at dealing with people and the premiere was just another person, wasn't she? It's not like she was Royalty after all, not that Charles was ever likely to come to Cattleman's Bay, although Meghan might.

 

I got out another cigarette then put it back in the packet and decided to get a coffee and a comfort muffin.

 

“Have you heard?” asked Jess when I went into Stuffin Muffin. The place was well named since their muffins were exactly perfect for stuffing yourself.

 

“What's happened?” I asked.

 

“The premiere's coming here,” she said. “Mr Wang's really getting his panties in a wad about it.”

 

“Why's that then?” I asked since by rights it should only be me who got their panties in a wad and I resented Mr Wang's presumption, Mr Wang being the owner of Stuffin Muffin.

 

“He's trying to get the TV people to film in the main entrance so we're in the background,” said Jess. “He's planning to present her with a box of muffins and some takeaway coffee.”

 

Bastard! He was trying to steal my limelight! I started to fume silently and wondered how I could take him down.

 

“So what's it going to be?” she asked, putting a table number in front of me.

 

“Oh, er, nothing,” I said. “I've changed my mind. Sorry.”

 

“No worries,” said Jess, pulling the table number back.

 

I headed back down the concourse towards the Security Office then burst out laughing just as I reached Mr Minit. 

 

“What's the joke, lovey?” called Jacko. “You been dreaming about me again?”

 

“I was just thinking how stupid people are,” I said, leaning against his counter. 

 

“You've only just realised?” he asked, coming over.

 

“I guess so,” I said. “You've heard about the premiere?”

 

He laughed. “Gotcha,” he said. “Makes no never mind to me. Didn't vote for her and no way will they be filming in front of my little stall. So why're you laughing?”

 

I told him about Mr Wang and he nodded. “Yeah, some of them store managers will cut their grannies' throats for the free advertising. Don't expect it'll affect you lot much though. This place will be filled with government agents and cops.”

 

“Yeah, that's the plan,” I said, reluctant to expand on my role. It crossed my mind that everyone at the Plaza could well be talking about me the next day, especially if I stuffed up on TV. “Anyway, I've got things to do. See you.”

 

He gave me a nod and turned to a waiting customer. I went back to the Security Office and found a pile of books waiting for me. I'd forgotten all about them. I gathered them in my arms and struggled through the door.

 

A kindly soul took pity on me as I fumbled at the door to the Op Shop and opened it for me. I thanked him and heaved a sigh of relief. Rhod wasn't there.

 

“I've brought you some books,” I said to Denise, one of the Op Shop volunteers, who was dusting a table laden with ill assorted crockery with a feather duster that was missing half its feathers.

 

“Oh goody,” she said in a bored tone, barely containing her excitement. “Dunno what to do with them, though. Not like we're short of books.”

 

“So no Rhod today?” I asked, peering over the pile in my arms. “Where shall I put them?”

 

“He's out the back,” she said. “I'll get him for you.”

 

She marched off, brandishing her feather duster like a light sabre, before I could plead with her not to. I quickly looked around for somewhere to dump the books and make my escape before Rhod emerged but the only empty spot was Rhod's counter. I hurried over and tried to put the books down. They were clearly imbued with the spirits of Satan's little imps and leapt and tumbled everywhere. Only one actually landed on the counter. 

 

“Bugger,” I said vehemently and bent over to start picking them up.

 

“Oh, what a magnificent welcome,” said Rhod coming up behind me. “I wish more women were like you.”

 

I straightened up abruptly and dropped most of the books I'd picked up.

 

“Sorry,” I said automatically, flicking my ponytail out of my eyes.

 

“At least they weren't new,” he said and his beard waggled. I noticed with distaste that he was wearing a pair of shorts and his legs were even thinner and hairier than Mac's. I'd seen thicker pipe cleaners. He stepped closer and I stepped back only to find myself pressed against the counter.

 

“I've brought you some books,” I said, twisting sideways to escape the trap.

 

“It is my most ecstatic delight that you bring me anything,” he said, “most noble and beautiful of patrons. Any naughty ones?”

 

“No,” I said, “mostly thrillers and the like. I don't read naughty books.”

 

“You should,” he said, licking his lips. “They can be quite thrilling too. I've a varied collection out the back if you'd ever like to …”

 

“No,” I said, picking up a John Grisham in desperation and brandishing it at him. “Legal stuff, that's more my thing.”

 

“Shame, shame,” he said, stooping stiffly to help me pick up the books. “And what have we here? Is this your sort of thing too? Torture porn?”

 

He held up a copy of A Little Life by Hanya Yanaghara.

 

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused.

 

“You haven't read it?” he asked, flicking through the pages.

 

 “I started it but couldn't get beyond the first dozen or so pages,” I said. “I picked it up in an Op Shop in Brisbane because it was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and I thought I ought to read something with a bit of class but I couldn't get into it. Why did you call it torture porn?”

 

“Well, that's what some people say,” said Rhod. “As the story progresses, the childhood of one of the primary protagonists is slowly revealed as being very abusive and the author goes to great lengths to show how those experiences made him the person he became. Personally I found it to be be a deeply insightful and moving account.”

 

“Oh,” I said flatly. “I don't think I'd like a story about that.”

 

“Oh well,” said Rhod as I put the last of the books on the counter. “Anyway, I'm glad you're here. I came across something yesterday that might tantalise you.”

 

“You mean that Tristan Und Isolde by Leonor Fini?” I said noticing the picture propped against the wall behind the counter for the first time. “It's lovely isn't it.”

 

“Personally I find it a touch grotesque,” said Rhod disdainfully. “I am a lover of beauty but each to their own, I suppose. I'm afraid it's sold however.”

 

“You don't say,” I said sarcastically. “Tell me, how much did you sell it for?”

 

“Ohh, a mere $15,” he said. “Of course a painting of you would be worth a thousand times more, if not a million.”

 

Coming from Matthew, to pick someone at random, that would have been a compliment but coming from a sleazeball like Rhod I found it only added to the mild nausea I had from the news of the forthcoming visitation. I ignored his remark and after a few moments he abandoned the topic. I was pretty sure he was thoroughly used to rejection and didn't feel in the least bit guilty.

 

“As I was saying,” he said, going behind his counter and rummaging underneath. “Ahh, here it is.”

 

He pulled out a small slip of yellowing paper and placed it reverently on top of the pile of books.

 

“What is it? I asked.

 

“It's an invoice,” he said, “from one of Australia's few recording labels, Universal Record Club. I was going through some long playing records that someone left and found this with the three records listed. They were in pristine condition. I can only imagine they'd never been played.”

 

“Oh,” I said, uninterested. I'd never heard of the people listed on the invoice.

 

“But that's not the important thing,” he said. “Look,” and he tapped the date with a grimy fingernail. 24th December 1969.

 

“So they're quite old then,” I said, looking at the Tristan Und Isolde again. I'd have happily paid $20 for it if I'd had the opportunity.

 

“And this,” he said, tapping the delivery address. It was addressed to a Miss K Banksia in Brisbane.

 

“I'm not getting the significance of this,” I said, shrugging.

 

“Oh my dear,” he said. “Back in 1969, fifty four years ago, a young girl ordered some records. On Christmas Eve, no less, and they were delivered but never played. What happened? Were they for herself or as a present for someone else? Did she die before they arrived? Did she suffer some great disappointment and never found the heart to play them? Did the person she bought them for exit her life, leaving her only with these records and her memories? Is she still alive? If she is she could well be seventy or so now. Does she even remember these records and the lover of whom she had such great expectations?”

 

“Or maybe they were just lost in the post,” I said drily. “It was Christmas after all and the postal system probably wasn't that good back then. She probably phoned them after Christmas and they sent out some replacements which she played until they wore out.”

 

“I'm disappointed in you,” said Rhod, standing back to look sorrowfully at me. “You have no romance in your soul.”

 

“That's right,” I said cheerfully, glad he was now getting the message. I tapped A Little Life. “Enjoy your torture porn. Bye.”

 

He glowered at me as I turned to go and stayed silent. I, on the other hand, grinned all the way to the door then I remembered that cursed premiere of Queensland and stopped grinning. Then my phone pinged again as a message arrived. I took it out and saw it was from Lucas.

 

“Have you sent the dvds?” he'd texted.

 

I didn't reply because there was another unread message from before, when I'd been talking with Mac. It was from Matthew. 

 

“Marina 1130 Sat bay 17 – shall I pick you up?”

 

“Who the eff is Marina?” I thought, my heart suddenly thumping.

 




Chapter Eighteen

 

I didn't know Cattleman's Bay even had a marina. I'd been along the esplanade, of course, and spent some time on the tourist beaches either side of the river with the hotels and AirBNBs across the road. I'd even seen the jetty part way along the main beach where people tied up their little rowing boats and canoes but it wasn't particularly impressive, maybe fifty metres long when the tide was out. The marina, as it turned out after consulting Google Maps, was about a kilometre up the river and almost in the centre of town. I'd driven over the nearby bridge many times without noticing.

 

I pulled up at the marina's car park just after 11 and paid my $2 which entitled me to leave my vehicle there for a generous four hours, or until 7am the following morning if I arrived after 10pm, and left the parking ticket visible on the dashboard. Getting out, I still couldn't see any boats. There was just a row of brick backs to buildings where the sign saying “Marina” pointed. I followed the footpath through an alley between a couple of the buildings and discovered that the marina was inside a shopping arcade or, perhaps more accurately, there was a shopping arcade around part of the marina. It seemed a little incongruous to have clothing boutiques and cafes barely three metres from boats but I'd never been part of that set that went yachting. Aside from money, or the lack of it, I'd always subconsciously associated yachts and yacht clubs with lah-di-dah horsey types.

 

It was a bright, sunny day although a little on the cool side and a lot of the bays were empty. Looking around, most of the boats there ranged from short stubby boats to long thin sporty looking things. There wasn't a mast in sight and they all looked to be made of gleaming fibreglass and most looked pretty new. The only old looking boat was way up at the far end on the right, some way past where the shops ended, and that looked to be made of wood. The marina itself was a horseshoe shape with one side against the river and the other lined with shops and cafes. According to good old Google, the marina had slots for 33 boats inside the marina plus another 4 outside on the river so, by my reckoning and assuming a logical numbering system that started with bay 1 at one end or the other of the horseshoe, bay 17 should be somewhere near the middle at the closed end, not too far from the wooden building nearby that housed an art gallery and a day spa. I figured bay 17 would also be close to a cafe since Matthew didn't seem the sort of person who went yachting on his days off. 

 

“Excuse me,” I called to a man who was sitting on a deckchair on the top of his boat, “which bay is this?”

 

He looked up from whatever he was reading and shielded his eyes from the sun despite the sun being behind him. He probably thought it was what nautical people did when being hailed from the shore.

 

“Excuse me?” he called back.

 

“Which bay is this?” I called again.

 

“32,” he called back and stood up. “Are you from the real estate agents?”

 

“Sorry, no,” I called. “I'm looking for bay 17.”

 

“17?” he said and frowned. “I think it's that way,” and he pointed along the row of shops.

 

“Thanks,” I called and gave him a little wave. Why would bay 32 be in the middle? It didn't make any sense but I figured he probably knew which bay he was in as he'd probably been told to park there.

 

I walked past the art gallery, which had a number of Aboriginal paintings in the window, and continued along the shop side of the marina. My new boots, bought to go with my new dress, clumped in a friendly way on the wooden planks and most of the people milling around seemed to be smiling and happy although hardly anyone carried any shopping bags. Once past the day spa I could see the rest of the bays, each with its own walkway floating on the water. Assuming the bay next to the spa was number 1 that would mean bay 17 was somewhere near the end. Conscious of the time I picked up speed a little.

 

“Hello,” said Matthew, appearing from nowhere. 

 

“Oh, you startled me,” I said with a gasp, putting my hand on my chest. “Where did you come from?”

 

“I was in that cafe back there,” he said. “I saw you walk past. Nice dress.”

 

“Oh thanks,” I said smiling. I would have returned the compliment but he was wearing a ratty pair of shorts and a dirty singlet which didn't really seem appropriate. “So we're having lunch at the cafe?” I was beginning to have misgivings but turned to head back anyway.

 

“No, no,” he said. “Um, I thought we'd have lunch on my boat, if that's all right?”

 

“Your boat?” I exclaimed, wondering how to fit this in with my image of him. “You mean one of these is yours?”

 

“Christ, no,” he said grinning. “I could never afford one of these. You see that one there?” and he pointed to the nearest boat. “They're around $250,000. That's more than my house cost. That's mine at the end.”

 

“You mean the old wooden one?” I asked then regretted saying the word 'old'. Wooden would have been enough and old carried an implied insult.

 

“The very one,” he said, “although old isn't really the word for it, ancient would be better. Sorry about my clothes. I was doing some work on it and forgot the time. I had to rush down to the cafe to organise lunch and I haven't had time to change yet.”

 

“OK,” I said, a little dubiously. An ancient wooden boat? Hopefully it wouldn't sink until after we'd eaten.

 

“I picked her up cheap,” he said as we headed off towards his boat. “Six or seven years ago she broke her moorings during a storm and got holed and was sinking so the Police Water Unit salvaged her and were going to put her up for auction. I heard about her and put in an offer before the auction. I've been renovating her.”

 

“And you fixed the hole?” I asked anxiously.

 

“First thing I did,” he said seriously. “Actually the hull was surprisingly sound, apart from that. I've replaced the port holes but that's about it for the hull. No, the serious work was inside. She was pretty decrepit even before the water got in and ruined everything so I spent a few months gutting her and I've been renovating and refitting ever since. So, what do you think?”

 

Never having been on a boat before in my life, I stood on the planks of the marina and stared at it, wondering what to say. It looked like a boat.

 

“It's awfully long, isn't it,” I said after a few moments.

 

“Forty two feet,” said Matthew happily. “Originally built in 1904. The keel's made from blue gum and the hull is Douglas fir. Solid as anything,” and he banged it with his fist to prove the point.

 

“Great,” I said, wondering why, if it was that solid, it got holed and nearly sank.

 

“Let's go aboard,” said Matthew, going first up a three step ladder. I gingerly followed. “Let's go below. Do you want to make us some coffee while I get changed?”

 

“OK,” I said wondering what was below. Although long the boat didn't seem to be high enough to have anything below except water.

 

Matthew opened the door to the cabin on the deck and I went inside to see a couple of small bench seats and not much else, apart from a steering wheel, a large radio and a panel covered in switches and gauges.

 

“Where's the kettle?” I asked.

 

“Through here,” he said, pulling up a hatch.

 

The thought flashed through my mind that this would be a good way to kidnap someone. Lure a girl on board then shove her into the small space below the deck while the villain headed off out to sea where no one could hear her screams.

 

“Down there?” I asked, trying to convince myself that policemen wouldn't do that sort of thing.

 

“Sure,” he said. “There's two bedrooms, a lounge/diner, bathroom and kitchen down there, although us sailing people call it the galley for some reason.”

 

“Probably to do with galley slaves,” I muttered as I went down the steep steps backwards.

 

“Holy shit,” I exclaimed when I got to the bottom and turned around. “It's gorgeous!”

 

The floor was polished decking and I'd clearly come down into the lounge. There were a couple of very comfortable looking couches with soft pale blue upholstery, a decent sized table, a couple of lamps with blue and white glass shades and a TV.

 

“The kitchen's back there,” said Matthew. “Beyond it is the bathroom and past that is the main bedroom. The guest bedroom is the other way, over the engine. Back in a minute.”

 

He hurried off and disappeared into the main bedroom. The kitchen, I discovered, had a conventional gas cooker, a microwave, kettle and all the usual things you find in a kitchen. It even had mugs, coffee and milk in the fridge. Despite being a boat it was more spacious and better equipped than my caravan although the caravan didn't have little rails to stop things sliding off the surfaces.

 

“So what do you think?” asked Matthew, emerging from the bedroom in a smart pair of off white chinos and a maroon polo neck shirt.

 

“I am seriously impressed,” I said truthfully. I finished putting coffee in the mugs and put the spoon down on the blue tiled counter. “I confess when you said how old it was and that it was derelict I expected, oh, I don't know, maybe something dank and cramped inside but this,” and I spread my arms wide, “this is awesome! You must have worked incredibly hard.”

 

“I didn't do a whole lot to begin with,” he admitted, “but since Mandy left I've spent all my spare time on it. Something to do, I suppose. It's almost finished, just the toilet to re-plumb, which reminds me. If you need to use the toilet flush it several times while you're doing your business otherwise it clogs. I've got a new toilet with a wider pipe and a more powerful water pump but I haven't fitted them yet. Probably have that done by next weekend.”

 

“Then what are you going to do?” I asked pouring water from the kettle into the mugs. I heard an engine and looked out the porthole to see another boat chug past. The floor of this one barely moved. “I thought boats bobbed up and down a lot.”

 

“They do” he said, “but this one's twelve tons so it takes a lot to make it move. The wake from something like that one won't do much.” He wiped his hand over his close cropped hair and ruefully added “I don't know. Maybe I'll sell her and look around for another project.”

 

“That seems a shame,” I said, passing him his mug. “Do you go sailing in it much?”

 

“Her,” he said, sitting on one of the couches. “Boats and ships are always female. No, I haven't sailed her at all. She was brought here on a trailer and has been here ever since. Would be nice to take her out but, I don't know …”

 

He paused and sipped his coffee. He seemed about to say something else but didn't and the silence grew.

 

“I've never been on a boat before,” I said when the silence started to feel uncomfortable. “Not even one of the tour boats in Brisbane.”

 

“Oh, it's great,” said Matthew enthusiastically. “I used to have a little sailing dingy when I was a lad and took it up and down the coast aways. Never gone far out to sea though.”

 

“Why don't you keep this boat and use it for holidays?” I asked. “You could even take it to Bali or New Zealand.”

 

He sucked his teeth. “Oh, I don't know about that,” he said. “I've got my recreational and personal watercraft licences but I'm not confident enough to go out of sight of land.” He laughed at himself in embarrassment. “Scared, you see. The thought of all that water with no land in sight,” and he grimaced.

 

For a few moments this big tough cop looked vulnerable and my heart melted.

 

“So you've done all this work,” I said, as much to cover my own emotions as his, “and you're never going to take her out of the marina?”

 

“I know,” he said. “Seems a waste somehow, although I've really enjoyed doing the renovations. Very calming. Maybe I should sell it and quit the police and set up my own boat restoration business. Anyway, shall we eat on deck or down here?”

 

“Oh, let's eat down here,” I said, “it's more peaceful and no one will be gawping at us. Hey, can I ask you something?”

 

“Anything,” he said, “so long as it's not police business.”

 

“Actually I wanted to ask you something about that as well,” I said, “although it's not police as such, more a legal question.”

 

“Fire away then,” he said, settling himself more comfortably. “The cafe's sending lunch around 12, is that OK?”

 

“Sure,” I said. “I've got my work clothes in the car and I can change at the Plaza.”

 

“You can change here, if you like,” he said. “That can be your bedroom,” and he nodded at the guest room.

 

“OK,” I said blinking a couple of times. Didn't he want me inside his bedroom?

 

“So what did you want to ask?” he said.

 

“Hmm? Oh, why are the bays here numbered so strangely?” I asked. “Number 1 is by the art gallery. Wouldn't it make more sense to start here and go all the way around to the other end?”

 

“It's a legacy thing,” he said. “The marina used to be just this side so they numbered the bays 1 to 17 then they built the other jetty and made the one opposite this 18 so 33 is the other side of the art gallery. I think it was something to do with long term lease holders of some of the bays not wanting to be renumbered or something.”

 

“Well, that makes a kind of sense,” I said. “Hey, I forgot to tell you, I'm going to be on TV!”

 

“How come?” he asked so I told him all about the premiere's visit.

 

“Sounds like you're looking forward to it,” he said, finishing his coffee.

 

“Not really,” I said. “Underneath this confident, self-assured surface I'm quietly stressing about it. I'm sure I'll be a bundle of nerves on the day.”

 

“Nonsense,” he said, “you'll be fine. I've been on TV several times and the trick is to know what you want to say and not let the journalists get you away from that. If they try, just repeat what you intended to say.”

 

There was a sudden banging on the side of the boat and we both jumped. 

 

“That'll be lunch,” said Matthew, getting up. “I'll be back in a moment.”

 

“Do we need plates?” I asked.

 

“I suppose,” he said, thinking about it. “It's only fish and chips with some salad but I usually just eat with my fingers. You get into bad habits when you live alone.”

 

“Tell me about it,” I said, getting up to get plates, knives and forks. I'd had many a takeaway from the wrapper and not a few home cooked meals from the saucepan.

 

He came back down the ladder just as I was laying our places at the table. He smiled but didn't say anything. I took the packages from his hands and served up.

 

“What shall I do with the wrappers?” I asked.

 

“Just leave them on the table,” he said. “I need to get a bin as well.”

 

“OK,” I said and screwed them into a ball.

 

“Ah, nearly forgot the wine,” said Matthew slapping his forehead.

 

“Oh, not for me, thanks,” I said. “I'm working this afternoon and I don't want to be drunk.”

 

“I know,” said Matthew, “and you'll be driving there so I got grape juice instead as a substitute. It's in the fridge. Just a sec.”

 

He poured us both a juice and we clinked glasses by way of a toast. I felt very relaxed and comfortable and everything seemed just right.

 

“This fish is just beautiful,” I said, having some.

 

“Fresh caught this morning,” said Matthew. “That cafe is famous for its fresh fish. Mike, the owner, has a part share in a fishing trawler. So what was that legal thing you wanted to ask me?”

 

“What legal thing?” I asked, pulling my mind back from eating fresh fish while sailing around Pacific islands.

 

“You said you wanted to ask me some legal question,” said Matthew, “not that the police are the best people to ask. We enforce the law, not interpret it.”

 

“Oh, yes,” I said remembering. I told him about my idea to put monitoring software on the Internet kiosks at the Plaza to see what people are up to.

 

“Hmm, tricky one, that,” said Matthew, pausing while pouring more ketchup on his chips. “On the face of it the owner of the machines has the legal right to put whatever security they want on the machines but monitoring could well be in breach of privacy laws.”

 

“But what if a crime is being committed?” I asked. 

 

“Someone could well be committing a crime in their house,” he said, “but no one will know unless someone trespasses and sees them. Even the police need reasonable suspicion before entering those premises.”

 

“So you're saying if we put the app on and I see something illegal I could be prosecuted?” I asked. “That doesn't seem right.”

 

“That's the way it goes,” said Matthew. “Down in Victoria they recently passed stricter trespass laws so animal rights activists can't go on to farmers' properties and check for cruelty to animals.”

 

“So you're saying I can't do anything if I see a crook because it might infringe their privacy?” I said, a touch heatedly.

 

“Yes and no,” said Matthew. “I'm no expert on privacy so you'd best be asking a lawyer about that but if we're in breach of the law while collecting the evidence then he may well got off scot free. There are other ways, though.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

 

“There's always the old fashioned anonymous tip,” he said. “So long as we don't know who gave us the information we can't prosecute the tipper and if it's plausible enough we can get a court order to do our own monitoring.”

 

“Really?” I said.

 

“Really,” said Matthew, finishing his fish. “Only if you do ring me about something, do it from a public phone and put a handkerchief over the mouthpiece so I don't recognise your voice.”

 

“So you'd arrest me, would you?” I asked playfully.

 

“Probably not for giving us an anonymous tip off,” he said, looking down at his plate to find the last couple of chips, “but if you were doing something serious like a murder or drug smuggling, yes.”

 

I stared at him in surprise then it dawned on me. He really was a policeman and not just a guy I knew in a policeman's outfit. His job was to protect the public and if it meant arresting someone close to him he'd still do it. My initial affront gave way to a feeling of warmth and, yes, security. I felt a surge of respect for his integrity.

 

“I was just thinking,” he said, looking up at me. “I haven't given this boat a name yet. It's still registered under its old name. Would you like to name her?”

 

“Me?” I said, taken by surprise yet again. “You want me to name your boat?”

 

“Sure,” he said. “That way when you come out with me on her maiden voyage it'll be a good omen. I won't be scared with you on board.”

 

I gawped in a most unladylike way.

 

“But I've never been on a boat before,” I exclaimed, impressed he thought I could save him from anything but, then again, maybe I could protect him from his fears.

 

“Sure you have,” he said. “You're on one now. I'll get the toilet sorted then we'll find a couple of days when we're both not working and maybe take a trip round the Great Barrier Reef. What do you think?”

 

“Actually, I think I'd like that,” I said, pushing the guest bedroom to the back of my mind. We'd cross that little bridge later. After all, he hadn't even kissed me yet. 

 




Chapter Nineteen

 

 “Come on, Curtis, mate,” I said in what had almost become a daily ritual. “Get the other side of the line.”

 

He came to the Plaza to meet his friends every day and most days I caught him outside the Main Entrance having a smoke. By now we were on superficial speaking terms even though he was only fifteen or so. Sometimes he was alone, other times he was with a friend. I don't think any of the others smoked and they spent a lot of their time clustered inside the Gamer Centre or throwing chips at each other in the Food Court. Today he was with a slightly older boy I hadn't seen before.

 

“Sure, Laura,” he said with smile. “C'mon, Sim, do what the lady says. Her old man's a copper.”

 

“No he isn't,” I said, following them and pulling out my own cigarettes. “He's a dry cleaner, or was. He retired a couple of years ago.”

 

“Not ya dad,” he said with a drawl. “Ya old man, yer husband.”

 

“So this her?” asked Sim, looking at me challengingly. He was holding a roll-up which smelt a little earthy but not enough to prompt me to do anything about it.

 

“I'm not married,” I said wondering what Sim meant.

 

“I thought you were married to a copper,” said Curtis, frowning. 

 

“I know a policeman,” I said, looking at the shoppers going in and out of the Plaza. Mostly out since it was around 5 in the afternoon. “But we're just friends, that's all.”

 

“There you go then,” said Sim. He took a deep drag and held it.

 

“What are you talking about?” I asked, turning to look at him. His eyes were slightly glazed as he slowly let the smoke out through his mouth. 

 

“Curtis fancies you,” he said, giving me a huge smile.

 

“Shut it, you effing shit,” snarled Curtis. He turned red and pushed Sim's shoulder hard enough to make him stagger. Sim laughed and I smiled, a little shocked.

 

“He wants to ask you out, see,” said Sim, “only he's too chicken.”

 

“I ain't chicken,” exclaimed Curtis, balling his fists. “She's married, ain't she.”

 

“Nah she isn't,” said Sim, taking another drag. “She just said she ain't.”

 

“Actually, I didn't,” I said, amused. “I just said I knew a policeman.”

 

“So are you married?” asked Sim, looking me in the eyes. He seemed a little spaced out and I began to wonder if I should report him or not.

 

“Yes,” I said. 

 

“No, you ain't,” said Sim. “You ain't got the look.”

 

“What look is that, then?” I asked, wondering how he knew things like that at his age.

 

“Married women don't look at guys the way you do,” said Sim. He dropped his cigarette on the ground and squashed it with his foot. “Go on, Curt, ask her out.”

 

“Bugger off shithead,” said Curtis in embarrassment as I wondered how I looked at men. Admittedly every now and then one might catch my eye but none had while I'd been with Curtis and Sim.

 

“Yeah, I'm outta here,” said Sim. “Got me own woman, ain't I,” and he laughed and gave me a wink then pointed at me. “Laura, yeah?”

 

“That's right,” I said. “And you are?”

 

“See him, there?” he said and leaned in confidentially to me while pointing roughly in the direction of Curtis. “He only smokes so he can come out here and talk to you. Betcha didn't know that, huh?”

 

Curtis swore and kicked out at Sim who stepped back out of the way. “Only saying, like,” he said before turning and sauntering off.

 

“Oh God, now what do I do?” I wondered.

 

“That Sim's an effing arsehole,” exclaimed Curtis, not looking at me.

 

“Sounds like it,” I said, deciding to treat it as a joke. I looked around and saw Courtney wave at me from the window of Stuffin Muffin and point to a coffee mug on the table. I waved back before turning to look at Curtis again. His head jerked so he didn't make eye contact.

 

“Well, I have to get back to work,” I said, dropping my dog end in the small metal ashtray provided by the Management of the Plaza for that purpose. “Ciao.”

 

“So fancy coming out to the Arcade after?” asked Curtis hurriedly, looking up the road. “After you finished work, I mean.”

 

“Oh Jesus,” I thought despairingly. “It wasn't a joke after all.”

 

“I don't finish until ten,” I said, hoping he'd be in bed by then.

 

“Arcade's open 'til 12,” he said then yelped as the burning end of his forgotten cigarette reached his fingers. He dropped it and stuck his fingers in his mouth. “What games you like?”

 

“Of course he wouldn't be in bed,” I thought. “He's fifteen, probably stays up 'til way after midnight.”

 

“My son's older than you,” I said gently. “Thanks for the offer but no.”

 

“So how old are you, then?” he asked, taking his fingers out of his mouth and frowning.

 

“How old do you think I am?” I countered. 

 

“Umm, 22?” he guessed and I had to laugh.

 

He must have misinterpreted my laugh as he added “I like older women” in a defensive tone.

 

“What are you, 15?” I asked.

 

“Nearly 16,” he said emphasising the 'nearly'.

 

“Well, I'm 38,” I said. “I'm more than twice your age.”

 

“Shit, no way,” he exclaimed, staring at me. “You're older than me mum?”

 

“Exactly,” I said, “so you see why I can't go and play computer games at the Arcade with you.”

 

“Nah, you're right,” he said thoughtfully. “So we could go someplace else then, somewhere old people go, yeah? How about the bingo?”

 

“Sorry, no,” I said. “You should find yourself someone around your own age, OK. I'm far too old for you.”

 

“Maybe when I'm 16?” he asked hopefully.

 

“No,” I said. “Ask me again in 20 years when you're 35.”

 

“For real?” he exclaimed. “Cool! Where will I meet you? Here?”

 

“Sure,” I said, trying not to laugh. “I'll meet you here, outside the Plaza in 20 years.”

 

“Awesome,” he said happily. “Thanks!”

 

“I have to go,” I said, hoping desperately he'd find a girlfriend in the next twenty years and, incidentally, that I wouldn't still be working at the Plaza. “Bye.”

 

“Bye, babe,” he said, squaring his shoulders to show the world he now had a girlfriend.

 

“Don't call me that,” I said, shaking my head.

 

“Oh,” he said, looking crestfallen. “Can I have your phone number?”

 

“No,” I said. “Bye.”

 

I could feel him watching me as I walked back inside the Plaza, reflecting that I was going to have to change my smoking patterns.

 

“So what was that all about?” asked Courtney when I reached her table.

 

“Oh, don't ask,” I said sitting down heavily. “That kid just asked me out on a date.”

 

“Get out of here!” exclaimed Courtney. “How old's he? 12?”

 

“Nearly 16,” I said. “He thought I was 22.”

 

“Matt won't like it,” she said. “22, huh?”

 

“Yeah,” I said. “That kid needs glasses. So what's Matt got to do with it?” She'd managed to surprise me by saying that.

 

“You going on a date with another man,” she said. “Well, boy.”

 

“I'm not going on a date with him,” I said hurriedly, “and anyway, what's it to Matt who I date?”

 

“Aren't you a couple?” she asked, looking puzzled. “I mean, well, aren't you?”

 

“Why would you think we were a couple?” I asked, surprised again.

 

“Well, didn't you stay with him a couple of nights ago?” she asked. “I mean, what you get up to is your business but I thought, well, umm …”

 

“I didn't spend the night with him,” I said hotly. “Who says I did?”

 

“Ohh, you were seen,” she said and laughed conspiratorially. “You left his boat in the middle of the morning and you gave him a long kiss before you went. You had your shoes in your hand as well and an overnight bag. We can all put two and two together.”

 

“And make seven or eight,” I said, irritated. “We had lunch, that's all, and I got there mid morning and left just before 2 to go to work. I didn't stay the night and I didn't kiss him, he kissed me and it wasn't a long kiss anyway, just a peck on the cheek.”

 

“And your shoes and clothes?” asked Courtney with a mischievous smile.

 

“His toilet doesn't work properly,” I said. “My boots got soaked and I got changed for work before I left. So who's been telling you all this crap?”

 

“No one,” said Courtney happily. “I saw you leave myself but I figured you being so closed mouthed and all you wouldn't tell me about it so I made up the rest. So you had lunch did you?”

 

“Yes, just lunch,” I said. “Fish and chips from what's his name's cafe.”

 

“Mike's,” she said. “Yeah, I was there with my boyfriend. So you're not a couple, then?”

 

“Hardly,” I said. “We've had lunch once and that's all.”

 

“And you're never going to see him again?” she asked.

 

I hesitated and she giggled so I blushed and she giggled even more.

 

“Well, yes,” I said. “We're having dinner next Wednesday before he goes to work. It's not easy, both of us being on shifts.”

 

“So you like him, then?” she asked.

 

“Yes, I like him,” I said. “Any reason why I shouldn't, seeing as how you know everything that goes on around here.”

 

“CB's a small place,” she said dismissively, “and it's time he came out of his shell.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked, remembering my coffee. “Oh, thanks.”

 

“He went out with some woman from Brisbane after the divorce,” said Courtney, “but it didn't last long. Since then he's spend all his time working on that boat of his.”

 

“He's done an incredible job,” I said. “Have you seen inside?”

 

“Oh, God no,” she said, “he's not my type,” and she giggled again. “So when are you going sailing with him?”

 

“I don't know if I am,” I said. I hesitated, wondering how much to tell Courtney then decided she'd find out sooner or later anyway. “He did ask me to go out for a couple of days with him when we're both free but, I don't know.”

 

“You think he'll ravish you against your will?” she asked, watching me over the rim of her coffee mug. “He won't, you know.”

 

“Oh, I'm sure he wouldn't,” I said, knowing if there was going to be any ravishing it wouldn't be against my will. “I'm just a bit scared of going out on a boat. I've never done it before.”

 

“Well it won't sink if that's what you mean,” said Courtney. “One thing you can be absolutely sure of is that Matt will've repaired it properly. He's, like, totally anal about safety and shit.”

 

“Actually I was thinking more of getting seasick,” I said as the prospect of the boat sinking hadn't occurred to me. I silently thanked Courtney for putting that image in my head. “I just don't want to spend a couple of days throwing up all over his boat.”

 

“Oh, you can get tablets for that,” said Courtney, “and you'll get used to it after a few trips. So was it, like, really romantic or was he just matter of fact and business-like?”

 

“It was kind of romantic,” I said, “although it was just a lunch. Dinners are more romantic.”

 

“So no candles and soft music?” asked Courtney. “Not even any flowers?”

 

“No,” I said. “It was just a lunch.”

 

“So what did you talk about?” asked Courtney.

 

“Oh, all sorts of things,” I said. “He talked about his boat for a bit and then we talked about what to do with it when it was finished and whether or not he'd sell it and we swapped a little of our backgrounds and things like that. He's a Virgo.”

 

“What are you?” asked Courtney, picking up her phone.

 

“Aquarius,” I said. “What are you doing?”

 

“Looking up compatibility between Virgo and Aquarius,” she said, busily typing away.

 

“There's no need,” I said, sitting back. “I've already looked it up.”

 

“And?” she asked, looking up from her screen.

 

“Not the greatest love match ever,” I admitted, “but the two signs are compatible.”

 

“Ooooh,” said Courtney, putting her phone down. “So should I start thinking about wedding presents?”

 

I had to laugh.

 

“God, no,” I said. “I'm not the marrying kind. I've been a single mother way too long.”

 

“So you'd turn him down if he asked you?” she asked.

 

“Probably,” I said, although that question had already crossed my mind. I'd pushed it away since it was far too soon to think about things like that but I'm only human after all. “Anyway, if it ever seems to be going that way we'll have a talk about other options.”

 

“You mean live together but not get married?” asked Courtney.

 

“Maybe,” I said, “but, hey, we've only had a lunch. Let's not get ahead of ourselves here. I mean, I like the guy but maybe we should wait another week or two before moving in together. Besides, I'm still loving being on my own in my caravan.”

 

“Sorry,” said Courtney ruefully. “Only I love the idea of getting married. All those white dresses and flowers and everything. I plan to get married loads of times.”

 

“So when are you marrying Keith?” I asked, wondering about the logistics of this and whether the men concerned would be understanding.

 

“Oh, I'm not,” she said. “He's good fun and everything but having kids and a mortgage? No way. He's strictly boyfriend material.”

 

“Anyone else in mind?” I asked.

 

“In CB? Nah,” she said. “I'm moving to Brisbane as soon as I can find a job there.”

 

“Are you looking?” I asked.

 

“I've applied for a couple,” she said. “I had an interview on Friday which is why I wasn't at work.”

 

“How did it go?” I said before the penny dropped. “Hey, if you were at an interview in Brisbane how come you saw me with Matthew?”

 

“That was yesterday,” she said. “The interview was on Friday.”

 

“Wow, was it really only yesterday?” I said in surprise. “It seems much longer.”

 

“Yes, it was only yesterday,” she said studying my face.

 

“What?” I asked. “Have I got froth on my lip?”

 

I started wiping my face with my paper napkin.

 

“So you can't stop thinking about him, huh,” said Courtney.

 

“I've hardly thought about him at all,” I said indignantly. After all, when I'd been talking to Curtis I hadn't thought of Matthew once.

 

“Sure,” said Courtney with a smile. “Hey, I've got to get back to work.” She picked up her phone and pushed her seat back in one practised movement. “Mr Davies'll be having hysterics, the old fart.”

 

“Me, too,” I said. “Thanks for the coffee.”

 

“That's two you owe me,” she said as we walked out. “You in Wednesday?”

 

“No, I'm off Wednesday, Thursday and Friday,” I said. “I'll make it up to you on Saturday and Sunday.”

 

“You'd better,” she said with mock hostility. At least I hoped it was mock. “I work in retail. I can't afford to subsidise your meals.”

 

“It wasn't a meal,” I pointed out, “only a coffee.”

 

“Oh, that's right,” she said, wide eyed with innocence. “It's the police who subsidise your lunches, isn't it. Laters, hon.”

 

“Bye,” I said and headed off past QQM towards the Security Office. As I turned the corner that was the NAB my heart sank. Curtis and his friends were coming out of the Gamer Centre. I quickly did a left turn and headed into IGA but not before I heard a wolf whistle and some laughter. I hurried over to the bread section and watched them through the window. They walked past IGA in that semi-insolent but wary way that teenage boys in a pack have and headed off up the concourse to the Food Court even though none of the food shops there were still open.

 

“I'm really going to have to sort this out,” I muttered to myself while clutching a packet of wholemeal wraps. “It's ridiculous for me to hide when I see them.”

 

Exactly how didn't immediately spring to mind and calling the police because one of them might possibly be smoking something illegal seemed overly harsh. After all, I was no expert on these things. Besides, it was a little flattering to be thought to be 22 and wolf whistled, even if the whistler was not long out of nappies.

 

The coast clear I put the wraps back on the shelf and walked out of IGA. Apart from a handful of customers going into or out of IGA and Best & Less this end of the Plaza was deserted. I glanced over at the Internet kiosks and both terminals were vacant which wasn't surprising as Damien didn't come in on Sundays.

 

I checked my phone but there was nothing so I made my way down the empty concourse past the closed banks and shops to the Security Office and then froze in shock.

 

Someone had sprayed LAURA HEART CURTIS in bright yellow paint on the door, just below where it said SECURITY. 

 

“Oh God,” I groaned out loud. “The little shits!”

 




Chapter Twenty

 

“Oh, Laura, Laura, Laura,” said Mac as I pushed open the door to the Security Office the next day, “What are we going to do with you?”

 

He had his feet on the computer desk and was reading the local free newspaper. There was a frozen video on the screen of some teenagers in a cluster outside the door.

 

“Bugger,” I thought. I'd forgotten Mac was back on the morning shift. 

 

“Hello,” I said brightly. “What's up?”

 

“So who's Curtis?” he asked.

 

“Ahh, so you saw that then, did you?” I asked, sitting in one of the armchairs and holding my bag on my knees protectively.

 

“Couldn't really miss it, could I,” he said, looking at me over the top of the paper. “And Griff didn't come by to repaint the door until around eleven thirty.”

 

“Ah,” I said. I'd left a message with Maintenance asking them to deal with the graffiti as a priority but clearly their priorities were different to mine. “Umm, it isn't true, you know.”

 

“Hah! I thought you were the Laura,” exclaimed Mac, sliding his feet off the desk and tossing the paper aside. “Too much of a coincidence for some other Laura to spray that on our door when there's another Laura inside.”

 

“I didn't spray it on though,” I said hurriedly.

 

“No, I know,” said Mac. “I dug out the CCTV. So, which one's Curtis?”

 

“He isn't one of them,” I said, having watched the video already myself, “although they're friends of his.” 

 

“OK,” said Mac. “Do you know who any of these are?”

 

“That one is called Sim,” I said, pointing to one of the lads, “but I don't know the name of the one doing the spraying. So, umm, am I in trouble?”

 

“Did you put them up to it?” asked Mac.

 

“Of course not,” I said with a frown.

 

“Then no,” said Mac and he laughed. “We get this sort of thing quite a lot although it's usually about one or other of the girls in the shops. Never had one about the Security staff before but then me and Greg aren't really teenage fantasy material. Curious wording though.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked, putting my bag on the floor since it seemed I wasn't in need of protection any more.

 

“It's usually the other way around,” said Mac. “I'd have expected Curtis Hearts Laura rather than Laura Hearts Curtis.”

 

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Umm, I think that might have been my fault.”

 

“How so?” asked Mac.

 

I wished the armchair would swallow me up but it didn't.

 

“He asked me out,” I said, “and I stupidly told him to come back in 20 years. I think he may have taken it literally as a date. Sorry.”

 

Mac burst out laughing. “Oh my word,” he spluttered, slapping his knee. “I must remember to tell the wife that. Kids of today, huh? Jesus. I blame all that there social media softening their precious little minds. So he's got a crush on you, has he?”

 

“I think so,” I said. “I should have just said no but I didn't want to hurt his feelings too much.”

 

“Oh well, he'll get over it,” said Mac. “Wouldn't be surprised if you get a few more so you'll toughen up too. From what I hear most of the shop girls get asked out most days, the pretty ones anyway. If you see any of these lads tell 'em we got them on video and if we catch them vandalising again we'll call the police. That should put the wind up them. Not that we will, of course.”

 

“How come?” I asked.

 

“It's not worth the hassle,” he said, logging off. “All that faffing around with the juvenile courts and social workers and whatever all over a bit of paint. Besides, if we did prosecute we'd likely lose half the mum and dad shoppers and most of the kids. A warning usually does the trick and the cost of getting rid of the graffiti is apportioned over the tenants anyway and it gives Maintenance something to do. Right, I've logged you in so it's all yours. See you tomorrow and try not to break any more hearts, at least not until Greg's back. I can't be doing with it all.”

 

 

* * *

 

Mac was again sitting with his feet on the desk when I got in on Tuesday. This time he had his hands behind his head and his eyes were shut.

 

“Afternoon,” I said and put my bag on the table.

 

He didn't answer.

 

“Mac?” I said, a little louder. Still nothing so I went over and pushed his feet off the desk.

 

He lurched forward and nearly fell off the chair.

 

“Oh hello,” he said, seeing me. He blinked twice then asked what time it was.

 

“Nearly 2,” I said. “Time you went home and had a nap.”

 

“I wasn't asleep,” he said, pulling himself upright. “I was merely cogitating on something.”

 

“Great,” I said. “Anything important?”

 

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” he said, looking around. “It'll come to me in a moment. So, quiet day yesterday? There was nothing in the log.”

 

“Not a damned thing,” I said. “No one even spoke to me.”

 

“Yeah, you get days like that,” he said. “Quite a lot of them actually. Oh, yes. Aaron came in earlier. He's put that program you wanted on the computer.”

 

“Oh yeah?” I said, going over to look at the computer. Mac pushed the chair back to let me get closer. “So how do we use it?”

 

“How do you use it, you mean,” said Mac. “I'm not going to be wasting my time monitoring people on the Internet.”

 

“Is that what you told Aaron?” I asked. There was a new icon in the centre of the screen with the name EZ2View so I double clicked it. A small grey window appeared with just two lines of red text: Terminal 1 and Terminal 2.

 

“Of course not,” said Mac, watching me. “We're a team so I told him it was an excellent idea and you had my full support.”

 

“Thanks,” I said, clicking on Terminal 1. Another window opened, this time showing a generic Windows desktop with the Brahman Plaza logo in the centre. I did Alt-Tab on the keyboard to bring up the original grey window and clicked on Terminal 2. Another window appeared, this time with Microsoft Edge in it and what looked like the results of a search. 

 

“These must be the displays of the two Internet terminals,” I said absently and switched between the two using Alt-Tab. 

 

“Can you see any of the computers in the office?” asked Mac.

 

“No,” I said, going back to the grey window. “See? There's only these two. I bet they didn't want us seeing what they were up to. We probably could but we'd need to hack the app and I wouldn't have a clue how to.”

 

“Most likely they're not doing anything anyway,” said Mac. “Lazy buggers. Next time talk to me first, OK, Laura.”

 

“Oh, sure, sorry,” I said, straightening up. “I didn't mean to go over your head or anything it's just I had an idea and wanted to know if it was possible. I didn't really expect Aaron to actually do anything about it.”

 

“That's all well and good,” said Mac, standing up. “I'm not going to stand in the way of new ideas but you should talk to me first. There is a protocol.”

 

“Yes, I apologise, Mac,” I said. “Sorry.”

 

“OK,” said Mac. “Log me off, will you? I'm going home.”

 

“Sure,” I said and closed all the windows before logging him off. I logged myself in and re-opened the EZ2View window and then both the Terminals.

 

Only Terminal 2 was in use and the screen had changed from displaying a list of search results to the Qantas home page. I stood there watching for a few moments, feeling quite disorientated as the mouse pointer moved and clicked all by itself then 'Brisbame' was slowly spelled out in the Departure box. 

 

“Oops, typo,” I said then giggled as the letter 'm' was deleted magically and 'n' appeared in its place. Then the pointer clicked in Destination and 'S' appeared. 

 

“Probably Sydney,” I muttered and hurried out of the office to see which terminal at the Internet kiosk was being used. There was a middle aged blonde woman sitting at the terminal facing Bayside Family Clinic and no-one at the terminal facing Best & Less. Damien normally sat at the Best & Less one but he wasn't there. Clearly the clinic terminal was Terminal 2. I hurried back to write it down in case I forgot. 

 

The lady was looking for flights to Stockholm as it turned out and was planning her trip in about three months and coming back after 16 days. I noted the prices just in case I ever fancied a trip to Stockholm then wondered why she didn't just go to Flight Centre since she'd almost certainly walked past it to get to the kiosk, although she could have come down the escalator nearby from the car park. On the other hand, she might just be filling in time while waiting for someone who was visiting the doctor. I was tempted to go and loiter near the kiosks to see which it was then decided that I was being creepy myself by spying on innocent strangers and closed the windows. Monitoring suspicious activity was one thing but that was probably beyond the pale. I remembered watching the movie Enemy Of The State and being horrified by it but I now also had some of that power and I had to resist temptation, even though it was really quite tempting to stay and watch to see if she made a booking. She might even do some online shopping for clothes for the trip after she'd booked it which might be interesting.

 

“No,” I said firmly to myself and went for a ciggie. I decided to use the Food Court entrance instead of the main entrance in case Curtis was early.

 

Being a Tuesday the Plaza was almost as quiet as it was on Mondays and only a few people were drifting from shop to shop or looking in the windows. I paused outside Flight Centre and saw on their display board that flights from Sydney to Stockholm were $49 cheaper than the lady had been quoted on the Qantas website and I half turned to go back and tell her then told myself not to. After all, it may be more expensive to fly from Brisbane, she may even have to fly from Brisbane to pick up the Sydney flight, and she may also particularly want to fly with Qantas. The Flight Centre price was probably the cheapest from a range of airlines. Either way, it was her problem not mine. It also bothered me that, off the top of my head, I couldn't remember if Stockholm was in Denmark or Sweden. It might even be in Norway since I had a vague feeling that Oslo was the capital of Sweden but it definitely wasn't in Finland. Or was it?

 

I was Googling the location of Stockholm when I saw Damien. He was munching a burger and fries in the Food Court, sitting all on his own at a table. Actually this wasn't surprising as at least half the tables were unoccupied. I kept walking and watched him out of the corner of my eye while pretending to be studying my phone. He looked very ordinary and non-suspicious but then he would since criminals undoubtedly went to great lengths to be inconspicuous.

 

“Oi, watch where you're going,” growled a voice and I sidestepped quickly as a large man appeared in my restricted vision.

 

“Sorry,” I said and crashed into a table. It scraped noisily along the floor and a discarded milk shake carton fell off. The milk shake was a dirty pink colour and clashed badly with the faux marble.

 

“You OK?” asked the man, twisting so his tray of goodies wasn't in danger.

 

“Yes,” I said and gave him my biggest smile. “No harm done.”

 

I glanced over and saw Damien was now watching me, his jaw moving up and and down rhythmically. His face was expressionless.

 

“Well, that's my cover blown,” I thought stupidly. It was stupid since he knew I worked there most afternoons and evenings and spent a lot of my time wandering around. If anything he'd be surprised if he didn't see me. I gave him a nod so as to stay in character and he shoved a handful of fries in his mouth and carried on staring at me. He'd also knew I smoked so I carried on walking to the side entrance, ostentatiously pulling out my cigarettes.

 

“You've seen too many bad movies,” I said to myself when I got outside and had lit the cigarette. “You're acting like he's a convicted criminal already.”

 

Actually, when Lucas was young and DVD rental shops still existed we'd go to the local one and rent four movies every Tuesday because they had a special whereby you could have four DVDs for three nights for $2 – which was why they called it the “4-3-2 Special” – so we'd seen a lot of really bad movies over the years. Mostly movies that were made on a low budget with not very good actors and poor writers because the decent ones, the blockbusters, weren't part of the special. Then DVD shops disappeared and I couldn't afford Netflix so we'd stopped watching movies. One of the key features of most of these movies was that everyone knew damned well who the baddie was and everything the hero or heroine did was geared around that and everything was pretty blatant. I had to remind myself that Damien wasn't a baddie. He just seemed to like Taylor Swift a lot which wasn't actually a crime. Once you are suspicious of someone everything they do simply builds on that suspicion, no matter how innocent it is.

 

I finished my cigarette and went back inside, keeping my eyes on Kemal's Kebabs so I didn't look to see if Damien was still there. I kept going towards the Billyong Street entrance to see what, if anything, was happening and it was just as deserted as the rest of the Plaza. Jewels, of D'Hair by Jewels, was looking in the window of Gilbert's Books and we nodded pleasantly to each other. I didn't get my hair done at her boutique because she was some considerable way outside my budget but we'd seen each other around.

 

I wandered back down the central concourse, heading for the Security Office, and noticed Damien heading towards the toilets by the Management Office. I quickened my pace and almost ran into the Security office and opened EZ2View. Fortunately I'd written down which terminal was which since I'd already forgotten and opened the Window for Terminal 1. The generic Windows desktop stared back at me. Damien must still be in the toilet.

 

Three minutes later, after much drumming of fingers, I switched to the other terminal in case he'd decided to use that one instead. It was still on the Qantas website and absolutely nothing was happening. The blonde lady must have abandoned her enquiry and her allotted half hour, assuming she'd paid for the minimum time, hadn't run out. It was several seconds before I realised that Damien couldn't be using that terminal since it was still on the Qantas site. He'd have closed that even if he hadn't done anything else yet. I used Alt-Tab to switch back to Terminal 1 where nothing at all was still happening.

 

“Jesus,” I muttered. “You can't still be in the toilet!”

 

I switched back to Terminal 2 and stared at the Qantas site for a few moments then it occurred to me that Damian might have left that running and be doing something in the background. After all, I'd been behaving suspiciously myself so he might well be suspicious. I did Alt-Tab to see what, if anything, was running behind the Qantas website and found myself back on Terminal 1.

 

“Bugger,” I said and did Alt-Tab a few more times to see what happened. All it did was switch between the two Terminal displays, the EZ2View window and the CCTV display.

 

“Oh you idiot,” I muttered, realising that my keyboard only controlled my computer. I couldn't do anything to either of the computers I was watching.

 

Unexpectedly “Time Expired” flashed several times on the Terminal 2 screen then the Qantas page disappeared to be replaced by the generic desktop. I switched to Terminal 1. Not a damned thing was happening.

 

“This is getting to be pretty boring,” I muttered and leaned back in the office chair. I put my feet up on the arm of the nearest armchair, which happened to be Greg's, and twisted so I could see the screen. 

 

“Maybe it's frozen,” I thought. “Should I go and see if Damien's actually using it?”

 

I put my feet on the floor then changed my mind and put them back on the arm. Then I changed my mind again and put my feet on the floor to stand up just as the mouse pointer flicked across the screen.

 

“What was that?” I said, half noticing it out of the corner of my eye.

 

The pointer hovered over the My Computer icon momentarily then My Computer opened and the pointer slid down to D: drive. A list of folders and files appeared on the right, all quite meaningless as they seemed to have abbreviated names with lots of numbers in.

 

“We have lift off,” I said to myself, leaning closer to the screen. “So he's using a portable drive, by the look of it.”

 

Just to be sure I quickly switched to Terminal 2 to check no one was using it. No one was so I switched back to see there was now a small window open headed CQR VPN with boxes for a username and password inside together with a button labelled 'Connect'. The pointer clicked inside the username box and 'plague666' appeared quickly. A row of asterisks appeared in the password box then suddenly the window shot to full screen with the generic Windows desktop inside although there was still a bar across the top saying CQR VPN and a little rectangle in the centre of the desktop with a little spinning thing inside and the word 'connecting …' .

 

“What the hell?” I said to myself. “What's going on? What's CQR VPN?”

 

Then the Windows Taskbar appeared and the mouse pointer shifted to hover over the Edge icon. Moments later Edge opened and 'youtube' appeared in the search bar. 

 

“OK, so he's opening YouTube,” I muttered, watching intently. “I bet it's going to be Taylor Swift.”

 

A few moments later Taylor Swift was singing happily, albeit to herself since there was no sound.

 

“I wonder if I can get sound on this thing,” I muttered and tried to use the mouse to access the volume control. Of course I couldn't. My mouse was on this computer and the volume control was on the other computer. I cursed and turned on the speakers. Not a sound came out even though I turned them up to full volume.

 

“Oh well,” I thought. “It's no biggie.”

 

The screen switched back to My Computer and a folder in D: drive called 'voiceover' opened. There were quite a few files in it but the pointer went to 'voice.exe' and another window appeared. I'm no expert but this looked to be some kind of music player which seemed strange as Taylor Swift was still singing in the background.

 

A drop down list appeared from 'Tools' and the pointer selected 'Templates' and a strange looking list appeared. It had things like 'Auto Chat' and 'Indian Man' in it but before I could really think about it 'White Aussie Woman' was selected and the list disappeared. Then the window disappeared behind My Computer.

 

“What on Earth is he up to?” I wondered, watching the screen in fascination.

 

This time Damien opened a different folder, labelled '~~sms' and ran another app. The window said it was called 'Tecster' and it contained just three buttons. One labelled 'List', one 'Message' and the third 'Go'. The pointer clicked on 'List' and a File Open window appeared. Damian quickly located a file named '5to6thou' and clicked Open then clicked on 'Message'. A text box appeared and he typed in: 

 

“Australian Taxation Office – you have an unpaid debt of $12,827. If payment is not received the ATO will commence debt recovery proceedings and you will be jailed for up to five (5) years for fraud. Call 0499 978978 IMMEDIATELY”

 

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed, putting my hand to my mouth.

 

Then he clicked 'Go'.

 




Chapter Twenty One

 

I held my breath expecting all kinds of weird things to happen but nothing did. All that happened was a little blue-green box appeared saying “1 of 1000 sent” which quickly changed to 2 then 3. After a few moments I realised it was a counter and it was going up by 3 roughly every 2 seconds. What was being sent I didn't know although I was beginning to have a suspicion.

 

“I bet that little sod's sending bulk text messages,” I muttered to myself, my eyes glued to the screen. “Jesus, I wonder if they're all saying they come from the ATO?”

 

The count had reached 139 when Taylor Swift suddenly filled the screen, making me jump. She was still singing away soundlessly but this time I noticed the volume on YouTube had been turned off which meant Damien wasn't listening. I figured someone must have gone past and got too close. A few seconds later Taylor Swift disappeared and we were back looking at the counter again. I got the funniest feeling that it was a count down to impending doom, kind of like the hissing fuse on a stick of dynamite in movies, except it was counting up not down. 

 

At 283 another box flashed up saying “Message Received” and the ghostly pointer moved over to click the “read” option. The box expanded to show “Can't fool me shithead scammer go fuck yourself lol lol”.

 

“So he is a scammer,” I breathed. “Jesus! Good for you, mate, for spotting it.”

 

I watched in fascination as the pointer highlighted the phone number the message had come from then Windows Explorer reappeared and a spreadsheet called “confirmed numbers” opened. All I could see was a list of what looked like mobile phone numbers then suddenly it jumped to the end, on line 2877, and the copied number appeared. Clearly Damien was using keyboard shortcuts to speed things up.

 

Another message arrived around 530 in the count up which said “Your text has been forwarded to the Federal Police. Enjoy.” It didn't seem to faze Damien as he simply added the sender's number to the list of confirmed numbers. I wondered why he was bothering since these people were alert to possible scams.

 

Taylor Swift reappeared at around 680 and lingered for quite a while. We were in the low 900s when she finally disappeared and two more messages had been received, both along the same sort of lines. People must like showing off that they'd identified a scam. Their numbers were both added to the confirmed list as well. Frankly this was starting to get dull now I was over the initial shock. It was a bit like watching a washing machine spin round. I got out my notepad and pen and started to jot down the few details I could remember, keeping an eye on the screen.

 

At 999 the little box disappeared and Damien went through the rigmarole again, this time loading a file called '6to7thou'. He clicked 'Go' and the counter started again with “1 of 1000 sent”.

 

“Oh great,” I muttered. “If this is what he does all day he must get incredibly bored.”

 

I used Alt-Tab to switch back to my own screen and opened Edge to Google “what is cqr vpn” when a woman's voice blared out “Thank you for calling AHC Debt Collections. My name is Marcie, please hold”, scaring the living daylights out of me. I stared at Google wondering what I'd done wrong when the voice said “Thank you for holding. How can I help you?”

 

Quickly I turned down the volume of the speakers just as another woman, quite elderly by the sound of it, said “I've just got a message, oh dear”. She sounded very worried. I realised this must be coming from Damien's terminal so I switched back, even though it wasn't Damien's voice. The counter was now on 144 although not much else seemed to be visible.

 

“Was this message from the Australian Tax Office?” asked the woman called Marcie.

 

“Yes,” said the old lady. She sounded almost in tears. “It says I owe such a lot in taxes and I'm going to prison!”

 

“I'm sure we can resolve this very easily,” said the woman as WordPad opened and a phone number was pasted in. “First, can I have your name?”

 

“Elsie Jenkins,” said Elsie, sounding fractionally happier now she had someone to talk to. Her name was typed in under the phone number.

 

“I'm just looking you up in our database,” said Marcie. “Please hold.”

 

No sign of any database appeared but the counter continued to count upwards.

 

“Shit,” I said them clamped my mouth shut in case they'd heard me. It was a couple of seconds before I realised they couldn't hear me. “Is that Damien talking? How's he sounding like a woman? It must be though. I've never seen anyone with him.”

 

“I'm having trouble finding your records,” said Damien, assuming it was him impersonating a woman. “Can I have your Tax File Number?”

 

“Oh, oh,” said Elsie, getting flustered. “I haven't … I'll … um I'll just go and get it.” There was a faint thump as she put down her phone.

 

“Maybe I'm accidentally hearing an intercepted call for some reason?” I thought. “Maybe Aaron's app is doing something weird.”

 

I thought about it for a few seconds then realised if I was intercepting someone else's call I wouldn't be seeing Elsie's name on Damien's screen.

 

“Are you there?” asked Elsie breathlessly. 

 

“I'm here,” said Marcie reassuringly.

 

“My tax file number is F27-899-901,” said Elsie.

 

“Thank you, Elsie,” said Marcie as the tax file number appeared in Damien's WordPad file. “Ahh, now I have your records. Could I have your driver's licence number to confirm your identity?”

 

“My driver's … it's in my purse,” said Elsie, getting flustered again.

 

“I just need it to confirm your identity,” said Marcie. She sounded very convincing. “You wouldn't want me to discuss your details with an imposter, would you?”

 

“No, no, of course not,” said Elsie. “Umm, where did I put my purse?”

 

There was another thump as she put the phone down to go looking for her purse. Another incoming text message flashed up, again boasting that the sender had identified a possible scam and Damien added that number to his list of confirmed numbers as well. Assuming this was Damien it would explain why he wore a headset with a built in microphone. Taylor Swift had reappeared and gone again before Elsie found her purse.

 

“I'm so sorry,” she said, gasping a little. “My purse had fallen underneath the guest armchair and I had to get on my knees.”

 

“It's good that you found it,” said Marcie sympathetically. “It would be terrible if you'd lost it.”

 

“Oh yes,” said Elsie, “now what was it you wanted?”

 

“Your driver's licence number,” said Marcie. “And the state it was issued in and the expiry date.”

 

Elsie gave Marcie the details and they all got typed into Damien's WordPad file. I was appalled at just how easy it had been for him to get her to give up this information.

 

“Thank you,” said Marcie. “I'm just calling up your details … oh dear. Oh dear oh dear.”

 

“What is it?” cried Elsie, panic in her voice.

 

“I'm afraid this is very serious,” said Marcie. “You have an outstanding debt of $12,827 with the Australian Tax Office going back to 2018/19.”

 

“But my accountant handles all my tax affairs,” said Elsie, her voice quivering. “How could he possibly have made a mistake?”

 

“Could you confirm your accountant's details for me?” asked Marcie.

 

“Oh, um, Rod Sturt in Parramatta,” said Elsie. “He's been my accountant for nearly fifteen years, since my husband died.”

 

“Did you say Rod Sturt in Parramatta?” asked Marcie, typing that into WordPad as well.

 

“Yes,” said Elsie. I could envisage her sitting tense in her chair and anxiously clutching her phone.

 

“I'm sorry to inform you that there is a question mark against his name,” said Marcie.

 

“A question mark?” exclaimed Elsie. “What does that mean?” 

 

“I shouldn't tell you this,” said Marcie conspiratorially, “but it means his name has been linked to several other outstanding tax debts. An investigation is pending.”

 

“Oh dear,” said Elsie. “Oh! I've just dropped my hankie.” There was a pause while she picked it up again. “But he's done all my tax returns!”

 

“I am afraid, however, there is still this outstanding debt of $12,827,” said Marcie. “If it isn't paid within 24 hours we will be obliged to start legal proceedings against you.”

 

“Legal proceedings?” exclaimed Elsie, “but I don't have $12,000!” and she burst into tears. I could hear her crying quite clearly and my heart went out to her. I desperately wanted to jump up and run out and stop Damien but I made myself sit still and carry on listening. I might well stop him but he'd just go somewhere else and start up again. Somehow I needed evidence.

 

“Elsie,” said Marcie gently. “Elsie, are you there?”

 

“I'm here,” said Elsie, her voice choking.

 

“I'm going to put you on hold for a few moments while I talk to my supervisor,” said Marcie. “I may be able to help you here. Is that all right?”

 

“Yes, yes,” said Elsie.

 

Everything went quiet although Damien didn't go away. He opened the calculator and worked out 25% of $12,827 then copied yet another confirmed number from an incoming message to his list. I took advantage of nothing happening to note down Elsie's details as well. I was pretty sure she was about to get scammed but with any luck the details would help her get her money back.

 

Damien let the delay drag on and my own nerves started to break so God knows what Elsie was going through.

 

“Are you there, Elsie?” said Marcie suddenly. The thought popped into my mind that the 'voiceover' app Damien had loaded at the start might be changing his voice. After all, he did select the template for 'White Aussie Woman' and Marcie definitely sounded white, Australian and female. I wrote that down as well.

 

“Yes,” said Elsie sounding hyper stressed. “What did he say?”

 

“I have some good news,” said Marcie smoothly. “My supervisor said that, as there is an investigation pending on your accountant, if you pay a goodwill deposit of 25% of the amount outstanding we will defer commencing legal proceedings until the investigation is complete.”

 

“Oh that is wonderful,” exclaimed Elsie.

 

“And, of course, if it transpires that the fault lies with your accountant,” said Marcie, “you will be reimbursed, naturally.”

 

“I'm sure he hasn't done anything wrong,” said Elsie.

 

“I'm sure he hasn't either,” said Marcie. “It will all be sorted out very soon. Now, about the 25%, if you can make that payment today I can stop legal proceedings immediately.”

 

“How much is that?” asked Elsie.

 

“$3206 and seventy five cents,” said Marcie. “Although we're willing to round that down to $3200 but it must be paid today.”

 

“But I can't get to the bank today,” said Elsie, sounding very worried again.

 

“Do you have Internet banking?” asked Marcie.

 

“No,” said Elsie, “I don't have Internet.”

 

“Ahh,” said Marcie. “That will be a problem. If the money isn't paid today we will have to start legal proceedings and you may be sentenced to up to five years in prison. Do you have phone banking?”

 

“Yes, yes I do,” cried Elsie. “I'd forgotten. I'll make the payment straight away,” and she hung up.

 

“Stupid bitch,” said Marcie and heaved a deep sigh. A keypad appeared on the screen and Damien put in Elsie's phone number. It rang several times before Elsie answered.

 

“This is Marcie from AHC,” said Marcie. “You hung up before I could give you the bank account details for the transfer.”

 

“Oh, I'm all of a fluster,” exclaimed Elsie.

 

“Do you have a pen and paper to write the details down?” asked Marcie.

 

“I've a letter from Centrelink about my pension,” said Elsie, clearly all hot and bothered. “I can write on the back of that. Oh, oh, I can't find a pen that works!”

 

There was a pause then Marcie spoke again. I could tell the tone of her voice had changed. There was a hint of excitement in it.

 

“You seem a little flustered,” said Marcie. “Perhaps if you give me your banking details I could help and make the payment for you?”

 

“Oh would you?” exclaimed Elsie. “My glasses keep falling off and my hands are shaking so much I don't think I can write. You're so very kind, thank you.”

 

I sat there and listened in total disbelief as Elsie gave Marcie all the details needed for her phone banking and Damien typed it all very neatly into his WordPad document. How could people be so trusting? It was $3200 for crying out loud and now he had the details of her account he could empty it completely. It made me want to cry. I still wrote down all the details myself though as they may help her get her money back.

 

* * *

 

I neatly folded the three sheets of toilet paper I'd taken from the toilet and held them surreptitiously over the mouthpiece of the public phone in the Food Court. Then I keyed in Matthew's number while balancing my mobile on top of the payphone.

 

“Hello?” said Matthew.

 

“I want to report a crime,” I said, trying to make my voice as deep as possible.

 

“Oh, hello, Laura, how's it going?” he said.

 

“How the hell did you know it was me?” I asked. “I put toilet paper over the mouthpiece like you said.”

 

“I recognised your voice,” said Matthew. “So, what, is this a joke or something?”

 

“I'm trying to report a crime anonymously,” I said still being husky for some reason.

 

There was a pause then Matthew's voice changed. It became harder and more official.

 

“I'm sorry, caller,” he said. “I thought I recognised your voice but I was mistaken. Are you in any immediate danger?”

 

“No,” I said in surprise. I was in the Food Court at the Plaza, how could I possibly be in any danger?

 

“What is the nature of the crime?” he asked.

 

“I overheard someone running a phone scam on a little old lady,” I said, forgetting to keep my voice deep but Matthew didn't comment. “He scammed her out of six and a half grand. He emptied her account.”

 

Matthew asked a number of questions and I gave him the details as best I could remember and using my notes. There were long pauses between questions so presumably he was noting down the details.

 

“And you say after the transfer was made to Citibank the money was immediately transferred again?” asked Matthew. “You saw this taking place?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “The money was transferred to the Cayman Caribbean Bank in the Cayman Islands.” 

 

“I see,” he said. “You didn't by any chance manage to see the account details, did you?”

 

“Yes,” I said and gave him the account number. “The account name was Clark Holdings but I couldn't see any BSB. The balance in the account was over half a million US bucks.”

 

“I don't expect they have BSBs in the Cayman Islands,” he said thoughtfully. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

 

“That's about it for now,” I said, “but I may be able to tell you more another time.”

 

“I see,” he said. “And you are certain you are not putting yourself in any danger?”

 

“I'm sure,” I said. “This guy Damien or Darren doesn't know I was able to see what he was up to.”

 

“Good,” said Matthew. “Make sure you keep it that way and don't take any unnecessary risks. Do not under any circumstances speak about this with anyone else. They might tip him off and conceivably you may inadvertently be talking to an accomplice.”

 

“I'd better go,” I said, wondering if that included Mac or Greg. “It'll look suspicious if I'm on a payphone for too long.”

 

“Indeed,” said Matthew. “Thank you for your information, caller. I'll take it from here.”

 

“Great,” I said and hung up.

 

I slowly walked back down the concourse thinking about Elsie and what a mess she'd be in when she discovered her bank account had been emptied. I hoped she had another account but since she'd had a letter from Centrelink about her pension the odds were that she didn't. I paused outside Baker's Delight and watched Damien for a while. He had his back to me and I could see that what was on his screen wasn't a music video even though I was too far away to see any of the details.

 

“You evil little bastard,” I thought, scowling at him. “You heartless effing shit!”

 

As if he sensed my mind I saw him look up then look around. He saw me and stared then made a gun with his thumb and first finger and shot me. It might, just possibly, have been a vaguely friendly gesture on his part but I felt a lot of antipathy coming from him. Almost as much as was flowing out from me in his direction. I walked a couple of steps towards him, driven by an urge to hit him or make stupid accusations but managed to control myself and turned away although I did see a tiny Taylor Swift appear suddenly on his screen.

 

“That got you worried, didn't it,” I laughed to myself. “Just you wait and see what's coming to get you!”

 

I heard Jacko call out something as I passed Mr Minit but I was too full of hatred for Damien to respond.

 

* * *

 

“Why would a scammer want to keep confirmed phone numbers?” I texted to Lucas a little later. My mind kept going over and over what I'd witnessed.

 

I only realised how late it was when he texted back almost immediately. Lectures had finished for the day.

 

“Confirmed phone numbers are like gold,” he texted back.

 

“Why?” I texted.

 

“What are you asking for?” he asked when he rang me ten seconds later. “You setting up as a scammer or something?”

 

“No,” I said. “It was just something I was reading.”

 

“OK,” he said. “Well, I'm no expert but scammers have really only got two ways to contact people and that's to either try phone numbers at random or buy lists of them.”

 

“What do you mean, try numbers at random?” I asked.

 

“Oh that's easy,” he said. “You get hold of the details of the structure of phone numbers from the Internet for the country you're interested in which is almost certainly in Wikipedia, then you just set up a spreadsheet to generate every possible number in that format and try them all. The only trouble is that a lot of them won't have been allocated yet or have been disconnected.”

 

“Right,” I said. “So if someone answers that shows that number is valid?”

 

“Absolutely, and probably a few hundred either side will have been allocated as well so they'll be semi-confirmed. So if you are running a scam based on randoms it'll be worth keeping a note of the ones that worked as you'll be able to sell them to another scammer on the dark web.”

 

“I've heard of the dark web,” I said. “Isn't that where all the illegal stuff on the net is?”

 

“So they say,” said Lucas. “I haven't been there myself but there are rumours floating around the uni that a couple of post-grad students were caught buying lab animals off the dark web for illegal research.”

 

“Why would they do illegal research?” I asked, puzzled.

 

“There's the potential for huge money in it,” he said, “especially for those who can slow the ageing process for billionaires.”

 

“Well I don't imagine the poor want to live forever,” I said. “What's a VPN?”

 

“A VPN?” he said, “oh, it's a kind of connection over the Internet. Ultra secure so no-one can tap into it and track what you're doing.”

 

“Seriously?” I asked, dismayed. If Damien was using a VPN how would Matthew and his colleagues follow him?

 

“Seriously,” he said. “Loads of people use them for all sorts of things.”

 

“All illegal, I bet,” I said. 

 

“Not at all,” said Lucas. “Internet banking for one, or just emailing your friends without some government agency reading your email.”

 

“Why would someone be worried about the government reading their email if it's all perfectly innocent?” I asked, curious.

 

“Oh mum!” he laughed, “now you're beginning to sound like a cop! People don't pull their curtains when they go to bed because they're doing something illegal, they just like a bit of privacy.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” I said. “So how's uni going? Met any nice girls yet?”

 




Chapter Twenty Two

 

I didn't have much in the way of clothes so it only took me an hour or so to decide what to wear. I couldn't wear my new dress since I'd worn that for lunch on Saturday so I ended up choosing one of my old skirts. What took the time though was going through my boxes in the shed looking for my iron as the skirt had been sitting in an old suitcase for a couple of months. It was also missing the button where it did up at the back but safety pins are a godsend and I chose a plain shirt that would look fine hanging outside the skirt to hide it. The cute twisted leather belt I'd found in an op shop would stop the shirt riding up.

 

I left the clothes lying neatly on the bed while I went to sort the veggies and put the chops under the grill. I'd got a packet of lamb forequarter chops as one would be enough for me and Matthew would almost certainly devour the other three. I would have preferred to do a roast as being single with a toddler our meals had always been very simple and not having anyone else to cook for had meant I'd never experimented. Roasts are easy since you just whack them in the oven for a couple of hours but the caravan didn't have an oven and I didn't think Matthew would appreciate fish fingers. I'd also got a little carton of ready made gravy as my few attempts at making gravies and sauces had always ended up lumpy and either burnt the mouth from too much chilli or were tasteless and floury. Fortunately Lucas had always liked tomato sauce.

 

Matthew was due around five and a little before I turned the chops over, I put the frozen peas on to cook and poured the gravy into a bowl and put it in the microwave ready to heat. I poked the potatoes with a fork and they still seemed a little hard so I left them to bubble a bit longer. 

 

“OK,” I said, holding up my hands so the kitchen could see I had nothing else planned. “Everything's looks good in here.”

 

I turned round and scanned the table. The knives, forks and spoons looked neat enough and the pots of salt and pepper were out. There weren't any napkins because I didn't have any and Matthew was a guy anyway so he probably didn't know how to use one but there was a fresh roll of paper towels on the counter should the need arise.

 

“Cool,” I said and looked at my phone.

 

It was almost five so I hurried the length of the caravan to the bedroom and quickly got changed. I was fumbling with the safety pin when I heard Matthew's voice greet Jake, causing me to stab myself with the pointy bit. I swore silently but managed to get the sharp end inside the safety part and hurriedly pulled on my shirt. I peered out the small window while doing up the buttons and could see them talking, most likely about Jake's Isuzu as he kept pointing at it. I snatched up the belt and wound it round me then checked the shirt hung below the safety pin. After a hurried glance in the bathroom mirror to check my hair was OK I took a deep breath to calm myself and stepped gracefully out of the caravan.

 

“Hello Laura,” called Matthew, spotting me. He waved.

 

“Hiya,” I called back, going down the steps although I refrained from rushing over to hug him. He'd probably get embarrassed with Jake there and I wasn't sure our relationship had progressed that far anyway.

 

He said something to Jake then turned to get a bunch of flowers from his car. Jake leaned against his Isuzu and watched with amusement.

 

“I got you these,” said Matthew, walking over with the flowers. “I don't know what they are but I hope you like them.”

 

“Oh, they're lovely,” I said happily, taking them. I didn't know what they were either but they were bright and colourful and Matthew had given them to me so it didn't really matter. I could always look them up on the net later. “Thank you!”

 

I stepped forward and kissed him on the cheek then gave him a little hug. 

 

“The woman in the florist said to put a spoonful of sugar in the water and they'll last longer,” he said. “Umm, did you know you have blood on your shirt?”

 

“Oh shit!” I exclaimed, backing away and looking down. “Where?”

 

“Round the lower buttons,” he said, pointing. “There's blood on your thumb as well.”

 

“Oh Jesus,” I said looking at my thumb which had blood smeared over it. “I stabbed myself with a safety pin. Sorry. I'd better get changed. Come on in.”

 

He went up the small steps then stopped and sniffed.

 

“Something's burning,” he said.

 

“Oh Jesus! The chops!” I cried and pushed him out of the way. I wrenched the grill pan out and to my relief the chops were fine. A bit black around the edges but that could be trimmed off. I turned off the peas and potatoes while I was there and put the flowers on the counter. A couple of petals came off and fell to the floor so I picked them up.

 

“Nothing major,” I said, turning round. 

 

He was quite close and I thought he was going to kiss me properly but the moment passed and he backed away.

 

“Hope you like lamb chops,” I said, trying to cover up the moment.

 

“Love them,” he said. “Especially when they're black and crispy.”

 

“It's only the edges,” I said anxiously. “I'll trim those bits off.”

 

“I'm teasing you,” he said, looking searchingly at me.

 

“OK,” I said. “I'll just get something to put these flowers in then I'll get changed. There's some beers in the fridge if you want one. Help yourself.”

 

“Look,” he said a little gruffly as I got a tall glass out of a cupboard for the flowers as my two vases were somewhere in the shed. “There's something bugging me and I need to get it out of the way.”

 

“Oh yes,” I said, filling the glass with water. “What's that?”

 

“This,” he said as I turned round. He moved in close and put his hands on my waist and kissed me.

 

“Oh!” I tried to say in surprise but my lips were busy. My spare hand found its way behind his back so he couldn't move and I managed not to spill the glass of water as he pressed me against the sink.

 

“Well, that was nice,” I said rather stupidly when he finally let me go.

 

“I'm sorry,” he said, “but I had to do that. I can relax now.” He turned to open the fridge. “Do you want one?”

 

“Lucky you,” I thought, wanting him to kiss me again, “I'm all keyed up.”

 

“No,” I said instead, trying to play it cool. “Umm, I'll be back in a minute.”

 

I hurried off into the bedroom feeling like a teenager who'd just had her first kiss as a warm tingle shimmied up and down my spine. Our first kiss! I took a few deep breaths then drank some of the water I still had in my hand before changing my shirt. A few more deep breaths and I felt ready to go back out again.

 

“Nice place you've got here,” he said. “Is it yours?”

 

“No, I rent it off Jake,” I said, topping up the glass. I unwrapped the paper from the flowers and put them in the glass. “Thanks for the flowers. They're beautiful.”

 

“You're welcome,” he said. “I, umm, I was married for fifteen years and haven't really dated since then so I, umm, wasn't sure what to do. I wasn't even sure flowers were acceptable these days.”

 

“You're doing just fine,” I said giving him an encouraging smile, “and flowers are always lovely.”

 

“Good,” he said. “So, er, anything I can do to help?”

 

“Nah, you just sit there,” I said. “It's almost done and the kitchen's too small anyway. I hope you're hungry.”

 

“I could eat a horse,” he said.

 

“I'm afraid it's only lamb,” I said and we both laughed at my stupid joke.

 

I felt really comfortable with him sitting there. Even though I hated cooking it felt right somehow. I put the microwave on to heat the gravy and searched around for a sieve to drain the potatoes and peas.

 

“So is anything going to happen about you know?” I asked, using a saucepan lid as I couldn't find the sieve.

 

“The scammer?” he asked and I nodded. “It's out of my hands. I passed the details up to the Cyber Fraud section in Brisbane and the rest will be up to them. I'm too low down the chain for something like this and I don't have skills anyway, unless they bring me in for an arrest.”

 

“OK,” I said. The microwave pinged. “Do you want your potatoes straight or mashed?”

 

“However they come,” he said. “I mostly eat in the canteen so a home cooked meal is a real treat.”

 

“You haven't tasted my cooking yet,” I said with a laugh. “You'll probably end up living in the canteen.”

 

“It looks and smells delicious,” he said, “so I'm betting it'll taste delicious as well.”

 

I slid two chops onto his plate then added some potatoes and peas. 

 

“So will Elsie Jenkins get her money back?” I asked, putting the plate in front of him.

 

“Probably not,” he said with a resigned shrug. He politely didn't pick up his knife and fork until I'd sat down as well. “From what I hear the victims of scams usually don't. The money is taken offshore quickly and most of the time it can't be recovered.”

 

“That's terrible,” I said indignantly. “She's just been robbed of her savings!”

 

“I know,” he said, “but at least she wasn't hurt. I've attended any number of incidents where senior ladies have been beaten up for the money they had in their handbags. At least she wasn't injured. Umm, did you say there was some gravy?”

 

“Oh sorry, I forgot,” I said. I got up and retrieved the dish of gravy from the microwave.

 

“These chops are perfect,” he said, slicing the burnt edges off both of his. He used his dessert spoon, intended for the ice cream afterwards, to help himself to gravy. “I'm leaving the force.”

 

“I'm sorry?” I said, confused by the sudden change of topic. I stared at him with a forkful of lamb halfway to my mouth. Some gravy dripped off but fortunately it landed on the edge of my plate and not my skirt.

 

“I'm leaving the police,” said Matthew. He leaned back and looked a little surprised at his statement. Since he lived alone this could actually be the first time he'd said it out loud and committed himself.

 

“Oh,” I said. I sat back too and looked at him. “I thought you enjoyed your work.”

 

“I used to,” he said, leaning forward and cutting off another piece of chop. “I used to get a real thrill catching a crook and seeing him brought to justice but things have changed, even in the time I've been with the force. There's people out there now that I just don't understand like your scammer and these SovCit tossers. Even drunk drivers aren't drunk anymore, they're high on ice or worse and liable to pull a knife or run you down because they're too stoned to stop themselves. Like that guy down in Melbourne who filmed four police officers on his phone as they died a couple of years ago.”

 

“You're kidding me” I said in surprise. “I didn't hear anything about that.”

 

“Oh it was all over the news,” he said. “They pulled him over for erratic driving and found he was as high as a kite then a passing truckie who was also stoned ran them down. The guy in the car then filmed them on his phone as they died before driving home and going to bed. What can you do with people like that? Makes me nervous sometimes, pulling someone over.”

 

“Well, I don't blame you,” I said. “Policing is a dangerous job.”

 

He sighed and sat back again. “I'm not being entirely honest,” he said. 

 

“That's OK,” I said, wondering what was coming. “We don't really know each other much yet.”

 

“I know,” said Matthew, “but I want to know you really well and I need to be honest from the start.”

 

“Ohhh,” I thought picking up on the key points here. “From the start. He's thinking long term then.”

 

“Well, honesty in a policeman is a good thing, isn't it?” I said.

 

“You'd be surprised,” said Matthew. He sighed and pushed his plate away with only one chop eaten. “They turned down my application for promotion to Sergeant for the third time. I heard when I got to work last night. I don't want to spend my life as a Senior Constable.”

 

“I can understand that,” I said sympathetically. “Did they say why?”

 

“The first time it was because I didn't have enough experience,” he said, “which was reasonable. I'd only been a Senior Constable for three years so I gave it another couple of years and applied again. They said they were in the middle of a recruitment program and needed experienced Seniors to help train the newcomers.”

 

“Which I suppose isn't unreasonable,” I said, “although you'd think they'd fast track you to promotion after that since you'd have proved your worth.”

 

“That's what they implied,” he said. “I was given to think becoming Sergeant was a foregone conclusion if I held off for a bit.”

 

“So what was the reason this time?” I asked.

 

“I don't have any inner city experience,” he said sarcastically. “I've been a rural copper too long which is a joke. As a rural copper I've been involved in just about everything whereas city cops generally specialise in one area like Traffic. Seems if I want to be a Sergeant I've got to transfer to Brisbane and do a few more years but I'll be too old to make Sergeant then unless I go into something shit like supply or accounting, which I won't be able to do as I don't have any experience there either. Anyway, I've had it up to here with all that bureaucracy.”

 

“So what are you going to do?” I asked.

 

“Quit, like I said. I'm handing in my resignation tonight. My letter's in the car.”

 

“No, I meant when you leave,” I said, pushing my own plate away as I'd eaten all of my chop and most of the potatoes. “What are you going to do then?”

 

“Ahh, yes, I've been thinking about that,” he said, “and that's where you come in.”

 

I felt a sudden chill. Surely he wasn't going to suggest we get married and live off my income?

 

“How do you mean?” I asked cautiously.

 

“You said something the other night,” said Matthew. “I kind of expected my application to be turned down and I have no other real skills, but you got me thinking.”

 

“I did?” I asked, frowning. I hoped he wasn't going to blame me if it all went wrong.

 

“Yes,” he said. “You were talking about what to do with my boat when I'd finished restoring her.”

 

“Oh yes,” I said. “I remember. You were thinking of selling her.”

 

“I'm not going to now,” he said and sat up straight. “I'm going to set up a business.”

 

“Oh, right,” I said, relieved we weren't going to live on my meagre wages. “You mean, like fishing or something?”

 

“No, she's not big enough for fishing,” he said. “I'd need a trawler and crew for that. No, this is a tourist area so I'm thinking of things like whale watching tours, charter hires, that sort of thing. Maybe trips around the Great Barrier Reef.”

 

“Isn't that a bit risky?” I asked. “Aren't there a lot of tour boats already?”

 

“Tourism's coming back,” he said. “Now COVID's over the tourists are coming back and some of the tour operators folded anyway. I'm sure there's a niche for a small flexible operator.”

 

“Well, if you think so,” I said. “I know nothing about boats and sailing or even tourism. Hey, you could also do some restoration work. You can use your boat for advertising.”

 

“Actually that's not a bad idea,” he said thoughtfully. “The whales are only around between August and October so I could do restoration work the rest of the year. There are plenty of knackered old yachts around. Maybe even buy a few and do them up for resale. I've a couple of mates in the Water Unit who'd give me the nod for anything salvageable and cheap.”

 

“Would they still do that once you've left?” I asked.

 

“Probably,” he said cheerfully. “I can but ask. You know, I'm glad I told you about this. I feel a lot more confident now. I didn't sleep much this morning for worrying about it all.”

 

“Oh, I know all about that,” I said. “I've spent countless nights going round and round in circles in my head worrying about things, mostly to do with money.”

 

He reached out and grasped my hand. “At least you've got a decent job now,” he said. “Those days are over. Listen, I'll go and chat with some people in Water tomorrow after I've finished work. Can we get together again on Friday? I like talking with you. You help to make things clearer.”

 

“Sure,” I said. “I was thinking maybe I'd go exploring further up the bay but it's no biggie.”

 

“I finish nights in a couple of weeks,” he said. “Maybe we could go out on the boat for a couple or three days when you're free? I'll need a day to get over nights and a day to fix the toilet but she'll be finished then, except for a name. We can't go out without a name.”

 

“I'd like that,” I said. I went over to look at my roster which was sellotaped to a cupboard door. “Hey, I'm off the Wednesday, Thursday and Friday after you finish nights. How about then?”

 

“Really?” he said, looking relieved which amused me. As if I'd say no. I'd be on his damned boat even if I had to swallow a whole bottle of seasickness pills! “That would work. I can sleep on the Sunday, fix the lavvy on Monday and check her over on Tuesday. Sweet. We still need a name though. Any thoughts?”

 

“How about Cop Out?” I said, touched by the 'we' need a name. It was his boat after all. “It symbolises you leaving the police to find freedom and will attract all the tourists who want to cop out of their lives for a few days.”

 

He screwed up his face. “I have to admit I don't really like it,” he said. “What about Making Memories?”

 

“Isn't that a bit trite?” I asked. “Anyway, whose memories? Yours or the punters?”

 

“I suppose,” he said looking crestfallen.

 

“Don't worry,” I said cheerfully. “The best names take a while. Everyone else will have thought of the obvious ones already. Fancy some ice cream?”

 




Chapter Twenty Three

 

I really couldn't be bothered to do the washing up after Matt had gone off to work. There was this bubble inside me, kind of like trapped wind but it was all bubbly and frothy and made me feel light headed. We'd had our first proper kiss in the lounge of the caravan. It wasn't a peck on the cheek nor was it a surprise; we both cooperated fully and then we had the second on the steps. Actually I was on the first step while he stood on the ground. The third beside his car. I'd reluctantly let go of his hand so he could get in the car and then he'd slowly driven off while I stood there watching him go and feeling the bubble build.

 

When I couldn't see his tail lights any more I walked back to the caravan in a daze, saw the washing up and walked straight back out again. The rest of the evening was awry as there was no way I'd be able to settle down to read a book or do much else. I just wanted to feel his hands on me again and the incredible softness of his lips on mine. and the tingle as he stroked my hair. 

 

Jake's lights were on and I could hear the faint murmur of his TV so I steered away and found myself up against the rough wooden fence of the paddock which made me giggle for some strange reason.

 

“Is that you Daisy?” I whispered as a large dark shape moved slowly over.

 

The familiar smell of cow filled my nostrils and make me think of Matt's aftershave. Not that he smelled of cows, of course, but there was a hint of animal muskiness to Matt's smell that did strange things to my intestines and, I must confess, a little lower down.

 

“I've got some peelings for you,” I said as Daisy's hairy snout pushed my hand. “I'll be back in a minute.” We'd started to get friendly over the last few weeks and Daisy often came over to say hello.

 

I headed back to the caravan, wondering if Matt had got to work yet and if he was thinking of me or if his mind was already on what his night shift would bring then a sudden icy shaft ran through me.

 

“Oh God!” I gasped, putting a hand to my mouth. “What if he gets hurt arresting someone?”

 

My heart started to beat faster and I had the strongest urge to jump in my car and chase after him. I even took a couple of steps that way then remembered my keys were in the caravan. I hurried over to the van then stopped, one foot on the second step.

 

“He's been doing this for years,” I said out loud. “He knows what he's doing and he'll have backup. He'll be fine. You haven't waited all these years for him to be snatched away like that. This isn't one of those damned stupid movies! Thank God he's leaving the police though.”

 

I laughed, albeit a little shakily, and went inside to get the potato peelings for Daisy. OK, if his business did fall apart at least he'd still be safe and we could probably get by on my wages. Hell, with his background he'd easily get a job as a security guard himself. I grabbed an apple as well and quickly cut it in half before going back out. It must have been a premonition because Gertrude had come over to join Daisy so they got half an apple each to sweeten the peelings.

 

“So what do you reckon, girls?” I asked. “You think he's the one? You think it's finally going to happen?”

 

Both cows munched happily and gave off very positive vibrations so I took that as a good sign. After nudging me some more to tell me that another apple or two would be nice they both gave up and ambled off to join the rest of the herd.

 

“I wonder when I'll get to see his house?” I thought looking up at the stars. There weren't any because of the thick clouds but I didn't notice. “Oh God. I hope it isn't still full of his ex wife's stuff.”

 

That thought depressed me a little so I wandered back to the caravan again.

 

“Of course it won't be,” I said, suddenly cheering up. “She left him and took the kids. She'll have taken her stuff with her, and the kids'. He's probably never even bothered to replace most of the furniture. Guys like camping.”

 

I went back inside the caravan and put the kettle on. I wandered around while waiting for it to boil, just touching where he'd sat and the cutlery he'd used then wandered into the bedroom where he'd gone to change into his uniform.

 

“Shame they won't let him keep it,” I said to myself and giggled again. “He's so damned sexy in that outfit!” I paused at the sight of something on the floor. “Oh shit!”

 

Horrified that I'd left some dirty washing beside the bed and that he'd seen it I scooped it up hurriedly and realised it wasn't one of my shirts. It was his. The shirt he'd been wearing while we had dinner. I held it up and admired how broad shouldered he was then scrunched it up and held it to my nose. The euphoric bubble inside me got bigger as I breathed in that slightly musky smell and I wondered if he'd notice if I didn't give it back. The kettle clicked off and I reluctantly tore myself away from the bedroom to make the coffee. Then, feeling very naughty, I took off my shirt, put his on and spent the rest of the evening with his arms around me.

 

* * *

 

When I got up the day was bright and sunny which surprised me. The forecast had been 90% likelihood of heavy rain with a possible thunderstorm and the two fluffy little clouds I could see didn't look like they could fill a bucket between them. I sat on the ground with my coffee and had that first glorious cigarette of the day watching them do very little then checked the forecast again. Overnight the forecast had changed dramatically and no rain was now predicted until Sunday. Today, Thursday, was now going to be sunny with 0% chance of rain and likely to top out at 29 degrees. A nice day in other words.

 

“Awesome!” I said aloud and leaned back against the side of the caravan. “I'm going to the beach!”

 

Of course there was no rush so I made another coffee and praised whichever of the gods it was who was responsible for safeguarding travellers for the invention of caravans. Houses and apartments always seem to get messy and need a lot of housework but, being compact, the caravan needed virtually none. I just washed up the dishes from the previous night's dinner and that was that. I'd give the caravan its second sweeping since I'd moved in when I got back.

 

I put on my bikini with jeans and a t-shirt on top and laced up the walking boots I'd got at the op shop. I took my trainers as well since I hadn't worn the boots properly before so if they hurt after a while I'd have something else to wear. I topped up my ten litre water container and put some coffee in an empty glass jar I'd set aside for that very purpose and grabbed a mug and a spoon. I dumped the lot in my car then retrieved the metal detector from the shed and put it neatly in the boot. You never know, I might find a chest full of gold coins washed ashore from a seventeenth century shipwreck! As I drove into town I wondered if I would keep all that treasure for myself or give some or all of it to Matthew for his business. I liked to think I'd give it all away but when push comes to shove I'd probably keep most of it. 

 

I stopped off in town to fill up with fuel and get one of those little gas cookers that runs off a small cylinder and packs away into a neat little carry case. It looked perfect for taking to the beach to make a coffee although I wouldn't want to use it to cook a full meal. I also got got some powdered milk and another packet of ciggies just in case the car broke down. Being stranded was one thing but running out of smokes was a different matter entirely.

 

It didn't take long to head around the bay and reach the turn off where I'd gone the last time but this time I wanted to explore further along so I kept driving. Another thirty kilometres or so further along the dirt track, which my little Nissan probably couldn't cope with if there was a thunderstorm, the forest thinned and I could see glimpses of blue ocean through the trees. I stopped in the middle of the track as there was nowhere to pull over and turned off the engine. The heavy silence again engulfed me and I got out of the car just to savour it. 

 

Why I loved silence I don't know. Maybe it was because I was a city girl, born and bred, but plenty of city people hate silence. My friend Tabitha kept the TV going all night as she couldn't sleep if there wasn't some background noise going on. She said all the odd little noises buildings make in the night made her feel nervous. I, on the other hand, slept just fine when it was quiet. It was the noise of other people that kept me awake and where I'd lived in Brisbane before moving to Cattleman's Bay there was generally someone playing loud music or people drag racing their cars or just shouting at each other as they walked back from wherever they'd been drinking. I didn't miss any of that.

 

I could hear the faint sound of waves on the shore so I walked between the trees, glad that my boots protected my feet from the thick undergrowth wherein, almost certainly, lurked a variety of snakes and spiders. After only a short distance I broke though and found myself on the sandy beach. The tide was out, something I hadn't thought to check, which was useful as the litter of seaweed went right up to the tree line. Way way off to the right I could just make out the thin sprawl of Cattleman's Bay. 

 

“I must be near the centre of the bay,” I mused, looking around. Off to the left the bay curved back out to sea as well. 

 

Intriguingly, amidst all the flatness of the sandy beach that stretched seemingly endlessly in either direction, there was a rock outcrop. It wasn't particularly close but it wasn't all that far away either. It didn't go all the way down to the sea, it just nosed a little way out of the trees then dropped suddenly to the sand, almost like the back end of a big boat that had washed ashore.

 

“I suppose Wreck Of My Life would be a stupid name for a boat,” I thought and laughed out loud. The sheer stupidity of the name appealed to me but I could imagine Matthew's look if I ever suggested it. A mixture of disbelief and displeasure with a big dose of contempt, most likely.

 

“How about New Start?” I thought as I made my way back to my car, “or would that end up a self fulfilling prophecy of life on unemployment benefit? I suppose he wants something more macho like Wave Rider or Ocean Tamer?”

 

I couldn't leave my car where it was as it was blocking the entire dirt track and there was no way anyone could get around it. After all, although the bay seemed deserted someone must come along here or there wouldn't be a dirt track. Even if it was only a fire track in the State Forest the fire people would be pretty pissed off to find the track blocked and they might even just push my Tiida into the trees. I started the engine and moved off again, looking for a gap big enough to get out of the way. In fact, even turning around would be awkward. Not impossible but it would probably end up as a thirty three point turn rather than a three point turn.

 

Maybe a kilometre further along, just as the track was beginning to go up over a low ridge, there was another dirt track going off to the left. It looked even less used than the one I was on but at some point in the past someone had cleared a wider opening than was actually needed and there was just enough room to squeeze my very small car into the corner. I manoeuvred the car so the passenger door was only a couple of centimetres from a stout tree truck and got out to inspect. My rear driver's wing stuck out a little but I figured there'd be enough room for anything smaller than a HumVee to squeeze past so I got my things out and locked the car.

 

I crossed the track, looking left and right first out of habit even though I'd hear an engine long before I'd see it, and was surprised to see a faint but discernible path heading between the trees along the bottom of the ridge. There were no sharp edges so it had probably been made by feet rather than some clearing tool. Maybe the farmer whose paddock was at the end of the turn-off came along here to go for a swim at the end of a long hard day.

 

“Unless it's kangaroos,” I thought then wondered why kangaroos would go to the beach. They couldn't drink sea water, could they?

 

Still, taking the path of least resistance, I followed the trail to the beach and discovered that the ridge ended with the rocky outcrop I'd seen earlier. Up close it was lower than I'd thought but it was still a good three metres high and there looked to be nothing on top apart from a few birds who were looking down at me and discussing whether or not I was a threat.

 

“Interesting,” I thought and looked around.

 

The sea was still a beautiful blue and the sand was golden and the sun was just perfect. I wandered slowly down towards where the little waves petered out and plonked everything down, staying back a little in case the tide was about to start coming in again.

 

“This is just too, too beautiful,” I said quietly, slowly rotating so I could see everything. The woods were just the perfect shade of brown and green and the occasional palm tree made the scene look like one of those photographs of impossibly beautiful tropical paradises you see in travel agents' windows.

 

I rummaged in my bag and found my phone. I tapped the camera icon before moving around to find the perfect angle. I took a photo of the deserted beach with the sea on the left and the curving woodland on the right the way those travel agent posters usually do then looked at it with my hand over the display to cut out the glare. It was disappointing to say the least. I wrinkled my nose and tossed the phone back in my bag then spread out my towel. I stripped off then sat on the towel with a ciggie and soaked myself in the sheer pleasure of being alive and able to enjoy this place.

 

“Perfect,” I said quietly. “Just perfect. How is it possible that my life has changed so much?”

 

When I'd finished my ciggie I went and splashed around in the sea for a while before setting up my little cooker to make some coffee. As I waited for the water to boil I tried to imagine myself on a boat anchored in the bay and looking back to where I was sitting. 

 

“Maybe Matthew is on to something,” I thought. “Loads of city people would give their eye teeth to come to a place like this. I wonder what it would be like to go diving here?”

 

I settled myself in the sand with my coffee cooling nearby but my book just didn't grab me. The world of the Babylonians seemed too distant in time and place to my little idyll so after a few paragraphs I closed it and put it back in my bag. It was the sort of book for a rainy day indoors not a glorious day on the beach in paradise. I went for another splash around then pulled on my boots to go back to the car to get my metal detector. If nothing else, wandering round slowly waving the end of it over the ground would help to put me into a Zen-like meditative trance and might even stop me thinking about Matthew for a while.

 

It seemed unlikely anyone would have dropped anything here but being the centre of the bay, give or take a little, it was quite possible something had been washed ashore from a passing vessel out to sea. Following that line of thinking, it seemed to me that if something had washed ashore it would most likely have been left somewhere near the high tide line. My thinking, and I'd be the first to admit I was no expert in this, was that if something had managed to stay afloat long enough to get to shore or had been rolled along the sea bed by the sea then it would most likely have kept moving until there was no more sea to move it. Just as important, however, was the fact that there was a hell of a lot of beach all around but not much at the high tide line. I ambled a hundred metres or so along the beach, planning vaguely to go a hundred metres or so past the outcrop then go and have another swim then maybe have another go at reading. I drew a little line in the sand with my heel to mark where I was starting from and turned on the machine. It beeped confidently.

 

Staying close to the trees but still on the beach, I headed off towards the outcrop, as I figured it would also be some sort of natural trap if anything did wash ashore. I moved slowly and swung the round end rhythmically from side to side. I could feel its calming effect almost immediately although I wasn't not calm to begin with. The detector hadn't made a sound when I got to the outcrop so I waved the end up and down it as I went around, half hoping it might turn out to be made of some precious metal and I could stake a claim and start mining. How I'd start mining was another matter but these little details don't really figure when you're having a Zen-like fantasy moment. I was on the other side of the outcrop to the little path when the detector started to beep at me.

 

“Oooooh,” I said and waved the detector around again. It beeped some more although there was nothing visible except a lot of seaweed piled up against the outcrop. “I wonder what that is?”

 

I waved the end around some more and it definitely only beeped when it was over the seaweed. To either side or on the rock itself it didn't beep.

 

“That's kind of weird,” I said and put the detector down on the sand. I bent and stuck my fingers inside the weed, the thought of crabs and other crustaceans never crossing my mind, and felt something hard.

 

“Huh,” I thought and squatted down. I pulled away the seaweed then stared in puzzlement. Whatever it was it was wrapped in what looked to be a black plastic bin liner with a lot of duct tape around it. It looked fairly clean as well so it couldn't have been there for a couple of centuries. Not that they had plastic bin liners or duct tape in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

 

“Maybe it's a slab of cans,” I thought, “since metal detectors can't detect plastic.”

 

I wiped the rest of the seaweed away and it was pretty obviously not a slab of beer cans. The shape was wrong. This looked more the size and shape of a large tool box although if it was a box of tools it would have been too heavy to float ashore. I gave it a shove and it moved very easily so I picked it up. I wouldn't say it was as light as a feather but it was surprisingly light. Way too light to be full of gold doubloons or diamond necklaces. 

 

“How strange,” I muttered. “What the hell is it and what's it doing here?”

 

I looked around but there was no sign of anything in particular. Certainly nothing that said who it belonged to or where it came from. Curious I waved the metal detector over it and it bleeped so there was something metallic inside.

 

I picked the thing up and went back to my little nest near the water to inspect it more closely. It definitely had the shape of a tool box. It was rectangular and had those sloping sides near the top that tool boxes have for some reason. It even seemed to have a couple of handles although there was another lump in the middle of one of the long sides.

 

“Well now,” I said, staring at it. “What shall I do? Put it back or unwrap it and see what's inside?”

 




Chapter Twenty Four

 

I won't pretend it was a difficult decision. Even as I wondered about what to do with the thing my fingers were picking at the duct tape but that proved too strong for me to break. I did manage to tear the plastic though and was able to rip enough off the end to slide the rest off. It turned out to be a plain ordinary toolbox of the kind you see all over the place except that it was shiny aluminium instead of painted red like most toolboxes. This one looked more like the boxes tradies put on the backs of their utes except it was a lot smaller. More the size of a large toolbox that a DIYer might have in his garage. The lump I'd felt on one of the long sides was a padlock, which was very frustrating.

 

I yanked on the padlock which was pretty pointless. Any company that made padlocks that could be broken with a simple yank would have gone out of business years ago. The toolbox was too heavy to be just an empty toolbox unsurprisingly. It probably wouldn't have been padlocked if it was empty. On the other hand though it was nowhere near heavy enough to be full of tools which is what you'd expect a toolbox to have inside if it had come from a ship. It was somewhere in between but if I shook it, which I did, it didn't rattle. Nor did anything slide around. If there was something inside, it filled the box.

 

It did occur to me that maybe the toolbox was made of steel or something very strong which might account for its weight but it felt more like ordinary aluminium. I put it back on the sand and stared at it. 

 

“No, that's not right,” I said slowly. “The detector can't pick up aluminium.” I'd read that online. It was something to do with electrical conductivity or something. “So if the box is aluminium, what set off the detector?”

 

For sure it wasn't the plastic so, by logical deduction, there must be something detectable by a metal detector inside which, by definition, must be metal and therefore heavy but since the box wasn't heavy either what was inside was metal and small but well packaged or I was completely wrong in my very limited understanding of metal detectors and metallurgy in general. Of the two the latter was by far the more likely but there was also the tiny but exciting possibility that whatever was inside was small, metallic, very well padded and therefore highly valuable! Like diamond necklaces and bracelets!

 

“As if,” I laughed and lit a ciggie. “Most likely it's just full of dirty rags with bits of metal fragments from when someone fixed a boat's engine and they accidentally padlocked the wrong tool box. Who on earth would lock their jewellery away in a thing like that for safekeeping?”

 

Then again, why would someone put their dirty oily rags in a toolbox, padlock it by accident then wrap it in a plastic bin liner and wind duct tape all around it? Padlocking the wrong box by accident was entirely possible – I once unwrapped a fresh packet of ciggies and threw away the ciggies instead of the wrapper by mistake – but why would someone wrap a toolbox in plastic either by accident or deliberately? It was a mystery and I wished Matt was there with me to solve it. Actually I wished he was with me anyway regardless of the mystery but he wasn't.

 

There was only one thing to do and that was to force the padlock and have a look. And the only way to do that was to use a tool, which was probably inside.

 

“A bit of a conundrum,” I muttered. “Then again, Jake has a shed full of tools and things. He's bound to have something that'll cut or break the padlock.”

 

Not that I'd been planning to abandon the tool box. Assuming it could be unlocked and there was nothing interesting inside a toolbox would still be a useful thing to have. It might even make a nice planter for some indoor plants since it was still clean and shiny and had no rust or anything. 

 

The sun was still high in the sky so I decided there was no rush. Opening it could even wait until Matt came round the next day. Being a cop he might even know how to pick a padlock. After all, cops must come across padlocked things all the time in the course of their enquiries and need to open them. I made another coffee then went for a swim before settling myself to thinking about Matt while pretending to read which is, as it turned out, a very enjoyable way of reading.

 

It was getting quite late when I decided it was time to leave. Still some way off sunset but it was beginning to get a little chilly so I packed my stuff up and took it back to the car then went back for the toolbox and dumped it on the back seat so it didn't bounce around and damage the metal detector in the boot. Turning the car around was easy as it was at a T junction and I slowly drove back along the dirt track. I did meet someone on a big off road motorbike coming the other way but since it was a motorbike we had no difficulty getting past each other and I reflected that maybe it would be a good idea to borrow Jake's. It would certainly make getting around the bay a lot easier. I'd even be able to ride it through the trees to the beach itself.

 

“But is it really worth the hassle of learning to drive one and getting a licence?” I wondered. “Probably not. And what if I came off? Nah, forget it. Cars are much easier.”

 

I'd been back on the bitumen part of the road for two or three kilometres when I saw a big off road bike appear in my rear view mirror. It could have been the same one that I'd seen going the other way earlier but off road bikes are pretty common in rural Australia and the bulky crash helmet obscured the rider's face. It stayed behind me for a while then my phone rang and I pulled over. It was Matt.

 

“Hiya!” I said happily.

 

“Hey,” he said. “How're you?”

 

“I'm great,” I said. “I spent the day at the beach. What are you up to?”

 

“Oh, I'm still in Brisbane,” he said. “I've been talking to some guys in Water and everything's looking good.”

 

“Oh that's great news,” I said. “So they'll let you know if there's any boats that you can have?”

 

“For sure,” he said, “but, ah, that's not why I rang.”

 

“Oh God, here it comes,” I thought, clutching the phone tightly. “Oh yes?” I said cautiously.

 

“Yeah,” he said, his voice sounding a little nervous. “Um, well, er, it's like this, you see.”

 

“Like what?” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. I could feel a tear or two starting to form.

 

“Dammit!” I thought, trying to control myself. “He's just another guy and you hardly know him!”

 

“Yeah,” he said. “Umm, I just wanted to hear your voice again.”

 

I sagged with relief and accidentally leant on the car horn. It made me jump and I dropped the phone.

 

“Hello? Hello?” I could hear faintly as I scrabbled between the foot pedals to retrieve it.

 

“Hello?” I shouted into the phone when I managed to find it. “Are you there?” 

 

“Oh, good, you're still there,” said Matt, sounding relieved. “What was that noise?”

 

“I leant on the car horn,” I said. “What was that you said before? I didn't quite catch it?”

 

“I said hello,” said Matt, sounding puzzled.

 

“No, before the noise,” I said, desperately anxious to hear what he'd said again in case I'd misunderstood. 

 

“Oh, I said I wanted to hear your voice again,” he said, “although you sound different over the phone.”

 

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. No, there was no way I'd misheard “I don't want to see you any more”. My heart began to settle although the tingling didn't go away.

 

“It's lovely to hear your voice again,” I said, keeping my eyes closed and visualising him. “I had a lovely time last night.”

 

“So did I,” he said. “Umm, I had an idea for a name for my boat last night.”

 

“What's that?” I asked.

 

“I'm not telling you,” he said. “It still seemed a good name when I got up so I decided, since I was going to be in Brissy anyway, I'd organise a signwriter to do it. Should be finished by the time we go on our trip and we can have a formal naming ceremony. You can smash a bottle over the prow if you like.”

 

“You mean like the Queen does?” I said, excited by the idea. “ The King, I mean. That'll be so cool.”

 

“You think so?” he asked. “I didn't know if you'd like to.”

 

“I think it's a lovely idea,” I said. “It'll be a good omen for the future.”

 

“What if you don't like the name?” he asked.

 

“I'm sure I'll love it,” I said, never surer of anything else in my life. After all, the boat was Matt's pride and joy and he'd thought of the name. “Oh.”

 

“What 'oh'?” he asked.

 

“Oh nothing,” I said, wondering if he'd think I was just being egotistical if I asked if he'd named it after me. Then it occurred to me that he might get very embarrassed if I asked and he hadn't named it after me. I'd be embarrassed too. Best to just wait and see. All that mattered was that he liked the name, whatever it was. “So are you still coming round tomorrow?”

 

“Wild horses couldn't stop me,” he said. 

 

“I'm so looking forward to it,” I said, praying there were no wild horses in Brisbane. “Hey I've got something I want to show you. I found it at the beach.”

 

“Great,” he said after a moment's delay. “Hey, listen Laura. I'm sorry. I've another call waiting. Umm, it's official.”

 

“What's official?” I asked, confused.

 

“The call,” he said. “It's my Superintendent.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “Hey, see you tomorrow, OK.”

 

“Definitely,” he said. “Bye.”

 

I stared at the phone feeling a little hurt. How dare that bloody Superintendent interrupt our call!

 

I put the phone back in my bag and drove off, wondering if Matt would withdraw his resignation if the Superintendent tried to do a deal. I hoped not as I rather preferred the idea of Matt messing around on boats to being shot by drug crazed criminals trying to escape. I drove through town wondering if I could get away with wearing my new dress again or if I should drop into the Op Shop and get something else to wear. I was still undecided when I pulled into the long driveway. A new outfit is always nice but Rhod would probably be there and that alone was a good enough reason not to go to the Op Shop.

 

“Hiya,” I called as I got out of the car.

 

Jake was standing with one hand on the door of his Isuzu. He looked over but didn't reply.

 

“Beautiful day, wasn't it,” I called and carried my bag and the cooker to the caravan. I left them on the top step and went back for the toolbox. I lifted it off the back seat and glanced over at Jake. He was still standing there, holding on to his car door. He didn't look too good.

 

“Is everything all right?” I called.

 

He let go of the door and turned to face me.

 

“I …” he started then grimaced and clutched his chest.

 

“Jake?” I cried. “Jake, what is it?”

 

He slumped to his knees, still clutching his chest.

 

“Oh shit!” I cried and dumped the toolbox on the roof of my Nissan.

 

I ran over to help him.

 

“What's is it Jake?” I cried, grabbing his shoulder.

 

“I …, I … my chest,” he muttered, before slumping to the ground. His battered old hat fell off.

 

“Jesus!” I exclaimed in alarm. “Jesus frigging Christ!”

 

His face was white and his eyes were shut but he was still breathing.

 

“Is it your heart?” I said, kneeling beside him. “Are you having a heart attack?”

 

“I … think … so,” he muttered through clenched teeth and grimaced again as a spasm gripped his body.

 

“Oh God,” I thought, desperately trying to remember the first aid course I'd done. I was sure they'd talked about heart attacks but for the life of me I couldn't remember what they'd said.

 

“Get his legs up,” I suddenly remembered. It was something to do with increasing the supply of blood to the heart. I managed to get Jake on his back then lifted his legs one at a time so they rested up on the side of the Isuzu.

 

“Don't bloody die on me, mate,” I said. “I'm calling an ambulance, OK.”

 

His head moved but he didn't say anything and I ran back to the caravan to get my bag and the phone.

 

“Police, ambulance, fire?” asked a woman's voice after the first ring.

 

“Ambulance,” I said, breathing heavily from rising panic.

 

“Ambulance,” said another woman after a couple of clicks. “What is your location?”

 

“He's having a heart attack,” I almost screamed into the phone. “Hurry!”

 

“What is your location?” she asked again.

 

“Ohh, umm,” but my mind had gone blank. “Jake's farm.” I could have kicked myself but for the life of me I couldn't remember the address.

 

“Is that …” and she gave the full address.

 

“Yes, yes,” I said hurriedly. “Sorry.”

 

“No problem,” said the woman sympathetically. She must have a hundred panic phone calls every day. Probably more. “An ambulance will be with you in … approximately six minutes.”

 

“Oh great,” I said, as Jake tried to get up. “No, no, just lie still,” and I bent to put a hand on his shoulder.

 

“What state is the patient in?” asked the woman.

 

“Queensland,” I said.

 

“No, I mean what condition?” she asked. “Is he breathing?”

 

“Yes, he's breathing,” I said. “What was that?”

 

“Can I have some water,” croaked Jake. “I'm that parched.”

 

“Absolutely not,” said the woman on the phone. “Do not let him have anything to eat or drink whatsoever.”

 

“Right,” I said then “Sorry Jake, she said no water.”

 

“Is there clear access to the patient?” she asked. “Are there staircases? Narrow doors?”

 

“Umm, no, we're in the driveway,” I said. 

 

“Please stay on the line until the ambulance arrives,” she said. “My name's Sunita, what's yours?”

 

“Umm, Laura,” I said, watching Jake. “Laura Seddington.”

 

“You're doing wonderfully, Laura,” said Sunita encouragingly. “The ambulance should be with you in about 2 minutes. What is the patient's name?”

 

“Oh, Jake,” I said.

 

“Is Jake sitting or lying?” she asked. 

 

“He's lying on the ground,” I said. “I, um, laid him flat before ringing you and I put his legs up.”

 

“That's good,” she said. “If it is a heart attack that will help with his blood flow. Are there any signs of injury?”

 

“Not that I can see?” I said beginning to calm down. “Do you want me to check him over?”

 

“No, no, don't touch him,” she said. “What's his colour like?”

 

“Um, well pretty sunburned, I'd say,” I said. “Oh, he's white if that's what you mean.”

 

“No, I mean compared with usual,” said Sunita sounding amused. “Is he pale or flushed?”

 

“I suppose he's a little pale,” I said. “Oh, I think I can hear the ambulance!”

 

“They're very close,” said Sunita, “but don't hang up until they've arrived.”

 

“OK,” I said. “Oh, I don't think it was them after all. The siren's stopped.”

 

“That's normal procedure,” said Sunita. “The siren can trigger another attack so they turn it off as they approach.”

 

“Oh really?” I said, interested despite my anxiety. “So what do they do after they've picked him up?”

 

“They rely on their lights,” said Sunita. “Is Jake still breathing?”

 

“Yes,” I said as an ambulance came hurtling up the drive, its lights flashing. “They've arrived.”

 

“Great,” said Sunita. “You've done very well, Laura. You can now hand over to the ambulance crew.”

 

“There's two of them,” I said. “Another one turned up a few seconds after the first. I've got to go now, thanks for your help.”

 

The ambulance man from the first ambulance went over to talk to the second ambulance crew while the woman hurried over to me and Jake.

 

“Hello,” she said. “Is this the patient?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “I think he's had a heart attack.”

 

“He's still breathing,” she said, kneeling beside him, “and his colour's good. Hello Jake. How do you feel?”

 

The ambulance man was getting a stretcher out of the back of the ambulance and the other ambulance was reversing out of the way.

 

“Like shit,” growled Jake. He tried to get up again but she told him to lie still.

 

“What happened to you?” she asked, checking his pulse.

 

“I felt queer,” he admitted, “then it was like someone drove a tractor over me chest and I fell over.”

 

“Sounds like a heart attack,” said the woman, peering into Jake's eyes. “Is there a pain in your chest now?”

 

“Yup,” said Jake.

 

“On a scale from one to ten with one being very little pain and ten being a lot, how would you describe it?” she said, pulling a little jar from her pocket.

 

“Eleven,” said Jake and he smiled.

 

“Good for you!” said the women, unscrewing the top of the bottle. “Now I'm going to put a tablet under your tongue, OK. Don't chew it or swallow it. OK?”

 

“OK,” said Jake.

 

She slipped a small pill under his tongue then between them they got him onto the stretcher and inserted it inside their ambulance. 

 

“Are you a relative?” asked the woman.

 

“No,” I said. “I live in the caravan. As far as I know he doesn't have any relatives.”

 

“I see,” she said. “Would you mind coming to the hospital? We'll need someone to help with the paperwork. Do you know if Jake has medical insurance?”

 

“I wouldn't have a clue,” I said, “but I suppose I ought to come. Poor sod doesn't have anyone else. I'll follow in the car.”

 

“Great,” she said. “We're going to the Base Hospital so it isn't far.”

 

She waved to the other ambulance then climbed into hers and started to turn around. I grabbed my bag and checked my phone and smokes were inside then got into my car, full of worry about Jake. Someone had once told me, probably on the first aid course, that older people are more likely to survive a heart attack than younger people but even so, a heart attack! Thank God I'd got back when I did. What if I'd stayed out longer or gone to Matthew's for the night? Jake could have died of exposure lying out here in the yard. It didn't bear thinking about.

 




Chapter Twenty Five

 

“What the hell?” 

 

I stared groggily at my phone having been dragged from a lovely deep sleep. Jesus, it was only half past nine!

 

“Hi Mac,” I said unenthusiastically.

 

“Good morning Laura,” he said cheerfully. “Hope I didn't wake you.”

 

“I'll survive,” I said, “only I didn't get back from the hospital 'til after 2.” I put the phone on speaker and lay back with it on my chest as my eyes closed.

 

“The hospital?” he said, a faint note of alarm appearing in his voice. “Are you ill or something?”

 

I jerked awake again and made myself sit up.

 

“Laura? Are you there?” He sounded muffled and faint as some of the bedclothes had fallen over the phone.

 

“Oh, sorry,” I said retrieving it. I yawned. “What did you say?”

 

“Why were you at the hospital?” he asked. 

 

“Oh, Jake had a heart attack last night,” I said. “I stayed with him until they sent me home.”

 

“Jesus,” said Mac. “Is he OK now?”

 

“Yeah, I think so,” I said. “They did some tests and confirmed it actually was a heart attack and they gave him some pills so he's stable now. I think they said something about sending him home in a couple of days. I'm not sure.”

 

Now I was awake I realised I needed to pee so I twisted round to sit on the edge of the bed.

 

“Aren't they going to put in a stent or something?” asked Mac. 

 

“I don't know,” I said, gazing at my toenails. They could use repainting and I wondered if red might be more interesting than pink.

 

“I suppose not,” said Mac thoughtfully. “He's pretty old. Oh well. Anyway, to business.”

 

“Oh yes?” I said, pushing my hair out of my face and looking at the wall as I'd exhausted my thoughts on my toenails.

 

“Can you do this afternoon?” he asked, “only Greg's phoned in sick.”

 

“I guess,” I said and yawned again. “Yeah, sure, no problem.”

 

“Great, thanks,” he said. “We'll sort out some time off in lieu later.”

 

“OK, no probs,” I said.

 

“Right, enjoy the rest of your morning,” he said. “Bye.”

 

I sat there for a few moments wondering what was bugging me in the back of my mind then got up and went to the toilet. It was only after I put the kettle on that it came to me. Matt was coming round this afternoon! I swore several times using some of the words I'd picked up doing pub work. Definitely not ladylike but effective.

 

I lit a ciggie to help me think and considered ringing Mac to cancel but I didn't think he'd be too impressed I was skipping out just to see my boyfriend. On the other hand, calling it official police business was probably pushing it too far. Saying I had to visit Jake in hospital probably wasn't on either. I could always visit him on my way in to work. I went over to check my roster and swore again. I didn't have another free afternoon until next Friday so I wouldn't be able to see Matt for an entire week. On the other hand, Mac did say he'd arrange some time in lieu so maybe I'd be able to wangle Saturday or Sunday afternoon off, unless Greg's illness lingered more than a day. I also couldn't ring Matt and talk to him about it since he finished at 4am and would be sound asleep. 

 

“This is turning out to be a shit day,” I said sadly and poured boiling water into my mug.

 

I took my coffee and phone outside but I couldn't complain to Daisy and Gertrude because the herd were way off in the far corner of the paddock. I made a mental note to drop in and see Jake before work in case the cattle needed feeding or something although there seemed to be plenty of grass. I texted Matt to cancel the afternoon and was disappointed he didn't text or call me straight back even though I knew he was asleep.

 

* * *

 

Although the last of the shops closed at 9pm it was the task of whoever was on the afternoon shift to go round checking all the shops were locked then waiting until the remaining few IGA staff disappeared and the cleaners had finished polishing the concourse floors before locking the entrances and turning off the main lights. I always found it a little spooky walking round the empty Plaza even when some of the cleaners were there because the place was vast and echoey and there were disturbing dark areas as the lights went off section by section. Without the bustle of the shoppers the place had an air of abandonment and desolation, even sadness.

 

Tonight, however, I was quite happy. Greg, apparently, had had one of his periodic bouts of stomach trouble which only ever lasted a day. According to Mac they also correlated quite well with the one day cricket internationals but that was by the by. More importantly, even though Greg's next day off wasn't until Tuesday, meaning ordinarily I'd have to wait until then to swap shifts with Greg, Mac wanted Tuesday morning off so he was planning to swap his Tuesday morning with Greg's Saturday morning. However, since I covered Greg's Friday afternoon, Mac changed it so he'd take my Saturday afternoon instead and Greg would take his Tuesday morning. It sounded complicated to me but since it meant I was now getting the entire Saturday off I wasn't going to complain.

 

I explained all this to Matt when he rang me in the afternoon when he'd got my message and he didn't seem to find it complicated at all, probably because he'd been swapping shifts with other coppers for years and was thoroughly used to all the complications and ramifications. We arranged that he'd come round as soon as he'd finished sleeping and we'd spend the day together until he went to work at 8. That meant a whole seven hours in each other's company which was pretty cool.

 

Just before nine I made my way to the Food Court and locked the side entrance there. I slowly made my way along that concourse, crisscrossing from side to side to check each of the shops' shutters and doors were secured. I made a note to tell the manager of Jane's Manchester there was a crack in one of the windows. It was hidden from the inside by a display of pillows so they probably didn't know and even though the Plaza's maintenance staff would replace the window it was the responsibility of each store to organise that. I stopped beside the Main Entrance to open the switch panel and, one by one, shut off the big overhead lights. The Food Court concourse plunged into darkness and, moments later, the small dim emergency lights flickered on.

 

Next on my route was the Billyong Street Entrance so I slowly made my way down one side of the concourse pausing, as I always did, to check the locked displays of jewellery at Pandora's kiosk. There was quite a nice looking ring on display which hadn't been there before so I made a mental note to find out the price when next I was at the Plaza. I put the canvas cover back over the display then finished that side. I locked the double doors of the Entrance then made my way back to the Main Entrance, checking the shops on the other side. I shut off the lights in that side concourse as well before locking the triple doors of the Main Entrance.

 

Then came the bit I liked the least. With the cavernous dark concourses to either side and the locked doors behind me, I shut off the lights of the central concourse. That entire pathway heading down to the semi-lit frontage of IGA was now dark. I crisscrossed my way along, my footsteps echoing. The rattles of the shutters always seemed over loud along here. I paused momentarily as a long squeal reverberated through the Plaza as one of the cleaners in the Burnt Creek Road back concourse dragged something along the floor then continued down to Mr Minit. I always breathed a sigh of relief there for some reason. It wasn't that I was scared of the dark it's just that there's always that primordial fear of the unknown when there are vast dark spaces behind you.

 

“Night Laura!” called Jamie, the Night Manager of IGA. He locked the last of their shutters and gave it a rattle before giving me a wave.

 

“Night Jamie,” I called back.

 

He was always the last to leave and he was a little early tonight. I went over to double check the shutters were secure while he hurried off to escape though the fire exit. That done, I went over to check the Op Shop and Best & Less were secure and paused. Obviously there was no one at the Internet kiosk since the Plaza was closed but I wondered if Damien had defrauded some more victims of their life's savings. I'd seen him there throughout the afternoon but I'd been reluctant to monitor his activity from the Security Office for fear of catching him at it again and doing something rash.

 

“Jesus, I hope the police are taking it seriously,” I thought and shook my head in disgust.

 

“Ni', ni',” called Mr Ng from down by the fire escape. He operated the floor polisher and managed a bevy of middle aged to elderly Asian women, possibly Korean but I wasn't sure since none of them spoke English, who did the cleaning. Mr Ng wasn't wishing me goodnight, it was his way of telling me that they'd finished and were leaving. I acknowledged with a wave and he herded them through the fire escape into Brahman Way. I don't know where they all lived, or even if they lived in Cattleman's Bay, but he ferried the women to and fro in a 12 seater minibus so it wasn't impossible they came all the way from Brisbane. The women weren't actually employed by the Plaza. Mr Ng was a contractor and was responsible for them himself.

 

I checked the fire escape doors were properly shut but I didn't lock them as they had a self locking mechanism that prevented them being opened from the outside. It was, after all, a fire escape so if, by some mischance, someone was locked inside the Plaza and there was a fire they would still be able to get out. I checked the toilets to make sure no one was there then nipped up the stairs to lock the door to the car park before coming back down to shut off the lights. One more concourse to go then I could go home!

 

I checked the doors along the Yowie Back Road concourse then nipped into the Security Office to get my bag and leave my Hi Vis jacket. I turned off the monitor to the computer but left the main machine running. I locked the door to the office, checked the toilets and the fire escape then shut down the lights. The entire Plaza was now empty, apart from me, and in a gloomy semi-darkness. Spoo-key!

 

My feet echoed deafeningly in the stairwell as I went up to the car park. Just before the door I paused to find the right key to lock it then pushed the door open and half turned, ready to push the key into the lock when someone said “That's her!” and two strong arms grabbed me around the chest, pinning my arms. I screamed but it was cut off by a hand clamping itself over my mouth.

 

“Be quiet and you won't get hurt,” said the voice.

 

I kicked back with my foot, hoping to get a shin but whoever was holding me stepped back, pulling me off balance, and laughed. He squeezed tighter and I gasped.

 

“Be quiet,” he said and gave me a little shake. “Are you going to be quiet?”

 

My heart was pounding and to say I was scared would be the understatement of the century. I felt weak and helpless and what little I could see in the light of the EXIT sign the other side of the glass door was going blurry. I tried to nod my head but I could barely move it. It must have been enough however as he relaxed his grip around my chest a little and took his hand away from my mouth. I gulped in a couple of mouthfuls of air and wanted to pee.

 

“What …?” I started but he shook me again and said, very firmly, “Be quiet!”

 

I shut up.

 

“Good,” he said. “Come with me.”

 

I didn't have a lot of choice as he dragged me across the car park to my car. The car park itself was dimly lit by the street lights along the Brisbane Road and I could see that there was only one other vehicle apart from mine. Scared as I was I realised that this was probably the car of the man holding me and no one would be coming along to help.

 

“This your car?” said another voice. A figure emerged from the shadows cast by the Car Wash facility. His face was all squashed and unrecognisable but his body shape looked familiar.

 

“Yes,” I said when the man behind shook me.

 

“Told you it was her,” said the man behind.

 

“And you were right,” said the man in front. He came closer and I could see he had a pair of tights over his head. He had the legs crossed under his chin and they hung down like a scarf. I wanted to laugh hysterically. “What's your name?”

 

“L-laura,” I stuttered, realising whose body shape he had. Surely to God he wasn't Damien? What the hell was going on? Had Damien found out I'd been watching what he was up to and was going to get his revenge? But Damien knew who I was, didn't he?

 

“OK, Laura,” he said. “You took something of mine. Where is it?”

 

“You what?” I exclaimed. 

 

He sighed. “You can make this as easy or as hard as you like,” he said. “It's up to you but I want it back.”

 

“I don't know what you're talking about,” I half screamed at him.

 

“My box,” he said. “You took my box. I want it back.”

 

“What box?” I cried then I remembered. “You mean that toolbox thing that was on that beach?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “Where is it?”

 

“Oh God,” I exclaimed, sagging with relief. “It's in my car, on the back seat.”

 

“Good,” he said. “Where are the keys?”

 

“In my bag,” I said. He reached over and pulled my bag while the man behind me relaxed his grip enough for the bag to slide over my arm. Then he tightened it again. Damien, if that's who he was, upended my bag on the ground then pulled a small torch from his pocket and turned it on. He rummaged through my things and found the keys. He clicked the remote on the key fob and the doors to my car clicked and the indicator lights flashed. 

 

“The back seat?” he said, shining the torch in my face.

 

“Yes,” I said. 

 

He moved over and pulled open the back door of the car. The little light came on but he flashed the torch over the seat anyway then under the two front seats.

 

“It's not there,” he said, turning back to face me.

 

“Of course it's there,” I cried, struggling against the grip of the man behind me. “You're not looking properly, it's got to be there!”

 

He shone the torch in my eyes again and stared at me then turned back to my car without a word. He checked the back seat again then opened the front door to check the front seats then stalked round the back to open the boot. He pulled out the metal detector, looked it over then peered inside the boot again before throwing the metal detector on the ground in anger.

 

“Where is it?” he demanded, raising his voice.

 

“It's got to be there,” I whimpered. “I put it on the back seat!”

 

“Any fool can see it's not on the back seat,” he said angrily. “I will ask you one last time. Where is my box?”

 

“I don't know,” I wailed, tears starting to run down my face. I pulled against the man behind but he wouldn't let go. “I put it on the back seat! I swear I did!”

 

“Oh, Laura, Laura, Laura,” he said then punched me hard on the side of my head.

 

I screamed again as stars burst everywhere and I fell but the man behind me kept me upright.

 

“Where is my box?” demanded Damien.

 

“I don't know,” I wailed. “You've got to believe me! I don't know!”

 

“Oh for God's sake,” said Damien and punched me again, this time in my stomach. I tried to double over but I couldn't and the movement made the pain in my head explode into fresh intensity. I was vaguely aware of a metallic salty taste in my mouth. “Where is my box?”

 

“I don't know!” I wailed as the tears started to flow freely. “I really don't know. Someone must have taken it. Why won't you believe me?”

 

“This is getting us nowhere,” said the man behind me. “She's a security guard. She's probably ex-military and a lot tougher than she looks.”

 

“I suppose so,” said Damien. “Right, take her inside the Plaza. I've got some pliers in the shop. She'll tell us sooner or later, that I guarantee.”

 

“Where?” asked the man, tightening his grip as I started to struggle again as the realisation of what he'd just said seeped into my pain racked head.

 

“The toilets,” said Damien. “The blood'll be easier to clear up there.”

 

I screamed again, as loudly as I could, until the hand clamped over my mouth once more.

 

“Come on,” said Damien, walking towards the Plaza door. “Let's get this over with.”

 

I was dragged across the car park and down the stairs, struggling all the way. At the bottom, Damien went off somewhere and the other man dragged me over to the toilets. He had to let go of me with one hand so he could open the door and I was able to twist out of the grip of his other hand. He lunged at me but he was off balance and I kicked him has hard as I could between the legs. He groaned loudly and sank to the floor as I made a mad dash for it. Half blind with fear, panic and a massive headache I cannoned off the rail of the stairs, aggravating the pain in my belly, and collapsed on the floor, sobbing my heart out.

 

“Oi!” shouted Damian as he reappeared. He started to run, his torch jerking all over the place.

 

“Shiiiit!”” I screamed and forced myself to my feet.

 

Using the rail for support I dragged myself around and ran up the stairs, bent over and stumbling. I was almost at the door to the car park when another torch lit up in front of me. I screamed again and tried to run back down the stairs but crashed into the wall.

 

“Laura?” exclaimed Matthew. He went for his gun. “What's happening?”

 




Chapter Twenty Six

 

“Matthew?” I gasped in disbelief then leapt on him, hugging him as tightly as I could. I may even have wrapped my legs around him but I don't remember. All I remember is sobbing and shaking and the pain and Matthew just being there, holding me tightly.

 

Damien clearly realised something was amiss as the sound of his rapidly receding footsteps echoed up the stairwell.

 

“There's someone down there, Jack,” Matt said to his sidekick. “Get down and check it out. I'll call for backup.”

 

“There's two,” I whimpered, my voice muffled by Matthew's neck as Jack started down the stairs cautiously.

 

“Base, 219, emergency backup request, possible robbery and assault at Brahman Plaza,” said Matthew, holding his arm awkwardly around my back so he could talk into his mike. “At least two men, possibly armed. I repeat, emergency backup request at Brahman Plaza. We'll need an ambulance as well, on the roof.”

 

“Acknowledged 219,” crackled the radio. “Backup units on their way to Brahman Plaza. Ambulance request in progress.”

 

“Are you sure there's two, Laura?” he asked, gently trying to get my arms unlocked.

 

“Yes,” I sniffled, refusing to let go.

 

“Police, stay where you are,” came from below. “Do not move!”

 

“Sounds like Jack's got one,” remarked Matthew. “Good lad, that. Come on, you can let go now.”

 

Reluctantly I let him peel me off and he ran his torch over me. 

 

“There's blood on your face,” he said, “looks like it's coming from your nose. Any other injuries?”

 

I shook my head and the pain exploded again.

 

“Come on, love, let's get you to the car,” he said. “The ambulance is on its way.”

 

“I don't need an ambulance,” I said as my entire body started to tremble. “I'll be fine, I just need a ciggie and somewhere to sit down.”

 

“It's not just for you,” said Matt grimly. “It's for that bastard who did this to you. He'll need more than a bloody ambulance when I get my hands on him.”

 

I think that was the moment when I fell hopelessly in love.

 

Matt half led and half carried me through the door and out to his car. He helped me sit in the passenger seat then went over to where the contents of my bag were strewn on the ground and found my cigarettes. He lit one for me as my hands were shaking too badly to do it myself.

 

You can say what you like when a copper pulls you over for driving a little too fast but inside a minute of Matt's backup call the roads around the Plaza were filled with sirens and flashing lights and seconds later two police cars came screeching up the two ramps to the car park. They skidded to a halt near Matt's car and he left me to go and direct operations. A short while later Jack and another policeman brought out the man who'd been holding me. It clearly wasn't Damian as this man was a lot bigger and older. Jack must have caught him as he came out of the toilet. He didn't look too happy.

 

An ambulance turned up and Matt went over to talk to them. He brought one of them over then went off to talk to some more police who'd turned up. The ambulance man tried to get me out of Matt's car but I refused point blank so he asked me a few questions which I answered with little shakes of my head then he gave up and went back to his ambulance. He returned a few moments later with a bottle of water and a cloth and washed the blood off my face then pronounced my nose wasn't broken. I knew that. It was the joint of my jaw and the cheekbone that felt broken, not my nose.

 

“We'll get the other one any moment,” said Matt, getting into the car beside me. “The lads are doing a full sweep inside. So, are you able to talk yet?”

 

I threw my dog end out the window and lit another cigarette. The trembling was turning into shaking and I squeezed my legs together to stop my feet banging on the sides of the foot well.

 

“How'd you know I was here?” I managed to ask between tremors.

 

“There's a man who lives just on the other side of Brahman Way,” said Matt, pointing through the windscreen. “He's getting on and he's diabetic so he has trouble sleeping. He heard screams and looked out his window and saw lights moving round so he called us.”

 

I took another drag. “I'm so glad to see you, Matt,” I said quietly. “I thought … I thought …” and I started to cry again. 

 

“It's all over now,” said Matt, twisting awkwardly to semi-hug me. “It's all right.”

 

We sat like that for a minute or two until I managed to pull myself together again.

 

“Bit of luck it was you,” I said, reluctantly letting go of him. My cigarette was a crushed sodden mess so that went out the window as well.

 

“Not really,” he said. “Umm, after we had lunch together I, umm, well … I put an alert on the computer so any incidents at the Plaza would be routed to me first. When the call came through I wasn't far away and came straight here. I knew you'd be on duty, you see.”

 

I didn't know what to say so I didn't say anything.

 

“The others turned up very quickly, didn't they,” I said after a while. 

 

“It's Friday night, and the pubs are still open,” said Matt with a grin. “Ahh, looks like they've got him.”

 

I looked up and saw the man who'd punched me being manhandled through through the door to the car park. His tights had been removed and he was brilliantly lit by the headlights of three police cars.

 

“Oh!” I exclaimed. “It's not Damian!”

 

“You know this man?” asked Matt quickly.

 

“I've never seen him before in my life,” I said, trying not to shake my head which was pounding.

 

“But you thought it was this Damian chap?” he asked.

 

“He had a pair of tights over his head,” I said, “so I couldn't see his face but he had the same body shape as Damian.”

 

“And who is this Damian?” he asked.

 

“He's the scammer guy I called you about,” I said. “I thought it might be him trying to get revenge or something.”

 

“So this wasn't a random attack?” asked Matt. “You were targeted?”

 

“Yeah,” I said. “The big guy grabbed me from behind and that guy kept hitting me and ranting on about this bloody box I found.”

 

Matt's eyes narrowed.

 

“Right,” he said, getting out his notebook. “I think it's time you told me what happened.”

 

I lit yet another ciggie and stumbled my way through what little I could remember then Matt took me through it again, asking questions.

 

“So you found this box on the beach,” he said, “and put it on the back seat of your car, correct?”

 

“Yes,” I said, “but it disappeared. I told them where it was but it wasn't there. That's when he started to hit me.”

 

“So where did it go?” he asked.

 

“I don't know,” I said. “I put it on the back seat and didn't touch it again, except …” and I fell silent, trying to remember.

 

“Except …?” prompted Matt.

 

“Oh Jesus,” I said as it came back to me. “I was just taking the box out of the car when Jake had his heart attack.” I closed my eyes and tried to focus, rubbing the side of my head where it hurt the most. “Ohh! I put it on the roof of the car and ran over to help Jake! It must have fallen off when I followed the ambulance!”

 

“Right,” said Matt. “We'll go and have a look for it since it seems to be key to this whole thing. I'll just go and inform the detective in charge. Back in a moment.” He patted my leg then got out of the car.

 

“Can we stop somewhere and get some panadol?” I asked when he got back in. “My heads killing me.”

 

“Of course,” said Matt. “There's a late night pharmacy not far away. Umm, I've explained what you've told me to Detective Sergeant Frost and he's agreed that I can do the preliminaries with you but you'll need to come in to the Station and make a formal statement tomorrow. Do you think you'll be up to it?”

 

“I suppose,” I said. “Panadol?”

 

“Coming right up,” he said.

 

“Oh, my bag!” I cried, trying to open the door as he started reversing.

 

“Whoa,” he said as he urgently slammed on the brakes. “It's all good. It's in the back. A constable collected your things and locked your car. We can collect it in the morning.”

 

“Oh great,” I said, feeling round on the back seat for my bag. I found it and clutched it on my knees.

 

Twenty minutes later we pulled into the drive. My head was still pounding despite the four panadol I'd taken.

 

“I can't see anything,” I said, peering through the windscreen. “I park my car just there so if it fell off it should be somewhere close.”

 

Matt got out and shone his torch over the ground. I climbed out slowly. My body was starting to get stiff and all my joints ached.

 

“Hello,” I said as the torch lit up Jake's Isuzu. “Jake was holding on to his car door when he had the heart attack. It was open but I didn't shut it. Someone else must have.”

 

“It could have been a gust of wind,” said Matt going over to the Isuzu. He tried the driver's door but it was locked. “Hmm. Wind doesn't lock doors though.” He shone the torch over the car then felt on top of the front wheel and found some keys. “Aha!”

 

“Someone's been here, then,” I said then my bowels turned to water and I looked around wildly. “Oh god, it wasn't them, was it? Looking for the box? They know where I live?”

 

“No it wasn't them,” said Matt, resuming his ground search. “If it was they wouldn't have come after you at the Plaza.”

 

“Oh yeah,” I said. 

 

“Are you sure you didn't take it inside the caravan first?” he asked.

 

“No, I did the cooker and water first,” I said. “I put them on the steps and they're still there.”

 

“Well, it looks like someone's been here and taken it,” he said. “That's a bit of a bugger.”

 

“You don't suppose it was the ambulance people?” I asked.

 

“I thought you said you followed them out,” said Matt.

 

“No, not them,” I said. “The other one. Two ambulances turned up. The other one was still here when I left.”

 

We both stared at each other in the darkness.

 

“The shed,” I said suddenly. “I bet they put it in the shed. The caravan was locked.”

 

I hurried over to the shed with Matt close behind and then stepped out of the way so he could pull the heavy sliding door open. I didn't feel up to it.

 

“There it is!” I cried and instantly regretted it as the panadol still hadn't cut in.

 

Just inside the door, with the black plastic neatly folded underneath, was the silver tool box.

 

“Don't touch it,” said Matt sharply as I bent to pick it up. “Fingerprints.”

 

“Oh, right,” I said and stood there. leaning against the door with my eyes closed as Matt hunted among Jake's shelves of tools. I only opened them when there was a dull cracking sound and saw he'd found some bolt cutters and had got the padlock off.

 

“So what's inside?” I asked as he opened the toolbox, using the tip of a chisel instead of his hands.

 

“I have absolutely no idea,” he said. “If it's drugs they're like nothing I've seen before.”

 

I walked over and stared down at the little silvery grey cubes packed inside. 

 

“So what the eff are they?” I asked.

 

“Forensics'll know,” said Matt. “I think.”

 

* * *

 

Matt stayed the night.

 

He phoned his duty sergeant and explained I'd been attacked, that I lived alone in a remote place and was scared to death and the sergeant suggested a female police officer might be more appropriate. Matt then rang the detective in charge and explained the situation and he sent round a female officer and told Matt to bring the box back with him. When she arrived Matt gave her the box and said there'd been a misunderstanding and she was to take it to forensics, not him. She looked at me in bed in my pyjamas, looked at Matt, raised her eyebrows then left with the toolbox. She was only a constable and it wasn't her problem. Then he phoned Mac and left a message saying I'd been injured, that it was a police matter and was going to be off for a few days. Then he got into bed with me and I discovered panadol wasn't the only cure for a headache.

 

* * *

 

The call came through on Monday as I was making a sandwich for lunch. It was from an unknown number and I'm always suspicious of unknown numbers even though I still answer them.

 

“Hello?” I said.

 

“Hello,” said Matt cheerfully. “I'm not calling you.”

 

“Umm, OK,” I said, puzzled. “You mean not ever again?”

 

“No, of course not,” he said. “I'm going to be calling you for a long time. I meant it's not me that's calling you now.”

 

“Right,” I said. “That's as clear as mud.”

 

“This is an anonymous call,” he said. 

 

“But I know it's you,” I replied, putting my sandwich on a plate.

 

“No you don't,” he said. “You have no idea who's calling or where they're calling from.”

 

“OK,” I said. “Whatever you say Matt.”

 

He sighed in disgust. “Are you going to work today?”

 

“I don't know,” I said. “I haven't decided. Why?”

 

“Oh, no reason,” he said, “but you might like to be in the Plaza at 2:45 if you're not working.”

 

“Why?” I asked. It occurred to me he might be buying me a present and I started to feel a little excited.

 

“I can't tell you,” he said. “You'll just have to trust me.”

 

“Trust some anonymous random heavy breather on the phone?” I said with mock indignation. “Who do you think I am?”

 

“I know who you are,” he said, “which is why I'm breathing heavily.” I had to laugh. “If you're there I'll buy you a coffee.”

 

“And a muffin,” I said. “I'm not meeting a stalker without a muffin.”

 

“OK,” he said. “2:40 at Cafe 33.”

 

“I thought you said 2:45,” I said, “and why Cafe 33? It's expensive and not that good.”

 

“Because you have a sense of adventure,” he said and hung up.

 

I stared at the phone for a few moments wondering what this was all about then decided I couldn't be bothered to go to work. I reasoned that Mac would have made arrangements with a contract security company and me turning up unexpectedly would cause chaos. If I happened to run into him I'd tell him I'd dropped in to say I was feeling better and I'd be back on Tuesday. Excuses sorted I started to wonder what present Matt was getting me.

 

“It's way too early for an engagement ring,” I thought and squashed that line of thinking completely. “But Cafe 33? Surely he's not getting me RACQ membership?” 

 

It was a mystery and I spent the next hour trying to hide my impressive black eye with makeup.

 

* * *

 

“So what's this all about?” I asked when I got to Cafe 33.

 

He was already there, dressed in his civilian clothes. He was sitting at one of the tables in the concourse outside the cafe and eating a toasted sandwich of some sort. My cappuccino and muffin were already on the table.

 

“Hello, beautiful,” he said getting up. He kissed my cheek and we both sat down together. “Shift a little further around. You'll get a better view.”

 

“View of what?” I asked, shifting. “Best & Less or the Op Shop?”

 

“The Op Shop,” he said smiling. He looked at his watch. “It's going to be quite interesting in about three minutes.”

 

“What are you talking about?” I asked, looking over at the Op Shop.

 

It was partially obscured by the Cell Talk kiosk which, I noticed, was closed. There was no one there and the covers were still in place. A little further over to the left was the Internet kiosk. Damian was probably there although I couldn't see round the side screen. I had a flash of regret about thinking it was him that had attacked me but dismissed it. He was, after all, a scammer.

 

“So is this a typical date for you, Mr Oh-so-secretive Policeman?” I asked, picking up the little fork that came with the muffin.

 

“Never done this before,” he said, still smiling, “or at least not with a date. Not that I'm actually here either.”

 

“Oh we're not going through all that again, are we?” I asked. “What are they doing?”

 

Two young men with short haircuts had emerged from the stairs to the car park over by the Centre Management Office and had gone to stand outside Best & Less. They were trying to look interested in a selection of toddlers' t-shirts and towels on special which, frankly, weren't at all interesting.

 

“One minute, thirty,” said Matt, glancing at his watch.

 

Puzzled I looked back at the Op Shop and saw another young man with a short haircut accompanied by a very fit looking young woman emerge from the delivery bay door next to the Op Shop. They, too, stopped and loitered, pretending to be fascinated by the logo for Baker's Delight.

 

“Thirty seconds,” said Matt.

 

Six more people, distinguished only by their relative youth and state of fitness, wandered nonchalantly along the concourse. Four stopped beside the Cell Talk kiosk and the other two went over to look at the Internet kiosk.

 

“Any second now,” said Matt.

 

The two outside Best & Less moved casually towards the Internet kiosk and the two already there split and went around the sides. The four at Cell Talk suddenly moved forward and were joined by the two from the delivery bay. All but one hurried inside the Op Shop and the remaining one stood squarely in the doorway.

 

Shouting erupted from the Internet kiosk and Damian suddenly appeared, gripped by two of the people. His glasses were awry. Nothing much seemed to be happening at the Op Shop. One of the people at the Internet kiosk slapped a pair of handcuffs on Damien.

 

“Oh my God,” I exclaimed, muffin forgotten. “Is this a raid?”

 

“Sure is,” said Matt. “Not like how they do it in the movies, is it?”

 

“So Damian's being arrested?” I asked watching avidly as he was marched off through the Brahman Way fire escape by two of his captors. One of the other two started to wrap Police tape around the kiosk while the other started putting things inside a large plastic bag that he took from his pocket.

 

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed again as the door to the Op Shop opened and Rhod was hustled out. He was in handcuffs as well. “What the hell's going on?” 

 

“We don't know yet,” said Matt sitting back. “Although you made it very difficult for us.”

 

“Me?” I exclaimed, staring at him. “What did I do?”

 

“You put us on to that scammer fellow,” said Matt, “which is being handled by the Cyber Crime Squad in Brisbane. Then you went and got yourself attacked and we've been questioning your attackers here in Cattleman's Bay. We don't know all the details yet but the Op Shop's implicated as well as Cell Talk but we couldn't raid the Op Shop without alarming your scammer and Brisbane couldn't arrest him without alarming the Op Shop. You have no idea how difficult it is to coordinate two police forces over two separate arrests at the same time and place. An administrative nightmare. I'm glad I'm just a lowly Senior Constable.”

 

“So what's happening at the Op Shop?” I asked. 

 

“I don't know his name,” said Matt, “but the guy who runs it seems to have been handling the money laundering side of a smuggling operation run by the man who owns Cell Talk. It was him, by the way, who beat you up Friday night. His muscle, the big guy, spilled a lot of it under questioning. The other guy is still holding out but the powers-that-be decided to bring in the Op Shop man.”

 

“His name's Rhod,” I said. “He's a real creep. So what's he been doing?”

 

“I dare say we'll find out soon enough,” said Matt.

 

“So what was in the box?” I asked. “Was it drugs?”

 

“Forensics haven't come back to us yet,” said Matt. “They don't work weekends. Fancy another coffee?”

 




Chapter Twenty Seven

 

“Hiya, I'm back!” I said cheerfully as I opened the door to the Security Office on Wednesday then stopped in surprise.

 

Greg wasn't sitting in his armchair reading his cheap Op Shop thrillers which was weird. He always spent his entire shift sitting in his armchair except for the odd occasions when he was called out to an incident or on his one walk around the Plaza when he went to get his snacks. I checked the roster and rolled my eyes at my own forgetfulness. Mac was on duty today, not Greg, and he was probably out dealing with something.

 

I dumped my bag and slipped on my Hi Vis jacket then went over to the computer to see what exciting things had been happening that morning and stared in astonishment. No one was logged in.

 

“That's strange,” I said, waggling the mouse in case the computer had frozen or something. “It's not like Mac to forget to log in.”

 

I sat down and logged myself in, even though I was a few minutes early, and almost immediately my phone went. With a groan I looked at the screen and “Unit 36 Centre Management” was flashing. 

 

“Security,” I said, answering it.

 

“Ah, Laura,” said Maxine. She sounded tense. Well, tenser than usual since she was always tense. It was part of her personality. “Can you come to the Management Office immediately?”

 

“Sure,” I said, getting up. “What's the problem?”

 

“Just get over here,” she snapped and hung up.

 

I pulled a face at the phone and wondered why Mac wasn't there then decided he was probably in the Management Office. With a sigh I got up and headed down the concourse.

 

“Hi Jacko!” I called as I went past Mr Minit.

 

He looked up then turned his back on me without a word.

 

“What the hell?” I thought. “What's going on?”

 

I paused then decided I'd talk to him after I'd finished in the Management Office. He was clearly upset with me over something. The Cell Talk kiosk was still closed, the Internet kiosk still had the Police tape around it and the Op Shop now had a large sign up saying “Closed Until Further Notice”.

 

I pushed open the door to the Management Office and felt it instantly. There was a tangible atmosphere so thick you'd need an industrial chain saw to cut it. Maxine looked up from her Reception desk expressionlessly. 

 

“You're wanted in Mr Argyle's office immediately,” she said without preamble.

 

I had to think for a moment because we normally called the Plaza Manager Robbie, not Mr Argyle.

 

“Oh, right,” I said and felt my will to live start draining away.

 

Aaron didn't look up from his computer screen when I walked past his open door. His eyes flickered but that was all. I almost wished he'd ogle me just to bring back some normality.

 

“Umm,” I said nervously as I tapped on Robbie's door and a total stranger looked up at me from Robbie's desk. “I'm Laura Seddington, umm, Maxine said I was wanted here.”

 

“Ahh, Laura!” exclaimed the man, jumping up. He looked to be in his fifties and his hair was turning a distinguished salt and pepper grey which blended nicely with his dove grey suit. “Come in, come in. I don't think we've met before. I'm Joseph Carlton.”

 

He leaned over the desk to shake my hand then told me to sit down. He was very polite but he said it in a way that suggested he'd be highly displeased if I didn't, so I did. 

 

“Umm, hello,” I said with a weak smile. I was feeling very confused and wondered where Robbie was.

 

“That's a magnificent shiner you have there,” he said, sitting down as though he owned the place. “Does it hurt?”

 

“Only when I poke it,” I said, putting my hand to my face.

 

“Quite,” he said with a sympathetic chuckle. “Now I expect you're wondering who I am, aren't you?”

 

“Well, yes,” I said.

 

“I own Brahman Plaza,” he said, sitting back comfortably. I remained where I was, perched uncomfortably on the edge of the chair. “Or at least my company does and I own the company, along with a number of other shopping malls, office blocks, two hotels and so forth.”

 

“Oh yes,” I said and tentatively smiled again. I wished I'd brushed my hair before coming over but it was too late now. I wondered how rich he was.

 

“Don't worry,” he said beaming at me, “you're not in trouble. In fact, I'm here to thank you for single handedly breaking up three major criminal operations being run from Brahman Plaza. Splendid job, absolutely splendid.”

 

“Umm, thank you,” I said feeling my face starting to go red. Three? I thought it was only two but never mind.

 

“The police tell me they're still pursuing their enquiries and it may well be some months before formal charges are laid,” he said, picking up a piece of paper from the desk, “but there are a few things I would like to discuss with you now, if that's all right with you?”

 

“Umm, certainly,” I said. I wanted to say Mr … but for the life of me I couldn't remember his name.

 

“Firstly, however, I need to bring you up to date on the situation here,” he said and his face changed in a subtle way. He was still smiling but something had crept into his eyes. “I confess I was absolutely furious when I heard, which is why I got the first flight up from Sydney this morning. It is an appalling reflection on Brahman Plaza to be the centre of such operations and over such an extended period. According to the Police the scamming operation has been running for at least the past eighteen months and the others for a number of years. Therefore, and with immediate effect, I have dismissed John McAuley and Greg Townsend for their negligence in failing to identify and end such activities. I have also terminated Robert Argyle as Manager for failures in oversight of the security staff.”

 

“Jesus!” I thought but managed not to say it although my mouth dropped open.

 

“I have also given a formal warning to Aaron Rothwell for his failures in the oversight of the Internet kiosk,” said Joseph. He looked sharply at me. “Aaron claims that he implemented monitoring of the kiosk immediately after being so advised by you. Is that correct?”

 

“Oh,” I said, taken by surprise. “Umm, yes. He did implement it pretty quickly although I didn't advise him, I only asked if it was possible.”

 

“Well, that's a point in his favour,” said Joseph, “although he should have thought of it himself. I've also spoken with each member of the Management Team individually and put them on notice that standards must be improved. They've been very lax. Very lax indeed.”

 

“Well, that explains the atmosphere,” I thought. “Jesus, Mac and Greg have been sacked?”

 

I couldn't think of anything appropriate to say though so I didn't say anything. I just looked serious and played nervously with the corner of my Hi Vis jacket.

 

“Just because this is a rural mall does not mean complacency is acceptable,” continued Joseph in a quiet but forceful voice. “The ramifications, both financial and legal, could potentially be extreme. We could even be accused of complicity in permitting these crimes to continue and the fact that they have been uncovered is entirely down to you.”

 

I was about to protest but I remembered Mac and Greg's refusal to be involved in the monitoring of the Internet kiosk. Surely though, if they'd been involved, they'd have warned Damian?

 

“How long have you been with us, Laura?” asked Joseph suddenly.

 

“Oh, gosh, only a few weeks,” I said, caught off guard.

 

“Five weeks,” he said, glancing at another piece of paper. “A pretty solid achievement here, I think. The question now is how to move forward. I propose, by way of thanks, to give you a performance bonus of, shall we say, $5000? Is that acceptable to you?”

 

“What?” I exclaimed, caught completely unawares. It had never occurred to me there would be any sort of bonus as this was my job.

 

“You're right,” he said with a frown. “I'm being niggardly. $10,000 is much more appropriate.”

 

“Ten thou …? Um, thank you, thank you very much,” I said in disbelief. $10000? Holy shit!

 

“I'll get Serena to ensure that's paid immediately,” he said, scribbling something down. “If not today then tomorrow. Now to security matters. With the departure of the other two you are now our only Security Operative. In view of your dedication and commitment,” and he gestured to my eye, “I would like to offer you the post of Head of Security. Your first task will, naturally, be to recruit new staff and bring the department up to full strength. I am also authorising the increase in staffing to four so that two guards will be on duty after dark. We don't want any further assaults. Are you in agreement?”

 

“I'm sorry, what?” I said. “You want me to be Head of Security?”

 

“Yes,” said Joseph looking puzzled. He no doubt wondered what part of what he'd been saying was unclear. “You do want a promotion, don't you?”

 

“Yes,” I said, never having had a promotion before, unless you counted going from lunchtime bar staff to evening bar staff. “Thank you.”

 

“Good,” he said, beaming again now that he'd got his own way. “We'll make that with immediate effect as well.”

 

He paused then got a slim cigarette case from an inside pocket and opened it. I hoped he was going to offer me one as I was in dire need of some calming nicotine but it was not to be. He gave me a business card instead.

 

“I'll be recruiting a new Manager, of course,” he said as I turned the card over and over agitatedly, “but it will take a few weeks. In the meantime I will be taking over the day to day management of the Plaza although, sadly, I will be spending much of my time in Sydney. If you run into any difficulties, call or email me. The details are on my card. It might even be an idea for you to come down to Sydney and see how a major shopping mall is run. You can stay at one of my hotels, of course.”

 

“That's probably a good idea,” I said. “I don't have a lot of experience.”

 

“Quite, my dear, quite,” he said. “And perhaps we could have dinner together while you're down.”

 

“Umm, perhaps,” I said, my alarm bells beginning to ring. “I'd have to discuss that with my partner though. He's a policeman.”

 

“Oh yes?” said Joseph disinterestedly. “Now, to other matters. Yes? What is it?”

 

“Excuse me, Mr Carlton,” said Margot, the Plaza's Liaison Manager. I twisted round to look at her as she was normally a gruff no nonsense sort of person but she sounded very nervous and subservient. “The Premiere's Press Secretary has just got back to me. She said Friday is manageable.”

 

“Ahh, excellent,” said Joseph and dismissed her. “Now, Laura, Margot's prepared a Press Release which is going out as we speak and there'll be a press briefing at 5pm. You'll need to be there, of course, as you are the primary focus of the briefing. We want to minimise the nature of the criminal activities as far as is possible, you understand.”

 

“Ah,” I said suddenly nervous again. “Umm …”

 

“And as you just heard,” he continued, blithely ignoring my interruption, “the Premiere is re-arranging her schedule so your meeting with her will now be on Friday. Typical bloody politician, trying to cash in on your moment of glory but there it is. Good publicity for Brahman Plaza, either way. Hopefully your eye won't have faded by then, makes for a good human interest story and should have a strong impact in the local community. Excellent,” and he tapped the desk enthusiastically. “Any questions?”

 

“Umm, do I really have to …” I started.

 

“No? Good.” he continued. “Now, I don't think there's anything else, so if you'll excuse me?”

 

“Oh,” I said, realising I'd been dismissed. I got up and he showed me to the door.

 

“Don't forget to let me know when you intend to come down to Sydney,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “Lovely to have met you and I'm sure we'll see a lot more of each other in the future. Ask Serena to come in, would you?”

 

“Yes, Mr Carlton,” I said meekly, Margot having reminded me of his name.

 

I stuck my head around Serena's door and said “he wants to see you,” then managed to find my way out into the concourse again with my head spinning and an overwhelming desire to run away and hide or throw up or something.

 

* * *

 

I half woke when Matthew climbed into bed and snuggled up against him with his arms around me feeling very safe and protected. I woke up at my usual time and stayed in bed for a while, propped up on my elbow, just watching him breathe as he slept. Then I got up, made some coffee and sat outside fretting.

 

“Oh there you are,” he said some while later. He was standing in the doorway of the caravan in just his undies, scratching the top of his thigh. He yawned.

 

“Sorry,” I said, scrambling to get up. “Did I wake you?”

 

“Nah,” he said. “I just woke up and you weren't there so I came to find you.”

 

“I'll make you some coffee,” I said, sliding round him and running my hand over his skin at the same time. Shivers went up and down my spine but I managed to control myself. “Can I talk to you when you've woken up properly?”

 

“Sure,” he said, following me inside. We had a quick cuddle then he went to shower. I took our coffees outside and waited for him.

 

“So what do you want to talk about?” he asked when he returned. He'd put on a pair of shorts but was bare chested which was brave of him but then, he didn't know the effect that had on me.

 

“Oh, it can wait,” I said, not sure I really wanted to talk to him about it. “Tell me what's happening with the Op Shop thing.”

 

“Can't say as I really know,” said Matthew, sitting next to me with his leg and shoulder against mine. “Brisbane have taken over but forensics have identified what was in the box. It was lithium.”

 

“Lithium?” I said frowning. “What's that?”

 

“It's a metal,” he said. “Apparently it's the lightest of all metals, a little over half the weight of water which is why the box was so light.”

 

“Is it valuable?” I asked.

 

“Yes and no,” he said. “That's where it gets interesting. We're still a long way off finishing our enquiries but it looks like the guy who owned Cell Talk also owned a number of other mobile phone outlets up and down the East coast. He and some others we're still trying to track down were smuggling in lithium from Chile and your Rhod from the Op Shop was handling the payments to the suppliers.”

 

“Why would they be smuggling lithium?” I asked. 

 

“Ahh, turns out lithium is the main component of mobile phone batteries,” said Matt. “What they were doing was taking the batteries out of new mobile phones and replacing them with poor quality batteries they'd made themselves from the smuggled lithium then selling the new batteries as replacements on eBay. They were also getting hold of batteries dumped for recycling and reworking them for sale as well. Doesn't seem much but when you multiply that by a few million batteries it adds up, especially as their home made batteries don't last long so they get replaced more often and Samsung and the rest get the blame. Petty good scam really but they were ambitious and were starting to move into car batteries, you know, for electric cars and trucks which need a hell of a lot of lithium.”

 

I pondered this for a while.

 

“So how was Rhod involved?” I asked.

 

“Ahh, now he's the main villain,” said Matt. “At first we just thought he was handling the payments for the lithium but, from what I'm hearing, the deeper we enquire the more pies we find he had his fingers in. Pretty much anything stolen or smuggled in or out of Queensland and New South Wales he was handling the money laundering.”

 

“How on Earth do you launder money with an Op Shop?” I asked, fascinated. “Nothing in there was more than a few dollars.”

 

“That's the clever part,” he said. “He specialised in mid priced art works, usually stolen but sometime bought at auction in Sydney or Melbourne. He stayed in the 20 to 40,000 dollar bracket so very little investigating was done. A Van Gogh or a Rembrandt now, that gets the art markets excited and the cops investigating but something fairly low priced? No, no one has the time. The insurance pays out and the art's forgotten about.”

 

“I still don't get it,” I said. “How do you launder money with art?”

 

“That's the cute part,” said Matt, after a gulp of coffee. “Rhod would get some nice piece of art worth, say $30,000, and sell it through the Op Shop for, say, $10. The buyer would then take it to America or wherever along with a receipt from the perfectly legitimate Op Shop to show they paid ten bucks for it. Customs wouldn't worry because they'd assume it was a cheap reproduction and because it was only $10 there'd be no import duties either. Then the art would find its way into private hands or maybe go for auction again at its market value. Thirty grand leaves Australia and pops up somewhere else and no one is the wiser.”

 

“Jesus,” I said, amazed at the simplicity of the scheme. “No wonder he would never sell me any of them.”

 

“He'd been doing this for years,” said Matt, scratching his chest. “Then he got friendly with the phone guy and they hatched up the smuggling scheme. They've admitted they had three different pickup points for the lithium so it was pretty lucky that you stumbled on one of them. Anyway, it's early days yet but it looks like the Op Shop was set up at least ten years ago for the sole purpose of laundering money for anyone who needed their laundry doing.”

 

“And all of it under the noses of Mac and Greg” I thought. “No wonder Joseph was furious.”

 

“Yeah, just my luck, hey,” I said sourly. 

 

“What's wrong?” he asked.

 

I told him all about the promotion and the bonus and he just stared at me with wide eyes.

 

“Jesus!” he exclaimed. “You should be over the moon! That's awesome!”

 

“I know,” I said sadly, “but I'm not.”

 

“Ahh,” he said quietly. “Every silver lining's got a cloud. What's yours?”

 

I didn't answer for a while. I just watched the cows and smoked.

 

“You're a copper,” I said eventually, “and you must have been in some nasty situations over the years. How do you cope?”

 

“What do you mean?” he asked, stroking my leg.

 

“I mean, umm, if something nasty happens,” I said, “how do you go back afterwards and carry on like nothing happened.”

 

“Ohh,” he said nodding. “Well, we do have a lot of support and counselling available and we're trained as well. Quite a few can't handle it, get PTSD and quit. Are you having nightmares?”

 

“I have had some dreams,” I admitted, “but that's not it. Promise you won't laugh at me or say anything like 'you're only a woman' or something stupid like that.”

 

“I promise,” he said, taking my hand and looking concernedly at me. “Is it that thing last Friday?”

 

“Probably,” I said, squeezing his hand. “Only I was walking through the Plaza yesterday and some kid jumped out from behind a rack at Spendless Shoes. He was only nine or ten but he was wearing a cowboy outfit and he tried to shoot me with his toy gun. It was just a kid playing but it freaked me out and I screamed. His mum was all worried and everything but after I apologised for screaming I went and cried in the toilets for, like, twenty minutes. Then I had to go and do some bloody press conference and totally ballsed that up.” I sighed and dumped my dog end in my coffee mug. “I was so excited when I got this job and it's been really wonderful. I've loved every minute of it. Even the weirdos were fun and I was having a great time then those bloody bastards …” I stopped as the tears started to well up. Matthew put his arms around me and hugged me tightly.

 

“Thanks,” I said. “Umm, I know it sounds stupid compared with what you do but I think I've lost my nerve. And I've got this effing thing with the bloody Premiere tomorrow and that's freaking me out as well. And no one'll talk to me. They blame me for everyone getting sacked.”

 

“Sod 'em,” he said pragmatically. “They'll get over it and that thing with the Premiere'll be over with tomorrow and she won't want you hanging round and upstaging her and by the sound of it, it can't go much worse than the press conference. It's a bugger all right when you lose your nerve, though, I've seen it happen. Might come back, might not, you never know. Do you want to be Head of Security?”

 

“No,” I said emphatically. “I've only been doing this for five weeks and I have no experience and sod all idea of what I'm doing. I've been pretty lucky that nothing particularly serious has happened, or at least hadn't until Friday.”

 

“And it won't really matter if they bring in someone else and you stay where you are,” said Matthew. “Maybe another job?”

 

“I have no skills,” I said, shrugging. “A useless degree and eighteen years of mothering, that's about it. And I'll probably have to move out of here.”

 

“How come?” he asked.

 

“Jake's coming out of hospital tomorrow,” I said, picking at some blades of grass. “I know he said I could stay here as long as I want but he's old and he's had a heart attack. He may not live much longer and the place will be sold or something.”

 

“Hmm,” said Matt. “It's a bugger, isn't it.”

 

“I know,” I said. “They say that most men lead lives of quiet despair. I'm beginning to think women do too. Oh, damn, I was going to make you some breakfast. Do you want some breakfast? I've got some bacon and eggs. I could do you a fried egg and bacon sandwich or something.”

 

“That would be lovely,” he said. “Thank you.”

 

“Can't have you fading away,” I said leaning over to get a kiss and running my hand over his chest. “You need all the energy you can get.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me in for another kiss.

 

“Hurry back,” he said grinning. “Then we can put all that extra energy to good use.”

 

I undercooked the eggs a little and the bacon was way off being crispy as I was in a hurry to get back but he didn't seem to mind a bit of yolk running over his fingers.

 

“I was thinking yesterday,” he said, licking some of the yolk off. “My boat isn't really big enough for running tours. Can't get many people in it and even fewer if they're overnight tours. I was thinking of maybe selling the boat and extending the mortgage on the house to buy a bigger boat. One that's better equipped for tour groups.”

 

“Well that makes sense,” I said. “Not that I know anything about the boat business. I've never even been on a ferry before although I nearly did take up scuba diving.”

 

“Scuba diving?” said Matt, looking sideways at me.

 

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “Pretty stupid, huh. Anyway, back in Uni I joined the scuba club then went and got pregnant. I only ever did the first lesson.”

 

“So how did it go?” he asked, putting down the rest of his half eaten sandwich.

 

“Actually it was pretty cool,” I said, lighting another cigarette. “I had no trouble with the breathing stuff and seemed to go all right in the swimming pool. I'm sure I would have qualified if I'd carried on with it but I didn't want to take the risk.”

 

“Yeah, I can understand that,” he said. “Umm, hey, I've, ahh, had another idea.”

 

“What's that?” I asked, an idea of my own slowly forming.

 

“How about you take up scuba diving again?” he said.

 

“And we could run scuba diving tours,” I said excitedly.

 

“It'd be another pathway,” he said.

 

“But it would be a bugger to find somewhere to live,” I said, coming back down to Earth. “I couldn't find anywhere to rent with a steady job, so how am I going to find anywhere when I'm not working?”

 

“Hmm,” said Matt. He thought for a few moments while I fantasised about moving into his house with him. “You like this caravan, don't you.”

 

“I love it,” I said. “I've had it up to here with pokey little houses on run down estates.”

 

“Yeah, that's what I thought,” he said. “Umm, you could always move in with me but I've got a pokey little house on a run down estate.”

 

“I was joking,” I said quickly. “I love pokey little houses. They've got character.”

 

“Yeah, right,” he said. “How about I sell the house and use that money to buy a tour boat and we live on my old boat. It'll be like the caravan, only bigger.”

 

“Oh, I couldn't asked you to do that with your house,” I said screaming “Do it! Do it!” in my head.

 

“Pah, it's got a lot of bad memories anyway,” he said. “Goodbye to bad rubbish, is what I say.”

 

“So you're actually asking me to move in with you?” I asked, wanting to be very clear on this point.

 

“Yes, I suppose I actually am,” he said with a nervous grin.

 

“Then I suppose I actually better should,” I said, my heart clogging my throat.

 

“That's actually pretty bloody wonderful,” he said. “And quit your job while you're at it. We'll be a partnership.”

 

“Are you serious?” I asked.

 

“Never been more so,” he said matching my seriousness. “You can do your scuba stuff while I work off my notice then we'll thumb our noses to the lot of them. Hand in your notice now.”

 

“I love you,” I said seriously, staring him in the eyes.

 

“I love you too,” he said, not looking away. “Ring 'em.”

 

We had a long hug then I hurried inside the caravan to find Joseph's card. He wouldn't be too pleased but at least I wouldn't have to have dinner with him in some hotel in Sydney, which was something I hadn't mentioned to Matt yet.

 

“Oh!” I called from inside. “What's the name of your boat? You haven't told me yet.”

 

“I hope you like it,” he said coming inside the caravan. “It's L'Aura L'Avventura which means the aura of adventure in Italian. I wanted to name her after you but not be too obvious about it and you're part Italian, aren't you?”

 

“Only a little but I love it,” I said happily, wondering if my auras were changing colour. “Let me make this bloody phone call then the adventure can really begin.”
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