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Prologue


Melbourne, Australia


March 31, 2016

Sitting anxiously in the driver’s seat, Brian Monroe gripped the steering wheel with both hands and let out an involuntary shiver. A storm front swept through the city earlier in the afternoon. The brief squall cleared the air and cleansed the streets, leaving in its wake a cloudless sky and a brisk evening.


	Can I turn on the heater?



The older man in the passenger seat turned slowly to the driver, his piercing glare the only response.


	I guess that’s a no.



Brian nestled back into the cold leather seat and surveyed the dashboard. He’d stolen the late-model Volkswagen Jetta that morning from the Northland Shopping Centre parking lot. Then swapped out the registration plates with those of an abandoned vehicle at his cousin’s scrap metal yard. He was impressed with the styling of the German vehicle, it didn’t have the power of the Holden Caprice he’d lifted earlier in the week, but the handling was smooth and responsive. He thought it a waste knowing he’d have to torch it after the job, but better safe than sorry.

Nine o’clock and the Thursday evening traffic was light on Johnston Street. A smattering of parked cars lined the street outside Abbotsford’s Yarra Hotel. Inside, a raucous band entertained the small crowd. From their vantage point across the road, the sound was muffled. Just a low-pitched hum from the bass guitar and the soft thud of a drum kit seeped into the cabin to break the silence. Occasionally, when the front doors swung open, above the music and crowd noise, they could make out some of the vocals.

Their target entered the bar a little over two hours ago. A tall, thin, young man. Collar-length brown hair. Casually dressed in blue jeans and a black leather jacket. A perfect match for the man in the photo squirreled away in the glove compartment.

They now waited impatiently for him to depart.

***

Steve Slattery slunk into his twelfth-floor office. At the side of his desk, he dropped his battered leather briefcase to the floor. Then collapsed his wiry 178-centimetre frame into the high-backed leather chair behind it. For the acting chief commissioner of the Victoria Police Force, it was another far too early start to the workday. At least, it being a Friday, the prospect of a peaceful weekend away from it all beckoned alluringly.

He also thought acting an accurate description of his current role. An imposter. A man wishing to be anywhere than where he found himself. Slattery presumed he’d be able to survive the ordeal relatively unscathed until one morning he awoke, peered wearily into his bathroom mirror, and a stranger stared back. The lines on his face grew deeper and longer by the day. Lines deeply etched, reading like a road map of his life.

He hadn’t gained weight like many blokes his age, but as the final kilometres of middle-age disappeared in the rear-view mirror and the road ahead angled down sharply towards the valley of old-age, he knew someone, somewhere, was playing fast and loose with the laws of gravity. Skin and muscle were losing the battle against time. Even his once taut, rosy, cheeks had turned an appalling shade of grey and begun a slow migration southward.


	Jowls!



He’d moaned.


	I’m getting bloody jowls!



Lamentably, he’d become an “in his day” man. He’d been: handsome, a decent club-cricketer and a bloody good detective in his day.

The chief commissioner retired at the end of December, and for the past three months, Slattery had struggled mightily to keep the behemoth that was the Victoria Police Force afloat until the Premier selected a full-time replacement. As the former chief’s deputy, this should’ve been the opportunity of a lifetime. A chance to prove himself. To snatch the brass ring enticingly dangled before his eyes. To prove to the politicians he had the mettle to succeed and was more than up to the task. He lacked just one essential ingredient – ambition.

Thankfully, he’d been sheltered from much of the day-to-day political minutiae by his good friend, the now retired Chief Lay, allowing him to do what he did best, lead his men in his inimitable hands-on style. There was no guarantee the new Chief would maintain the status quo.

He would celebrate his 60th birthday this September. The force his life for the past 40 years. But as the days passed, trading in his office for his bungalow down at Rye became a more and more enticing proposition. He could feel it in his bones that the time to move drew near. The fire in his belly no longer sufficient to power the engine of commitment. Though not a messy divorce, no bitterness, more like a long-held passion that no longer responded to nurturing and had died on the vine.

Slattery dreamt of having nothing to do all day but dig his toes into the soft sand, a good book by his side and just the rousing crash of surf meeting shore followed by the soothing hiss of its retreat to invade the silence. Then, of an evening, as seagulls foraged for their dinner amongst the shallows and rock pools, walk the trails along the coast; winding his way through the sand dunes dotted with spinifex and tea tree. To Pirates Bay, twenty minutes to the north-west, where the waves crashed violently against the rocky outcrops. Or the same distance to the south-east and St Andrews beach, where the surf approached the shore with far less anger.

He sensed the aroma of lamb chops searing on the barbecue, the pop and crackle of fat dropping onto the fire. Imagine the vegetables softening and turning ever so slightly translucent as he sautéed them off to the side. And taste the fruity, pungent, tones of an elegant Munari Shiraz.

No meetings to attend, budget reports to prepare, personnel issues to quell, or the need to kowtow to pampered politicians. The cumulative effect of all that bullshit, he knew, was slowly transforming his brain into something resembling chocolate pudding. Hell, if he wished – a man could dream – not even a computer or mobile phone in sight.

Nirvana.

***

Brian checked his watch, 10:30 turned to 10:31 and he grew ever more impatient. His fingers beat out a steady tattoo on the steering wheel to a tune only he could hear. He craved the adrenaline rush of his chosen profession; however, he bemoaned, the monotonous waiting game he often endured was for the birds.


	How much longer do you reckon?



Again, the icy stare.


	As long as it takes, just be ready when I say go.



As instructed, he’d collected his passenger that morning from outside The Blarney Stone Hotel. Just minutes, ironically, from where they now sat. Brian mused, the dozen words the old bloke just uttered were the most he’d gotten out of him the entire day. He’d been his driver on another job earlier in the week, but the old bastard – as Brian considered him – acted as if they’d never met. Brian bristled at the lack of manners; no name offered, no small talk, just spitting out orders in that butchered Irish accent of his.

He turned away from the slight man in the passenger seat and concentrated his attention on the pub across the road, looking into those wild eyes for too long did strange things to his guts. The older man was short and wiry, not an ounce of fat to be found. His thin mousy-brown hair shot out at various angles like he’d played chicken with an electrical socket and his eyes were just this side of the boundary line from being bat-shit crazy. And judging from the sickly pallor of his skin, it appeared he spent a lot of his time inside, the kind where you can’t go outside anytime you wish.

Brian had given it some thought over the past week and if he had to guess, decided the old man looked like that bloke in the movies: What was his name? He was in Fargo, played the crazy bastard that stuck people in the wood chipper. Steve… something. It would come to him sooner or later. No, “Steve” wasn’t the type of bloke he’d want to have a beer with, but this was work, they’d a job to do, and none of the niceties mattered.

***

Slattery smiled at the prospect of being “electronics free”, until the sight of the blank monitor on his desk dragged him back to reality. He punched the power button, leant back in his chair and stared out the window to the city below. It was the beginning of another gorgeous Melbourne day, an endless blue sky above, wisps of high white clouds off on the horizon. The northern suburbs spread out like a tapestry before disappearing below the horizon. The perky Channel 7 weather girl on last night’s news promised a high of 24 Celsius. Summer may be over, yet autumn was in no hurry to make an appearance.

The rising sun still hid behind the buildings on Spencer Street. Yet below, Victoria Harbour, Etihad Stadium and the Southern Cross train station were streaked with intermittent bands of sunlight winkling their way through the canyons of concrete and steel. The hustle and bustle of the awakening city were mute to him, only the hum of the central air-conditioning system and the computer’s hard drive broke the silence.

Slattery had only himself to blame for his current dilemma. His fatal flaw? He was good at his job and couldn’t say no to a superior. At age 24, after just four years as a constable, he became one of the youngest homicide detectives in the history of the force. For the next 23 years, he worked homicide, then in 2003 was tapped on the shoulder to join Taskforce Purana. Slattery spent the next five years investigating, and bringing to justice, several high-profile gangland figures. His strong work ethic, and unimpeachable integrity didn’t go unnoticed. His appointment to assistant commissioner soon followed, culminating in the deputy chief position in 2012.

However, the higher he climbed, the more political his role became. And his rancour grew. In his mind, he was no longer a cop. Just another paper-pusher. An administrative flunky.

The streets were his true love. He could still remember his first homicide case, the Mitak case, and the thrill of the chase. Of course, it was one of the more sensational crimes of the past few decades. Threatening, for a time, to expand into a full blown civil war between Croatian and Serbian gangs on the streets of Melbourne. Five murders in all before they were able to extinguish the flames.

***

Brian straightened in his seat, clutching the steering wheel to pull himself forward. Across the road, the front door of the Yarra Hotel swung open, and three patrons stepped out. Two young women stood on the kerb facing each other as one dug desperately in her purse, but Brian’s attention was elsewhere. The third, a male, turned away from the females and began walking briskly along Johnston Street.


	There he is.



The young man wearing jeans and a black leather jacket, collar raised against the chill, quickly headed in the opposite direction away from the Jetta. A passing Silver Top Taxi momentarily blocked their view, but even from 50 metres, they were sure they had their man.

Brian rubbed his hands together before blowing into them to generate some warmth, then slipped the gear shift into drive.

The older man slowly arose from his trance, stretched out his neck first to the left then the right and sat forward in his seat. Now fully engaged and ready for the hunt to begin.

Brian eased the Volkswagen Jetta out of the parking spot and merged into traffic just as the young man in the black leather jacket crossed Johnston Street 120 metres ahead.

“Steve” rubbed both palms back and forth over his thighs.


	Looks like he’s going back to his car. Perfect. Easy now, give him some space.



Out of the corner of his eye, Brian watched “Steve” come to life, like a bloodhound roused into duty, tracking the scent of his prey.

***

Slattery turned away from the city vista to face his computer screen. He hunted and pecked his way through three password prompts before being able to stare at the inbox of his internal email system. The depressing sight of 238 new messages greeted him. He stared for a moment, sighed, then swivelled 180 degrees in his chair. He selected a CD from the stack on his credenza – Van Morrison’s Moondance – and popped it into his disc player. Anything to delay the inevitable. He paused to let Morrison begin telling his tale about a county fair before spinning back around to face the other music. An idea flashed through his mind to set up a new task force to uncover the devious bastards that, apparently, got paid per email. A vision of bureaucrats pacing to and fro at busy intersections throughout the city wearing signs that read “I’m a serial emailer” brightened his morning.

But what was he to expect? Over 17,000 officers and civilian personnel made up the Victoria Police department. Three hundred plus stations throughout the State with an annual budget of over $2.5 billion. And, for the present, it all flowed up to his desk. He wondered, wasn’t shit supposed to flow in the other direction? Thankfully, the general public didn’t have access to his internal email address. After multiple screenings, and with the vast majority delegated out to other departments, only those requiring his attention were tagged with a priority designation and redirected to his inbox. Around 70 of these, mercifully none bearing the moniker “high priority”, now stared back at him. Which is precisely where, he mused, they would remain for another day or two.

Among the remainder, based on the sender’s address, the majority were from internal departments. Those with requisition requests attached, he forwarded to his assistant so she could sort the chaff from the wheat. Like a salmon swimming upstream, he was slowly making progress, but even still, more than 100 remained.

Slattery performed another sort to highlight State government addresses. He sighed deeply, the 68 emails from state parliamentarians could wait until after lunch. It wasn’t healthy to read those on an empty stomach. He reflected on how many: speeding, parking, drug possession, shoplifting, driving while intoxicated, public intoxication – you name it – cases would he be asked to “take care of” for someone’s little prince or princess this week?

***

With some warmth restored to his hands, the older man pulled the Walther PPX 9mm from his pocket, screwed on the Octane 45 silencer he’d drawn from his other pocket and pulled back on the slide. His employers supplied him with the weapon earlier in the week after they’d agreed upon a price for his services. Although “agreed” was superfluous, Sean Costello – the driver needn’t know his name – wasn’t doing it for the money. Since Sean was knee-high to his granddad, this line of work was destined to be his calling. When his employers snapped their fingers, Sean, the ever-faithful, quickly came running.

As the Jetta inched forward along Johnston Street, Sean rested the matte black weapon on his thigh and gently caressed the safety catch with his index finger.

The young man in the leather jacket, hands thrust deep into his pockets, turned the corner, left, into Rich Street. Sean had no idea what the young man had done to piss off his employer, but it mattered little. It was enough to know an order had been issued and being the ever-obedient good soldier; Sean would see it through.


	Let me out at the corner and be ready. I’ll take him as he unlocks his door.



Brian slowed to a crawl as he turned the corner and the older man – Steve Buscemi, yeah, that was the name of the actor. It finally popped into his mind – was out of the vehicle and stalking his target.

The young man in the black leather jacket stopped beside the front bumper of a Holden Commodore station wagon parked under a towering elm and withdrew a set of keys from his pocket. Holding the key ring up to what little light was available, he searched for the correct key.

***

Slattery was very careful to whom he gave his internal email address, so the @auscom.net.au address stuck out amongst the remaining messages like the proverbial sore thumb.

craig.walters@auscom.net.au

The name rang a bell. Where had he heard that name before? Slattery opened the email looking for another clue to jog his memory.


Chief Slattery,

I’m hoping you will remember me. We met recently at La Trobe University when you spoke before the graduating class of Finance majors. I introduced myself after your presentation and mentioned that we shared a mutual friend/relative. Years ago, you were good friends with my great-uncle, Bert Walters.



Bert Walters.

For Slattery, the memories came flooding back. As a rookie detective, he’d resided at a small one-bedroom flat in Northcote where Bert was his neighbour and, over time, became a close friend. Bert, as he recalled, had also been close with one of the victims in the Mitak case. Slattery reflected, what a strange coincidence, and what a good bloke. He fondly remembered Bert as being quite the character.

Bert passed away in ‘94 or ’95, if his memory served correctly, and he met Bert’s brother, Les, at the funeral. Les and his wife only just moving back to Melbourne after spending eight years in Brisbane. He and Les continued to meet occasionally for a beer but having little in common other than the deceased Bert, eventually lost contact. On the day of Bert’s funeral, he vaguely recalled being introduced to Les’ son and daughter-in-law. Attached to her hip was a young two-year-old named Craig.

This past December he’d spoken to one of the graduating classes at La Trobe. Afterward, a tall, shy, kid approached and introduced himself. When he discovered it was Les’ grandson, Bert’s great-nephew, he was only too happy to sit down for a chat. Over scones and a latte, he heard how Craig’s grandfather, Les, passed away in 2000. Les’ son – Craig’s father – died in a car crash the same year. And, more recently, his mother had been hospitalised with a terminal illness. The poor kid had had it rough, he mused, so he left him his business card and an assurance that if he could ever help to get in contact.

***

Sean Costello closed to within 20 metres and released the safety. The pathway remained deserted. Street lights overhead, diffused by the elm’s thick canopy, barely penetrated the deep shadows.

As the young man paused to select a key, Sean stepped up behind him and from less than five metres squeezed the trigger. Two nine-millimetre slugs found their mark at the base of the young man’s skull; his lifeless body crumpled to the ground with barely a sound. Blood and skull fragments splattered the side of the Holden and the trunk of an elm tree. A small trail of blood seeped from beneath the man’s head and filled the cracks between the bluestones lining the gutter.

Sean had not even needed to break stride.

***

Slattery continued reading.


I hate to impose, but I don’t know where else to turn. I thought of going directly to the local police station, but I was afraid of not being taken seriously.

I’ve uncovered a conspiracy rising to the highest levels of power in the State, and I’ve attached documents to this email to prove I am not crazy. I trust you will take this matter seriously. The attachments will reveal all.

Sincerely,

Craig Walters

P.S. I know that I’m in imminent danger. I’m being followed and need protection. They’ve already killed one man. If you’re unable to contact me over the coming days, then I will have suffered the same fate.



Slattery re-read the message before clicking on the first attachment. He briefly scanned the first document before opening the next. His eyes glued to the screen, all peripheral vision extinguished, finding it hard to believe what he was reading. Despite the air-conditioning in his office, he felt a cold sweat prickling his scalp.

***

Brian heard the faint report of two pistol shots from three car lengths away, the sound similar to the firing of a nail gun on a distant building site. He pumped the accelerator and sped forward. The older man with the wild eyes stepped out into the street from between two parked cars. He slowed just enough for the man – who looked uncannily like Steve Buscemi – to climb in the passenger side. Before the passenger door swung shut, Brian had turned left into Turner Street and was picking up speed.

As they sped past the gutted shell of the Victoria Park football ground, Brian marvelled at the simplicity of the job. Beside him, “Steve” spoke not a word as he retrieved the envelope from the glove compartment and slipped it into his coat pocket. Inside, a photo of their now deceased target; a young man by the name of Craig Walters.

***

Slattery’s hand trembled as he clicked the mouse to open the next document. The final lines of the email still ringing in his head.


… If you’re unable to contact me over the coming days, then I will have suffered the same fate.



The shaking showed no signs of abating as he reached for the phone. Slattery called the contact number for Craig Walters listed in the email. An automated voice told him the number was out of service. He disconnected the line and tried again; the same result.

A ceiling tile in the middle of his office sat slightly askew. Slattery began to process the ramifications of the email as his eyes bored into the offset tile. The final strains of Into the Mystic faded from the speakers as the embryonic beginnings of a plan began to form.

He paused a moment to take a deep breath. It had the desired effect of quelling the tremor in his voice but did nothing to restore his sense of calm. He lifted the handset a third time.


	Margaret, please hold all my calls. And please get me Commissioner Colvin with the Federal Police on the phone. After that, I’ll need to speak with the Premier. Thank you.


	Yes, sir. And, sir, were you aware of the murder in Abbotsford last night?












Part 1

***





Melbourne, Australia


January 13, 2016


(11 Weeks Earlier)

A howling wind rattled the window beside my bed, and an unearthly shrieking noise rose above the wind. Inside, I was bound up tight and on the verge of suffocating. No matter how I struggled, I could not break my binds. Trapped, sweating profusely, unable to free my arms or legs. My breathing constricted by a thin fabric covering my head. Finally, I was able to break free and sat bolt upright.

I blinked several times to clear my head then surveyed my surroundings. Across the room, Neil Young, also sweating and with his inseparable black Gibson slung low, stared back. Rather, a framed poster of Neil Young hanging from the wall of my bedroom. A souvenir from a show he’d played at Rod Laver Arena a few years back. The ticket stub from the show, signed, “To Craig, Happy B’Day, Mum” wedged between glass and frame.

Pillows lay scattered near and far – collateral damage – the sheets a tangled mess at my feet. The detritus from another rough night affording little in the way of rest. Warning signs of a harried mind.

I rose from the bed, stretched, then shuffled to the window and peered out through the Venetian blinds. The wind was blowing a gale and the dilapidated clothes hoist in the backyard was spinning around as if either preparing for take-off or bent on qualifying for one of the field events at the Rio Olympics. The shrieking sound it emitted was enough to wake the dead, well, at least me.

The one-bedroom, brick veneer, unit in Alphington I’d leased backed onto the Darebin Parklands. Two other units adjoined mine. One lay empty. In the other, a nocturnal neighbour I’d yet to meet. A copse of blue gums sprouted skyward behind the back fence. On a calm day, it was a most idyllic setting. Today, the scraggly gums swayed precariously. The screeching flock of cockatoos calling the parklands home having fled to safer climes. It was just after seven in the morning and my bedroom window was already warm to the touch. Predicting the weather in Melbourne could be a hit or miss affair, but last night’s forecast on the evening news nailed it. A high of 40 degrees Celsius with winds hitting 50 kph. The gale force winds had already arrived, and the high of 40 wouldn’t be too far behind.

I grabbed my iPod and earbuds from the end-table beside my bed, threw on a pair of running shorts, T-shirt and a pair of socks I dragged from the bottom of my closet, and made my way to the kitchen. Inside the fridge, two bottles of Powerade, a carton of milk, a half-eaten block of cheddar cheese and a bowl of grapes stared back at me. An old cartoon sprung to mind, “when milk goes bad”, and I smiled at the prospect of the milk carton holding a gun trained on an obviously nervous block of cheese, the grapes cowering behind. Mine hadn’t reached that stage, but the warning signs were there. The sparseness of the shelves also reminded me I needed to buy groceries. I grabbed a Powerade and closed the door, leaving the milk to its own devices.

My running shoes sat by the back door, like a faithful dog, waiting patiently to be exercised. On the back step, I sat and slipped them on. I took a long pull from the Powerade bottle, stretched, drank some more, stretched a little further and before the desire to head back to bed became too compelling, headed towards the Parklands Trail.

This part was always the hardest, taking those first few paces. Your legs are raring to go, but your head is full of questions. We’re going to do what? Are you crazy? What in the bloody hell are you thinking? Ignoring the voices, I screwed the earbuds into my ears, set my iPod to shuffle and pressed play. The voice of Bernard Fanning filled my senses singing about a private man, and I fell into a comfortable rhythm with the song’s bass line.

I headed north, into the wind, hoping to make the second half of the run back home easier. Five kilometres along the trail would take me up to and past John Cain Park where I’d turn and head back. Within 500 metres I was a bounding ball of sweat and concluding it’ll be closer to eight kilometres – if I’m lucky – rather than ten today.

After settling into a nice controlled pace, I relaxed and began to enjoy my surroundings. This section of the trail follows the winding banks of the Darebin Creek which flows southward for another four kilometres before emptying into the Yarra River. Willow trees line the banks, and the occasional wattle provides colour. The scent of eucalyptus is strong and thankfully keeps my sweat infused body odour at bay. A small gecko scurries across my path and away to the safety of the thick scrub. It’s barely mid-summer, yet the creek has already been reduced to a mere trickle a few metres wide. But it only takes a day’s heavy rain for it to become a raging torrent threatening its banks. Living so close, I wonder if my flat is in danger of flooding. It never occurred to me to ask the landlord when I moved in at the start of the month. I signed a 12-month lease but, for now, that was far beyond the outer limits of my life plans. I make a mental note to call him later. It slides in behind the dozens of other more important notes stored away in the far recesses of my mind. Wrapped up tight, out of sight, out of mind, where they cause the least amount of pain.

Discarded takeaway cups and wrappers blow past, scurrying by as if in full retreat from an oncoming threat. The blustery wind overnight has littered the trail with broken limbs and long strips of bark, thin like parchment, from the eucalypts. I slow my pace, carefully picking my way through the debris. Twenty minutes into the run, roughly four kilometres from home, the trail crosses Murray Road. The wind has slowed my progress, but I’m long past the days where I care about my pace. No longer in training, a has-been at 23. A hypnotic beat and the smooth falsetto of Dan Kelly courses through my earbuds as I turn for home.

My 23rd birthday passed in December, last month. I celebrated by graduating from La Trobe University with a degree in finance, selling our family home, moving into the unit on Separation Street and placing my mother in a hospice for the terminally ill. Quite the month.

Where do I begin?

***

At eighteen, I’d just passed my final year at Bundoora Secondary College and had the world in front of me, full of piss and vinegar – like most eighteen-year-olds – and believing the entire world lay at my feet. A finance course at La Trobe University awaited, yet the lure of the professional tennis circuit was far greater for a head-strong young lad with delusions of grandeur. I’d had a fair degree of success in the junior ranks and a modicum of success in a few Open tournaments on the country circuit. My coach was gung-ho for me to take the plunge. We both agreed, the sky was the limit.

My mother, begrudgingly, supported my endeavour. She was working at the time in a clerical position for the Catholic Archdiocese of Melbourne. And while she provided the moral support, it was up to me to provide the financial. For the next two years, between tournaments, I worked odd jobs here and there and coached a little to save enough money to travel.

The plan for that first year, laid out by my coach, was to play as many of the futures tournaments around Australia I could squeeze into a tight budget. The hope being to accumulate as many ranking points as possible. Then, with luck, and if I’d managed to save – or win – enough money, mix in an overseas trip or two.

In the world of professional tennis, points equate to ranking. And at the futures level – the lowest of the three stages in men’s tennis – the vision of ranking points on offer is like an oasis in the desert. For most, it remains a mirage. And even if successful, the prize money is lamentable. I laugh when I hear the top players in the world talk of stress. When you already have $40 million in the bank, how stressful can life be? Stress is needing to win a double’s match late on a Saturday so you can cover your week’s hotel bill. Trust me; I’ve been there.

Over the next 12 months, I traversed Australia. From Mildura, north to Bundaberg, Alice Springs, up to Darwin, then a month in Western Australia, finally finishing the year back in Victoria. I learnt a great many things with the experience. But above all, deep down, I’d begun to doubt if I had the elusive “it” to be a success.

Mental strength is a perplexing skill; to forge ahead with confidence in the face of mounting adversity. The ability to shut out the negative and focus on the positive is one I never fully mastered. It takes a special type of person to make it on the circuit, especially when 800 players in the world have virtually identical games. So, what trick of fate determines who breaks free of the pack? I’ve heard insanity described as doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result. That perfectly sums up most of the journeymen on tour. Plugging away for years thinking their big break is just the next tournament away, for the vast majority it is a dream forever unfulfilled.

At my coach’s urging, I embarked once again on the January through March stretch of tournaments in Australia, but inwardly

I’d begun questioning if my heart was really in it. By April, I was at the crossroads in my career, when, out of the blue, I received a scholarship offer from an American University. My coach, sensing which way the wind was blowing, put out some feelers as an option to keep the dream alive. I wasn’t sure how to approach Mum with the news. I wasn’t even sure if I was ready to make the commitment. Leaving Mum all alone would be a tough call to make.

After my dad’s death, it had been just the two of us for the past 16 years. A travelling salesman for a local window manufacturer, he hawked the latest in casement windows to the housewives of Castlemaine, double-hung frames in Dimboola and whatever took their fancy in Wedderburn. Dad’s travels kept him on the road at least five days of every week. So, for me, growing up, he was more an acquaintance than a parent. Someone who woke late on a Saturday. Sat beside me on the couch watching the football or cricket in the afternoon. Went to church with us on Sunday morning, before melting away to his office for the rest of the day. He was gone again by the next morning, usually before I’d made it to the breakfast table.

Driving home late one night from a business trip to Ballarat his company car left the M8, just west of Bacchus Marsh, and collided head-on with a ghost gum. He died instantly. Police investigators, looking for the cause of the accident, found minimal skid marks where the car left the road and blood on the front bumper. No roadkill littered the scene, a wallaby or perhaps a wombat may have been lucky enough to survive and share the tale with their offspring. Not so my old man.

Mum took it all in stride, her faith in God and His ultimate “plan” for each of his children enough of an explanation. I wasn’t too sure about the “plan” and how it related to me, but at seven years of age formulating a counter argument was a little beyond my grasp.

I sat down for breakfast that morning still debating how to broach the scholarship offer. As it turned out, Mum had some news of her own.

In a calm and concise voice, she told me she’d been experiencing some episodes of memory loss.


	The first few times I just put it down to getting older or something like that. I’d misplace my car keys. Forget where I parked when I went to the shop. The girls and I at work just laughed it off. But it has kept getting worse. A few weeks ago, the electric company called to say I’d paid them twice that month. Then the water company called. And the credit card people. So, I decided I’d go see Doctor Parks, just for a check-up.


	And what did he say?


	Well, he wasn’t too sure, so he sent me to see a specialist. Nice young man, think he was Indian. Or was he from Sri Lanka?


	Mum, what did he say?


	I’m getting to that love. Hold your horses. The visit was about a month ago.


	A month? And you’re just now telling me?


	Well, I wanted to wait until all the tests came back. I didn’t want anyone worrying unnecessarily.


	And?


	I saw the lovely Indian or Sri Lankan doctor again yesterday. It seems I have a disease, something called early onset dementia.




The name of the disease meant nothing to me.


	Okay. So, what is that, and how long will it be until you’re better?


	See that’s just it, love. It’s incurable. He says I have two, maybe three, years to live.




Mum turned and put the kettle on the stove, lit the gas beneath and waited for it to boil. I couldn’t believe she was taking this all so calmly. I was speechless. Just like that, a bolt from the blue. What do you say? Granted, we weren’t the closest family in Australia. Mum had her faith, I had my tennis, and we told stories of our day back and forth over meals which neither one of us cared much to hear.

Losing one parent, albeit one I barely knew, and as I grew older one I could barely recall, wasn’t ideal. But having Mother there by my side, a rock in the tough times, someone I could always rely upon, somehow made the loss manageable.

Not having her in my world was, up until that moment, the furthest thing from my mind. I just assumed, foolishly, like a small child yet to learn the harsh realities of life, she would always be there. Knowing, over the years, how much I’d taken her for granted left a knot in my stomach I wasn’t sure how to erase, or if I even deserved to be free of the dull ache within.


	Now love, don’t you go worrying about me. I promise I won’t be a bother. The girls at the church said they’d help out when things get a little hard to manage around the house. Can I get you a cup of tea?



That was Mum, message delivered, cool as a mountain stream and back to the business at hand. A pot of tea doesn’t make itself. Mum turned from the stove with the tea kettle in hand. One large tear crested her eyelid and tumbled slowly down her cheek. Perhaps not as detached from reality as I’d assumed.

Mustering a wan smile, she wiped the side of her mouth with the back of her hand. I stood, took the kettle from her hands and placed it back on the burner. We hugged for the longest time I could ever recall. Her tears left two small wet circles on my T-shirt over my heart.

She lifted her face for just a second as we separated and managed a smile which seemed to say, I’m sorry I’m such a bother.

Taking a step backwards, she smoothed non-existent wrinkles from her apron to gather her composure, and without looking up asked.


	And what was the big news you wanted to tell me?



When her eyes met mine the answer to my decision became abundantly clear.


	Oh… nothing. And I think I’ll pass on that cup of tea right now.



Making my way from the kitchen, I balled up the letter from the university in my left hand and tossed it in the small rubbish bin beside the fridge; not giving the stillborn dream of spending the next four years in America another moment of thought.

Outside, a small fluffy white cloud passed before the sun leaving our street for the briefest of moments in shadow. Two young children kicked a football back and forth on the road. And across the street our neighbour worked on his car’s engine, it’s rough idling the only sound reaching into my room.

Sitting on my bed, I typed early onset dementia into the search bar of my laptop. Scouring the internet, I knew, would help in finding out more about the disease and its effects on the body. Was there no hope? And, going forward, what was in store for the two us? As the search results populated on the screen and I poured over article after article, the lifeline for which I grasped grew ever more distant.

Within an hour I’d discovered enough to know just how quickly and drastically our world would change.

***

Five hundred metres from home, my legs were leaden and my breathing ragged. The lead singer of Bonjah, Glenn Mossop, growled through my earbuds that, ‘the girl had one bullet in the barrel and the other was in her man.’ And I was wishing she’d use the spare shell to put me out of my misery.

I managed the last few metres at a half stumble, came to a faltering stop, and leant against my back gate. Sweat instantly teemed from every pore in my body, as if I’d been doused with a pitcher of seawater. And as if guided by radar, made a beeline for my eyes to induce a stinging blindness. Peering through eyes which no amount of coaxing could fully open, I felt my way slowly through the back door while randomly discarding clothes at varying intervals along the way.

A near freezing shower revived me somewhat. My body temperature slowly dropping back to normal levels. I dried off, dressed, then noticed the time. Almost 9:30, time to be on my way. I grabbed the last of the grapes from the fridge along with a half-full Powerade, slamming the door shut before the milk could make a move. I decided to give the Beast the day off and headed south for the short walk to the Alphington train station.

The “Beast” was my mother’s 2000 Holden Commodore station wagon. The registration form stated the original colour as mint julep, the Beast – poor thing – pined for those long-forgotten days. Dayne, my best friend since primary school, once described its tint as “baby shit” green. His remark earned him a week-long ban. Poor Beast.

Striding along Yarana Street, barely 100 metres from home, I was again sweating profusely. Two small children gleefully ran back and forth under a sprinkler set up on their front lawn. I seriously considered joining them. Their mother sat in the shade of the front veranda reading a paperback and waved as I passed, but ready to defend the sprinkler, I was sure, if I’d made a charge.

I crossed the pedestrian footbridge passing over the tracks of the Hurstbridge line train and made my way up the ramp to the platform. And without a moment to spare. A citybound train pulled into the station just as I made a mad dash through the gates. I jumped aboard and found an open row of seats. At my back, the doors closed with a resounding whoosh.

The station at Jolimont was a further nine stops down the line. I reclined on a bench seat, basked in the refreshing air blowing from the vents above and hoped the driver wasn’t in a rush.

For most Melburnians, the Australian Open tennis tournament began the following week with Monday’s first-round matches. For the hard-core fan, and those players on the cusp of relevance, the tournament started today with the first round of qualifying. It was close to four years since I’d last played a professional match, but as I headed downhill through the towering eucalypts of Yarra Park and skirted the western stands of the monolithic Melbourne Cricket Ground my senses began to come alive. Ascending the footbridge to cross the multitude of train lines feeding Flinders Street station, the bright blue awnings and court backdrops of the National Tennis Centre blossomed into view. And with it a tingling sensation in the pit of my stomach.

At the main gates, Rod Laver Arena loomed overhead, and to the side, the corner of Margaret Court Arena peeked out demurely from the stadium court’s shadow. The tingling sensation continued to inch its way north, like the soft buzz of a thousand bees spreading throughout my chest and tickling my throat. I zig-zagged along the pathway snaking between the numerous outside courts to Court 13. And as much as I tried to tell myself I didn’t miss the game; that I’d made my decision, that I’d moved on, I was powerless to stop every nerve-ending in my body from firing at once.

The crowds wouldn’t arrive en masse until Monday, so today, open seats on the outside courts were plentiful. For a moment, I imagined my name being called from the player’s lounge to report to my assigned court. Just for a moment, then the image passed.

Court 13 is one of the farthest outside courts to the west of the main stadium. I chose a seat on the west side, five rows up, slightly to the left of the chair umpire. My view took in a smattering of outside courts and the winding pathways leading back to Rod Laver Arena. Looming up from behind the centre’s crown jewel was the 100,000 seat Melbourne Cricket Ground; deathly quiet on this Wednesday morning.

The players for the morning’s first match had yet to make their appearance, so I spent the time trying to make myself as comfortable as possible on the hot metal bench under the searing sun. The first to make his way courtside, to the left of the chair umpire’s stand, was the latest American Phenom, just 18 years of age, close to breaking into the top one hundred in the world rankings, and knocking loudly on the door of future stardom. His first-round opponent, Blake Cuypers, a 23-year-old local kid from Greensborough, ranked 275 in the world and my former doubles partner.

Blake strode purposefully across the court and peered skyward, looking left and right, as if adjusting his eyes to the sunlight. In reality, I knew he was fighting hard to keep his emotions under control. This was Blake’s first appearance at the Australian Open. Six weeks earlier he scored his biggest success as a professional, winning a Futures tournament in a small seaside town 100 kilometres south of Sydney. The 27 points he earned for the win vaulted him into the world’s top 300. The prize money – less than $3,000 – barely made a dent in his credit card’s outstanding balance. However, by far, the bigger payoff was the jump in ranking which earned him entry into the Australian Open qualifying. A win today was extremely unlikely, but the $6,000 payday for losing would heal those wounds very quickly.

As the players warmed up and made adjustments to compensate for the horrendously windy conditions, I perused the stands in search of familiar faces. Of the 20 or so people in attendance, half belonged to the travelling party of the young American. I knew Blake’s parents wouldn’t be attending; they’d always been too nervous to watch in person. A routine unchanged since we’d played junior tournaments together. Blake’s coach, dressed as if he too had a match later in the day – though his massive beer gut stretching his Adidas shirt to its full potential begged to differ – sat close by the sidelines on the opposite side of the court.

I sat back taking in the scene and couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret for what might have been. Until I recalled the hours upon hours of mind-numbing practice, the hours spent in the weight room, running up and down sand dunes until legs turned to noodles then urged ‘to run just one more’, the travel, the cheap hotels, cheaper meals, mounting bills. And the crushing feeling deep down inside of wondering if it would ever lead to something. I sat back against the blazing hot bench seat as the American toed the baseline preparing to serve, almost convinced I’d made the correct decision.

Blake, despite being made to do all the heavy lifting, gamely hung tough for the majority of the first set. His game revolved around his consistency, wearing his opponents down, grinding them into dust. But he was struggling to come to terms with the weather conditions, his timing and placement not quite on song, which allowed his opponent to dictate play. The American’s groundstrokes being just a little crisper, with pinpoint accuracy, and his serve exploded off his racquet as if shot from a howitzer. At four-five, two careless forehand errors on serve by Blake handed the break and the first set to the American.

The dam burst, and you could see the onset of impending doom mirrored in Blake’s body language. With the first set gone, the second set also quickly began to slip away. As the errors continued to mount, Blake’s shoulders slumped further, and the wind and heat became more of a distraction. Finally, the last vestiges of the mental fortitude needed to fight through a tough match deserted him. His mind, against his best efforts, shifted gears and began daydreaming of a shady tree to lie under.

The final score 6-4 6-1. At courtside, the American chatted with his travelling party, presumably, already discussing potential next opponents. Later today, his coach would further debrief his young charge on what worked well and what they’ll work on the next day during practice, set his practice court time and where they’ll eat dinner. Every aspect of his preparation controlled, like an automaton undergoing a minor system upgrade. Meanwhile, Blake trudged off the court, the weight of his immense racquet bag and the world sitting squarely upon his shoulders.

I decided to leave him alone for the rest of the day; I knew how he felt. A crushing defeat was the mind’s devil’s playground. The doubts you’ve ever harboured about your ability simmering back to the surface. Some players had an innate ability to quickly conquer those mind games, for others, it ended careers. Blake always had an uncanny ability to bounce back, certainly better than I ever could. I’d text him later in the evening and see if he was up for a beer. By then he’d make for better company. The reality of his big payday sinking in, the painful loss banished and already looking ahead to his next tournament. Of course, the location wouldn’t be anywhere near as grand as the National Tennis Centre. It very rarely was.

***

With equal amounts of sunburn and regret, I retraced my steps from the morning and trudged back past the MCG and up the hill through the park. The boughs of the trees swayed in the gale force winds and offered a meagre amount of respite from the relentless heat. I bypassed Jolimont station, crossing instead to Bridge Road and caught the #48 tram. The #48 trundled east for a few kilometres away from the city centre before veering left at Church Street and making a beeline for Kew Junction. At the Junction, I transferred for the short jaunt west along Studley Park Road. My destination only two stops further along, but in the searing heat of the late afternoon, the ten-minute walk was more than I cared to contemplate.

The Sisters of Mercy Hospice nestled into a quiet, leafy, cul-de-sac off Studley Park Road and backed onto the Yarra River Parklands. Built in the early 1950s, the one-story brick veneer building was owned and operated by the Catholic Archdiocese of Melbourne. Its 14 rooms catered to terminally ill patients with little or no means of support. The Archdiocese, in its grace, forgave all charges in the event of a shortfall from the State’s health insurance coverage, as well as taking care of all burial arrangements.

And all patients admitted to the hospice were without any surviving relatives, except one. I knew all of this because my mother had been a patient for the past month, she – as an employee of the Archdiocese – had been granted a special waiver.

The double glass doors opened with a pneumatic hiss and a blast of frigid air escaped to greet me. Inside, the low-ceilinged lobby was dark and the temperature refreshing. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the gloom.


	Hello, Craig. Glad to see you again. Your mother will be thrilled to see you.



I smiled and waved to Mavis, the attendant manning the front desk, and wished her a good afternoon. She and Mother had been close friends for years and was one of the helpers to offer assistance at home before the burden of care became too great.

My mother’s room was at the far end of the corridor branching off to the left. Seven rooms made up this wing. The other seven rooms were in the corridor directly behind the front desk of the L-shaped building.

The low ceiling and walls were painted a dull yellow. Once brighter but now faded with time, much like the lives of the patients. Lingering in the air was the scent of antiseptic and human waste. I made my way down the hallway to Room 12, the rubberised padding under the linoleum absorbing the sound of my steps. Drifting from the rooms along the way were the soft beep-beeps of various machines, their muted tones providing a sombre soundtrack to the slow passing of life.

Each time I visited, I tried to repress the nagging lyrics of an old Eagles song – you can check in, but you can never leave.

Mum, for the moment, had the room to herself. A replacement for Mrs Gonsalves, who lost her battle to liver cancer ten days prior, had yet to check-in. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be long before someone filled the void.

This wing, thankfully, was relatively quiet and serene, as the alternate wing housed the majority of the dementia cases. Mother’s anxiety level and blood pressure both became dangerously elevated when first placed there. She was quickly moved and been much happier ever since. Happier, being a relative term.

I entered the room to find one of the aides attending to Mum.


	There you go, Mrs Walters. All comfy now? I’ll be back in a few hours to check on you.



The young nurse’s aide, Judy, talked to my mother as if expecting a coherent answer. I appreciated her spirit, but Mum’s lucid days were now few and far between.

At first, Mum’s symptoms progressed very slowly after the diagnosis, so slowly in fact that I dreamed remission possible. The instances of forgetfulness seemed to fade and, for almost a year, she showed no visible signs of the hell lurking over the horizon. By the second year, events abruptly sped up like an orbiting moon unable to repel the gravitational pull of the sun. I could no longer leave her alone for any great length of time. Hiding the car keys became necessary, thereby reducing her wanderlust to stolen jaunts around the neighbourhood on foot. Locking the doors only made her escape attempts more inventive. Mum’s friends from church began to pitch in so I could continue my studies, and again I was lulled into a false sense of security.

By the third year, we were both drowning. A nurse’s aide visited three days a week and offered some respite, but her efforts only delayed the inevitable. Mum’s mind was slipping away, and we were powerless to stop it. Taking her prescribed pills left her catatonic, and when they wore off, she alternated between a childlike state – reliving the days of her youth – to wandering through the house in total silence. She’d pick up items and stare at them as if trying to recall a memory hidden just beyond her reach. It was gut-wrenching to see the look of total loss in her eyes. Between the cost of the aide and the numerous prescriptions insurance failed to cover, Mum’s meagre savings slowly disappeared. My grades were barely keeping me in school, and the darkness engulfing my mother extinguished any semblance of her former self. Two weeks before Christmas we surrendered to the inevitable.

Mother’s room was just large enough for two hospital beds with a curtain dividing the room. To the side of each bed, stood a small end-table with three drawers. The meagre items I’d brought from home lay in the top draw. And her dresses hung in the built-in closet. Mother’s bed was the one closer to the window which looked out across the courtyard. The television mounted high on the opposite wall provided a tangible link to the outside world. On the opposite side of the bed from the nightstand stood various machines that, for now, lay silent. Not yet in use, but a portent of things to come.

Mother was awake but in one her non-communicative moods. She stared listlessly in the direction of the television. It stared back, dark and silent. I could only wonder what she was feeling, thinking.

Judy turned from my mother’s bedside and saw me standing in the doorway.


	Oh… Hello, Craig. I didn’t know you were standing there.


	I just arrived. How is she today?


	Well, come over and see. I’ve combed her hair and was showing her with the mirror her how delightful she looks. I think she’s pleased with it.




Mum just stared up at me, eyes slow to adjust, struggling to focus. The medication she took helped most patients with their lucidity. With Mother, it produced the opposite effect. The pills slowed her movements, limited her speech, like a controlled drug-induced stupor. Her hair had become brittle, all body and lustre gone, and once sparkling blue eyes faded to a dull grey; as if her brain was sucking the life from her body, like a parasite, to enable it to survive.


	You’re too kind.


	Oh, it’s no trouble at all, your mother is so sweet.




Judy was close to my age and of average height; coming up to my 190-centimetre frame’s chest. Her petite body was well-toned, not an athlete’s physique, more one used to toiling for long hours. Thick, dark brown hair, pulled back in a ponytail, extended slightly beyond her shoulders; her soulful eyes were of the same colour. When she walked her ponytail bounced with abandon belying her chaste appearance. She wore little to no make-up; her mouth slightly asymmetrical, turning up slightly on the left side. It gave her the appearance of knowing a sly secret but not willing to share.

A loose strand of hair had broken free from beneath her matronly cap, she tucked it behind her ear and smiled as she left the room. Under the harsh fluorescent lighting, flecks of emerald green sparkled in her eyes.


	I’ll let you catch up with your mother. Let me know if you need anything.


	Thanks, Judy.




I pulled a chair to Mother’s bedside, sat so that I was in her field of vision and recounted my day. For an hour and a half; I spoke of the weather, my morning run, the tennis, Blake’s match, other matches I watched, the train ride in, the tram ride to see her. Anything. Everything. All the while her eyes swam in and out of focus. I hoped she was absorbing my words but knew deep down it to be a lost cause.

I’d spoken to my mother more in the past month than in the previous 20 years. Sharing mundane life events I’d always taken for granted, but now I so desperately needed her to hear. I talked to fill her of my life, of life outside her four walls. Outside the prison of her mind. I rambled on to keep her engaged, awake. And for myself, just hoping to grasp an elusive hint of recognition in her eyes.

For when she dozed off each night and her eyes closed, I was never sure if they would ever open again. And if they did, who I would find behind them.


	So, I start my new job at the bank on Monday. Ever think I’d be a banker? No? Neither did I. Anyway; it’s just down the road from here in Toorak. So, you’re right on the way home for me to stop in each night after work. I still need to buy some new clothes this weekend, probably some ties, too. And getting that first cheque will be a nice feeling.



Money which would be quickly consumed by bills. Our savings – I’d not yet kowtowed to saying my savings – were all but gone, but a steady stream of income would help plug the leak.


	Did I tell you Dayne was starting a new band? He’s still working at the Harvey Norman in Richmond, but…



Mum, fighting sleep for the past 20 minutes, finally succumbed. I’d save the story of my friend, Dayne, for another time. I rose from the chair, kissed her on the forehead, and made my way from the room.

Through the window by the side exit leading out to the courtyard, I noticed Judy sitting on one of the wrought-iron benches. Four such benches were strategically placed around the courtyard to face a towering golden elm. She noticed my passing and waved for me to join her. The wind had changed direction and dark clouds were gathering off to the west.

She scooted over to make room.


	Your mum sleeping?


	Yeah, my scintillating conversation does it every time. I gather you’re on a break?


	I’m just taking a quick breather. I needed it after cleaning up old Mrs Baxter again.




Mrs Baxter was one of the dementia patients on the wing opposite to Mother’s. Although tiny and frail, she was infamous for her vulgar language and for flinging faeces at anyone who came within striking distance.






	I swear if shot puts were sculpted from shit she’d be a shoe-in to make this year’s Olympic team.



We both laughed at the horrible visual she’d stirred up.


	I don’t know how you do it. I mean, put up with all of this day after day.


	If not me, who? Anyone can get a job and just make money, but how many make a difference? How many people can say they preserve a little dignity for the dying?




Judy paused and lifted her eyes to the branches of the elm. I followed her gaze and noticed two willie wagtails gazing down. A birdbath stood under the elm a few steps away from where we sat. They looked on nervously weighing the extent of their thirst against the dangers we posed.


	I’ll never be a doctor, maybe a nurse one day if I can scrape together the money for school. In the meantime, I do what I can. Besides, it’s not like the world needs another lawyer, or politician, or worse still, banker. Bloody useless the lot of them.



Just as the last drop of blood drained from my face and my throat dried up, Judy turned in my direction.


	So, I’ve heard through the grapevine you’re starting a new job next week. What will you be doing?



The willie wagtails were frolicking happily in the bird bath, so there went my only hope of water for my constricted throat.


	Umm… I’ve gotten a job with Southern Cross Bank & Trust.



I wasn’t sure which one of us wanted to slide off the seat and hide underneath the most.


	Oh, Craig. I apologise. I didn’t mean you…



I smiled. Perhaps the situation could be retrieved.


	Hey. Don’t worry about it. I never pictured myself as a banker either.


	I’m sure you’ll make a fine banker. Perhaps you can be an advocate for the little people. Redefine what people think of the profession.


	Think I can get that printed on my business card?




Her laugh was infectious and soon also had me in fits. An exaggerated cough from behind turned our heads.


	Miss Graham. If you feel you’ve had enough of a break, there is work to be done.



Sister Kathleen stood, arms folded under her ample bosom, breathing deeply, and with her mouth pursed like she’d just eaten something disagreeable.


	Yes, Sister Kathleen, I’ll be right there. Sorry, Craig. I’ve gotta go. Another time maybe?


	Of course, sorry for keeping you so long. I hope I didn’t get you into trouble.




Judy was at the side of the Sister and back inside before I was able to finish the sentence. Another time? I found myself hoping so.

The temperature had dropped appreciably in the past 15 minutes, and the familiar smell of ozone in the air spoke of a cool change and a welcome summer storm.

Heavy drops of rain began to fall and dot the concrete path before quickly evaporating. They tumbled down sparsely at first, a brief warning, the deluge followed seconds later leaving me half drenched by the time I made it inside. I wondered, shamefully, how many of the patients with windows facing the courtyard even noticed.

***


	Good evening, Craig. Try and stay dry out there.



The tall young man waved goodbye to Mavis as he left for the evening. She then turned her attention back to the portly gentleman in front of her.

Mavis Morris had manned the front desk at the Sisters of Mercy Hospice for the past ten years and known Mrs Walters long before she’d become a patient. They’d met at St Ann’s Church in Bundoora and, together, worked with the Church in one capacity or another for close to 20 years.

She whispered silently.


	Such a shame how his mother has deteriorated.



Thinking about how quickly her long-time friend’s health declined saddened her; but glad hospice administration made an exception to its admittance policy. Mavis clucked her tongue and shook her head in despair.


	Such a shame. Now. What was it again you needed, Mr O’Neal?



Garth O’Neal – Solicitor at law with the prestigious firm of Williams & Teacher – turned from the retreating figure of the young man and looked down upon Mavis as if eyeing a newfound stain on his trousers, wondering how it got there and how difficult it would be to remove. With all the energy and etiquette he could muster, he reined in his natural tendency towards condescension before replying.


	If it’s not too much trouble, could you check to see if the good Father has the paperwork ready for the new patients I was hoping to have received yesterday?


	Absolutely Mr O’Neal. Father Kelly has left for the evening, but he did leave me this envelope with your name on it. Would that be what you were after?




Of course it is, you stupid old git. Is what he wanted to say. But with a weak smile managed instead.


	Why certainly, Mavis. Thank you so much.



With a flourish, he whipped it from her grasp and strode towards the front doors before Mavis could say another word.

Mavis stared at the back of the short, overweight, smarmy solicitor.


	And good evening to you, Mr Pain-in-the-bum O’Neal. Be careful the automatic door doesn’t close on your fat behind on the way out.



Mavis looked around in shock praying nobody overheard. Not that anyone would have cared, but Mavis felt she had a reputation to uphold. She quickly made the sign of the cross and returned to her crossword.

***

Garth O’Neal sat in the front seat of his Range Rover attempting to bring his breathing under control. The 20-metre sprint through the rain from the front door of the hospice to his car was about 10 metres beyond his comfort zone. He thought, who I am kidding? No amount of exercise was within his comfort zone.

Holding two fingers to the side of his soft neck, where a sizeable fold of loose skin overflowed the collar of his white Armani dress shirt, he measured the out of control thumping of his heart. Not to get a count, just to ensure it was still there. With his other hand, he loosened his tie, undid the collar’s top button and immediately felt the release of pent up pressure.

His doctor recommended he lose some weight – a lot actually – to get some exercise and reduce the stress in his life. All in good time, he mused. The final stages to his personal marathon was in sight. A race ending with retirement and his remaining days spent relaxing in the shade on a secluded tropical beach, with a plentiful supply of alcohol and girls at the ready. The cost no consideration, for either.

Two years previous, Garth lost his wife of 35 years to cancer. On that day, he lost both the love of his life and his moral compass. As they lowered her coffin into the grave carved from the unforgiving black soil, Garth lamented that all her years of temperance and holy living had, in the long run, all been for nought. Garth decided then and there he wasn’t going to make the same mistake. He just hoped not to be overtaken before his imaginary finish line by the coronary hot on his heels.

A highly respected and handsomely paid solicitor with the law firm of Williams & Teacher; he had, over the past 25 years, represented a smattering of Melbourne’s best-known politicians, bankers and socialites. His specialities; wills and probate matters, title conveyance and tax law. Or more specifically, how to avoid paying as little tax, if any, on all of the above. Over the years, his expertise saved his clients millions, yet still found himself no closer to the partner position he so coveted.

On the rare occasion a partner opening became available, there was always some bright new star on the rise. Maybe next year, Garth. Hang in there, mate. You are truly appreciated, it just wasn’t the right time. These were the shallow platitudes he endured year after year. Hollow words rammed down his throat like a dirty rag to silence his voice. The metaphoric dagger left to twist in his back grinding its way just a little deeper each time. Now, at the age of 60, he was well past his prime and on a slippery slope sliding ever closer to redundancy.

Once he felt his heart rate dip under 120, he ripped open the envelope sitting on the passenger seat to find copies of the admittance forms for two new patients.

He perused the highlights:


Bill Redstone – age 87. 15 Pattinson Road. Waverly. Wife – deceased. No children. No known relatives. Dementia. Transfer from St Vincent’s Hospital – January 15.

Nancy Groves – age 85. 164 Fraser Terrace. Burnley. No known relatives. Pancreatic cancer – terminal. Transfer from St Vincent’s Hospital – January 16.



With the engine running, the cold air flowing from the vents chilled his still damp face and hands. He gazed out through the Rover’s windscreen to the brick façade of the hospice, the guttering either side of the front doors shot water out into the parking lot in torrents. Garth knew, just his being here, in this parking lot outside of the Sisters of Mercy Hospice, was yet another flashing neon sign that he, Garth O’Neal, was merely an afterthought to the partners. He’d been told: ‘Pro bono work, Garth. Great PR for the firm.’ He burned with indignation, thinking, how fucking degrading. The work was a goodwill gesture by his firm to curry favour with the political elite, but not something for the partners to sully their hands with. He knew what they were saying behind his back. ‘Let Garth handle it.’ ‘He’s good with that kind of thing.’ ‘Gives him something to do.’

Just thinking about his situation left him seething.


	Bastards, all of them.



Garth adjusted the air-conditioning vents away from his face. The colour in his cheeks dimmed from fire-engine red to a dull fuchsia. From the centre console, he withdrew a small prescription bottle and unscrewed the top. He popped one of the blood pressure pills into his mouth and washed it down with a swig from the water bottle sitting in the cup holder. He stared at his reflection projected by the windscreen, the image distorted by the rivulets of water cascading down.


	Hang in there, old boy. Not long now.















Dublin, Ireland


September 18, 2014


(16 Months Earlier)

At the corner of Rogers Lane and Baggot Street, just a brisk two-minute walk to the east of St Stephen’s Green, you’ll find Toners Pub. The iconic Irish bar occupying the same corner since opened by James Toner in 1818. A sign, hanging on the wood panelling inside the front doors, proclaimed its snug Voted Best in Dublin 2010. The snug – a quaint Irish tradition – was barely two metres wide, three long and enclosed on three sides by floor to ceiling walls. A solid oak door the only access point. The fourth side, with a row of head-high windows, provided a limited view out to Baggot Street. Beneath the windows, sat two small ancient church pews. For those seeking anonymity from prying eyes, it was the perfect locale.

Inside the snug, Eamonn Mahoney nervously paced the flagstone floor and checked his watch for the tenth time in the past four minutes. Clancy scheduled the meeting for 4:00 p.m. His watch read ten minutes past.


	Typical bloody Clancy.



Eamonn muttered as he took three measured steps to the wall before turning and striding back to the door of the snug. Outside, dark grey clouds rolled in from the west. The threat of rain promised a fitting end to another lacklustre Dublin day. Eamonn paused to sip from his pint of Guinness, carefully placed it back on the beer mat upon the rickety table and resumed his pacing.

He wished he’d better places to be, better things to do, than glad-handing a stuck-up politician, especially at such a popular meeting place – discreet snug or not. Eamonn was accustomed to working in the shadows. Deep behind the scenes. This locale was far too conspicuous for his tastes. But times were lean for men of his ilk.

Now in his late fifties, Eamonn was short and wiry with streaks of grey throughout his thick black hair and the coldest of blue eyes. He was a planner, a schemer and a master surveillance operative, albeit sparingly, for the Real IRA. If you asked his opinion, he’d tell you the feckless politicians of Sinn Fein, together with the Catholic Church, sold the IRA down the river in the ’90s. Effectively denuding its importance and leaving the true believers as nothing more than a marginalised terrorist group. Eamonn was still one of those true believers in the cause for complete Irish independence and today’s meeting was all about, he prayed, keeping that cause alive.

Eamonn began to check his watch for the eleventh time when the door of the snug opened behind him. Then quickly shut and the latch fastened. He spun around to face the corpulent figure of Stuart Clancy. For the past ten years, Stuart had been a member of the Dáil Éireann, the lower house of the Irish government, representing the Sinn Fein party. And previously, a highly-placed member of the Provisional IRA.

Giving Stuart the once over, he was struck by how the years had taken their toll. Gone was the straight-backed, imposing, military presence he first encountered almost 10 years ago, in its place, an extra 20 kilograms packed his frame, the weight curving his shoulders with the added burden. A once thick head of hair had thinned, lost its sheen and retreated mightily from a pair of thin, grey eyebrows. His face, florid and bloated, displayed the tell-tale signs of a man who drank too much and become all too comfortable perched behind a desk. Only his sparkling green eyes revealed the familiar fire of old. Clancy’s shirt buttons strained beneath his suit jacket. He loosened his tie and the top button of his collar with his right hand as he hung his coat in the corner with his left.


	Argh ’tis a pleasure to see you, boyo. Let me get a good look at you. You haven’t changed a bit. How long has it been now?



Clancy shook Eamonn’s hand and slapped him on the shoulder before collapsing onto one of the time-worn pew’s leather cushions.


	Must be close to ten years, Stuart. You look well.



Clancy patted his stomach and smiled.


	Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, Eamonn. I look like shite, and you know it. This is what 18 years of being a politician will do to you. Running the country is thirsty work and builds up quite an appetite.



He laughed heartily, while Eamonn smiled and concluded becoming a pompous ass must also be part of the package.


	So, tell me why we’re meeting here at one of the most famous pubs in Dublin? Don’t you think we should be a little more inconspicuous?


	Eamonn, Eamonn, relax. Everyone knows me, correct?


	I expect so.




Eamonn halted his pacing, stared up at the wood-panelled ceiling and blew out a stream of air waiting for Clancy to continue. Clancy nonchalantly picked a loose threat from his trousers.


	My being here is nothing out of the ordinary. I’m just out visiting with my constituents. Of which you just happen to be one with whom I’m having a quick private chat. You’ll leave when we’re done, and I’ll stay and mix with the lads. In ten minutes, no one will remember you ever existed. Would you have me slink into a pub known to be frequented by your crowd? And if I’m recognised there, what then? Trust me, boyo, this is for the best.



And trust him he did. A lot could be said about the integrity of Stuart Clancy, the politician, but as a loyalist to the Republican cause, few were his measure.

Eamonn first worked for Clancy back in 2006. Clancy entered politics eight years earlier and, in conjunction with his Sinn Fein brothers across the border in Northern Ireland, disavowed all ties with the Provisional IRA. That was the public, Stuart Clancy. From the Good Friday peace accords in 1998 to the final disarming of the IRA in 2005, Clancy played the consummate politician role to perfection. Supporting Sinn Fein’s leader, Gerry Adams, by denouncing violence and calling for calm. Clancy helped to sooth a fractured nation; albeit, though, one still not having reclaimed the North from the British. A struggle now fought in the halls of the Dáil and the British parliament, rather than as a guerrilla war on the streets of Belfast and London. The new weapons of political savvy and back-room deals replacing the guns and bombs of old.

However, Eamonn knew of a different Clancy.

In January 2006, Eamonn, a loyal member of the Real IRA – an offshoot of the banned Provisional IRA – was summoned to meet with Clancy. He could still clearly recall the meeting, even the exact conversation, with a younger, leaner, Clancy.

It took place on a farm outside of Donegal.

***

The 250-kilometre drive to the Stag’s Head pub in Donegal from Dublin took nearly four hours. He could have taken a faster route but wanted to avoid crossing the border into Northern Ireland. Although British military checkpoints ceased to exist almost 12 months previous, Eamonn still considered it enemy territory and took no chances.

He found the pub on Main Street without any problem, then settled in at the bar and waited for his contact to arrive. Halfway through his third pint of Guinness, he began wondering if the contact would show when a young lass with fiery red hair tied back in a ponytail sidled up next to him at the bar. She ordered a pint of Harp from the bartender, tossed a few coins in his direction, then turned to face Eamonn.


	So, what might your name be then?



It took all of 20 minutes for Eamonn to contemplate ditching the meeting and taking off with the redhead named Moira when he finally twigged that she was the contact. They left the bar arm in arm making their way to Moira’s car. Their destination; a farm house 10-kilometres north of town. For anyone paying attention, an out-of-towner just struck it rich with one of the local lasses.

Once in the car, Moira was all business, no more small talk, a Clannad CD playing softly on the car stereo the only sound. The occasional hawthorn tree dotted the countryside, windswept and gnarled by the harsh North Atlantic winds. Lulled by the soft mystical tunes, he watched the verdant, yet barren, fields roll by endlessly. The stark setting, Eamonn mused, succinctly illustrating why his people made music more suitable for crying than singing.

They traversed the country lanes aimlessly for the better part of 30 minutes before Moira abruptly turned left through a set of ancient stone gate posts. They bumped along for a further kilometre, winding left then right, before the rocky path ended at the steps of an old farm house. Moira pointed Eamonn in the direction of a barn 50 metres away, then disappeared inside the farmhouse.

The old wooden structure, with a corrugated tin roof, stood close to the tree line bordering the western edge of the property. If Eamonn had to guess, he would’ve thought it last received a splash of paint while de Valera was alive. In the diffused light of the barn Eamonn could faintly make out three cows feeding on a bale of hay, a gaggle of hens pecked seed from the ground at his feet. And in the far corner, standing at attention, three men.


	Eamonn Mahoney.



A statement, not a question.


	Yes, sir.


	You come highly recommended.


	Thank you, sir. I try my best for the cause.


	We have a small job for you that I believe will put your talents to best use.




Eamonn was a tactical expert. Although slightly built and ill at ease with physical confrontation, he still had his uses. His speciality? Researching and planning operations down to the minutest of details.

The man in the middle, the tallest of the three, stepped forward and handed him a buff legal-sized envelope.


	Do you know who I am?



Eamonn held his breath to steel his nerves. He surmised, who wouldn’t?

Stuart Clancy, a legend in the IRA, but if you believed the rumours, abandoned the cause when he entered politics.


	Yes, sir.


	So, what are you thinking?




How best to answer, ruminated Eamonn. He was led to believe this was a job to do with the cause. Was he being set up? If so, then it was already too late. He swallowed and took several deep breaths to both buy some time and to bring his breathing under control. He decided honesty the best policy. His priest would be proud. He hoped the faint praise wouldn’t be delivered posthumously.


	I understood that I was here to do a job for the cause. If not, I’ll be on my way.



Clancy let out a booming laugh.


	Be on your way, boyo? Shall I call you a taxi? Spot you the fare? I don’t think so.



The smile disappeared in an instant.


	Open the envelope.



Eamonn slid a fingernail under the flap of the envelope and withdrew a photo.


	So, you know who I am. Do you also know who that fine fellow is?



The face staring back at Eamonn instantly recognisable. Middle-aged, balding, with wire-rimmed glasses framing a gentle face. It could’ve been a photo of any village’s local priest. But you’d need to have been living under a rock for the past 20 years, especially in this small corner of the world, to not recognise the face of Denis Donaldson.

Donaldson, an IRA volunteer since the 1960s, later became a senior member of their political wing, Sinn Fein. In the 1990s, as Gerry Adam’s right-hand man, he ran Sinn Fein’s soliciting of political and financial support in New York.

And, as just recently discovered, for the past 20 years had been a spy for MI5, British Intelligence.


	I see by your reaction you recognise the traitor, Donaldson. And by letting you see my face you know how serious this is, and the consequences if you should fail.



Clancy’s brush strokes were more those of a slap-dash house painter than a French impressionist, but the resulting picture was still crystal clear. Clancy’s role in the cause was as strong as ever; an assignment was being presented to Eamonn and failure was not an option.


	We know Donaldson is hiding up here in the north… somewhere. Maybe over the border. Maybe not. Exactly where is for you to find out for us, then you will devise a plan to ensure he can be quietly eliminated.


	Why me? Don’t you have operatives up here capable of doing the job for you?




Clancy paused, hands behind his back, then turned and took a few paces towards the cows still feeding at the back of the barn.


	Are you familiar with the term blowback, boyo?



Turning to face Eamonn, Clancy’s green eyes sparkled as if on fire. Searching for the slightest hint of fear, the most minuscule sign that Eamonn doubted his own abilities. Eamonn held his gaze, then answered.


	Aye, sir. Unintended consequences of an action which could compromise another party.


	Close enough.




Clancy broke eye-contact and continued his pacing. The hens at his feet rudely interrupted from their own search mission.


	We can’t afford any blowback on this one. We can’t run the risk of someone known to be a sympathiser by the locals caught nosing around. You’re from Dublin, no one knows you up here. Hell, no one knows you in Dublin. Have I made myself clear, boyo?



Eamonn was already putting together in his mind the brief outline of a plan as Moira drove him back to his car in Donegal.

Because of the press coverage his story received Donaldson was too well known to hide out in plain view, at least in a town of any consequence. Therefore, Eamonn surmised, he’d be tucked away somewhere very isolated. Isolation meant he’d need assistance with even the most basic of necessities. Who would he trust? Who’d be willing to take on the responsibility for a man abandoned? Eamonn intuited, only family would be able to answer Donaldson’s last prayer.

An internet search of Donaldson’s extended family and property holdings uncovered nothing until, by chance, Eamonn hit on a lead. A newspaper article written long ago about Donaldson and his family spoke of a vague family connection to a small village north of Glenties where the extended family once vacationed.

It took Eamonn a further three weeks to pinpoint a small farmhouse eight-kilometres outside of Glenties and then positively identify Donaldson. The hideout was more a shack than a farmhouse, with no running water or electricity. In fact, as it was so isolated, planning the remainder of the operation proved to be a breeze. He passed on the intelligence he’d gathered, along with the plan he’d devised, to Clancy’s people and waited for their response. A week later he got his reply.

The operation was scheduled for the 19th of March but abruptly aborted at the last moment. Just as the team were performing their final scouting of the shack, Donaldson received an unexpected visitor. And, as it turned out, not just any visitor but a member of the press. Donaldson’s days of hiding were over. The ensuing discussions back in Dublin to determine all potential risks stretched on interminably.

A further 16 days elapsed before additional intel convinced Clancy the reporter’s appearance had no links whatsoever to Eamonn’s surveillance, and thereby, Clancy’s involvement. On the 4th of April, the threat of blowback averted, the traitor Donaldson was summarily executed. In the subsequent investigation by the Gardaí; no solid proof of IRA involvement surfaced. And Eamonn made his mark.

A further three years passed before the Real IRA found it politically expedient to claim responsibility for the killing. The killers of Denis Donaldson unknown, any trail stone cold.

And no blowback.

***


	So, Eamonn, after all these years you’re probably wondering why I’ve asked you here.



Eamonn turned to face the bloated politician.


	I hope it’s for a job? You’ve not found a use for me in over five years. Not since the O’Donovan surveillance.



Seamus O’Donovan, a low-level Real IRA operative, had let his drinking get the better of him. And when drinking, his loose talk threatened the security of their smuggling operations in the north. Eamonn was dispatched, north to Sligo, to assess the situation. Over the course of four days and countless pints at the Embassy Hotel, Eamonn gained enough of O’Donovan’s trust to set the man to talking. And their fears were confirmed. O’Donovan spoke of coming into a sum of money in the not-too-distant future. Unfortunately for O’Donovan, it was a future he’d not live to see.

Paramedics fished his body out of the Garavogue River the morning after a heavier than usual session at the pub. Locals bemoaned he wasn’t the first drunk to lose his balance and fall from the footbridge crossing the fast-flowing river, and certainly wouldn’t be the last. Though Eamonn suspected he was one of the few who received a tiny helping hand. Well, actually four hands. It amazed Eamonn how quickly and efficiently the two men sent to help tie-up loose ends went about their work.

Upon receiving the news of O’Donovan’s death, the Gardaí hastily moved up the planned raid on a dockside warehouse. Then were unsurprised to find it empty.


	I joined the cause to be of service, not twiddle my thumbs eking out a living working for crap wages as a telecom flunky. And last time I checked, the British were still in Northern Ireland.



A trickle of sweat worked its way down his back. Eamonn grabbed his glass from the table and downed the remainder of his Guinness. The air hung heavy in the cramped space of the snug. The fug of body odour rose from his clothes to mix with the scent of stale beer and wood varnish.


	Settle down, would you? No need to get worked up so. We’re on track to regain what is rightfully ours, but in today’s world we must show patience.


	Patience? How long until the Catholics are a majority in the north? And by then will they remember our struggles when it comes time to vote? Or will they see their future as one with the loyalists?


	You make a good argument, Eamonn. Perhaps a life in politics was your true calling.




He found it hard not to show his contempt for the once great man. Eamonn, to control his anger, jammed his hands deep into his pockets.


	Relax, boyo. You know I feel the same way, times are a changin’, but some things never change. We have to keep our message strong and consistent with our brothers in the north so the wee ones don’t forget their heritage. And you know what that takes.



Eamonn certainly did. In politics, it all came down to one thing. Money. And if you had enough you could control the narrative. Money equated to power. The power to seduce the press which, ultimately, shaped people’s opinions. To bankroll campaigns. To influence elections.


	Our fundraising efforts over the past few years have, shall we say, been less than satisfactory. And with elections coming up…



Clancy sighed, thinking, weren’t they always?


	… We need a significant cash infusion. Am I making myself clear?




The gears were spinning in Eamonn’s head.




	Ah, I see I’ve gotten your creative juices flowing. How about I give you a little time to think things over, just like you did in the old days.



Clancy stood and grabbed his coat off of the hook. He unlocked the door of the snug, and as he reached for the door handle turned back to Eamonn.


	A couple of final items, Eamonn. Let’s meet here again in two weeks, shall we? Same time. Be sure to lock the door behind me. Then give it 15 minutes before you leave the snug if you’d be so kind, that’ll give me time to get downstairs to meet with a few old friends. Oh, and just like the old days… No blowback, boyo.



He held Eamonn’s gaze to ensure he’d gotten the message.


	Anything else you need?



Eamonn turned and stared out the window deep in thought. The height of the window obscured his view of the folks passing on the street, just the tops of the buildings across the road and the slate grey sky above were visible. A light rain fell gently.


	As a matter of fact, yes. Do you have the name of a good priest?











Melbourne, Australia


January 18, 2016

The head offices of Southern Cross Bank and Trust squeezed snugly between an auction house to its right and the sloping entrance for an aboveground parking garage to the left. For a prestigious Private bank tallying over $900 million in deposits, the Wallace Avenue address – 100 metres north of Toorak Road – may have seemed an ignominious location; however, for the chief executive officer, Thom Lewis, it was perfect. Whereas the major financial institutions of Australia held court from their Collins Street high-rises, he preferred the suburbs; albeit, one of the wealthiest in Melbourne – Toorak.

When explaining why he’d chosen the location, he’d half-jokingly told a financial magazine reporter that he didn’t want his customers to have to travel too far to visit their money. It wasn’t far from the truth. And being out of the financial spotlight also provided the anonymity he craved. Thom Lewis was about making money, not headlines. A refreshing perspective, he believed, in this age of vapid personalities lacking any original ideas or purpose in life.

The polished marble and smoked-glass structure comprised two floors. The first, housed offices for the five bankers on staff and their five assistants. Gloria, the receptionist-cum-gatekeeper patrolled the outer lobby, accepting deposits, writing receipts and admitting clients by appointment only. It was rumoured that if Gloria ever replaced St Peter at the pearly gates, her efficiency in limiting access would curtail heaven’s membership numbers dramatically.

The second floor was the domain of Lewis and a few trusted comrades. Among them, his Operations Executive, Mack Stephens, and Head of Security, Lenny Mansfield. A dozen or so other minor clerical staff made up the total employ of Southern Cross B&T. Outsourcing accounted for all remaining staffing and support needs.

As majority owner, and being a private company, Lewis was free from the public’s harsh glare; however, when unable to avoid the pinch of the worldwide economic crisis of 2008, he was forced to accept a cash infusion from a private Spanish Bank to remain solvent. The financial storm clouds cleared in time, but the remaining repayment of $10 million dollars still rankled Lewis. The sooner it could be repaid, the more at ease he would feel. He was not one to begrudge a favour, but it was high time to get the Spaniards out of his wavy brown hair for good.

On this Friday morning, Lewis sat behind his glass-topped desk and surveyed the three large computer screens spread before him. He kept the Venetian blinds closed to block out all light; only the soft greenish glow from the screens illuminated the office. On one, overnight summaries of the American markets. Another, alternated between the Asian and European exchanges. The third, dedicated to the Australian market and corporate research.

A knock on his door disrupted his focus.


	Yeah.


	Hey, boss. I’ve got those reports you wanted to see.




Mack Stephens, portly, bald and with a head full of teeth stolen from a racehorse, entered the office and placed a sheath of papers on the edge of the desk. Stephens, with Lewis for over 10 years, was the enigmatic CEO’s right-hand man.

The reports he placed on the desk were the lifeblood of the bank – weekly summaries of their bankers’ performance. Whereas Lewis could follow markets and suggest trends to his minions, it was the five bankers he employed who made or broke the bank. It was their job to grow the customer base, recommend market positions and sell, sell, sell. If a stock increased in value, he expected them to be tearing up the phones leveraging one success with the recommendation of another. If the price fell, all the better to seize upon the opportunity to buy at a discount and reduce the investor’s overall average share price. His bankers could either make the sale or find another institution more their speed. And Mack Stephens was the man entrusted to crack the whip.

Lewis took a cursory glance at the top page of the report.


	So, we have three new assistants starting next week. That puts us two over complement. Who’s getting the arse?


	Samuels has been our lowest producing banker for six straight months; he’ll be the first.


	Six months? Jesus Christ, Mack. About bloody time.


	Well, we needed to get his assistant up to speed first. She’s now fully trained and ready to roll. Next up is Mathews.


	Mathews? The cute redhead, right? What’s wrong with her? Her numbers look solid.




Mack liked to wander as he talked. His stroll around the office led him to the closed Venetian blinds. He parted two and a streak of sunlight scythed through the room.


	She refuses to push Axiom Tech to her clients. We have over two million shares still on our books from the initial offering at $1.20, the current market price is at $1.40 and dropping. We need to get our position unloaded while we can still make a profit.



Axiom Tech was a small communications company with, at the time, a seemingly solid business plan, ground breaking technology, and a desire to go public. Southern Cross bid for and won, a minority portion of the initial public offering allowing them to underwrite and then sell 10% of the Axiom Tech stock. A month after going public Axiom discovered a much larger competitor in China pirating their proprietary technology. Pursuing legal action would be costly and could potentially take years to resolve. And with the initial stock price inflated, in large part, due to the proprietary technology, Axiom’s stock price would only continue to fall.


	So, she knows better than us?


	Well, I guess. But that isn’t the point. A few rich bitches can afford to lose a few hundred thousand. We’re still on the hook for close to three million.


	Yeah, I agree. Get her gone and get me someone who can follow directions. Who are the new folks?




Lewis flicked through the file and perused the three résumés of the new hires.

Mack filled in the details.


	Three recent grads, two from Monash and one from La Trobe. None from a privileged background, all hungry for a job and none with grades that would set a pup tent on fire let alone the world.


	What’s up with this guy?




Lewis pointed out the résumé of a Craig Walters from Alphington.


	He’s 23 already? What, did he fail a couple of years?


	No. He dropped out to play tennis for a year or so. The word is he was pretty good as a junior but couldn’t cut it on the circuit.


	And you think he can cut it here?


	We’ll see, I’m hoping the competitive side of him kicks in.


	Well, at least I’ll have a decent doubles partner at the company barbeque, if he lasts that long. Wanna make a bet?


	Nah, boss. I’d never bet against you. Anyway, orientation, followed by a meet and greet is Monday. Can I count on you making a brief appearance to titillate the fresh meat?




Mack didn’t expect a reply, Thom Lewis brusquely turning his attention back to his computer screens, lost in the greenish glow of data streams passing before his eyes. He recognised Thom wasn’t the touchy-feely type; the employees just a means to an end. Though Mack sometimes wondered if he also merely fit that “employee” description.

***

Monday, January 18, my first day as a banker arrived all too quickly. I stared up at the marble and glass façade of the two-story building and took a deep breath. Above the second-floor windows, the name Southern Cross Bank and Trust was circumspectly displayed. It was 8:55 and my first day in the corporate world was about to begin. Not trusting Melbourne’s trams, and not knowing where to park, I’d left the Beast a few blocks away in a grocery store parking lot. I assumed parking details, amongst other useful slices of information, would be covered in the day’s orientation course.

At the stroke of nine, I climbed the steps to the front doors just as a middle-aged lady bent to unlock them from inside. I smoothed down the sleeves of my new suit – thank goodness for a 50% off sale at Myers – and thought I looked pretty sharp. I entered the foyer and tugged at the collar of my shirt; the starched material already chafing my neck. My tie sat slightly askew, the knot a poor effort at a half-Windsor, though not too bad for someone with limited practice.

The nameplate at the reception desk read: Gloria Moustakis. I stepped up to the curved, almost chest high counter-top and asked for directions.


	Hi, Gloria. My name is Craig Walters, and I’m here for orientation.


	Are you now? First thing you need to learn, it is Ms Moustakis to you. Only the CEO, Mr Lewis, calls me Gloria. And you don’t run the bank just yet.


	Ah, sorry… umm.


	Oh, stop bloody stammering.




Gloria searched around on her desk, for what I didn’t know, all the while mumbling something incoherent under her breath. If I was to hazard a guess, it had something to do with my pedigree and the overall declining standards of society.


	Here it is. One of three new recruits starting today, oh what a glorious day. Walters, you said?


	Yes, Glor… ah, Ms…


	Oh, just move along, would you? Conference room A, on the second floor. Think you can find the lifts on your own?




I managed to avoid getting any of the dripping sarcasm on my new suit and strode towards the lift.

Once upstairs I found the conference room without any trouble. Two other new recruits soon joined, and we sat together at one of the three Formica topped tables. A large, totally blank, whiteboard stared back at us. The walls were also devoid of any adornments. Just a projector mounted in the ceiling, and a telephone on a small podium towards the front of the room belied the stark surroundings.

Mary Chin and Doug Dancevic, I discovered, were recent graduates of Monash University. We chatted amicably about the weather, music and running the gauntlet named Ms Moustakis. Inconsequential small talk to calm our nerves. Just as we began to relax, the door flew open. And with a flourish, a large, bald man with the whitest and most prominent teeth I’ve ever seen entered the room.

Without any preamble, he launched into his presentation.


	My name is Mack Stephens, I am the chief operations officer of Southern Cross Bank & Trust, and it is my job to get you trained and productive as quickly as possible. Any questions?



We three all stared goggle-eyed at the man and his teeth. After his opening spray, none of us were willing to utter a word, not to mention mesmerised by his dazzling set of choppers.


	Good, let’s get started.



For the next three hours, we filled out paperwork, were assigned login credentials to be committed to memory, then filled out more forms for State licensing requirements. Enough to make our collective heads spin.

At 12:30, we were permitted to leave for a 30-minute lunch. I imagined Ms Moustakis and “Choppers” taking bets on which of us wouldn’t return. Other than the fact I really needed the money, I too would have taken the odds on me not returning.

However, we three bonded together over lunch which helped to quell the nerves and were back at the stroke of 1:00 to see what further surprises were in store.

For the afternoon session, we relocated to conference room B, where training materials and computer terminals lay in wait. I couldn’t help but feel we’d passed a small rite of passage. A steady stream of videos and web-based training on bank policy, privacy laws, money laundering, and on and on, followed for the next four hours, broken only by the appearance of Mr Lewis.

Thom Lewis, chief executive officer and founder of Southern Cross B&T, appeared to be in his mid to late fifties; tall, well built, a man who looked after himself. His tanned face showed little signs of ageing, apart from prominent crow’s feet branching out from the corners of his hazel eyes. His brusque demeanour suggested they had little to do with a humorous streak. A head full of thick wavy hair fell boyishly close to his right eye and over his collar. The few streaks of grey scattered here and there looked more by design than natural.

He spoke passionately for exactly 15 minutes of his origins. How he started the bank with a “small” million-dollar investment borrowed from an uncle. And how he, seemingly with little help, built it into a billion-dollar company over the course of the next 20 years. Next, his vision of where he wanted the bank to be five years, ten years, from now. It was stirring stuff, yet I couldn’t help wonder why he spoke to the walls and never once looked in our direction.

At 5:00 Choppers set us free. In a muddled daze and eyes big as saucers, I made my way back to the Beast. The parking ticket lurking under the windscreen wiper was the perfect topper for the day. A fitting welcome to the corporate world.

I folded my jacket and placed it on the passenger seat, then crumpled the ticket into a ball and tossed it onto the back seat. Thankfully, the Beast started on the first attempt. I loosened my tie, watched a young Mother try to corral three young kids into the back of her luxury SUV and waited for the air-conditioning to cool off the interior. On the radio, a Boy and Bear song faded into the news, and the announcer hit the highlights of the day’s tennis.

That first round matches at the Australian Open began today had totally slipped my mind.

I managed to catch up with Blake over the weekend and, as predicted, he was full of juicy stories. The most entertaining – he assured me it was true – being about an incredibly famous female Russian star worried about failing a drug test. How could he possibly know that?

With the interior of the Beast as comfortable as she was ever going to get, I headed north towards Kew for a visit with Mum. Perhaps an hour spent talking to her about my first day on the job would ease some of the accumulated stress. If that didn’t work, I’d go for a short run then follow it up with a few beers and dinner at the Yarra Hotel.

On second thoughts, I could probably skip the run.







Dublin, Ireland


October 2, 2014

A strong easterly wind bustled Eamonn Mahoney along Merrion Street. Rather than cower, he crammed his fists a little deeper into his coat pockets, squared his shoulders and strode ahead resolutely. A man suddenly with a purpose in life. While passing the Merrion Hotel, a short block north of Baggot Street, he went over in his mind, for the umpteenth time, his presentation to Clancy. It was all so very simple and, even better, the first part of his plan had proven to be foolproof. His ingenious adaptation to the second part would make it bulletproof.

As he requested, Clancy’s people directed him to a priest who proved to be extremely useful, more so than even he could have imagined. A glorious sign. Father William Moynihan’s insight even included the ideal person to contact. The offering he’d made had been money well spent.

Eamonn was all smiles as he turned the corner onto Baggot Street. The money donated, not inconsequential, came out of his pocket, but he knew he’d shortly recoup his investment, and then some. After all, as the good Father himself said, ‘Miracles don’t grow on trees.’ The sun shone down on a glorious Dublin autumn’s day as he strode confidently by the Allied Irish Bank and the coffee shop adjacent on Baggot Street, not even the brisk easterly wind blowing in from the bay could dampen his mood.


	You want to do what?



Clancy paced the snug at Toners not believing what he was hearing. He was caught midway between laughing out loud and wanting to strangle the little maggot for his temerity. He slumped down onto the thin leather cushion of the pew and took a deep breath. Choosing his words carefully, like selecting from an assorted box of chocolates hoping to make the correct choice, he began.


	Are you aware Eamonn, that what you propose has been tried previously and, on that occasion, it failed miserably?


	Not so. Hear me out. The robbery worked to perfection. Where they failed was in their ability to launder the money successfully.




The robbery to which Eamonn referred was a bank heist in Belfast carried out by the IRA back in 2004. Twenty-six and a half million British pounds floundered around the countryside for months; the novice criminals unaware how to launder their haul. Comically, a large bundle was planted at a Belfast country club, presumably to throw police off the chase. Another suspect was caught burning bills in his backyard. Three hundred and thirty thousand pounds was even handed into the police because the recipient wasn’t comfortable minding it for a friend.


	So, educate me Eamonn. How will this be any different?



Eamonn ticked the steps off on his fingers as he paced back and forth.


	Step 1 - We don’t get greedy and bite off more than we can chew. Instead, we hit a select few smaller locations all at the same time.


	Step 2 - We stick to the Republic and therefore take euros not pounds. These will be much easier to launder on the Continent.


	Step 3 - We use professionals who know what they’re doing to launder the money. And by moving it in small shipments, its discovery will be virtually impossible.





Eamonn paused to gauge Clancy’s reaction.




	What about the banks haven’t they changed their procedures? Beefed up security?



Clancy continued to play devil’s advocate, but his opposition to the plan was waning. The audaciousness of it all intoxicating.


	Yes, but they are still hopelessly lax. I’ve been observing several different locations for the past two weeks. Schedules for the opening agents change very infrequently, and their shifts are set months in advance. Their training instructs them to take a different route every day to and from work. But very few do.



While Eamonn explained the plan, his pacing back and forth became more manic. All doubts about failure long since erased from his mind, and was bursting with anticipation for getting the go-ahead.

He continued, his speech quickening to match his strides.


	Then, on the rare occasion they do take different routes, they never look for a tail. So, finding out where they live is child’s play. From the same observations, I discovered the schedule for cash deliveries are as regular as clockwork. And the smaller branches don’t even employ security guards. So, we hit them on the following morning after delivery.



While Eamonn walked him through the steps one by one, Clancy sat back and examined the ancient wooden trusses running the length of the ceiling. Tracing the knots and whorls of the oak beams helped to unburden his mind while mulling over the plan. Where were his greatest risk points? He’d met with Eamonn on a few occasions, but even if those meetings came to light, they could easily be explained. He knew the priest they’d involved, but he could be trusted. The five men Eamonn needed? He’d have one of his underling’s make that happen. But of what amount were they talking? The risk to himself was small, but was the amount involved worth the risk?


	How much do you estimate for this grab?


	We hit five banks on the Friday before the October bank holiday. I’m assuming they’ll have additional cash needs for the holiday weekend, so I estimate anywhere from €200,000 to €300,000 from each.




Clancy quickly did the math. Close to a million euros, less a few minor expenses of course. The bulwark of lingering doubt quickly being eroded away by the incoming tide of euro signs.


	You make it all sound so simple.



A smile began to play out across Eamonn’s face. He knew the greedy bastard was sold.


	The employees aren’t going to put their lives on the line for money that isn’t theirs. And anyway, the banks are insured. And as I said, I just need five men, all from different brigades across the country, preferably middle-aged and you would trust with your life. Oh, and wouldn’t mind taking a driving holiday across the continent.



Clancy, for the life of him, still couldn’t quite figure out how these final pieces fit together.


	Explain to me again how Father William fits into the plan?



Eamonn explained the role of the Catholic priest, Clancy’s grin slowly grew as wide as his rotund waistline. A small light finally illuminated the dusty attic of his mind, and the jigsaw pieces clicked together to form a lovely tableau. With a clap of hands he jumped to his feet, showing a nimbleness amazing both Eamonn and, truth be told, himself.


	I do believe you’re on a winner here Eamonn. I’ll get you your five men lined up. You nail down all the loose ends. Let’s meet again in two weeks. And let’s make it a different location next time, these cushions are giving my haemorrhoids hell.



Clancy scribbled an address on a slip of paper and handed it to Eamonn. With a quick shake of the hand Clancy was gone, already spending in his mind the €1 million windfall the Sinn Fein coffers would soon receive.

Eamonn sat back on the pew and smiled self-indulgently. He too was thinking of how his cut of the stake would liven up his circumstances.







Melbourne, Australia


January 25, 2016


	Sit here, answer the phone, don’t answer any bloody questions, and don’t say anything other than, “May I have your name?” You forward everything on to me, got it? And for Christ’s sake don’t look up anything on the computer other than what I tell you, or to check your email.



And with those instructions, my second week in banking began. Along with my first day with Eric Mullane, the banker with whom I’d be serving my apprenticeship. After just a week of intensive web-based training, it was determined Mary, Doug and I were “ready”. Ready, I learnt, was a banking term often used in conjunction with “wolves” and “being thrown”. Yes, it was time to mingle with the bankers on staff.

We’d each speculated on our specific placement with the bankers on staff. Doug drew the marginally shorter straw than I, being teamed with the short, pudgy, bundle of nerves named Stephen – don’t ever call him Steve – McIntosh. Stephen appeared to be dressed by a blind hobo and was constantly leaving a trail of food remnants and sweaty smudges from forever clammy hands in his wake. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he also stank of cheap aftershave. The kind bought by the barrel. Mary and I argued over whether or not he was a fire risk. It was no surprise he preferred to conduct his business with clients by phone.

The word on the assistant’s grapevine was that Stephen spent the better part of each morning analysing and fretting over the most current sales report; his nervous demeanour perhaps accounting for the hair loss. To cover up the obvious, Stephen resorted to one of the most extravagant comb-overs ever seen. It sprung from a deep furrow tantalisingly close to his left ear then swept across the barren frontier of his scalp to splash down on the opposite side by his right.

The anxiety inducing sales report, broken down by banker, simply listed: total client assets under management and outstanding loans, growth rates by percentage for each of these two categories and the total number of clients in each banker’s portfolio. All five areas were regarded with equal importance, and all five kept each banker continually on notice. Healthy account and loan balances were fine, but growth in both areas, as well as the overall client base, was also expected. The sum of all parts meant no banker could ever feel comfortable with their position – just as Thom Lewis envisioned.

We discovered last week just how highly the report was regarded when at lunchtime Mark Samuels, a pleasant enough bloke who’d worked at Southern Cross the past four years, was summoned from the lunchroom. After a brief meeting upstairs, he was unceremoniously told to pack his things and hit the road. Being the bottom ranked banker for six straight months, apparently, earned an up close and personal meeting with Mr Lewis. Followed by a brisk walk to the parking lot with Lenny Mansfield, the security guru.

This incident immediately elevated the threat level to the nervous ball of sweat named Stephen McIntosh. Stephen consistently languished in 4th place, one place ahead of Mark. His buffer between continued employment and the removal of his parking pass just slunk out the front door. We never heard from Mark again. The only sign he’d ever existed; a warm can of coke and the remains of a half-eaten pasty.

Mary fared the best of us three, being assigned to Meredith Mathews. Meredith was envied by the other bankers and well-liked by all the assistants. In her mid-thirties, attractive, and smart as a whip, it was no coincidence Meredith carried the most clients in her portfolio and generated the returns to justify their choice.

Thereby leaving me with Eric, known affectionately as “Mr Personality” – though never to his face. Around my height, slightly heavier, but without an ounce of fat. Eric’s deep tan went well with his health club body, blue eyes, strong chin and a full head of well-groomed blonde hair which, in a small act of defiance, he kept long over his collar. His charcoal-grey Italian suit was tailored to perfection. Off-the-rack not in his vocabulary. Female clients were like putty in his hands. And with his swagger and bluster, the less confident of the male species were equally helpless to decline his staccato-style investment pitches.

Eric expected his assistants to be rarely seen and never heard. Unless of course, it was to take the fall if a trade didn’t pan out. He and Meredith were consistently the top two ranked bankers, yet where she charmed her way to the top, Eric was known to take the more aggressive “churn and burn” approach. Churn and burn, I learnt, was another quaint banking term which involved wringing every last cent from a client with regards to investable assets, then re-investing those dollars over and over by switching from one hot tip to the next. But if returns failed to meet Eric’s hyperbole, well, there were always more clients. And as I learnt, the same applied with assistants. The longest any assistant had survived the Eric tsunami stood at eight months. If you weren’t regarded by then as promotable material, then a brushing up of your résumé was highly recommended.

Whereas the bankers were assigned offices running the length of two of the four walls of our floor, the assistants mingled in an L-shape of conjoined cubicles in the middle. Where our superiors could keep us under constant supervision. My cubicle was mid-point of the longer arm of the “L” with Mary to my left and Doug to the right. With my back to Eric’s office, I faced the two lifts to the second floor, though the view was blocked by a two-metre-high padded partition. To my right, beyond Doug’s cubicle, stood a wall of frosted glass augmented with mahogany panelling. The large doorway positioned midpoint led to the reception area where reigned the ever-present Ms Moustakis.

While logging-in to the bank’s computer systems, I surveyed my meagre workspace. Arrayed before me were a computer terminal, phone and the bare essentials of office supplies. Above the terminal, a locking file space and another under the L-shaped desktop by my left leg. Cabinets, walls and desktop were all in varying shades of grey. It was a two-metre square surrounded on three sides by padded walls, whether for noise suppression or to stop us from harming ourselves was yet to be determined.


	If you’re done daydreaming there, perhaps we can get some bloody work done.



Eric’s deep voice dragged me back from my reverie to the present.


	Yes sir. How can I help?


	First thing, never call me sir. I’m not that bloody old. Call me, Eric. Unless of course, you bugger something up, then it’s Mr Mullane. I’m just kidding. If you bugger something up, I don’t want to hear from you until you fix it. If you can’t fix it, I don’t want to see you. Ever again. Period.


	Understood, si… Eric.


	Now get in here and bring something to write on. I’ve got one hour or so free, plenty of time to teach you all you’ll need to know about banking.




Eric straightened from the door jamb he’d leant against, turned, and disappeared into his office. I grabbed a notepad and hustled after him. Perhaps the rough edges were just that, not someone suited for the thin-skinned, but surely a heart of gold beat under his gruff exterior somewhere.

Ninety minutes later, I left his office shell-shocked and confident in the knowledge that a heart of gold wasn’t something anyone would be uncovering anytime soon.

I trudged back to my cubicle and slumped forlornly into my chair. A post-it note, plastered to my monitor, from Mr Mansfield greeted me.


Leave your computer terminal unlocked again and we’ll be having a serious talk.



‘Shit,’ I swore under my breath then speculated if the all-seeing, all-knowing, security chief ever missed anything which happened on this floor.


	Craig, want to grab some lunch?



Doug leant back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head, and peered around the edge of the cubicle. Then he noticed the distraught look on my face.


	Jesus, mate. You having a rough morning? Come on let’s get out of here. Mary’s coming too. She’s waiting for us out front.



Doug and I walked outside into the blinding midday sunshine. We gazed skywards soaking in the warmth. A slight breeze blowing from the south ensured the temperature wouldn’t venture too far above 20 degrees, a handful of fluffy white clouds headed northeast without too much enthusiasm. Mary stood at the bottom of the steps checking messages on her phone. She looked up and smiled as we reached her, no one spoke as we strolled around the corner to Jackson Street. Spying three open stools facing the front window at the Fish ’n Grill decided our lunch place. We hurried inside to claim them.

We sat for a moment to relax and contemplate the menu. I wasn’t sure about Mary and Doug, but my head was still spinning from the first morning of “live action”, the mere procedure of ordering lunch still not quite within my grasp.

***

From his tenth-floor office, Garth O’Neal leant back in his ergonomic office chair and studied, through the canopy of oak trees, a northbound tram on St Kilda Road. The sleek white tram with a splash of green and gold was taking on passengers adjacent to the building his firm called home. Looking further east out across St Kilda Road, he could just barely distinguish the north-western most corner of Fawkner Park.

The offices of Williams & Teacher occupied the entire tenth floor of the twelve-story granite and smoked glass building on St Kilda Road, just south of Kings Way. Garth’s view was one many in his profession would die for, but it paled in comparison to those of the offices across the floor. The view from the opposite side of the building was spectacular. Those fortunate enough to be facing westward looked out over Albert Park, the small lake at its centre, and then beyond to the vast expanse of Port Phillip Bay. This was the view Garth coveted, but to which he knew he’d never ascend. These offices were the domain of the firm’s elite – the partners.

In many ways, Williams & Teacher was a law firm with its feet planted firmly in the past. Established in England in the early 1820s, it had grown over the past 190 years to have a worldwide presence, yet, in the various countries they maintained offices, operated very much in a staid and cautious manner. Stability, the catchphrase, not growth. And to serve the complex financial needs of the political and corporate elite. It did not advertise for clients, nor did it need to, only considering referrals for new business from existing clients. Some would say it was more a club than a business.

In keeping with this circumspect approach, the firm shied away from criminal practice, as if these cases would sully its reputation. On the rare occasion when such a need arose for a client, the case would be referred out to another firm with slightly lower standards. Or, after a quick review of the case, the client summarily fired. Garth recalled a case in 2005 when their client, a sitting Member of Parliament, was held in remand for allegedly having sex with a minor. After a brief review of the case and a quiet word with the client, the partners determined the use of the word “allegedly” was not entirely accurate. Garth still recalled the pitying sobs of the disgraced, and soon to be former, Member of the State Cabinet as security escorted him from the building.

At present, Williams & Teacher maintained 15 offices worldwide, the vast majority in Europe. Each office run autonomously by a sole senior partner; however, as was universally understood by the other 14 senior partners, the senior partner of the London office held sway in all matters affecting the overall direction and wellbeing of the firm.

Each location subsisted with anywhere from five to ten partners operating under the senior partner’s guidance. The Melbourne office having maintained just six partners for the past 20 years. In turn, each partner managed a staff of two or three solicitors and an administrative assistant. Garth O’Neal had reported to Marcus Colstrom for the past 15 years. And would more than likely do so, he lamented, until one of the two of them either retired or died.

Garth often questioned why he’d stayed with the firm for so long. But, if he was true to himself, he knew the answer. Marcus was a good man to work for, even allowing for all his idiosyncrasies. Now in his late seventies, and an infrequent visitor to the office, Marcus gave Garth free reign to work within his specialities with their client list. Money was no longer an issue, and as Garth himself aged, there was something to be said for stability. However, the allure of the forbidden fruit of partnership did weigh heavily.

While musing over his lot in life, Garth took a moment to peruse the paperwork, now signed and filed with the courts, from his past week’s work with the Sisters of Mercy. Before him on the leather-bound desk pad sat powers of attorney signed by the two new patients assigning him all rights to transact business on their behalf. In the coming days, he’d contact the Department of Human Services to re-direct pension payments, then begin the process of liquidating their properties. He’d schedule estate sales to sell-off household effects and have the St Vincent de Paul society collect the remainder, then deposit the proceeds accordingly. And, of course, conduct one last search for any living relatives – just to be on the safe side.

What started out as a pro-bono assignment he felt beneath him, at some point turned into an interesting aside, a way to thumb his nose at his senior partner, Ambrose Sinclair, then as the dollar amounts grew, into a serious business. Father Kelly, who oversaw the management of the hospice for the diocese, considered him a financial godsend. Through Garth’s legal expertise, Father Kelly could staff and operate the hospice without having to cut corners or compromise his patient’s dignity. Garth’s banking partner was also just as appreciative of his work, though for a vastly different reason.

And Garth? With fingers interlaced behind his head, he leant back in his office chair, slipped off his brown loafers and, with an effort, propped his feet up on the corner of his desk. He shifted his gaze upward, from the pearl buttons of his designer dress shirt straining to keep his gut in check, past his argyle-patterned silk socks and out the window to the park beyond.

He contemplated his situation, both present and future, and wondered how he’d allowed it to come this far? And for how much longer could he keep it all on track?

He grunted a mirthless laugh and slowly shook his head from side to side.


	For such a brilliant legal mind, how did I not think of planning an exit strategy?



A jogger on the street below turned from St Kilda Road, onto a trail leading through the park, and promptly disappeared beneath the tree’s thick canopy.

Garth wished it was just that easy.

***

Over grilled barramundi, chips and a calamari plate – washed down with bottles of Pellegrino – we discussed our plans for the next day.

January 26, Australia Day, and our first bank holiday. Doug shared he’d be spending the day at his parent’s house in Oakleigh. The barbeque lunch followed by a boozy game of backyard cricket with family members. Then later in the evening lounging around the living room watching the cricket live from Adelaide.


	I just hope we take these twenty-twenty games serious for once.


	What? You think they don’t try?


	Oh, they try all right. It just seems they still treat it as a bit of a hit and giggle affair while testing out a bunch of the young guys.






	Are you guys going to talk cricket all lunch time?



Mary, who’d polished off the last of the calamari and finished checking various social media sites on her phone, was ready for a change of topic.


	So, Mary, what are your plans for tomorrow?



We both turned to face her with looks of joyous anticipation for what followed.


	Oh, piss off you two.



We all three laughed.

Mary, born in Melbourne, lived with her parents in Springvale. They were of Chinese descent, having immigrated to Australia in the 1980s. Though she spoke only Mandarin at home, her Australian accent was as heavy as any overheard in a dockside pub. It burst forth from deep in her throat, like a kookaburra trying to shake a cold. A by-product of trying to assimilate at school when your looks clearly set you apart. Now, as a financial professional, she’d soon be advised to tone it down. Not all of the bank’s clients expected those handling their fortunes to be products of Scotch College or Camberwell Grammar, but it certainly didn’t instil confidence if you sounded more at home shearing sheep.


	If you must know, I’ll be studying my AFSL material most of the day. Meredith wants to get me licensed as soon as possible.



The Australian Financial Services License was a required part of becoming a licensed financial advisor. The move from assistant to banker would never occur until we’d completed, and proved proficient, with the mandated training. The fact Meredith was already pushing Mary to complete her training surprised both Doug and me.

Doug pushed back from the counter, leaning his stool back on two legs.


	Shit. Stephen didn’t say a word to me about training this morning. How about you, Craig?


	Same thing, not a word. Of course, with Eric, he’ll just ask one day if I’ve finished. Then act surprised if I haven’t. Based on our talk this morning, training seems to be the farthest thing from his mind.




Mary turned to face me, a question forming in her mind. Doug continued to try and balance his stool on two legs while ogling two young shop-girls passing by the window.


	So, what does he want you to do all day long?




I chortled before replying, an easy question to answer.




	Not stuff anything up.



Doug gave up on the balancing act and plopped back down on all four legs to join the conversation.


	Easy enough. Want to switch? The human sweat stain lectured me for two hours this morning on how to interpret the daily sales report.



Mary was incredulous.


	Jesus, Doug! Are you kidding me? Doesn’t he bloody think about anything else? Meredith told me to not even worry about it. If we do our job right, the report will take care of itself.


	Sound advice, unless of course, you happen to be last in the rankings. He’s so paranoid; it amazes me the fat bastard hasn’t already dissolved into a pool of sweat with just his hair flapping around on the surface.




Mary grimaced from an involuntary shudder before responding.


	Ugh, gross!



It hadn’t taken me long to realise both Doug and Mary were extremely competitive. The festering chip on Mary’s shoulder since being bullied in primary school wasn’t soon going anywhere. And Doug, although feigning nonchalance, seethed over his placement with Stephen. I could already see it in his eyes, him calculating the income lost by training with such a liability.

And me? I was just happy to have a regular pay cheque. Prospective employers weren’t beating my door down after graduation. And steady as she goes was just fine for the time being. My hyper-competitive nature on the tennis court hadn’t yet made the transition to the world of banking. Perhaps the passion would materialise one day, perhaps not. For now, with my life on hold, this job checked a box. One of the few concerns I could cross off of a long list.

***


	So, today was my first-day training with the banker I was assigned.



Mum faced the window looking out towards the courtyard. The sun was low in the sky and the evening’s lengthening shadows stretched into her room. Dappled sunlight covered her bed clothes and highlighted her eyes.


	His name is Eric. He seems like a nice bloke.



Why concern her with reality.


	Will you be going out of town again next week, dear?



Mum turned to face me. Seeing her husband, not me.


	I hate it you’re gone so much. Craig’s a good boy, but he needs his father around.



Her eyes roamed around the room, intently searching but not finding the familiar comforts of home. The internal struggle in her mind trying to reconcile the 20-year leap between person and place.


	No, I’ll be here in town. No more travelling. How about my new suit? Do you like it? And how about the tie? Is it a little too bright for your taste?



I stood, removed my jacket and hung it on the back of my chair. I’d switched off the television to help Mum focus on our conversation, the only sound filtering into the room the familiar squeak of rubber-soled shoes on the floor as they passed in the hallway and the occasional cry of anguish.


	I don’t know why you need a new suit; your other one was perfectly fine. And that tie? Far too flash. Who are you trying to impress?


	No one, Mum. I was just wondering if you liked it.




Mum fell silent while the battle within raged. I sat on the edge of the bed and held her hand. She gripped it tightly as if I alone could pull her back from the dark abyss of insanity. At this stage of her struggle, I wondered what portion of her mind remained and what level of understanding did it represent. And if presented with a choice, would she wish for this shell of life to go on.

From down the hall drifted a soft ballad from another patient’s radio. I wasn’t able to make out the tune, but the distinctive voice could only be Missy Higgins. Listening to the hurt and emotion in her voice while staring at the forlorn look on Mum’s face overwhelmed me.


	I’ll be right back, okay? I’m going to get something to drink.



Slipping my hand free, I gently placed hers back on the covers and strode from the room. I prided myself on keeping my emotions in check in front of Mum. The doctor warned me getting her overly stressed or emotional would only exacerbate her condition. Why did I think, with time, it would get easier?

The hospice kept vending machines in the small kitchen area where the staff ate their meals. I’d made my selection and bending over to retrieve my drink when I heard the door open behind me.


	Well, the people you meet when you haven’t got a gun.



It was the familiar voice of Judy and in her usual jovial mood. I turned to face her as I opened the can of Coke.


	What, no snappy comeback?


	Sorry, Judy. I’m not really in the mood today.




She sat with me at the small Formica table in the corner of the kitchen.


	Yeah, I understand. Let’s change subjects. So, how’s the new job going?



The look I gave said it all.


	Oh. Not good, huh?


	I… I don’t know. It’s just taking some getting used to.


	So, what are you doing to relieve some of this stress? Your mum. New job. You’ve got a lot on your plate.


	I run a few times a week.


	You run? You stress your body even further? On purpose?




Her comment brought a smile to my face. She made a good point; it did sound nonsensical.


	Believe it or not, for me, it helps relieve stress.


	And the more stressed you get…?


	The more often and further I run.


	You sure you aren’t just running away?




In a way, yes. But I saved the truth for my own consumption.


	Well, I haven’t forgotten to turn around and return home… yet.


	Have you any other less strenuous hobbies? Some that, say, involve other human interaction.


	Sure. Dayne, my friend from school, and I will catch a concert once every few weeks or so. He also has a band; maybe I could take you to see them perform sometime?




The words tumbled out before I was even sure what I was saying. I looked down, sheepishly, at the table top and waited for the stinging words of rejection. We’d gotten along well enough over the past few weeks, but asking Judy out on a date was, I assumed, probably out of bounds.


	Um, you know, it’s discouraged for us to see visitors outside of work.


	I understand. I’m sorry, I should have realised.





Judy leant across the table and placed her hand on mine.




	Though in this situation, I think it would be a good idea.



I looked up and smiled.


	But didn’t you say…


	Are you questioning a medical professional’s decision?


	I thought you were just a…





Judy rose from the table and made for the door.




	Shut up, would you? Do you want me to change my mind?



Before she disappeared around the corner, she left me with a smile. The one where the left side of her mouth raised ever so slightly higher than the right. The one constantly leaving me a little off-kilter. And left me wondering exactly whose idea this had been.

While talking with Judy one of the nurses delivered Mum’s evening snack. She sipped the apple juice with little enthusiasm and stared blankly at the wall. I switched on the television before sitting down beside her and, together, we watched the tennis for the next hour.


	Just think, dear, one of these days it might be our Craig up there playing on the television.



The night session was in full swing from the National Tennis Centre. The second-ranked player in the world, Andy Murray, was handling Australia’s number one in a perfunctory manner in their fourth-round match.

I answered with little enthusiasm.


	Yeah, you never know.


	I do love our boy so.




She fell asleep soon after. I gently kissed her on the forehead and crept silently from the room.

Another day spent together, who knew what tomorrow would bring and how many more there would be. At least on this occasion, with her final words still on my mind, my heart was a little lighter than normal.

Before leaving the parking lot, I searched for and found a compact disc by Paul Kelly and slid it into the Beast’s disc player. Mum liked to sing along to this one of an evening as she prepared dinner. I sat for a moment listening to the plaintive opening tune about a man wishing he could turn back time and to start the day again. Thinking 24 hours fell far short of the mark, I exited the parking lot and pointed the Beast in the direction of home.







Dublin, Ireland


October 24, 2014

Michael Barry slept restlessly. He rolled away from the warm, lithe, body of Siobhan, his wife of five years and gazed for the hundredth time at the alarm clock – 4:26 a.m. He wondered why it was always like this the day before vacation. One more workday to get through, a thousand minuscule tasks to complete, each one dragging out the day interminably. Everyone and everything keeping the excitement of a week under the sun in Ibiza, with Siobhan and without the kids, a too distant dream.

Of course, Michael loved little Sarah, now two, and four-year-old Michael Junior, but the upcoming week away would be their first vacation alone since Sarah was born.

4:34 a.m. – Michael chewed over the day ahead; monthly audit procedures to update, teller cash counts, update sales reports for his boss, staff schedules to peruse. He loved his job, Bank Manager with Allied Irish Bank, but the paperwork involved to keep even a small branch operational could be overwhelming.

An employee with AIB for five years, and a Manager for less than two, the branch in Ranelagh was his first Managerial posting which he hoped to use as a springboard to bigger and better things. Banking wasn’t his first choice coming out of college, but with only marginally passable grades, he took what he could get.

The clock ticked over to 4:42 and Michael could lay there no longer. He slipped out from underneath the covers, careful not to disturb Siobhan and stood next to the bed shivering in the early morning cold. He gazed down at her sleeping form and smiled. She lay on her left side, knees drawn up at a right angle to her body. The covers pulled up tight under her chin and held in place by her right hand she’d balled into a small fist. With her long blonde hair splayed out across the pillow, Michael thought her just as beautiful as when they’d first met at Dublin City University more than eight years ago.

If sleep would not come, perhaps he could catch some rugby on Sky Sports. Michael tiptoed to the door to head downstairs. He opened the bedroom door to the sight of two men standing before him in the hallway; dressed head to toe in black and wearing balaclavas. For a moment, it was unclear who was the more surprised, but numbers and the brief flash of a weapon quickly settled the argument.

The shorter of the two men clamped a gloved hand over Michael’s mouth and pointed a pistol at his face before he was able to make a sound. Then deftly spinning him around, slipped zip-ties over his wrists and pushed him back into the bedroom. The other man, armed with a sawn-off shotgun, followed close behind and knelt by the bed next to Siobhan. He extracted a roll of duct tape from a jacket pocket and tore off a small piece. Siobhan awoke to the tearing sound. The adhesive strip roughly placed over her mouth quickly muted her scream. Zip-ties for her wrists followed, then another piece of tape was applied over Michael’s mouth.


	Right then. Let’s see to the kiddies, shall we?



The shorter man wore a headset distorting his voice, the microphone hard-pressed against his mouth. The words sounding scratchy and robotic. With the command, his partner left the bedroom to secure the still sleeping children. A minute later the children, crying and squirming, were carried back into the bedroom like sacks of potatoes and dropped onto the bed with their mother.


	So, Mr Barry, you are probably wondering what this is all about. We mean you and your family no harm, just so long as you follow our instructions to the letter. Do you understand?



Michael Barry, eyes wide, struggling to comprehend what was happening, shook his head in the affirmative.


	You and I will take a short drive to your place of work at the usual time. My friend here will stay with your lovely wife and little ones. Once there, you will allow me into the branch after completing the opening procedures with that young female teller. I believe her name is Emma if memory serves.



The realisation of his situation hit home like a gut punch. Michael’s mind flashed back to the security videos he’d watched in training. Of the precautions to take driving to and from work. The same videos he’d required his staff to watch, but he’d so carelessly disregarded.

He looked down at the prone figure of his wife, the look of fear palpable on her face. His children were snuggled up close to their mother and hiding their faces as if to make it all go away.


	Then you will open the vault and I will take the contents. I will then leave both you and Emma tied up and be on my way. Assuming you’ve played along nicely and not done anything stupid, after I’ve left, I will call my friend here, and he will leave your home and family in plenty of time for you to catch your flight to Ibiza. Yes, Mr Barry, we are well informed.



As the man spoke Michael sized up the two assailants; one eight to ten centimetres taller than the other, the taller man lean and imposing, the shorter man older and wiry. They appeared disciplined, professional, and definitely not your typical Irish punks out for a bit of fun after a night on the piss.


	Any questions?



The shorter of the two men, the one doing all the talking, ripped the tape from Michael’s mouth. Staring into his cold brown eyes, Michael placed him as middle-aged, but with his voice sounding like a miniature Darth Vader, he couldn’t even be sure it was an Irish accent.


	You’ll never get away with this.


	How did I know you were going to say that? However, Mr Barry, you better pray that we do, otherwise you’ll be a very young widower. Now, who’d like a nice cup of tea?




Two hours later, Michael, showered and dressed, waited impatiently to leave for work. Siobhan – mouth still taped – and the kids sat on the couch in the family room staring at the television. They were tied together, left wrist to right wrist. Sarah had laid her head down on her mother’s lap and fallen asleep. Michael Junior sat stoically, alternating his stare between the taller man and the television broadcasting cartoons. The taller of the two men sat on a kitchen chair angled to face both the television and the couch; the sawn-off shotgun rested on his knees. The only sound he made was an occasional muffled laugh at the coyote being out-foxed yet again by the roadrunner.

The shorter man had not left Michael’s side.






	Are we ready, Mr Barry? You do look lovely in your suit today. That shade of blue brings out the colour in your cheeks.



Michael seethed with anger but was powerless to do anything. Once they left the house, he couldn’t dare to make a move, to raise the alarm would only place his family’s lives at risk. He was their pawn and could only hope and pray everything went to plan and the man with the robotic voice kept his word.

The Dublin morning was cold and grey to match Michael’s mood. He walked from the front step to the driveway, unlocked the family’s 2008 Skoda and climbed in behind the wheel, the shorter man moved quickly to the rear door and lay down across the back foot-space. The children’s car seats claimed the seating area.


	I’m counting on you now to have placed a very high value on your family’s heads. No stupid mistakes, okay?


	I understand.


	Nothing out of the ordinary, no distress signals to Emma, no triggering silent alarms, we will know.


	I told you I understand.


	Such venom in your voice, Michael. Just think, you get through today and it’s off to Ibiza with your lovely wife tonight.




Without another word, Michael slipped the gearshift into reverse and backed out into Edenvale Road. The headlights of the Skoda washed over his family’s prison before plunging its façade back into darkness as he turned towards his workplace just a short three kilometres away.

Parked waiting for his arrival was the ever-reliable Emma. He waved and forced a smile as he pulled into his assigned parking spot six car lengths away. Emma quickly left her vehicle and entered the branch. Michael and the shorter man patiently waited for her to turn off the alarms, search the premises and give the all-clear.

While she was out of view, the shorter man slipped from the car and took up a position, out of sight, close to the front door. A column of trees helped to block the entrance from the street, in the weak morning light he was invisible to the passing cars.

Michael watched the man in the balaclava take up a crouching position under the front window. Frozen to his seat, he held the steering wheel in a death grip. If Emma caught sight of the intruder she’d trigger the alarm, and Michael’s family would die.

Two minutes later, her inspection complete, Emma signalled to Michael the all-clear and kept watch at the front door while he made his approach. Michael willed himself forward, his knees refusing to unlock. The masked assailant remained unseen. As Michael neared the entrance, Emma unlocked the door. The sign for the shorter man to make his move. He rushed forward and barged inside behind Michael then wrestled the handheld alarm from Emma’s grasp. She fell awkwardly and slid across the tiled floor. The deposit stand in the middle of the lobby stopped her progress with a dull thud. While Michael rushed to her aid, the shorter man moved out of sight of the windows, all the while keeping his gun trained on them both.

The man in the balaclava made a quick check of the time to confirm he was on schedule. According to his instructions, the next employee wouldn’t arrive at the bank for another 30 minutes, he would be well on his way by then.


	My apologies, Emma. I hope you weren’t hurt.


	You bastard. Who the hell are you?


	Michael, explain what is happening.




Michael helped Emma from the floor. She’d a good-sized bump on her head, but the hard knock hadn’t broken the skin.


	Emma. They have my wife and the kids. We need to do as he says.


	Bullshit. I’m not helping that bastard with anything.


	Emma. Listen. They will kill Siobhan and the kids if we don’t do as they say. They broke into my house last night. Another man is there with them now.




The realisation of the position Michael was in slowly dawned on Emma. A look of resignation clouded her young face.


	Oh, Michael.



The intruder, with gun outstretched and sounding like a cheap cartoon cyborg, shepherded them towards the vault room.


	Right then. Let’s open the vault, shall we?



Emma punched in her five-digit code to the vault’s digital display. After a single beep of acknowledgement, Michael entered the second half of the code and opened the door. Cash from the previous day’s shipment sat in the original delivery bag. A rectangular air-tight slab slightly larger than a shoe box. Michael, for a moment, made a mental note to discipline the staff for not following procedure and unpacking the contents to verify the cash immediately until larger matters sprung to mind.


	I believe that would be for me.



The shorter man pulled a small carryall from a pocket in his cargo pants, stuffed the plastic bag full of cash inside, then all remaining loose straps of notes. It was a snug fit, but with minimal effort, he closed the zipper on the carryall and sat it on the desk next to the vault.


	Okay. Almost finished here. Let’s get you two tied up all nice and cosy and I’ll be on my way.



Less than 15 minutes elapsed from the time Emma entered the branch to when the man dressed in black slipped out the front door. Once clear of the bank’s security cameras he tore of the balaclava and headset. There was not a pedestrian in sight as he made his way around the corner to where a white Ford sedan, parked there the night before, waited. Traffic was light as he pulled out onto Ranelagh Road, the carryall sitting on the passenger seat beside him. He pulled out a mobile phone and called the pre-set number.


	All clear on this end. Make sure they are tied up securely. And keep your gloves on until you are well clear of the house. Mission accomplished, boyo.



The taller man ended the call and placed the mobile phone back into the pocket on his vest. A small smile split his covered face, easiest money he’d ever made. He wasn’t sure who the smaller man was, a friend of a friend he’d been told. Best not to ask questions with the people issuing the orders. But so long as he got paid as agreed, he couldn’t give a tinker’s fart. After ensuring the wife and two kids were taped up securely, he slipped out the back door and into the laneway beyond. He’d still not uttered a single word.

Fifteen minutes later, the next scheduled employee entered the Ranelagh branch to find Michael and Emma tied up in the kitchen, and with looks of utter despair on their faces.

Moments later, at the Dublin call centre of An Garda Síochána, officers were alerted to the robbery. Before the Gardaí unit dispatched to Ranelagh left the yard, another call came in on the same emergency line from the AIB branch in Sandymount, then Smithfield, followed by a Bank of Ireland in Beaumont, then another in Drumcondra.

After dispatching officers to the Drumcondra location, the desk Sergeant swore silently to himself and hoped he’d heard the last of the calls. His next call was to his wife telling her to cancel their plans for the long weekend. He’d a hunch it would be all-hands-on-deck for the next few days.

A quick recap of his notes painted a sobering picture. Five bank robberies in all, by all accounts the same modus operandi used in each and not a whiff of hide nor hair from any of the culprits.







Melbourne, Australia


February 15, 2016


	Put down the bloody newspaper and get your arse in here.



So much for a peaceful start to the new work week. I paused mid-sentence in reading the latest story on the Euro Bandits, dropped the newspaper next to my keyboard and high-tailed it into Eric’s office.

The Euro Bandits – as dubbed by the press – had struck again. The prior week’s robberies in the Belgian city of Bruges their 8th bank heist across Europe over the past 16 months. On this occasion, four separate branches all hit simultaneously. And all in the same fashion: A bank employee’s home invaded the night before, and the family held hostage. The employee forced to shepherd one of the assailants into the branch the next morning, the vault quickly emptied and the robbers melting away long before opening time. Interpol was at a loss for leads, none of the descriptions of the masked men ever seemed to tally, and none of the stolen bills resurfacing. And by using voice distortion technology, even detecting an accent became an impossibility, the only similarity being they each spoke English.


	What were you reading?



Eric Mullane reclined in his office chair, propped his feet on the corner of his desk, and plucked a cricket ball from its display stand on the credenza. He studied the signature for a moment – a recently retired Australian cricketer – then began tossing it gently overhand into the air.


	About the bank robberies in Europe. The group struck again last week. In Belgium, this time.


	Bloody amazing, they haven’t caught them yet. Usually, it’s the cops being able to trace serial numbers that does them in.


	I was wondering about that. How come you think none of the cash has shown up?


	Got to be some serious professionals laundering it for them. Still, though, bloody dinosaurs in today’s age.




I sat on the other side of the desk watching the flight of the ball. Each throw reached the top of its arc centimetres from the ceiling tile before dropping back into his open palm.


	How do you mean?



Eric caught the ball, dropped his feet to the floor and sat forward.


	Sixteen months they’ve been at it and got, how much? Close to ten million? And think of all the moving parts involved. All it takes is one slip-up. One person gets greedy and decides to freelance, or shoots his mouth off to his mates at the pub. One hostage gets free and calls the cops. One old bastard out walking their dog sees something suspicious.



Eric was concentrating on the seam of the cricket ball, turning it over and over in his hand.


	Mark my words, it won’t end well for them. How much money do you think we move in a day?



The question caught me by surprise.


	How do you mean?


	You’re doing wire transfers, right?


	Sure.


	And how much in total are you moving about each day?




It varied, but it could be as much as $2 million. And I was just one of five assistants. Eric didn’t wait for my answer.


	See what I mean. Technology rules in today’s world. Like I said, only dinosaurs rob banks these days. Bloody amateurs still living in the past.



Eric’s feet were back on the edge of the desk, and the cricket ball recommenced its skyward adventures.


	Now, where were we?



His rhetorical question aimed more towards the cricket ball than me.


	Right. Take this down.



I edged forward on my seat, pen poised over the page. The history lesson was over.


	If you want to make money in this game, you have to look after one person. Yourself.



Today, was the much anticipated “talk”. Eric’s promised lecture on how the business of banking worked in the real world.


	And when I say game, that’s exactly what it is. If you’re in this for the “client”…



He wiggled his fingers either side of his head, shaped like rabbit ears, to make his point.


	… you may become the most loved banker in Melbourne. But, you’ll also be eternally poor and a wasted burn-out in ten years. If… If you still have a job.



I nodded my head and wrote How to be a Dick at the top of the page.

Eric continued talking to the ceiling, assuming I furiously transcribed his every word. His introduction to banking wasn’t shaping up as anything like the college course of the same name.


	Your clients will expect you to be a cut-throat bastard to everyone else but them. They won’t mind if you push the shit stock to another bloke to make your money, just so long as you save the choice opportunities for them. And your job is to make them feel that that is exactly the way you operate.



He must have guessed there was a question forming in my mind and cut me off before I could utter the first syllable.


	Yeah, yeah, yeah, you are judged here based on client numbers, balances, yadda, yadda, yadda. I’m not saying don’t pay attention to those things, but it isn’t how you get rich.



Every few minutes I nodded my head in acknowledgement, just in case he glanced my way, but Eric was safely ensconced in the cosy cocoon making up the wonderful world of Eric. He was basking in “Eric land” – where it was all Eric, and nothing but Eric, all day long.


	So, pay attention and get this down.



Eric dropped his feet to the floor, sat up straighter, leant forward and placed his elbows on the desk. He steepled his hands in front of his face, rubbed the sides of his chin with his thumbs for a moment then pointed directly at me with both index fingers. I almost threw up my hands in surrender. The cricket ball rolled across the desk’s surface before coming to a stop next to his appointment book. The image of the kookaburra on the side of the ball stared up at me as if to say, do you believe this bullshit?


	You make a small percentage with new deposits each month. If you don’t continue to add to a client’s net worth, you don’t make shit. So, if you’re going to take on a client you better make sure they don’t give you everything at once. Ask for just a small amount, to gain their trust. Makes it easier for them to trust you. Unless, of course, you’re going to be actively trading them. Then go for the kill.


	I have a question.


	Shoot.


	But aren’t the balances good for the bank?


	Sure. But are you in this to make Lewis happy or yourself?




I didn’t know I’d asked an “either/or” question but kept my mouth shut.


	Okay. Go on.


	Trading is where the big money is at. And here’s where you can make both you and Lewis happy. We, meaning the bank, will occasionally have a stake in an initial stock offering. You know what that is, right?


	Sure. Taking a private company public.


	Good. You sell those shares with all your heart to everybody you have in your book. You know why?




I was about to attempt an answer, but Eric was in full swing.


	Double the fees! That’s why!



I remembered back to my training and then further back to an ethics course at La Trobe. Clients should be profiled on a regular basis to determine their investment goals and suitability to particular types of investments and strategies.


	But what about our customer’s risk adversity and suitability?



The look I received made me feel like a pitiful zoo exhibit, and a class of fifth graders were parading past my cage.

Eric closed his eyes and slowly shook his head in wonderment before continuing.


	Listen. We only deal with millionaires here. What’s the minimum deposit to have an account with us?



This answer I knew.


	One million dollars. Six in total if you include loan balances.


	Correct. Well… We help out some of our corporate clients on the rare occasion with their charity projects. But to your point, you think these people made their money by being morons?




I assumed not. Although the passing of wealth from one family member to another through inheritance usually didn’t necessitate an IQ examination. I kept my thoughts to myself.


	Assume they’re all smarter than you and if you can sell them on an investment idea, well, it’s on them, right?



Eric continued. He explained the amount of basis points bankers earned for a particular type of trade – 100 basis points equalled 1%, which increased if you hit certain break-even levels in trade value. Loans brought in another range of basis points. And on and on it went. As the percentages garnered for each level of trading activity spilt from his lips, the more animated he became.


	So, have you got it now? Fees, mate! Fees generated from trading is where it’s at, and how you make it rich in this business. Oh yeah, and networking. Shit! Once you have one big trade pop for a client they’ll be bragging to everyone about how smart THEY are. And, by extension, you. Their doctor, their lawyer, their fucking psychiatrist, will all be climbing over each other to get a piece of the action.



Small amounts of spittle gathered in the corners of his mouth. And if I wasn’t mistaken, even his blue eyes begun to sparkle with accents of fiery red.

I lowered my eyes from the fires of hell, stared at my notes, and asked:


	And if we lose their money?



As quick as a flash came the answer as if admonishing a recalcitrant child.


	One…



His right hand shot across the desk with his index finger pointed directly at me. Before he spat out point number one, I was already bracing for the two-fingered salute.


	… One, they’ll be too embarrassed to tell anyone. And two, you need to take charge of the situation and double down with another stock before they try and pin it on you. The meek may – if you believe in that shit – inherit the earth, but they still need us to grow their capital.



Eric rocked back in his chair and let out a hearty laugh. It was a joke I’d heard on numerous occasions, but my well of courtesy laughter had run dry.

With that, Professor Mullane’s lecture concluded and I’d a pretty clear picture of where this was leading. I stood at the precipice of full indoctrination into the world of the ethically challenged. The large mahogany doors stood before me. All I needed to do was push through to join their cosy club. A full-fledged member of the club hated by 99% of the population. Yet, here was I, still only making the income of the bottom 50%. The message was clear, either get tough and start earning the money that goes with the scorn or jump off the rampaging bull and try not to get trampled in the process.

I closed my notebook and looked up to meet Eric’s intense gaze. A slight sheen of sweat dotted his brow. Just talking about making money got his adrenaline pumping.


	I think I’ve got it. Let me read back over my notes, and I’ll let you know if I have any questions.



I hadn’t realised how much Eric’s manic energy charged our meeting until I opened his office door and felt an appreciable difference in temperature in the outer office area. However, my hopes for a peaceful few minutes alone to gather my thoughts were short-lived.

Mary sat slumped over her desk in tears while Doug patted her shoulder with one hand and handed her Kleenex with the other.

The sight of Lenny Mansfield, arms folded, standing in the doorway of Meredith’s office told me all I needed to know. The top-ranked banker at Southern Cross B&T had somehow fallen afoul of Thom Lewis. But why? Her production was impeccable, and I couldn’t imagine it being an ethics issue – Meredith was as straight as an arrow in flight. Perhaps Mary would know.


	Mary? You okay?



Stupid question. Clearly, she wasn’t. But how else to lead into the obvious.


	Meredith… has… been… let… go.



Mary’s reply matched my level of obviousness. Streaks of black mascara ran down her face. The Kleenex, wets with tears, turned her cheeks into two black oval smudges.

Doug filled in the blanks as Mary broke into another round of shoulder wrenching sobs.


	She was fired for insubordination.


	Meredith?




This was hard to believe.


	Failing to follow directions from a superior. They didn’t give her any further details.



Doug lowered his voice and turned away from Lenny Mansfield.


	They’re probably worried about a lawsuit. You can’t—



Doug abruptly stopped, his eyes left mine and lifted to a point over my left shoulder. I turned to see Meredith leaving her office, her arms filled with a small cardboard box filled with personal items.


	Goodbye, Mary. It’s been nice working with you. Keep in touch, okay?



Mary jumped from her chair, pushed past Doug and I, and clasped Meredith in a fierce bear hug.


	Okay, that’ll be enough. Let’s move it.



The dark spectre of Lenny Mansfield loomed over Meredith, and a hand in the small of her back propelled her forward. Mary pulled away from Meredith and meekly waved goodbye. The black stain left by Mary’s mascara on Meredith’s cream blouse looked like a mortal wound.

Mary rushed to the bathroom. Doug and I stared at the floor, silent, shaken, attempting to put our thoughts into words but coming up empty.


	Don’t you two have something to do?



Making one of his rare visits downstairs, Mack Stephens stood with hands on hips and stared at the two of us. I was probably mistaken but it appeared as if he was trying to contain a small smile from leaking out the corners of his mouth.







Dublin, Ireland


October 24, 2014

Eamonn Mahoney sipped his coffee as the final boarding call for the 2:30 ferry to Holyhead screeched from the intercom. With the loading of vehicles completed 30 minutes earlier, it just remained for the last few stragglers to make their way on-board the Jonathan Swift.

While he waited, he skimmed the day’s Irish Times. News of his team’s adventures had not yet hit the headlines, but these days, banks making headlines were never far from the front pages. He’d read recently; BNP Paribas had agreed to a $9 billion fine for their part in the 2008 financial crisis which rocked the world’s economies. The article went on to say banking institutions worldwide paid more than $40 billion last year in penalties and legal fees, with experts estimating the cumulative total would be over $60 billion for 2014.

Eamonn considered his little dip into one of their side pockets just a drop in the ocean. Hardly even a crime in the big scheme of things. More like liberating a small amount from the corporate criminals for the little people.

It was a crime though nonetheless. And if his little endeavour were discovered, he’d be looking at some serious time up at The Joy. Though, he knew one thing he wouldn’t be looking at there in Mountjoy Prison was into any of the faces of the crooks capable of paying billions in fines. Folks with that level of power didn’t end up in cells with the likes of him. They didn’t end up in cells, period.


	Too big to fail, huh? Bastards!



Eamonn folded the paper and pushed it across the table out of reach as if his noble cause could be tainted by their greed merely by touching the ink that outlined their crimes.

It was a short two-hour cruise directly east from the Dublin port, across the Irish Sea, to the Welsh town of Holyhead. From there, the journey only just began. Eamonn uncrossed his legs, stood, and smoothed the creases from his trousers. With his favourite Boston Red Sox baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes, he picked up his small overnight bag, withdrew his ticket from the inside pocket of his jacket and sauntered towards the attendant.

For the past hour, he’d sat and watched his five agents – as he liked to call them – load their vehicles into the immense belly of the Irish Ferries boat. As they boarded, he’d no fear they’d recognise one another. All five were carefully chosen from different counties and had never met. In addition, each man had never set eyes on Eamonn; all orders issued and questions answered took place by phone, ferry tickets and travelling money delivered by courier, and local militia contacts supplied the weapons and voice distortion equipment.

And now, they were five middle-aged couples – yes, wives were included as further subterfuge – embarking on a driving holiday to the mainland of Europe.

These men were professionals, IRA soldiers of the old school, and would act accordingly. No over-imbibing with alcohol, no actions to draw unwarranted attention. Each knew all too well not draw attention and to keep the mission in the forefront of their minds at all times. The men would already have secreted the cash from their particular robbery in their luggage. Eamonn’s only concern being the infrequent security checks at Holyhead and, later, Calais. From there, the rest of Europe was one big open highway all the way to their final destination.

The two big diesel engines came to life, and the ferry slipped its moorings and moved slowly out into Dublin Bay. Within minutes they’d accelerated to full speed. Eamonn passed between the tables of the main cabin, to him it looked more like the food court at Stephen’s Green Shopping Centre than that of a ferry, and out onto the aft-facing deck. A brisk wind whipped the spray from their wake across the bow. The air heavy with a salty tang and the pungent smell of hidden sea life. By the rear railing, a middle-aged gentleman, arm in arm with his wife, gazed back at the receding Dublin skyline and the distant rise of the Dublin and Wicklow Mountains. Overcast skies from earlier in the day had scuttled off to the north leaving a clear blue sky.

The middle-aged man’s wife shivered in the blustery breeze. Eamonn watched as the man placed an arm around her shoulders and drew her closer as they turned away from the stern and back to the warmth of the main cabin.

He gave a curt nod in Eamonn’s direction before speaking.


	’Tis a beautiful view, isn’t it? A tad chilly, though.



Eamonn touched two fingers to the bill of his cap.


	Aye, that it is. You enjoy your trip, now.



Little did the man know that he, Eamonn Mahoney, was the reason he and his wife were on board. Nor that the man in the baseball cap knew precisely what he’d been up to earlier at a home on Edenvale Road, then at a certain bank in Ranelagh. And further that he, Eamonn Mahoney, master strategist for the Real IRA, knew the middle-aged man carried over €250,000 safely tucked away in the two suitcases stowed in the boot of his 2000 Peugeot.

Eamonn stepped away from the doorway and out onto the aft deck. With hands in pockets and feet spread wide, he faced the full brunt of the breeze and breathed deeply of the sea air.

As the ferry pitched and rolled in the deepening swell and the cityscape of Dublin slowly disappeared below the horizon, Eamonn couldn’t help but think he’d never felt so alive.







Melbourne, Australia


February 16, 2016

The Melbourne suburb of Clifton Hill stagnated a mere six kilometres north of the city centre. Unfortunately, it had missed the boat in the gentrification of the inner suburbs over the past 20 years. The wave of urban renewal first surged through Collingwood and Fitzroy, before continuing north to lap upon the shores of Brunswick and Northcote. The flood of new money washed away decades of residential blight, usurped the dank streets and alleys from the gangs and drug dealers, before transforming them with trendy new eateries, and sent the less talented graffiti artists packing. However, suburbs such as Clifton Hill, and its poor neighbour to the south, Abbotsford, failed to latch onto the rising tide of property values and the facelift bought with the influx of new money.

Hemmed in between the train line to its west and the Yarra River to its east, its narrow pot-holed streets lined with bluestone gutters remained frozen in time. Clifton Hill’s dilapidated post-war architecture appearing just as depressed and depressing as it had for over half a century.

I parked outside a small weatherboard house on Ramsden Street between a telephone pole leaning precariously towards the road and a century-old stringy bark. The bitumen footpath encircling the tree’s trunk had buckled over the years and begun to crumble away from its base. A positive sign the tall eucalypt, despite its surroundings, was determined to maintain some semblance of dignity. The listing telephone pole, tagged with Lang Rules in gothic script, surrendered years ago.

The house belonged to Dayne Wallingham, my closest friend since primary school. He’d lived here, on Ramsden Street, for the past two years. Although our lives had taken wildly divergent turns over the years, we’d remained close, and Dayne was the one true friend with whom I’d always be able to confide.

We met on the first day of school, both entering the fourth grade. Two spindly kids, each with mousy brown hair shorn on the back and sides to within a millimetre of its life and with a smattering of freckles across our cheeks. We were almost identical in appearance, but for the fact, he was a half a head shorter. It took a further ten years, but he eventually made up the difference.

Dayne and I sat side-by-side, seated in alphabetical order, in the back row. After the first week of class, our teacher allowed the class to change seats if we wished. Dayne and I never gave it a thought. I was shy, paid the utmost attention to every word our teacher, Ms Tracy, uttered and studied diligently. Dayne played the fool, asked a million off-the-wall questions, and always got the better grades. For some strange, inexplicable reason, like opposites attract, we became inseparable.

That was until the tenth grade, for Dayne was about to meet his match; Mr Caterpaul, our computer science teacher. A strange individual, in his mid-twenties, medium height and with a body shaped like a marshmallow. Mr Caterpaul also sported the most amazing moustache. He was no latter-day Pancho Villa, loath as he was to let it extend beyond the corners of his mouth. However, it grew so thickly; we swore it slowly began to force his nose further away from his top lip, like a river in flood widening its banks.

It was Dayne, of course, to first christen Mr Caterpaul with his new moniker – Mr Caterpillar. Each class, we sat on the edge of our seats whenever Dayne raised his hand to ask a question. One day, one slip of the nickname too many earned Dayne a backhander across the ears and a trip to the principal’s office. Mr Caterpaul received a written reprimand for the slap, and Dayne three day’s detention for refusing to apologise.

The punishments meted out should’ve ended the matter except Dayne, too stubborn by half, just couldn’t let it go. He already found the computer science class too pedestrian for his intellect and school, in general, a waste of his time. So, in his mind, what did he have to lose?

A week later, our lunchtime cricket match was interrupted by the arrival of a Victoria Police squad car parking on the bitumen adjacent to the teacher’s car park and within five metres of our wicketkeeper. Fifteen minutes later, as the end-of-lunch bell rang, the officers escorted Mr Caterpaul to the cruiser in handcuffs. I spotted Dayne standing in the breezeway between buildings, his arms crossed and a smug smile on his face.

Two days later I learnt the full range of Dayne’s advanced computer skills. Including, how to hack into a person’s social media profiles and arrange new interests, paedophilia being one. And, sadly, that for years Dayne was physically abused by his father.

He said he knew when the beatings were coming. His father like a pressure cooker building up steam, and Dayne the release valve. After an attack, there would be tears and apologies and heartfelt promises it would never happen again, but Dayne knew better. The physical scars quickly healed, the emotional scars were a different story. As a small child, he could do little to stop the beatings. Even coming to believe for a while they were somehow his fault. However, Dayne harboured no such illusions when another adult so much as laid a finger on him.

Dayne also learnt a few other valuable lessons later that same week; that tracing a computer’s IP address is a relatively simple process, and to avoid security cameras – especially when using the school library’s computer – at all costs.

And finally, that expulsion from school would set him free.

I jumped the small brick fence, as the wrought iron gate had rusted shut long ago and made my way along the path to the front door. The weeds in the front yard were close to half a metre high, the summer sun bleaching them the colour of straw. It’d lost the right to be called lawn around the same time as the gate gave out.

Dayne toyed with the idea of buying a goat to maintain order in the yard, but a neighbour got wind of the plan and threatened to involve the city council. He now relied upon a kindly old pensioner who lived across the road to mow the small strip once a month in exchange for unlimited technical help with his computer. Judging by the length of the weeds, the neighbour must have sold his computer.

Standing on the front veranda, under the curved corrugated iron roof, I noticed the once-white weatherboards were covered in a little less paint and a lot more rot than I recalled on previous visits. “Better to match the rusty roof,” would be the optimistic response from Dayne. Inside, the noise from a raucous and frenetic drum beat seeped through the boards. Knocking would be pointless so I tried the handle.


	Craiggo! Come in, mate. Thought you’d skipped town, been bloody weeks since I’ve set eyes on ya.



Three weeks to be exact. The new job was taking up a lot of my time and energy, and with Mum… well… Dayne slipped to a distant third on the rungs of importance in my life.


	Yeah, sorry, mate. Got a lot on my mind with the new job and all.


	No worries. Check this out. Skip was just playing us a tune from his homeland. Fuckin’ brilliant, isn’t it?




From the hallway, I’d a clear view into the lounge room which was more music studio than a typical home. An array of three Krug keyboards sat arranged in one corner, an old armchair losing its stuffing in another. Against the far wall, two Takamine guitars stood in their stands, one electric, the other acoustic. And several throw rugs, rescued from a St Vincent de Paul thrift store, were strewn haphazardly over the wooden floorboards.

Dayne sat on a small wooden stool by the keyboards, propped against his knee was another acoustic guitar. He’d pulled his shoulder-length brown hair back into a ponytail, cargo shorts and a faded Something For Kate concert T-shirt completed the outfit.

In the centre of the room stood Skip Patel, still dressed in his Harvey Norman uniform – sans tie. Skip, as he was affectionately known – for his given name contained 13 letters and was utterly unpronounceable – pounded away on an instrument I’d never seen before. With the effort of his drumming, the long fringe of his sleek black hair fell forward over his face, his coffee-coloured skin covered in a thin sheen of sweat.

Skip held two long, thin, sticks, one slightly thicker than the other and which curved at one end. The drum hanging from a strap looped over his shoulders was barrel shaped, though slightly wider in the middle than at each end. It was around 60 centimetres in length and with pigskin stretched tautly over both ends.

I stepped into the room as his performance came to an end.


	It’s called a Dhol.


	A what?




With the vibrato sound of the drum was still ringing in my ears, I hadn’t caught Skip’s words.


	A Dhol. My grandfather sent it to me from his home in Ahmedabad. Pretty kick arse sound, right?



Skip was born in Australia but talked with the refined English tones of his parents, rather than the more guttural Australian accent. To their disgust, he spoke not a lick of their native Gujarati language.


	So, is this going to be a part of the new band?




Dayne was the first to answer.




	I think so, but we have some working out to do.


	Come on, man. I can totally pull this off.




Dayne ignored the pleading of Skip and turned back to face me.


	The problem we have; Skip only knows two speeds on this thing. Flat out balls-to-the-wall, and off. He’s great on the up-tempo numbers, but bloody useless on ballads.


	Ballads, who wants to hear ballads? We need to rock, man! Besides, I can always go back to the keyboards for the slower tunes.




Skip, as well as Dayne, was one of those rare individuals who could pick up any instrument and play it competently, to my disgust, with minimal practice. For as much as I loved music, mastering even the most basic of chords on a guitar was like learning Chinese arithmetic.


	About this new band. Have you a name yet?



Dayne’s old band, Mattresses on Motorways, broke up a little over a month ago, when both the singer and rhythm guitar player, two accountants with Deloitte, transferred to Adelaide. Leaving Dayne, on lead guitar and occasional vocals, and Timmy Owens who played bass guitar, as the only remaining members of the Mattresses.

Timmy Owens was Dayne’s department manager at the Harvey Norman electronics store in Richmond. Married, with two young kids, he dreamt of living the rock star life but was forced to make do with the occasional mid-week gig at a pub that wasn’t too picky about who they booked.

Timmy was also responsible for bringing Skip into the fold. With the departure of the accountants to Adelaide, he wasn’t about to let his music dream drift away to the west with them. While interviewing applicants for an opening in his department, he noted the music background on Skip’s CV. A pedestrian discussion around computer system knowledge turned into a full-on music shop lovefest. Skip was provisionally offered a job on the spot, it being dependant on Dayne’s approval with him joining the band.


	Yeah! Gunga Dingo! It’s an Indian/Indigenous fusion thing.



I smiled at the play on words.


	I love it. And I get the Indian part. But what about the indigenous angle?



Skip placed the Dhol on the floor and headed to the kitchen to fish around in the fridge for beers.


	Ah, you haven’t met Getch yet. A voice like an angel, she has.



He returned with three beers, Boag’s Lager, and handed them around.


	Thanks, Skip. Did you say, Getch?


	Yeah, well her name is Annie, but we’ve dubbed her Getch. You know? Annie getch ya gun.


	I see. Rodgers and Hammerstein. Clever, mate.





Skip piped up.




	Rodgers and who? Don’t they play football for Geelong?



Dayne almost spat his beer out across the floor.


	I’ll explain it later, Skip. Any rate. Getch goes to RMIT and works part-time at the Aboriginal Art Shop on Bourke Street.



The Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology campus was a short walk from the city centre.


	I don’t think working at the Aboriginal Art Shop qualifies you as indigenous.


	Wait, wait. That’s what I asked her when we first met. And when you see her you’ll know why. Her skin is as white as pure driven snow. But she told me she could trace her ancestry back to the Gurindji tribe up past Katherine somewhere.


	And you believed her?


	Well, it worked well enough to get her a grant to study at RMIT. So, who am I to judge?




We all three nodded our heads. I couldn’t help but agree.


	Anyway, I still had my doubts. She seems about as stable as stilettos on cobblestones. But all doubt went out the window when I heard her sing. She sounds like an angel, mate. Like an angel.



Skip finished his beer and said it was time to hit the road. He faced a long bus ride to Moonee Ponds where he lived with his parents.


	See you later, Craig. See you at work tomorrow, Dayne.



With beer bottle to his mouth, Dayne waved at Skip’s retreat.

I spoke for the both us.


	Later, Skip.



Dayne wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and placed the bottle on the floor by his feet.


	Speaking of work. How’s the wonderful world of banking going? Made your first million yet?


	Oh, yeah. I’m just rolling in the dough. Can’t you tell by the new set of wheels out front?




Peering out the window, he saw the Beast parked forlornly by the kerb.


	Jesus, Craig! They let you drive in Toorak with that thing? I’m surprised you haven’t been ticketed for lowering property values.


	Just let ’em try.


	Yeah, you’d probably avoid a ticket, because if they pulled you over and got too close to that bucket of bolts they’d probably decide to shoot it and put it out of its misery.


	Am I going to have to put you on probation again?





Dayne laughed.




	Sorry, mate. Sorry. So, is the job going okay?


	Ah, I don’t know. I’ve gotten over the part where my brain just won’t shut down, and where banking terms bounce around in my head all night long. They said a light bulb would eventually come on, and it would all begin to make sense, but I think I received a dud bulb. It doesn’t help that the banker I work for is a real prick. He’s more interested in making money than taking the time to teach me anything. Which, I guess, I can’t blame him. Some days I just sit in the parking lot wondering what I’m doing.




Having finished my beer, I ambled to kitchen for another. I’d make this the last. I still needed to get to the hospice to see Mum before visiting hours were over. I felt guilty enough having first detoured to visit Dayne. But I needed to talk, and more importantly, I needed someone who could answer.


	I hear you, mate.



Dayne leant forward and picked up his beer bottle from the floor.


	You think I love showing up at Harvey “bloody” Norman every day? But I think of the band, think of my other outside interests, and I persevere. It’s what we all do, mate. It’s why it’s called work.



Dayne didn’t speak much of his “other outside interests”. He’d let slip on a few occasions he did a little outside consulting work for some freelance computer types. I read into his vagueness “hacking” but didn’t want to dig too deep. I’d seen the complex computer set-up assembled in his bedroom. It’d put many high-tech security firms to shame. But if he wanted me to know, he’d tell me. We’d been friends for so long; the occasional secret wasn’t anything to worry either one of us.

I drank off the last half of the bottle and tossed it into the near-full bottle bin in the kitchen.


	Well, thanks mate, for both the beer and the kick in the arse.



Dayne rose and walked with me to the front door.


	Craiggo, I know with your mum’s situation your free time is limited, but you have to make some time for you too. You know what they say, all work and no play…



We stood outside on his cramped front veranda, Dayne leaning against the door jamb, and I distractedly peeling paint from one of his weatherboards.


	Yeah, you’re right.


	So, you’ll be there on Friday night? At the Yarra?




Dayne was performing a short solo set before the night’s main act. The 30 minutes he spent on the cramped stage paid virtually nothing, but for him, it was 30 minutes of pure unadulterated bliss.


	What? Watch you sing covers and dodge insults from the drunk locals? Wouldn’t miss it for the world.


	Just so as they only hurl bloody insults, it’ll be grand.




I smiled and shook my head. Dayne, forever the optimist.


	Later, Dayne. See ya when I see ya.


	Not if I see you first.




Our old goodbye brought a smile to my face as I headed back down the path, between the weeds, to the Beast.

The sun hung low in the western sky, a giant orb hovering just above the lip of the horizon. I turned the key in the ignition and felt a sudden blast of warm air from the vents. I waited for the air to cool and remembered an Augie March classic which was one of my dad’s favourites. They sang of a sun that didn’t set but settled. I realised it described perfectly where my life presently lay, I was just settling. Stagnant. At the whim of life. Blindly accepting whatever happened to come my way. I pulled away from the kerb and tried to recall the rest of the lyrics, hoping they’d provide some much-needed inspiration.

At the intersection of Hoddle and Johnston Streets, waiting to make a left-hand turn, the lyrics sprung forth from some distant corner of my mind. Words beautiful in their simplicity yet which cut to the bone. They spoke of a time and a place which could never be returned to, no matter how hard you wished it to be so.

So much for inspiration.

***


	Good evening, Craig.


	Evening, Mrs M.




Walking through the front doors of the Sisters of Mercy, leaving behind the refreshing eucalypt and gardenia scented front gardens, was an assault on the senses. No amount of chlorine disinfectant and deodorising spray could ever hope to dispel the ever-present smell of human waste and lingering death. Though, now, as a regular visitor, I managed to keep my facial features under control.

I stopped for a moment at the front desk and chatted with Mum’s old friend, the forever perky Mrs Morris.


	Your mother is looking well today. I popped down to see her before I started my shift. Enjoy your visit.


	Thanks, Mrs M.




The hallways were quiet at this time of night. With my work hours continuing to grow, I’d unfortunately been arriving later and later each evening. And tonight, I was even later than usual. The few patients still able to roam the halls were safely tucked away under their covers. And late enough for the more raucous dementia parents to be silent. Each alone and adrift in their drug-induced dream world.

In a small, perverse, way I was glad Mum wasn’t displaying the same symptoms afflicting many of the others. Their haunting cries of anguish echoing through the hallways torturous to endure. It made her appear less tormented, more in command of her reality, but ultimately, I knew it was merely for my spoilt edification. Still, even in her relative silence, I wondered what went through her mind when one of her rare lucid moments occurred, and the actual horror of her plight struck deep like a dagger to the heart.

Mother’s new roommate, an elderly lady with terminal cancer, was asleep once again. The poor dear lay on her back, mouth wide open, making a faint whistling sound. Her skin was the colour of ash, almost translucent. It appeared so thin and vulnerable that with the slightest touch it would tear and peel away from her bones. Judy informed me the amount of pain-killing medication administered kept her blissfully unconscious the majority of the day. Unfortunately, this situation couldn’t last forever. At some point, the pain would surpass the maximum dosage available, and then everyone involved would be praying for a swift end.

I wondered if my mother faced the same future. I’d never asked her doctor; of how it would end. As if by burying my head in the sand I could infinitely delay the inevitable. It was pure selfishness on my part – a weakness even – clinging desperately to the status quo, but someone or something was going to have to make the first move. I pushed aside those thoughts as best I could, and continued on into her room.


	Hi, Mum.



She lay facing the window. The last rays of the sun gone leaving the golden elm in the courtyard to fade into the shadows. I stepped around to the other side of her bed and noticed her eyes closed. I thought it strange her sleeping this early in the evening, but her medication often left her extremely groggy. I leant over the bed and gently shook her shoulder.


	Mum?



Gradually, her faded blue eyes opened and fixed on my face. Not an inkling of recognition. Her mouth agape and her chest rising and falling ever so slightly, I could tell she was attempting to dispel the fog within and to orient herself to her surroundings. My heart wanted to explode with the helplessness I felt for her, and selfishly, for myself.

I was in no mood to regurgitate the commandments of banking bestowed upon me the day before by Eric. Nor, the ugly dismissal of Meredith. So, I filled the next hour with news of Dayne’s upcoming solo show, and the travails of his yet to be unveiled, new band.


	Dayne’s excited about the solo show, but a little nervous. But you know Dayne, he’ll be brilliant as always. I don’t know how he does it. The new band is still a work in progress. You’d get a kick out of the new drummer they’ve brought on. And I hear the new singer is something to see.



Mum remained silent throughout. Her eyes focussing on me for short bursts, then return to roaming about the room.

I also let her know Judy would be accompanying me on Friday night. I thought I detected a spark of delight in her eyes, but it was probably just a trick of the fluorescent lighting.

It was nearing 10:30 and Mum’s eyes began to droop. I rose from the soft vinyl chair by her bedside and kissed her on the forehead goodnight. I’d browbeaten her enough for one night with my inane stories.

In the hallway, I noticed Judy leaving another room with towels and a bedpan in hand.


	G’day. Catch you at a bad time?



I’d snuck up to within a few metres, my shoes making little noise on the linoleum floor.


	Bloody hell! Don’t sneak up on someone like that. Do you want the contents of this all over me? Or better yet, you?



I couldn’t help but laugh as she struggled to contain the sloshing contents of the bedpan.


	How was your mum tonight?


	Okay. Good, I guess. She was in one of her silent moods. She seemed really fatigued, I found it hard to keep her awake. Must have been my thrilling stories.






	Oh.



The last word uttered appeared tinged of sadness which was unlike Judy.


	Why? What’s the matter? Is there something you’re not telling me?



Judy looked around in all directions. For somewhere to place the bedpan? For somewhere to hide? I couldn’t tell.


	I shouldn’t. Umm… You really should speak with your mother’s doctor.


	Judy! Come on; you’re talking to me.




I could tell Judy was struggling with her inner-voice. The nurse’s aide who wanted to maintain her professionalism in an arm wrestle with the sweet young woman who’d become a close friend.


	Okay. Let me get rid of this…



She raised the bedpan in my direction.


	… I’ll meet you outside in the parking lot. I’m due a break anyway.



A cool breeze rustled the limbs of the red-gum trees overhead. Traffic was light on Studley Park Road, just the occasional whoosh of a passing car filtered through to break the silence.

I leant against the rear tailgate of the Beast, hands thrust deep in pockets, wondering what Judy was reluctant to tell. Breathing deeply of the fresh air helped to clear my nasal passages of the hospice’s cloying smell. And to keep my anxieties to a manageable level.


	I don’t have very long.



While gazing above at the stars filtering through the branches and trying to keep the worst of my fears at bay, Judy crossed the parking lot and stood a few metres to my side.


	So, how bad is it?


	Well, you know I do everything I can for your mother.


	Judy. Just tell me, okay. You don’t have to sugar-coat it. I know the end can’t be too far away. At this point…




At this point, what? Was I ready to give up on my only surviving family member? After more than three years of a struggle destined to only get progressively worse, the only possible outcome death, was I ready for that?


	At this point… I don’t know what’s best for her anymore.


	Hey, don’t talk like that. Not while she’s still fighting. But, Craig, she is getting weaker. It should be Doctor Jacobs telling you this, but we needed to up the level of her medication.




I breathed a sigh of relief. The change in treatment wasn’t a new development, I’d become accustomed to these over the past six months. Diagnosed with a rare vascular dementia, the medication prescribed helped to prevent blood clotting and promote blood flow, particularly to the brain. The restriction in blood flow being the cause of her first symptoms of forgetfulness.


	Okay, well, that’s not great, but they’ve made adjustments for her previously.


	Yes… But, Craig. She’s now at the limit of both dosage and frequency.


	Meaning what?




Judy stepped closer, I could smell the lemon scent of her perfume she used liberally to mask the odour of the hospice. She steeled herself before speaking by focusing on my shoes, then let it all out in one quick burst.


	A stronger dosage would only do more harm than good. Then as her dementia progresses the blood clots will worsen, and her mind will suffer even more due to the reduced blood flow. And then she’ll be at an even greater risk of a stroke, and we’ll be powerless to stop it.



Judy fell silent, looked skyward and breathed deeply of the fresh air; well aware I knew the implications.


	So how much longer? A year? Months?


	Doctor Jacobs thinks it’ll be more like… A month, at most, I’m so sorry.




Judy moved forward, closing the remaining distance between us, put her arms around my waist and rested her head on my shoulder. I would have cried, but after years of overuse I’d lost the ability. For three years I’d re-lived the same scene. My mother tied to the tracks in a bad 1920s film, with no hope of escape, no hope of rescue. And the oncoming train steaming forever closer in agonisingly slow-motion.


	Thank you for telling me, Judy. It… It somehow feels comforting in a way to know her ordeal will soon be over.



Judy disentangled herself from our embrace and was wiping tears from her eyes.


	You sure you’re okay?


	No, but yes, if that makes sense. It’s not like I didn’t know this day would come. It’s comforting to know she has such caring people here – you – looking after her.




I dug deep and worked up a smile. I hoped it looked more natural than it felt.


	Thanks. So… umm… I know this is really horrible timing, but, we are still on for Friday night, aren’t we?



The way she asked so sheepishly, couldn’t help but broaden my smile.


	Of course, we are.


	Good. I’m really looking forward to it. And it’ll be good for you too. To get away from… You know… Things.




I managed to keep the smile on my face through the small peck on the cheek and until she hurried back inside the hospice.

Driving home, I slipped into the disc player a CD by The Whitlams, and the wistful vocals of Tim Friedman bemoaning the loss of a close friend. Whenever I played the song, I associated it with my father. It brought back memories both bitter and sweet, but memories nonetheless. Tonight, his memory was bumped aside for someone closer. Someone who’s ordeal would soon be over.

The end of a life. The end of my family. With three years to prepare for this impending moment, you’d think I’d be ready.

But I wasn’t even close.







Calais, France


October 25, 2014

Eamonn sipped his café au lait while glancing at the front page of the Daily Telegraph. He’d already read it from front to back on the short train ride from Folkestone, under the English Channel, to Calais. He perused it again in the taxi to the Calais ferry terminal and admired, in particular, the page one headline one more time sitting here, at the Le Calais Douvres restaurant, across from the Europcar rental office.

Daring Irish Bank Heists screamed the page one banner. Five branches in Dublin hit simultaneously. The Gardaí surmised the robberies were linked, but no further details had yet been released. Estimates placed the total haul, informally, at €1.4 million. Eamonn knew, unequivocally, they were – give or take a few bills – €265,000 short of the mark.

Just a short walk from his table at the restaurant, the third member of his team collected their rental from the Enterprise office, while the fourth parked his Peugeot and entered the Europcar office. The fifth and remaining agent, according to the locator application on his phone, passed through border control moments earlier and would arrive shortly. Eamonn’s instructions informed each which departure of the Eurotunnel shuttle to catch, and all five – being the experienced soldiers they were – followed orders to the letter.

Eamonn ordered another coffee from the surly waitress and once again ran through yesterday’s events. He searched for the tiniest of imperfections within his plan he may have overlooked. But try as he may, not even the minutest of errors was apparent to his well-trained eye. He thought the security checkpoints may have caused a problem, but at both Holyhead and Calais the checks were cursory at best. All five vehicles waved through with nary a glance.

Just as Eamonn envisioned, his group were moving against the flow and into the oncoming tide of humanity. Border guards, more concerned with stopping the flow of refugees into Great Britain, paid those travelling east little attention. When searching for illegal aliens or terrorist threats, white, middle-aged, couples were the least of their concerns. The image brought a smile to his face, it was not so long ago his people were the terrorist du jour.

By now, Eamonn assumed, his five agents would’ve seen a television newscast, heard reports on the radio, or read a newspaper. Therefore, each knew their robbery was not a solitary act. But they were professionals, and he expected them to act as such. Though doubts did creep into the corners of his mind with regards to their wives, and the five accomplices. Wives he could control. However, he was less sure about the accomplices. He made a mental note to call his associates and have the accomplices shadowed for the next few weeks. The payment of two thousand euros for five hour’s work should ensure each kept their mouths shut, especially knowing betrayal meant a swift execution, but you couldn’t be too careful. Eamonn planned on this being the gift that kept on giving.

A battered Ford Cortina entered the parking lot to his right, cruised slowly up and back through three rows of cars before finding an open space. The last of his agents, with wife and luggage in tow, made his way slowly along the pedestrian walkway and through the sliding glass doors of the Europcar office.

Eamonn shook his head from side to side and whistled softly.


	Jaysus, how did that piece of shite make it all the way from Dublin to here?



The change of vehicles in Calais, just another small part within his elaborate plan. Not only would a left-hand drive vehicle attract less attention, but reliability also needed to be considered. Though it couldn’t entirely be ruled out, he could little afford to have one of the vehicles break down somewhere out in the Continent’s countryside.

Under a bright blue sky, the last of the five agents packed his luggage into the new mid-size Citroen sedan while his wife made herself comfortable in the passenger seat. Two full days of driving faced each couple before reaching their final destination. For Eamonn, a Ryanair flight from Brussels later in the afternoon awaited, getting him to the final meeting point well ahead of time. His cut from this first operation came to almost €40,000, more money than he’d ever earned in a year, let alone in a single day. And the blueprint established for further operations.

Eamonn stood, folded the paper under his arm and slipped on his Red Sox baseball cap. Digging in his pocket, he found a few coins lurking and tossed them on the table. He then remembered what an irritating pain in the arse the young waitress was, so retrieved three of the five and put them back in his pocket.

Old habits die hard, he mused, as he sauntered off to hail a taxi.







Melbourne, Australia


February 19, 2016

The large, circular, neon sign extending out from the Yarra Hotel’s 160-year-old sandstone façade vividly illuminated the front entrance. The reddish glow of the Carlton Draught sign above the door hung like a harvest moon in the evening’s gathering dusk. I held open the door for Judy, and we slipped inside to the warmth and comfort of the main bar. The weather turned unseasonably cool earlier in the day, but once inside Judy slipped off the woollen shawl draped over her shoulders.

We found Dayne leaning against the bar chatting with the bartender and nursing a beer. As we approached, he turned in our direction and performed a quick beer glass salute.


	Craiggo, glad you could make it, mate. And don’t look now, but there is an adorable bird following closely behind you.



Judy grinned, blushed ever so slightly, and held out her hand to shake Dayne’s. I performed the introductions and ordered a beer for myself and a Sauvignon Blanc for Judy.

For Dayne and me, frequenting the Yarra begun more like a pilgrimage than merely being our preferred watering hole. One of the co-owners being the famed singer-songwriter, Mick Thomas, a local legend in the Melbourne – if not Australia’s – music scene. Mick shot to fame with his first band, Weddings, Parties, Anything, before Dayne and I were born. His songs resonate with simple tales of the common man, of ordinary lives, whilst also weaving a musical tapestry recounting Australia’s rough and ready history. Although actual sightings of Mick are rare, with both our homes in close proximity, the Yarra remains a natural meeting point.

Turning from the bartender, I asked:


	When does your set start?



Dayne drained the last of his beer before answering.


	Now. I hope I have enough of these in me…



He held up the empty glass.


	To get through it.


	What are you playing?




I grabbed an empty bar stool for Judy and positioned it next to Dayne. He turned in Judy’s direction before answering.


	Some Neil Young, Springsteen, a little Paul Kelly of course.


	I’ve heard of those blokes; my dad has some of their CDs.




Dayne and I faced one another, smiled and shook our heads. True, he and I did have musical tastes beyond our years. It was one of the few things bonding our friendship at a young age. While kids our age were jumping from one musical fad to the next, we absorbed the rock, folk, and blues classics as if through an intravenous drip until they coursed through our veins and became a part of our soul.


	Okay. Wish me luck.



The front room of the Yarra was close to capacity. The melodic sound of Dayne fine-tuning his guitar almost lost in the buzz from a dozen different conversations around the room. Many were here for the night’s main act, Ulysses Wulf, others to meet friends and kick off their weekend. Most likely only Judy and I gave a toss about seeing Dayne perform.

From our seats at the bar, Dayne was only visible from the waist up. He turned to face the crowd and began strumming the opening chords to Neil Young’s, Sugar Mountain. It was the perfect choice for an opening song. His voice, with a tinge of nerves and never robust at the best of times, filled the room with a shaky falsetto sounding eerily like the original.

Polite applause rippled out from different pockets of the room as the final chord faded. Dayne took a long swig from a bottle of beer by his feet and launched into a rollicking version of Springsteen’s, Johnny 99; he followed with another selection from one of Bruce’s solo albums, Maria’s Bed.

More than half the crowd were now engaged and turned to watch Dayne perform. As he began the poignant Heart of Gold by Neil Young, I turned my attention to Judy.

Dressed casually in blue jeans and a crimson sleeveless top, she wore just enough makeup to accentuate her delicate features. When I picked her up earlier in the evening outside her parent’s home in Heidelberg, she appeared nervous and fretted over her choice of outfits. Gone was the confident young woman from the hospice. The change only served to make her seem more endearing. I told her she looked beautiful and meant it. Under the soft back light from the bar her tanned skin glowed, and when she tilted her head in my direction, her brown eyes sparkled with innocent delight.

She returned my smile, tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and turned back to the stage. I was the happiest I could remember being in months and wondered how best to capture the moment and to make it last. Could this be the beginning of something? Or would it wither and die once the incongruous link of the hospice no longer existed? I ordered another round of drinks, and with the utmost determination banished all dark thoughts from my mind. Tonight, I was determined to relax and enjoy Judy’s company, tomorrow would come soon enough.


	Do you know who’s singing?



An attractive girl my age sidled in beside me at the bar and motioned towards the stage.


	Yeah, his name’s Dayne Wallingham. He’s a good friend of mine.


	Hmm. He’s cute.




With that the girl turned and headed back to a table in the corner.


	A friend of yours?



The brief conversation drew Judy’s attention.


	No. But I bet we’ll be seeing her again later this evening when Dayne’s finished his set.



Her sly, beguiling, smile made me wonder, was she just amused or issuing a note of caution?


	Hey, I know this one!



Judy began singing along with Dayne’s rendition of Passenger’s Let Her Go.


	He really is very good.


	I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. You are enjoying yourself, right?


	Of course, relax, will you! I’m having a great time!




From Passenger to Persuasion by Tim Finn, followed by an old Dingoes’ number, Dayne had the small crowd wrapped around his little finger. Rapturous applause filled the room and Dayne took a moment to soak it all in. He drained the last of his second bottle of Carlton Draught and begun playing the opening strains of To Her Door.

The Paul Kelly classic was one of the first song’s Dayne learnt to play. It was the summer after he’d been expelled from school and was living, temporarily, with my mother and I after his dad kicked him out of their family home. The simple tune about second chances and redemption always held a special meaning for him. At the end of the song, he bowed, and with guitar in hand simply walked off stage. To the crowd, it appeared a well-planned, theatrical exit. Only I knew the feelings the song invoked made it impossible for him to speak.

We met Dayne outside in the beer garden. His guitar packed away, along with his emotions, in the battered old case which came with his first guitar. It was the guitar’s purchase, with his own hard-earned money, which prompted the final argument with his dad. What Dayne saw as an investment, his dad viewed as money tossed down the drain. The two have rarely seen eye-to-eye, or spoken, since.

Dayne, wide-eyed and energized from his performance rose from his seat as we approached and offered Judy one of the small wooden chairs.


	So, how did you like the show, m’lady?


	It was absolutely brilliant. So, this is what you do for a living?


	Well, not exactly. Thirty minutes at the Yarra doesn’t exactly keep the lights on at chez Wallingham, but the free beer is nice.




The temperature continued to drop under the cloudless sky. A faint breeze ruffled the leaves of the potted plants scattered throughout the beer garden. Judy wrapped her woollen shawl around her shoulders and gazed up at the clear night sky. The lights of the inner-city reduced the brilliance of the stars to a faint glow, yet the setting couldn’t have been more idyllic.


	It’s lovely out here. A little chilly though.



I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and she obliged by nestling her head back against my chest.


	They keep the fireplace lit in winter, but this cold snap, I guess, caught them by surprise.


	That’s okay. You’re keeping me nice and cosy.




Dayne smiled as he glanced at Judy then back to meet my eyes. Unless I was mistaken, I’d just received the unspoken nod of approval from my best friend.


	So, Craiggo. Want to hear how the new band is coming along?


	Sure.


	Band? What band is this?




Judy’s eyes snapped open, eager to hear more.

Dayne gave a quick rundown of the new band, Gunga Dingo – the name eliciting a laugh from Judy – the various members, then a recap of the first rehearsal at his home.


	You should have seen it. Somewhere between brilliant and a fucking train wreck. Excuse language, Judy.


	You’re excused. You should hear the mouth on my dad.


	As I already knew, Getch has a beautiful voice, but her movements are out of this world. You should have seen her twirl and spin to the beat. Picture a mix of a Western Desert tribal dance and Stevie Nicks in her prime. And then there’s her hair.




Judy asked the obvious.


	What’s wrong with her hair?


	Nothing I guess. It’s long and straight, well kempt really, but the bloody colour is nothing I’ve ever seen occur naturally on a human. Periwinkle she calls it. Whatever the hell that is!




She and I laughed, but Dayne was just getting warmed up.


	And bloody Skip! All the while he’s flailing away on his bloody Indian drum. Going 50 to the dozen as we’re attempting some old Radiohead material. Both Timmy and I had to back up all the way out of the room and into the hallway to escape the flailing limbs.



Dayne waved his arms around in imitation and almost knocked over a tray of drinks being delivered to the table behind.

He offered a quick apology before continuing.


	So, here’s me trying to sneak a peek around the doorjamb while playing a guitar solo and Timmy’s wandering down the hallway checking out my wall art and still not missing a beat on the bass line.



The story had us in fits of laughter. I finished my beer, then asked:


	When can we expect the first gig?


	Jesus, I don’t know, mate. I can’t think of place with a stage big enough to contain us.




Dayne surveyed the empty glasses on the table.


	Can I get ya another round? Of course, I can. Tonight, I have the keys to the kingdom, well, until they cut me off of the free drinks at least.



While Dayne sauntered off to the bar, Judy leant back and I hugged her just a little tighter. Neither of us spoke, just enjoying the moment and the warmth created by the touching of our two bodies. The hubbub of conversation from other tables faded into the background as I sensed her breathing slow; our chests soon rising and falling in time.


	Okay, enough of that you two. I’ve brought a friend with me.



Dayne placed the drinks on the table and we turned to see the girl who I’d spoken to earlier in the evening.


	Megan tells me you folks have already met. Why didn’t you tell me this gorgeous young lady was the one making sure I’d a steady supply of beer on stage?



Judy and I exchanged puzzled glances, but both recovered quickly enough not to blow Megan’s cover story.


	Oh sorry, mate. Must’ve slipped my mind.



Fifteen minutes later, Dayne was fathoms deep in his conversation with Megan and had seemingly forgotten we were sitting across the table. The second yawn from Judy was enough of a clue to know it was time to hit the road.

We said our goodbyes and waded back through the crowd. I forged ahead and Judy held on tight as we wove between the tables of the beer garden, through the packed main bar, and out the front door to Johnston Street. With Judy nuzzling close in the back seat and her intoxicating scent seductively filling my senses, the taxi drive back to Heidelberg took not nearly long enough.







Châlons-En-Champagne, France


October 25, 2014

The short, balding, middle-aged man exited the A26 motorway and headed east towards the small town of Châlons-en-Champagne. He was hungry and in dire need of stretching his tired limbs after the three-hour drive from Calais. But most of all, he thought, he needed to piss like a Grand National thoroughbred.


	Love? Is everything okay?


	Of course, I’m just taking this exit so as to take a slash and get a bite to eat.


	You seem awfully tense. You’ve been gripping the steering wheel like you’re trying to get the last drop of toothpaste out the tube.


	Just a little nervous driving on the opposite side of the road is all.




Marnie could sense in the tone of Sam’s voice – her husband of 28 years – everything wasn’t alright, but also knew well enough not to push the matter. She stared out the window at the lush, rolling countryside and as Sam took another left turn towards the town centre they crossed a river flowing languidly under the early afternoon sun.

Changing subjects, she asked:


	The countryside is beautiful, isn’t it? Just as I’d imagined.


	Looks like County Clare to me. ‘Course it has a few more trees and a few less sheep. And all those bleedin’ grapes. Bet we can get a decent bottle of plonk ’round here, eh?




Marnie watched the endless fields of vineyards rise and fall off into the distance as Sam slowed for the upcoming exit.


	This trip was a wonderful surprise. It’s been donkey’s years since we last got away together. Love, are you sure we can afford it?


	Argh, don’t you worry woman. I’ve got it all taken care of.


	I just wish we could’ve stopped in Paris.




Sam sighed deeply, knowing he’d already explained his reasoning earlier in the day.


	I told you before, there’s no feckin’ way I’m driving through that bloody city. Besides, the traffic would’ve slowed us down too much and we need to make Turin by tonight.


	Why Turin?


	‘Cos that’s where our feckin’ hotel is.


	No need to swear love. Just asking.




Leaving the highway, they cruised slowly along a tree-lined boulevard north towards the town centre.


	Do you know where you’re going, love?


	Not really, but I’m aiming for that bloody great church up ahead and see if I can park somewhere. Then we’ll have a wander around and find a place to eat.




Sam found a parking spot not too far from the Cathedrale St Étienne, just off the Rue Juliette Récamier. While stretching out his back muscles he spied the colourful awning of a small bistro just a block away. After double checking the rental car was locked, he took off at a quick pace.


	Hold up, love, you’re leaving me behind. I wanted to take a photo of the church.


	After lunch woman. It’ll still be there. Come on, I’m about to spring a leak.


	Oh, alright.




Marnie followed along as Sam hopped, stepped and shimmied to the bistro.

While Sam attended to business, a young girl who spoke a passable amount of English sat Marnie at a table outside. The white umbrella overhead, advertising Moët & Chandon champagne, thankfully shielded the table from the afternoon sun. Even still, Marnie felt the first pinpricks of sweat beginning to dot her brow.

Sam returned a few minutes later in a much more contented mood.


	I could use a beer. Wonder what the choices are here?



Sam perused the menu, not making heads nor tails of the offerings. Having made her decision, Marnie prompted Sam.


	Do you know what you’re going to order, dear?


	Probably the only French thing I know. What’s the sandwich called we get at out faux French joint back home?


	You mean the croque madame?


	That’s it. And let’s hope it’s still a ham and cheese sandwich over here.


	I’m going to have the same.




The waitress returned with a bottle of sparkling mineral water and two glasses.


	Have you decided on your order?


	Yes, please. We’ll take two croque madames. The lady here will have a half carafe of your house white and I’ll take a bottle of your local beer. I’m feeling quite adventurous. As they say, when in Rome…




Sam handed the menus back to the waitress, smiled at Marnie and she gave a sly smile in return.


	Love, again, I can’t tell you how happy I am we are taking this trip. Such a bolt from the blue it was when you sprung it on me.


	Well, perhaps we can start travelling a little more in our advancing years.


	Advancing years? The little performance you put on last night in bed surely told a different story.




Marnie thought she saw Sam blush, or perhaps it was just the effect of the warm sun on his pale skin.


	Well… I… I guess I was just excited to be on a proper holiday.


	I’ll say. The way you were goin’ at it hammer and tongs, I thought you were auditioning for one of them rap videos.


	Woman, please!




As Marnie spoke the waitress appeared behind her with their orders. Marnie blushed uncontrollably as the waitress placed the plate in front of her.


	For madame. And for monsieur. And your drinks. Enjoy!



The waitress shot Sam a small, conspiratorial, smile as she left. He beamed as if he owned the winning horse of the Irish Derby, raised his glass of Fischer and drank off half in one smooth tilt.


	Lunch is lovely. You enjoying yours?


	Yeh, brilliant, plenty of gooey cheese and the egg on top is nice and runny. Just how I like it.


	This wine is delicious, too. Would you like some? I think I’m getting a little tipsy.


	No thanks, love. I’ll just have perhaps a second beer, still got a lot of driving to do.


	You know this wine… the lovely weather… the beautiful countryside…


	What are you trying to say, woman?


	Well… perhaps we could have a go at round two tonight. What say you?




Sam smiled. They’d been together almost 30 years, with a mountain range of ups and downs in between, but he still loved her just as much as the first time he’d laid eyes on her.

He went, begrudgingly, with his mates that night to the dance hall down by the seaside at Dun Laoghaire. A band was playing U2 covers, loudly and badly. When almost ready to call it a night; his eyes locked onto a dark-haired beauty across the room. With the brashness of youth, and a building reputation within the IRA, Sam was used to getting what he wanted. But he met his match that night. Three approaches he made asking her to dance, she rebuffed him twice before agreeing. Towards the end of the night he held her close dancing to I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For. Sam looked deep into her eyes and knew for a fact he had.


	I’m not sure I have too many moves left, but I’ll see what kind of show I can put together.


	Oh, Sam.




Marnie giggled, leant back from the table and drank the last of her wine.


	Then perhaps you can let me have one of those presents you have hidden away for me.



The colour drained from Sam’s face as if his chin had sprung a leak. He sat forward, all senses on full alert.


	What presents are you speaking of, woman?


	You know. In our suitcase. While you were in the shower this morning, I was going to get your clothes ready and noticed the packages.


	They’re not for you, woman. You stay well away, you hear?




Marnie was startled by the tone of his voice.


	Then who are they for?



Sam looked across the road to the cathedral searching for an answer hopefully hidden somewhere on its façade or etched into the ornate stained glass windows.

He settled on something close to honesty.


	I’m carrying them for a client.


	A client? What client?


	Enough questions, woman. Jaysus. It’s payin’ for your feckin’ holiday so let it drop.




Marnie glanced around to see nothing but empty tables, even still she lowered her voice.


	Sam, tell me we aren’t carrying drugs. Is it why you were so nervous at the border?


	It’s not drugs, alright? It’s just something I need to do for some old friends.


	Old friends?




A moment’s contemplation gave Marnie the answer, then a profound tiredness washed over her.


	You told me you were done with all that nonsense.



Sam leaned in closer to the table. His voice low.


	You are never done woman. You are never out. Do you hear me? And I never want to be out. I was nursed by my ’ma on the cause from birth. Those gobshite politicians may have tossed it in, but there are still a few of us ready and willing to do what is necessary. And that’ll be all the talk of that.



Sam turned from the table and signalled the waitress for the bill. Marnie rose, tears springing to her eyes and headed inside to the toilets. There, she splashed a little water onto her face from the small basin, dabbed it dry with a paper towel and composed herself. Walking back to the table she noticed a television recapping the day’s headlines. Marnie couldn’t make out what they were saying but the camera shots were of various Allied Irish Bank locations. The scene then shifted to a young lass reporting from the street outside of a Bank of Ireland branch in Drumcondra. She stopped dead in her tracks.

Marnie asked the bartender what the story was about. Fighting through his broken English, Marnie got the gist of the report. She slowly headed back to where Sam was finishing up with the bill.

Sam turned to face Marnie and began to rise from the table.


	You ready?


	Yes, best we make our… getaway.




Marnie marched off leaving Sam in her wake to follow, all the while mumbling under her breath.


	Jaysus, Lord almighty. What have you gone and done ya eejit?









Melbourne, Australia


March 2, 2016

My dinner circled before me on the microwave carousel. Home from work late again. I’d hoped to blow out the cobwebs and clear my mind with a quick run. Instead, even after a brisk shower, I’d barely the energy to heat the week-old meat pie. With a cold beer in one hand and ketchup bottle in the other, I counted down the seconds to the microwave’s ding letting my pie know the ride was over.

The week was shaping up to be the longest and most tedious yet in my short banking career. Eric, putting on his altruistic hat, decided to dedicate the entire week to “getting re-acquainted with his clients”. In true Eric style, he transformed this simple task into a prolonged sales pitch to the clients with whom he kept minimal contact; leaving me with a laundry list of notes with which to update customer profiles.

Mrs What’s-her-name’s husband got a promotion… This one’s now single… This couple were transferred to Perth… Additional funds here – make a note for me to call back in three weeks… Squeezed them dry – don’t bother calling again.

Eric, with feet propped lazily on his desk, wound his silver tongue through the phone line, across the ether and into the homes and pockets of his flock. And I stared at the computer screen and typed note after note into the system while – I imagined – blood slowly leaked from my eyes.

A trill ring shook me from my trance. I assumed the sound was the microwave, but my pie was still happily enjoying the slow-motion amusement ride. I reached for my mobile and answered.


	Hello?


	Craig.


	Oh… hi, Judy. You calling from work?


	Yes… umm, Craig. It’s your Mother.




I grabbed my keys and rushed out the front door. The microwave let out a weary ding as the door swung shut behind me.

Ten and three. The numbers stuck in my mind as I waited to be allowed into mother’s room. Ten minutes to get to the hospice, and three for the number of red lights I’d run. And there I sat, helpless, not knowing what was happening on the other side of the metal door painted a dreary eggshell white.

I’d commenced pacing the hall when Judy stepped from my mother’s room. She quickly made her way to my side and held both my hands in hers.


	She’s okay, but we had a bit of a scare.



I let out a sigh of relief before asking.


	Can I see her?


	Yes. Doctor Jacobs is still in there; he’ll want to speak to you.




Doctor Jacobs, with the help of another nurse, positioned various machines around Mother’s bed. The nurse noticed me enter and signalled to the doctor.


	Ah, Craig. Thanks for coming down here this evening.



As if not coming was an option. His professional nonchalance made a habit of rubbing me the wrong way.


	What is it? What’s happened?



A large clear mask covered her nose and mouth. A small tube connected the mask to an oxygen tank beside the bed. She lay flat on her back, the bed fully reclined. It was impossible to tell if she were alive or dead.


	Well, it appears she had a small stroke. We have her sedated for now, and we’ve placed her on a ventilator to help her breathing until we can assess the damage it has caused.



He turned, smiled and patted her arm as if these things happened every day. In his world, perhaps they did.


	With this type of dementia, blood clots are an ever-present danger. And as the brain is under constant turmoil, well, it only exacerbates the problem. We’ll keep her sedated until morning and then slowly bring her around, but the chances are the damage inflicted may very well be permanent.



The manner in which he described Mother’s condition was so infuriatingly matter-of-fact. I knew deep down he was trying to keep me calm; but right now, it just pissed me off.


	That’s it? You’ll just monitor her? Can’t something else be done?


	Unfortunately, not, Craig. I believe Ms Graham already informed you – and she really shouldn’t have…




I detected a note of annoyance, I hoped Judy hadn’t gotten into trouble.


	… However, no further increases in her medication are possible. I’m afraid, Craig, you should start preparing yourself for her final days.



Prepare myself? And he’s afraid? What the fuck did he think I was feeling?


	Though, it still may be weeks. She’s put up a tough old fight this one.



Such a calm way of putting it. She’s hung in there, but I wouldn’t take the over on the betting line. I’ve never wanted to hit someone so badly in all my life. I managed, somehow, to keep my temper in check.


	Can I have a few minutes alone with her?


	Of course, young man. I’ll be down the hall at the nurse’s station if you wish to talk further.




Leaning against the raised bars of her bed, I tracked the paths of wires and tubes leading from various machines back to my mother. She looked so tiny, so fragile; her chest rising and falling slightly but steadily. The bright green display above her bed showed oxygen level, blood pressure and pulse. And showed she was still with me.

Seeing her this way was more than I could bear, I kissed her goodnight and quietly left the room.

A light rain was falling. I made my way across the parking lot to the Beast. Leaning on the bonnet, I tipped my head back and let the coolness of the drops wash over my face.

The voice was quiet and soothing.


	Taking a shower, or just thirsty?



Judy stood before me. Arms folded, her head cocked to one side as if asking for permission to step closer.


	Just hoping to drown.


	Come on, it’s never as bad as you think it is.


	Yes. Yes, it is, Judy. It is as bad as it seems. In fact, it just about can’t get any fucking worse.




As soon as the words left my mouth, I wished I could cram them back in. And they stung Judy more than I would have imagined.


	You think you’re the only one having to deal with the loss of a parent, or a loved one? At least you have happy memories of them both. What about…


	What about what?




She’d hit a nerve, one I’d kept buried for years but remained painfully raw. Who was she, thinking she knew all about my family?


	About my dad… the one I never saw? The dad I barely even knew. Or the real him at least. How about the memory of his mistress coming to his funeral? Mum, having her tossed out of the church. First time I’d ever heard her swear. And I learnt a new word that day – whore – took me a while to figure out the spelling so as to learn the meaning.


	Craig, I’m sorry… I didn’t…




The floodgates opened. The horse bolted. Years of pent-up anger burst forth, and I was powerless to stop it.


	Yeah, that was my old man. A wife and kid at home, and any number of tarts waiting for him in country towns across the State. And all I have to show for his sorry existence is the CD collection he left me. Three hundred discs of his music, and as I listen, I wonder who he was with when it was playing on his car stereo.


	Craig, you can’t keep torturing yourself like that.


	Torture? What would you know of torture? Your work here? Sure, I couldn’t do it, but it’s your choice to be here, and you can always escape and go home to your lovely little house in Heidelberg and your lovely parents.


	It’s not my choice. And I don’t live there.




Absorbed in my rant, I’d not taken in the words spoken softly by a clearly distressed Judy.


	What? What do you mean?


	Can we get in the car, please? I’m getting drenched standing out here.




Judy rubbed her arms against the cold and sunk into the cloth fabric of the front seat. Staring a hole through the Beast’s glove compartment, she first got her emotions under control before speaking.


	You need to understand a few things about me and my life. Then if you don’t want to continue seeing me, it’ll break my heart, but at least I’ll have a clear conscience.



The warmth of the Beast’s interior combined with our wet clothes quickly fogged the windows. The rain drummed a steady beat on the roof; the interior a warm cocoon sheltering us from the world outside.


	The house in Heidelberg, where you met me, belongs to my friend’s parents. I live in a tiny hovel a couple of kilometres from there. I didn’t want you to see it, or my parents.


	I don’t care where or how you live, and I’m sure…


	No, Craig. You’re not bloody sure.




Judy turned to face me. The rising anger evident in her voice. The floodgates getting a good working over tonight.


	My parents are both alcoholics. Dad was at least functional for a while, but then came the accident at work. Mum…



She shook her head as if in disgust.


	Mum started drinking with him to be sociable. Now, she can’t even function without a bottle of whisky under her belt. Dad was always the breadwinner. Mum never worked. ‘My stay-at-home trophy wife,’ he’d joke. Jesus, what a bloody trophy she turned out to be. Dad made good money as a plumber but drank away most of it. One night, when I was still young, he decided we should dance to a song playing on the radio. They were both shit-faced of course. He picked me up and waltzed me around and around the kitchen. When he lost his balance, he decided it was a good idea to use me to break his fall. My face hit the kitchen table before he hit the floor. They both laughed their arses off. It was the next morning before they took me to the emergency room. This charming smile you love so much is the result of facial tendons not healing properly after the compressed fracture of my cheekbone.



The light rain began to fall more steadily, sounding like muffled applause as it bounced off the Beast’s roof. Across from me, Judy stared sullenly through the fogged windscreen. Her tears now dry, just the tracks on her cheeks remained.


	Then he had the accident; I guess falling became a habit. He fell through a ceiling on a job one day, which left him with a broken back. Permanently disabled he is, can’t work, but it hasn’t hindered his drinking any.


	Is that what got you interested in nursing, from helping with your dad?




Judy turned to face me. A look of pity on her face.


	Oh, Craig. You just don’t get it, do you?


	Get what?




I was getting tired of being treated like a moron. Was I that slow? What was I missing?


	I hate them both with a passion, but what else am I to do? We have no money; we’re one of my pitiful pay cheques from this place away from being homeless. If I can’t intercept Dad’s disability cheque before he gets a hold of it, it would all go towards booze. We can’t even afford his medication. At least working here, I can get some from…



The penny dropped.


	Are you stealing drugs from here?



I waited a moment for a denial, but none came.

A smart man would have taken the high road. Comforted her and been the steadying rock in a time of our mutual need. Oh, I was a rock alright. But only dumb as a whole box of them.


	So, all of this, “I want to be a nurse” routine is just a cover for what? For what you’re really after?



Her chin dropped to her chest, and tears overflowed from the corners of her eyes, the dry tracks on her cheeks replenished.


	No, Craig. I really do want to be a nurse one day. I love helping the patients here.


	Really? Help them? I know you don’t have access to the pharmacy’s pill supply. So how are you skimming them? Oh shit, from the patients? Is that it?




Judy continued to gaze at the floor mat under her feet.


	So how do you decide which patient gets shorted on their meds? Equal opportunity? Just from the ones who’ve pissed you off? Or the ones who can’t speak up? Jesus Christ, Judy! Have you ever fucking shorted my mum?



An inexplicable need to lash out at something, somebody, overwhelmed me. Again, words escaped my mouth I immediately wished I could take back. But I was angry, out of control. Thirty metres away my last surviving family member lay on life-support, and I was as helpless as a new-born baby to do anything about it. And the instant self-loathing for my actions only made matters worse.

My outburst cut Judy to the bone. There was anger in her voice now.


	I’m doing what I can to survive. Is it so much different than what you’re doing? You’ve explained to me enough about how your bank operates, how Eric shakes down his clients to make his money. How long until you’re corrupted by the money? How long until you’re one of them, doing the same bloody thing? And you think you’re any better?



Before I could answer, Judy leapt from the car and slammed the door. At least I knew better than to follow; I’d caused enough pain for one night. Using the heel of my hand on the foggy windscreen, I wiped clear a small opening. Rain running down the glass distorted the shape of Judy’s white uniform. She ran quickly across the parking lot, then disappeared from view.

***


	Bloody rain, and it’s turned cold too!



Garth O’Neal stared out the front window of Stathis watching the traffic glide by on Glenferrie Road. Water sprayed out from beneath passing wheels, and the slick tram tracks gleamed under the yellowish glow of the street lights. Across the table, Eric Mullane refilled their wine glasses from the chilled bottle of Sauvignon Blanc.


	Jesus, Garth. Would you quit whining about the weather and enjoy the ambiance.



For a wet Tuesday evening, the Greek restaurant in Malvern was very busy. Two waiters hustled back and forth between tables allowing the owner to glide by in their wake gaining assurances from the diners everything was to their liking.


	Eric, my friend. I’m happy to see you again. Have we taken your orders yet?


	G’day, Jon. No, not yet. I think I’ll have the seafood souvlaki. And some more tzatziki, if you don’t mind. How about you, Garth?




Garth leant back and studied the large mural of Santorini blanketing the wall.


	Ahh… I think I’ll have the lamb cutlets.


	Excellent choices, gentlemen. I’ll get those orders in for you immediately.




Jon departed with the menus, and Garth brushed pita crumbs from the gingham tablecloth forming a trail from the bread dish to the tzatziki bowl.

It was Garth who broke the silence.


	So, for what do I owe the pleasure of a free dinner? You are paying, right?


	Yes, I’m paying you stingy bastard.




Eric chuckled to keep the mood light but couldn’t help thinking a fish’s arse couldn’t have been as tight as the solicitor sitting across from him.


	It’s part of my semi-annual check-in with my clients. I’ve been hard at it all week contacting those making me my money and thought one of my better clients deserved a meal. Besides, it was late; I was hungry, knew you’d be available and that way I could expense it.


	Who’s the stingy one now?


	Touché, Garth. Cheers!




Both men drained the last of their wine and ordered a second bottle from a passing waiter.

Eric followed the progress of a young couple as they hurriedly navigated puddles and traffic crossing Glenferrie Road, then turned to Garth.


	Any changes I need to know about regarding the hospice account?



Thom Lewis brought in the Catholic Archdiocese of Melbourne as a client many years ago. Then parcelled out the Sisters of Mercy account to Eric as a small reward. He wasn’t sure who’d been introduced to whom; however, for as long as he could recall, Williams & Teacher was the law firm on record for the archdiocese.

Garth withheld his answer as their dinner had arrived.


	Enjoy, gentlemen.


	Looks delicious!




The waiter nodded in thanks and melted into the background.


	So… Anything I need to know?



Eric, eyes downcast, slid tender chunks of fish and calamari from the wooden skewers with his fork. Garth, knife and fork poised above a lamb cutlet, looked across at the banker with whom he was now irrevocably joined.


	No. No changes to concern you.


	Good, exactly the answer I was hoping to hear.




Both men resumed working their way through their main course. Between mouthfuls of fish, Eric snatched at triangles of pita bread before dragging them through the tzatziki.


	This place does have excellent food. Though best we keep it a secret all to ourselves. What do you say, Garth?



Garth kept his head lowered, fully concentrating on the dismantling of his lamb cutlets, but could feel Eric’s eyes piercing his skull.


	Yeah, a secret.









Rome, Italy


October 26, 2014

In the glory days of the Roman Empire it was said all roads led to Rome. Now, thanks to the ultra-modern Italian Autostrade system, it was also possible to circumnavigate the ancient city using the A90 ring road. Due west of the city centre, a stone’s throw from the A90, Eamonn Mahoney lounged by the pool at the Holiday Inn, Aurelia. The diminutive Irishman tugged the bill of his cap lower to shield his eyes from the glare of the western sky. Off in the distance, a jetliner passed before the setting sun on its final approach to Leonardo da Vinci-Fiumicino Airport. In a scant few minutes, the giant orb would be gone and with it the remaining warmth of the day.

He reached for his glass of whiskey sitting on the small glass-topped table beside his rattan chair and checked the time. Six o’clock. The last of his agents would be arriving shortly. All five spent the previous night at various hotels scattered throughout the city of Turin, and with just seven hours driving ahead of them to their final destination, each leisurely made their way south.

Each of the five were also allocated an assigned hotel in Rome along with detailed instructions for the handover of their packages. Three hours previous, the first agent arrived in Rome eager to complete the operation and to enjoy the remainder of he and his wife’s holiday.

The tracking application on Eamonn’s phone showed the last of the five exiting the A90. A few minutes later, the vehicle pulled into the Holiday Inn parking lot. He drained the last few remaining drops of whiskey from his glass and sauntered inside. While settling his bill at the bar, he watched a middle-aged gentleman and his wife cross the lobby and approach the check-in desk. The room for the couple had been pre-paid. As had the rooms in Turin, the rental cars, and the ferry reservations, by an Import & Export Company registered in Guernsey. By lunchtime tomorrow, each agent would return their rental cars to the drop-off location at da Vinci-Fiumicino Airport, then were free to sightsee for the remainder of the week. For their return journey; Eamonn supplied flight tickets to Brussels and train passes to Calais to collect their vehicles for the drive back to Ireland. A courier also delivered a small cash advance, for travelling expenses, to each of the agents the week before the robberies. Their final payment made in the same fashion upon their return to Dublin. Eamonn left nothing to chance.

The couple at the desk, she slightly shorter than the man, received their key cards and were directed to the elevators. They shuffled off, suitcases in tow, looking weary after a long three days of travel. Eamonn turned in the opposite direction, through the hotel’s sliding glass doors and to the parking lot beyond. He located the late-model Citroen, with its Europcar sticker on the back window, in the next to last row. The front door was unlocked, as instructed, he quickly leant in and pulled the latch for the boot. Inside the boot, a backpack.

Eamonn smiled, it was such a pleasure working with professionals who could follow instructions to the letter. Unzipping the backpack a few centimetres, he checked the contents. Satisfied, he slung the cheap nylon carry-all over his shoulder, shut the boot and ambled across the lot to his own vehicle. There, he opened the boot and tossed in the carry-all next four others of identical design.

As he pulled out of the parking lot and headed east towards the city centre a mere ten kilometres away, Eamonn looked ahead to tomorrow’s meeting and the completion of a successful operation.

Darkness had fallen, and the Seven Hills of Rome cast a faint silhouette against the deepening gloom of the night sky. Ahead, lay Vatican City where the glow of lights from St Peter’s Square illuminated the spiritual home of the Catholic Church. In the back of the sedan lay close to €1.7 million, its purpose to illuminate a cause just as close to Eamonn’s heart.







Melbourne, Australia


March 4, 2016

Finally, the finish line to this never-ending week was in sight. Eric departed at three o’clock, dropping the last of his client notes on my desk before disappearing through the frosted glass doors. ‘Going waltzing with Matilda for the weekend,’ I was informed. Matilda was his 12-metre Sea Ray Sundancer 400; I shuddered to think how much his little “toy” cost. Eric could tell me, of course. The man knew the price of everything, but I doubt he embraced the value of any of it.


	I can’t wait until we start seeing the type of money he’s making.



Doug leant back in his chair, hands clasped behind his head, and waited until the retreating figure of Eric disappeared before speaking.


	You notice Mary has begun to make her move?



Now Doug mentioned it, I hadn’t heard a sound coming from her side of the padded divide in quite a while.


	What do you mean?


	She’s been upstairs with the boss for the past 45 minutes. She’s angling for Meredith’s job. I doubt she’ll get it, but I don’t blame her for dipping her oars in the water. What about you, Craig? Starting to spend the big commission cheques in your head yet?


	Nah! I’m too busy trying to keep up with everything thrown at me by Eric.


	Jesus, you aren’t still doing his “know your customer” shit, are you? We finished days ago with our updates. Stop writing a bloody book on everyone and keep it simple. It’s not like the Feds are ever going to want to see that stuff.




Doug was probably right. The more I tried to learn, the more I realised I was woefully underprepared for the real world of banking.


	Don’t you think Eric would’ve told me if that’s what he wanted me to do?


	Ha ha! Good one! Eric’s just yankin’ ya chain, mate. He expects you to learn from the rest of us and get efficient and proficient, or get gone. How much crap have you got left?


	Probably another two hours.


	Well, I’m just finishing up training module IV. Toss something in there for the last few clients and let’s get out of here and grab a beer.




My frustration deepened, I hadn’t even started on the third training module yet.


	You go ahead and take off, I’ve gotten this far, I’m not going to half-arse it now.


	Okay, your loss. Enjoy what’s left of your weekend.




I knuckled back down into the last few pages of work, but Doug’s words, the enormous amount of wealth held under management by Eric, my career choice, my life, all began to scramble together in front of my eyes creating an overwhelming sense of helplessness.

And then there was Judy. We hadn’t spoken since she stormed off two days earlier. Baby steps forward towards happiness, turning into a huge stumble backwards. In my darkest moments, I wondered if I was destined to forever keep stubbing a toe on the steps of life. Before drowning in self-pity, I summoned all the energy I could muster and burrowed back into Eric’s notes.

I’m not sure what drew my attention to the name. It was one of the final one’s listed on the next to last page of notes. The name in itself wasn’t unusual, Angelique Gonsalves, but the note accompanying it piqued my interest:

No change to current situation.

I’d seen this same note hundreds of times over the past week, but this one stopped my typing in mid-stream. I toggled over from the notes screen to the accounts screen just on a whim.

At first glance, everything appeared in order other than the balance – $78,568 – incredibly small to be a regular client of Eric’s. Like clockwork, 80-year-old Angelique’s pension cheque was auto-credited into the account every two weeks. I also noticed from the transaction screen Eric purchased an emerging Tech company’s stock on her behalf three week’s previous.

I leant back in my chair wondering just what I’d discovered. It wasn’t the fact Eric was handling such a minuscule account which caused my feet to tap nervously on the carpet below my desk. Nor the fact he’d placed an incredibly inappropriate trade for an elderly lady.

It was because I knew Angelique Gonsalves, a lovely lady of Portuguese descent, as my mother’s first roommate at the Sisters of Mercy.

And she’d been dead for six weeks.

During Mother’s admittance to the hospice I’d signed a multitude of forms. After a while, one blended into the other. I remembered signing one form where it explained I was required to re-direct Mother’s pension to the hospice. The meagre amount, combined with any insurance payments, would in no way cover the full cost of her stay, but I was assured the hospice covered all additional costs and I would never see a bill. I thought no more of it.

On a whim, I typed my mother’s name into the bank’s client search function. The message quickly came back:

No account found

But why Mrs Gonsalves and not Mother? I toggled back to the Gonsalves account screen and noted under the account title it listed a power of attorney – Garth O’Neal.

The realisation hit me like a load of bricks. The hospice traditionally only catered to patients with no next of kin, Mother being the rare exception. Which explained why my mother hadn’t needed an account; I was able to complete the transfer of funds each month to the hospice from her existing bank account. Was Garth O’Neal, as the solicitor on record for the hospice, holding powers of attorney for all of the patient’s accounts? And was he giving Eric permission to trade in those accounts? And why did the poor deceased Mrs Gonsalves still have an open account?

One part of my brain wanted to believe it was all an honest mistake. An error in the paperwork. A ball dropped somewhere by an assistant more incompetent and clueless than me.

Then another part of my brain, the part recalling what I’d learnt over the past six weeks in banking, told me not to be such a bloody idiot.

The remainder of Eric’s notes could wait until Monday, I shoved them into the draw by my side, locked it and shut down my computer. I needed to get away from this place, clear my head, and think this through.

A million notions danced around my brain while I waited in traffic along Toorak Road. Ahead, the #8 tram disgorged passengers at the Kooyong Road intersection. Was I missing an obvious explanation? Should I approach Eric Monday morning? Go over his head to Mr Stephens? The honking of horns from behind dragged me from my trance, traffic had cleared leaving a clear space ahead. I hit the accelerator and the Beast coughed and spluttered before lurching forward. It seemed nothing in my life was destined to run smoothly.







Vatican City


November 19, 2015


(4 Months Earlier)

One of the first changes made by the newly elected Pope Francis was to move his formal rooms away from the traditional locale of the Apostolic Palace to a more austere location across Vatican City. Many saw the move as one of the first signs of a more circumspect reign, of a need to get closer to the people. Others, with a more cynical eye, presumed it was to remove himself from the stench emanating from the offices of the Institute for the Works of Religion.

Established in 1942 by Pope Pius XII, the Institute for the Works of Religion (IOR) – or better known as the Vatican Bank – ostensibly handled the vast financial empire of the Catholic Church. The IOR oversees more than €5 billion in assets for its 15,000 institutional and individual clients.

Until 2013, the figure was closer to 19,000, then the walls began to crumble, though this was hardly unchartered territory. The IOR emerged from the Second World War with its wealth intact; albeit due to some very shady dealings with the Nazis. Later, in the 1980s, the democracies of the West politely turned away when the IOR, with CIA involvement, helped fund the solidarity movement in Poland and the Contra rebels in Nicaragua. However, the worldwide financial crisis of 2008 opened Pandora’s Box and exposed the IOR once again to the world’s harsh glare. Not the least of which was its role in the wholesale laundering of money.

Money laundering was nothing new for the IOR having, lamentably, not learnt its lesson from 1982 and its murky dealings with Milan’s Banco Ambrosiano. The IOR, the largest shareholder in the Milanese bank, used it as a conduit to funnel funds to various anti-communist causes around the globe. However, this proved to be one of the lesser of Banco Ambrosiano’s misdeeds. During an audit in 1982 over $1.2 billion could not be accounted for. Criminal charges soon followed which included, amongst others, the Milanese bank’s chairman, Roberto Calvi.

In the ensuing political scandal caused by the bank’s failure, caught short was one extremely influential customer. The exact amount the Sicilian Mafia lost in the fiasco was never fully revealed. The Chairman, Roberto Calvi, may have been able to give an approximate answer; however, using a fake passport he promptly disappeared.

Rumour has it the Sicilian Mafia was the first to track him down. Calvi was discovered two weeks after his disappearance hanging from the scaffolding under Blackfriars Bridge in London. The cause of death, initially ruled a suicide, later amended to murder.

In 2010, after €23 million in assets were seized from the IOR by Italian magistrates for continual and systemic violations of money laundering regulations, decades of malfeasance finally caught the Holy See’s attention and brought about a rash of reform measures at the beleaguered institution.

Father Thomas Moynihan was one of the new breed at the IOR. Brought in under the new leadership, and determined not to fall into the same traps befalling his predecessors. Thomas, educated at Trinity College in Dublin, later followed in the footsteps of his older brother, William, and entered the priesthood. His background in finance dovetailed perfectly with the needs of the IOR, and he’d more than distinguished himself over the past two years.

Thomas locked his desk drawer, logged off from his computer terminal and pushed away from his desk. He glanced briefly at his Bulova watch, realising he needed to hurry if he wasn’t to be late for his 1:00 appointment. Tall, athletically built, with thick black hair and piercing blue eyes, Thomas was forever drawing furtive glances from the women of Rome. Not immune to the attention, he still wasn’t quite sure if the clerical collar added to or subtracted from the attraction.

He exited the bank’s offices using the private hallway leading to the elevator installed by Pope John-Paul II to reach his third-floor rooms. From there, it was but a short walk past the Swiss guards manning the gates of the Via di Porta Angelica. The 16th-century gates formed part of the Leonine Wall separating the city state from the streets of Rome. Thomas smiled and saluted the Guards, his briefcase swinging from his left hand as he passed. He continued along the Borgo Pio making his way east, the busy thoroughfare bursting with tourists. Winding his way through the congested Roman streets, he soon reached the expansive Parco Adriano. Thomas continued through the park to his south-east and crossed the 2nd-century Sant’Angelo Bridge over the Tiber. He reached his destination, the Piazza Lancelotti, a few minutes later.

Thomas pressed the second intercom button from the top and was, within seconds, buzzed into the cramped foyer. As he climbed the stairs to the fourth floor, he heard a door open, and a familiar voice beckon him.


	Hurry up, boyo. I don’t have all bloody day.



Father Thomas Moynihan smiled, entered the small flat they’d established as a safe meeting place and shook the hand of his countryman and client.


	Eamonn Mahoney, glad to see you again, ya old bastard.



The flat was sparsely furnished, the walls bare. Motes of dust illuminated by a shaft of sunlight streaming in through the kitchen window danced in the musty air. No tenant resided here. More business office than bedsit. Eamonn wondered how many other benefactors of the Holy See were met by the elderly landlady downstairs, then slowly followed her stooped frame up the stairs to wait patiently for the priest?


	Father, really, is that any way for a priest such as yourself to be speaking?



Thomas laughed as he patted Eamonn on the shoulder.


	It is when it’s you involved. I hear you’ve been busy doing a wee bit of God’s work again.




He glanced at the three backpacks lying on the kitchen table.




	It’s true. Not a lot, I’m afraid, but should be good for a miracle or two.


	So how is my brother, William, back in frigid old Dublin? I understand his parish is doing particularly well these days.




Eamonn nodded and smiled.


	He is. He is. You know we take care of our people, and it was he putting me in touch with you that has made it all possible.


	You’re a smart man, Eamonn, and you know not to get greedy. Moving the money in as you do makes it a simple task for me.


	Well, I must say, I did learn from your predecessor’s mistakes. Stupid bloody Scarano, what the hell was he thinking?




The man Eamonn referred to being Monsignor Nunzio Scarano. The infamous Monsignor arrested, along with two accomplices, in 2013 for attempting to smuggle €20 million across the Swiss border into Italy by private plane. Eamonn’s efforts over the past 14 months had grossed only a touch over €10 million but at far less risk.


	You’re right Eamonn, but it is a thankless job with which we are tasked. The good works the Church does all over the world, if they are to continue, needs a steady cash flow.


	Well, I’m glad our organization can do its part to help.


	Aye. You, and let’s say, a few others, make a huge difference.




To put it mildly, Eamonn thought, he knew back in 2013 at the height of the purge going on within the Vatican Bank annual net profits fell to less than €3 million. Just a year later, the IOR reported a profit of over €69 million. Although he was a firm believer in the limitless power of the heavenly Father above, Eamonn found it hard to believe divine intervention accounted for that degree of success in their securities trading department.


	Well, I must be getting along. I have a flight to catch.


	When will I see you again?


	Sometime in the new year. I’ll let the dust settle for a while, take a wee break for the holidays, then start planning the next operation.


	Say hello to William, will you? Safe travels my friend. Your associates will see the deposit in their account within the next few days.




The two men shook hands at the door before Eamonn descended the stairs. Father Thomas Moynihan watched the back of his countryman drop out of sight before ducking back inside. He carefully wiped his prints from each surface he’d touched, then loaded the contents of one backpack into his empty briefcase and carried the other two, as well as the now empty one, in his other hand.

Thomas locked the flat then climbed the stairs to the top floor. Drawing another key, he unlocked the door and placed the backpacks in his bedroom closet. Eamonn, among others, had no need to know the priest lived in this same building. Just another added layer of security.

Fifteen minutes later, he walked back through the Porta Angelica, the briefcase in his left hand swinging back and forth with the motion of his arm. He waved to the Swiss Guards on duty. To them, just another priest coming back to work after a late lunch. The only danger for Father Thomas was on the off-chance of being searched by an overzealous Swiss Guard; however, a briefcase drew scant attention. And the guards were there to protect, not hassle, their paymasters.

Over the course of the next two days, he’d spirit the remaining cash into Vatican City in the same manner. Once safely within the ancient walls, the church being such a cash intensive business, the rest was child’s play: Firstly, he’d quietly deposit the money into the vault of the IOR. Then, as part of his job duties, both falsify and file the necessary paperwork to fulfil bank regulations. Lastly, came the disbursement of funds. Twenty per cent remained with the Church for use in the funding of worthy causes worldwide; the other 80% wired to a numbered account at a private bank in the Channel Islands. An account to which only one person within Sinn Fein had access.

Father Thomas Moynihan neither knew nor cared who that person was.









Part 2

***





Melbourne, Australia


Friday, March 11

Judy texted me while I was driving to work letting me know she had what I wanted. I suggested we meet for lunch, and she reluctantly agreed. We’d not spoken for a couple of days, not since the phone call.

I’d genuinely called with good intentions and hoped she would see it my way and selflessly want to help. I knew what I asked placed her job in jeopardy, but I was desperate for answers. And my desperation led to a clumsy attempt at gaining her assistance. What I viewed as putting her in no worse position at the hospice than she’d already placed herself, Judy read as a veiled allusion to blackmail. I’m sure I’d learn soon enough just how much harm I’d done to our relationship, assuming it wasn’t already beyond repair.

Over salad sandwiches and mineral water, I asked about her day, about the plans she’d made with friends for the upcoming Labour Day weekend, anything but the envelope she’d discreetly placed on the seat next to her.


	It’s all in there.



Judy dropped the envelope on the table. We’d finished our lunch, and were preparing to leave. I’d run out of topics for our one-sided conversations and Judy had tired of staring at the sandwich posters on the wall.


	Judy, thank you for doing this. I hated to ask, but it is very important.


	Well, I hope you know, if I got caught it would have cost me my job. But, I guess you realise it hangs by a thin thread already. I hope this is worth it for you.




Judy, unwilling to hold my gaze, pushed through the front door of the sandwich shop and into the shade of the veranda outside. I stood mute by the table gazing down at the envelope. She was genuinely upset, and with every right to be. It was foolhardy asking her to photocopy patient records, but it was the only way I could think of to see if my theory held water.

I snatched up the envelope and joined her outside.


	Again, I’m sorry. I wouldn’t have asked you…


	Forced, Craig. You forced me to do it.


	Okay… Forced. I wouldn’t have if I didn’t think it mattered. I just hope these records will prove me wrong. Then I can destroy them and forget the whole bloody thing.


	And just so as you know, this is the last favour, consider us even.


	I understand.


	Do you? Sometimes I wonder. I don’t know what this is all about, and I don’t want to know, but I do know you’re incredibly naïve in many ways, Craig. And I don’t want to see you get hurt.




We left the shade of the awning and walked west towards the Victoria Gardens shopping centre. Crossing the bridge over the Yarra River, I stopped and turned to face Judy. Below, the water bucked and swirled. The run-off from the heavy storms earlier in the week rousing the river from its end of summer torpor.


	Judy. I’ll be fine. Just doing a little digging, that’s all.



Judy’s face was an impassive mask. I reached for her left hand and interlocked her fingers in mine. Her cold, lifeless response told me my cruel and careless treatment of her feelings were still far from forgiven.


	And I wish I could take back the way I approached you for this favour.



After a moment, I felt her gently squeeze my hand in return. A brief smile followed. As we continued on our way, I wasn’t completely sure if the smile was in acknowledgement of my feelings for her, or with pity for the fool’s errand I was undertaking.

***

I guessed Eric would be leaving early in the afternoon to get a head start on the long weekend. However, three o’clock came and went with Eric still ensconced in his office. I felt his eyes boring holes in my back. And I felt the presence of the envelope, locked in my desk draw, beckoning to be set free.

A further 30 minutes passed before I heard the words I longed for.


	Well, I’m off. Have a good weekend. Don’t screw anything up while I’m gone.




Finally!




	Okay, Eric. Have a good weekend.



I watched his retreating figure for a moment before scanning the rest of the floor. With the other bankers long gone, only Doug amongst the assistants remained.

The envelope contained nine pages but listed all patients admitted to the Sisters of Mercy Hospice over the past three years. Judy discovered records going back 15 years, but I thought three years enough to either prove or disprove my theory. And less of a threat of her being caught.

At a glance, it appeared as many as 30 patient’s names were listed on each page, roughly 270 in total. With the hospice only having 28 beds, the amount of turnover was a sobering reminder of the reality facing my mother. I pushed the dark thoughts aside and began my search.

Evelyn Adkins DOB: 13/01/1924 DOD: 01/08/2014.

The page contained additional information on Evelyn, as it did with all the patients, but these three pieces were all I needed. I entered the name into the bank’s client search screen and cross-checked with her date of birth.

A match. My pulse quickened. Of course, all of the bank’s customers would remain in the database for an unlimited amount of time even if they were deceased, so I tried to restrain my mounting sense of unease. I clicked on the name for a deeper dive into account history and found the following:

Evelyn Adkins – ICA $126,234.12 Open & Active

ICA signified the bank’s investment current account. The remainder was self-explanatory. Evelyn Adkins, who died in 2014, held an active account. Furthermore, it listed the client manager – SBTT307 – Eric’s employee code, and a POA (power of attorney) for the account: Garth O’Neal.

I clicked on the account to check for recent activity, still hoping to find this all a misunderstanding, a clerical error, or perhaps… I was running out of excuses. Checking for account activity was my last hope to prove myself wrong.


	Still here, Craig? Trying to earn brownie points with the boss? What are you lookin’ at?



Doug’s head poked around the end of the partition separating our cubicles.

I quickly clicked on another open tab and hoped it wasn’t too apparent my heart was trying its best to squeeze through my throat and out my mouth.


	Just some training. You ready to get out of here?


	Yeah, think so. Want to grab a beer?


	Nah, think I’ll pass this time.


	Argh, come on. It’s the long weekend. Pack up your shit; we’ll have just the one.


	No, I really need to finish this. I’ll meet you there if you like.


	Sure, the Temperance on Chapel Street. And if not, I’ll see ya Monday.




A slightly miffed Doug retreated back around the cubicle wall to shut down his computer, tidy up and grab his satchel.

Monday? It took me a moment to recall why we’d be seeing each other, then with a sense of dread, I remembered. The annual Labour Day barbeque at the home of Thom Lewis.

A minute later Doug bounded towards the front door.


	Later, mate.


	Yeah, see you later.




I positioned the mouse back over the account holder tab and clicked. The screen filled with three months of transaction history for the long since dead Evelyn Adkins.

Six deposits, one every two weeks. Each one for the same amount, $656.32, from the Department of Human Services. Evelyn’s pension payment, regular as clockwork.

The account history also showed three or four additions and subtractions to the total each month for securities bought and sold. Eric still actively trading from the account.

Over the course of the next 30 minutes, I checked another 35 to 40 former patients. I found 10 accounts closed, presumably to maintain some semblance of integrity, but the remainder mirrored Evelyn’s. Regular pension payments to the deceased and evidence in each of trading activity. The only other exception, the occasional outbound wire transfer to accounts held at a branch of Scotiabank in the Cayman Islands.

I signed off from the bank’s operating system and ran a quick calculation in my head. Two hundred and seventy patients over the past three years, perhaps half now closed, an average balance of around $125,000, each with monthly deposits of, on average, $1,000. Plus, gains from the trading of securities.

The scope of the scam Eric and Garth were running hit me as I walked down the front steps leading to Wallace Avenue. The numbers still rattling around in my brain as I unlocked the driver’s side door of the Beast. Total deposits on hand of around $16–17 million with ongoing monthly deposits and annual gains through trading and interest of at least $200,000. All under the umbrella of Eric’s portfolio and controlled by Garth O’Neal.

If the scam weren’t so detestable, you’d think it brilliant. Millions of dollars at Eric’s discretion to buy and sell stock as he pleased. No customer to contact for trading approvals. No angry calls if a trade didn’t pan out as planned. And no next of kin to raise the alarm. Plus, the commission fees Eric generated from each buy and sell order produced another nice side benefit. And all accounts in the control of a solicitor complicit with the plan.

And the periodic wire transfers I’d discovered, always for amounts under the reporting threshold, another deft touch. The proceeds, I assumed, landing in offshore accounts controlled by Eric and Garth, and far removed from the prying eyes of the federal tax authorities. I also assumed they orchestrated a systematic amount of account closures to maintain appearances. A doctored death certificate the only item needed to wrap everything up in a nice neat package. Who was to know, or care, if the unfortunate patient checked out months or years earlier than their death certificate stated?

***

Crossing the Yarra, continuing north, Chapel Street becomes Church Street and the cocoon of wealth enveloping the suburbs of Toorak and South Yarra quickly begins to unravel. Chic boutiques make way for rug emporiums. Fashionable cafés and trattorias replaced by lower-key pubs and down-at-the-heel sandwich shops.

Stuck in traffic behind a tram unloading passengers across from the Prince Alfred Hotel, I watched a group of four blokes my age, laughing and slapping backs, walk into the bar. Celebratory drinks to usher in the Labour Day weekend about to commence.

I texted Dayne immediately after leaving the bank letting him know I needed to talk to him urgently. Beers with Doug could wait for another day.

Dayne’s reply was brief.

Meet me @ The Yarra

It took a further 30 minutes of fighting the #78 tram, and the late-afternoon Friday traffic, before I pulled into a parking spot around the corner from the Yarra Hotel.

I shrugged off my suit jacket and tie and tossed them onto the back seat, a crumpled ensemble the least of my concerns. A freshening breeze cooled the sweat on my back and tempered the late afternoon sun.


	Why all the aggro, mate? Urgent? What happened? They switch out the chocolate croissants for doughnuts in the lunchroom?



Dayne, smiling, elbows resting on the bar, turned from me and continued his slow progress through a glass of Boag’s Lager. Friday evening with the clock nudging 5:30, and the bar at the Yarra Hotel continued to fill. A mismatch of hipster-type city workers and local down-and-outs lined the bar. Some drinking to kick off their weekend, some to forget their work week and others to forget the past 20 years. I slid out the stool he’d saved me, sat down, and ordered a Carlton Draught from the passing bartender.

True enough, I was a little off-kilter when I sent him the text. The truth was, I wasn’t sure what I’d stumbled onto, or perhaps my initial understanding of the matter was way off base. Or more likely, I knew precisely what I’d discovered and now wanted to run and hide from the whole sordid mess. Could it be nothing more than sloppy record keeping? Or was it, as I imagined, an elaborate fraud scheme. The more I tried to piece it together the more my mind became a jumbled mess of conflicting opinions.

I finished my Carlton and held it aloft to the bartender. He nodded and began pouring another.


	You THINK, there might be something fishy goin’ on? Jesus, mate! You did go to uni, right? Didn’t happen to sneak in a deductive reasoning class, did you?



For the past 30 minutes over another beer and a shared bowl of chips, I’d laid out to Dayne what I’d discovered.


	Craiggo, you’ve walked into a very elaborate fraud scheme, and there’s no telling who else is involved in this.


	You think? So, I shouldn’t go to Mr Lewis?


	Fuck no! For all you know he’s involved too. And for the amounts you’re talking about; they won’t just pat you on the head as they push you out the door and give you a nice letter of recommendation for your CV.


	How about the police?




Dayne scratched his chin and pondered my question. He drained the last of his Boag’s before answering.


	Possibly. Let’s do some diggin’ first. You ready to get out of here?



Riflebirds were setting up on the cramped stage; I’d have to catch them another time. We paid our tab and headed out the door.

***

At Dayne’s I dragged the stool from the front room and parked it behind his office chair in what was once his bedroom. A small foldaway bed occupied one corner, but Dayne’s elaborate workstation area all but shunted it out into the hallway.

As his hands flitted from one keyboard to another, his fingers a blur of activity, Dayne explained his little side-line operation.

Without any trace of ego, he talked of how in the world of hacking, he’d become a master of the art. His extracurricular activities after work hours started out as a lark, but quickly drew the attention of other professionals in cyber-space who then actively recruited his services.

The income he derived from random corporate espionage assignments far out-stripped what he made at Harvey Norman; however, with the work not being exactly legal, he thought it prudent to keep up the façade of the day job.

Judging by the sparse and dilapidated furniture in the house, I gathered the extra income went towards computer equipment and musical instruments.


	What we’re going to do here is an attempt to hack into O’Neal’s law office. I want to see if we can determine how involved the firm is, or, if this is just a lone-wolf operation.


	And this helps us how?


	Well, for one. If the entire law practice is involved, we aren’t talking a few million any longer. And, if so, the stakes go way higher.


	And if they’re not involved?


	Then I’d say it’s more than likely just a two-man operation, though your employer should’ve had a fair idea of what’s going on. Right?




He was spot-on. The banking term used to describe their lack of attentiveness sprang to mind.


	Willful blindness.


	What’s that?




The term came up at some point in my training; I believe when we covered money laundering. And now it clawed its way back from my subconscious.

Willful blindness is the term used to describe events when a bank employee deliberately avoids knowledge of the facts. For example, choosing not to ask where large deposits come from, or how the client earns his living.


	It means to turn a blind eye to what’s happening.



Dayne stopped typing and listened intently to my description of the term. He nodded solemnly before smiling and replying.


	“I know nuffink,” the good old Sgt Schultz defence. Yeah, I think you nailed it there.



I couldn’t help laughing thinking about the old television series, Hogan’s Heroes. Come to think of it; Garth O’Neal was shaped a little like the old prison camp sergeant.


	And I believe we may have to go to plan B.


	How so?




Dayne stared pensively at a screen filled with incomprehensible lines of computer code.


	Well, with most companies the level of site encryption is at a very basic level. I can usually find a way in through a back door in no time at all. These bastards have set up a system which blocks me at every turn.


	If they’re blocking you, can they trace the hack back to you?




My vast knowledge of hacking could be written on the back of a matchbook – with room to spare. Dayne chose to ignore the naïveté of my question.


	No. Before I even get to their servers, I re-route my signal through multiple IP addresses all over the world. They’d be bouncing around the world playing “where’s Wally?” for days before they ever got close to a sniff of me.



I wasn’t too sure what all that meant, but I trusted Dayne to know what he was doing.


	So, what’s plan B?



In the simplest terms possible he explained what he was going to do, and how I could help him.


	And if plan B doesn’t work?


	Don’t worry, Craiggo. I’ve got more plans than you’ve had hot dinners.




Dayne shot me a hard to read smile. Part sly like a fox, part crazy as a loon. In the greenish glow of the screens illuminating the side of his face, I wasn’t sure which description was more apt.


	When’s the next time you’ll see old Garth O’Neal?



***

Nine o’clock Monday morning and Dayne and I were sitting in the Beast watching and waiting. I’d parked across the road, four houses down, from the home of Thom Lewis.


	You sure he’ll be here?



Dayne casually peeled off small pieces of plastic from the Beast’s door panel. His feet rested on her dash and his backside – he’d slunk down so low – almost slid off the front of the passenger seat. I sat nervously behind the wheel watching luxury cars, one after another, pull into the Lewis’s circular drive.


	I’m sure.



I’d heard through the grapevine it was corporate suicide to no-show an affair at the Lewis’s. One day, Eric recounted the story of when an IT consultant missed a cocktail party. Never mind it was a very minor assignment. Lewis cancelled the contract the next day; the news broken to the consultant nursing a broken leg in hospital from a car accident.

Absolutely no excuses.

Thom kept Williams & Teacher on retainer to handle all of the bank’s legal work. Garth O’Neal wouldn’t dare miss today’s soirée.

Two talking heads on a local sports talk station shouted back and forth over the chances of another Hawthorn premiership. The first round of the season was still two weeks away, and yet they had all the answers. Their inane chatter I usually let slide as mere background noise, today it was like they’d taken a cheese grater to my brain. As I reached forward to change the station a silver Range Rover glided past and pulled to the kerb in front of Lewis’s home.


	That’s him.



I watched Garth O’Neal, a heavy-set man of medium height, lever himself from the driver’s seat. He wore a dark blue short-sleeved shirt and a pair of oversized white tennis shorts hanging down to his knees. The skinny white legs dangling from the leg openings looked like two ice-cream sticks trying valiantly to prop up a circus tent.


	Holy shit!



Dayne couldn’t contain his laughter.


	Think you’ve still got enough game to take him, mate?



I was still too wound up with the events of the past few days to enjoy Dayne’s attempt at humour.

Saturday and Sunday dragged by in the slowest of motion. I tried to maintain as normal a schedule as possible, but the prospect of facing Eric and Garth on Monday at the Lewis family’s annual tennis party never strayed far from my mind.

Without answering Dayne, I opened my door, jumped out and retrieved my tennis bag from the back seat.


	So now you’ve seen him. Think you’ll remember what he looks like?



The question came out much stronger than I intended.


	Easy, mate. You need to calm down. If they get a whiff of you acting strangely in there, they’ll know something’s up. Think you can do that?



I placed both hands on the Beast’s roof and took a deep breath. Dayne was right; just make it through today and then see what he could come up. Whatever he discovered would determine our next steps. The last thing I needed to do was tip our hand.


	Don’t worry, Craiggo. You can do this, just put on the old tennis – I’m going to kick your arse – game face and play it cool, alright?


	Sure. No worries.




Dayne stood on the footpath and solemnly looked me up and down. Then without saying another word, shot me a goofy smile, a quick double-thumbs up, and headed in the opposite direction towards the Hawksburn Railway Station.

I locked the Beast, though I wasn’t sure why in this neighbourhood. It was more likely to be towed as an unwanted eyesore than stolen. With racquet bag slung over my shoulder, I strode purposefully along Cloverdale Avenue to the home of Thom Lewis.

***

Dayne sat on the metal bench at the Hawksburn Station waiting for his train. In his hand, he folded and unfolded a small slip of paper. On it, he’d jotted down the license plate of the silver Range Rover. Having already dug up a small amount of information on Garth O’Neal through an internet search, he thought a license plate search may also be useful, at the very least it would help verify his current address.

From there, he’d discreetly follow the crooked solicitor until the time and place was ripe for him to put his plan into action. It may take a couple of days to get what he needed, a week at the most. It was truly a simple ploy and one he’d used on numerous occasions.

Child’s play.

He just hoped Craig, the moral compass of the two, could keep his mouth shut and not spill the beans before he’d set his plan in motion.

Dayne shifted his position on the uncomfortable metal bench and crossed his arms against the chill of the morning. A quick look to his right down along the silent tracks told him his train was running late. For reasons, he’d find hard to explain; he was impatient to be gone from this side of town.

The short walk through the leafy streets of South Yarra to the station a striking scenic reminder of the wealth and power the elite held in this city. The housing bubble and ensuing world economic meltdown of 2008 decimated the lives of so many ordinary folks but caused barely a ripple in this community. Perhaps one less family trip to the Gold Coast over the winter or the vacation home on the peninsula having to wait another year before being re-decorated. But the bankers propping up the shaky house of cards adjusted, then went merrily on their way.

Bankers like Thom Lewis.

Dayne shook his head in disgust as he remembered the aftermath of the collapse. Sure, there were plenty of hands slapped in public. Some made to pay a fine or two. Perhaps even totalling in the billions of dollars, but still just a fraction of the profits gleaned from the entire fiasco.

And not a one of them spent a day in prison.

The throaty cough of an awakening lawn mower ruptured the quiet of the morning. Dayne wondered how quickly the police would respond if it backfired.

He knew he couldn’t change the world, but if he could shine a light on one of the corrupt bastards hidden amongst them, he’d gladly do so by any means possible.

It’s what he did. “Levelling the playing field,” as he called it. It wasn’t always pretty, but he was up for the fight. He just hoped to keep his good friend from getting caught up in any crossfire.

He rose from the bench and placed the slip of paper back in his pocket just as a rush of air signalled the arrival of his train.

***


	Oh, good shot, Thom. Have you been practising, or are you just a natural?



I sat off to the side of the court next to the small lap pool and groaned inwardly; the amount of arse-kissing taking place out on the court reaching an almost orgasmic crescendo.

Thom Lewis and Mack Stephens were administering a tan-hiding of the highest order to Eric and Stephen McIntosh. Thom the more dominant partner of the two. Mack and his teeth just trying not to get in his way. I could tell Eric was seething but managing to keep it under wraps for the moment. Stephen was in full if I kiss your arse enough, you won’t fire me, right? mode.

A deft topspin lob over Eric’s head by Thom and Stephen’s failed, yet comical, dash across the baseline to chase it down brought about the end of the set. Eric quickly headed inside to the kitchen to grab a beer. Stephen plopped down in a seat next to me. His comb-over had broken loose, and would require some heavy lifting to get it back in place.


	Bloody hell, Stephen. You look like you’ve been scalped.



Thom stood before him with a glass of champagne in hand, a few beads of sweat dotted his forehead and not a wavy hair on his head out of place.

What Stephen wanted to say was, fuck you, Thom; what came out was much better composed.


	Yes. Well. It’s hard to maintain a sense of style when you’re under fire. Who’s next in line for a drubbing?



Stephen peered from side to side looking to deflect attention away from himself; onto someone, anyone. His flap of hair attempting to take flight with each turn of his head.


	Well, we haven’t seen the wonder boy play yet. What about it, Craig, you still know which end to hold?



I’d managed to keep a low profile for the first few hours, but it appeared my time was up. With more than a dozen other players wanting to spend time on the court, I found it relatively easy to fade into the background.


	You’re up, Craig. Grab your racquet.


	Yeah, come on Craig. We want to see you play.




With Thom leading the charge, Doug and Mary joined the chorus and both urged me up out of my seat.

I finished off my beer with a quick chug and grabbed a racquet from my bag. I hadn’t touched one in over two months but the familiar feel of the Tourna-grip wrap wound around the handle immediately felt natural in my hand.

Eric joined Thom across the net with just me – for now – at the other end. Both owned decent games, and we rallied back and forth for a few minutes.

It was a beautiful setting, plane and elm trees grew in the neighbouring yards and bordered the court’s wire fence on three sides. The fourth lay open to the back patio. Only a waist-high Perspex wall separated the court from the pool area at one end. Sliding glass panels framed the entire back of the house. For today’s party, the panels were dispatched from view opening up the ultra-modern living area to the outdoors.

I was admiring the view and trying to comprehend the cost of such a home – and if the money spent was clean – when I was caught flat-footed by a sharp forehand from Thom.


	What? Can’t handle the extra pace?



Thom said something to Eric who then quickly left the court.


	How about some singles?



Well, so much for keeping a low profile.


	Sure. You want to serve?


	We’ll toss for it. I don’t take handouts from anyone.




The glare he shot me would have humbled many an opponent. I won the toss, smiled and told him I’d serve. I retreated to the baseline contemplating just how badly I should humiliate this smug bastard.

***


	Think Thom’s got a chance against the kid?



Garth sat on a kitchen stool grazing on a cheese plate as Eric walked in from courtside in search of a fresh beer.

Eric grabbed a Stella Artois from the fridge, levered off the top with a bottle opener laying nearby and drained half before answering.


	Not a chance in hell. But if the kid’s smart he’ll keep it close.


	Is he? Smart, I mean. I don’t know if I trust him, being so close to the hospice AND you. What if he puts two and two together?


	He may be a decent tennis player, but he doesn’t know shit when it comes to banking. Don’t you worry. He does only what I tell him, and no more. You just make sure you keep up your end of the bargain.




Garth stabbed a cube of cheddar from the tray with a toothpick and popped it into his mouth. From the living room, a James Taylor tune faded from the wall-mounted speakers, and Paul Simon sveltely stepped up to the microphone.


	Yeah, yeah. We’re as good as gold. By the way, I’ll have another three transactions coming your way later in the week.


	Which direction?


	One arriving. Two, I’m sad to report, will be departing. Shouldn’t hurt your portfolio balances too badly I wouldn’t think.




Eric drained the remainder of the bottle.


	Tell you what, let’s close out another five. I picked up a firm of IT consultants last week as new clients. All ten of them. Just get me copies of the death certificates later in the week, so I can close out the accounts.


	Garth gazed up at the ceiling fan languidly turning overhead, his mind processing the numbers.


	So, leaving us with… 90–95 accounts?


	Give or take.


	It still seems like too many. I’m starting to think this has gotten way out of control.


	What do you suggest? You want to start an epidemic and kill off 70 all at once? Don’t you think that’ll look a little suspicious? Hold your nerve, mate. We’ve come too far to be getting cold feet now.


	Six months, Eric. Six months and I want all the dead accounts shut down. Then we handle just those still living.




Moving up close behind Garth, Eric leant over his shoulder as he whispered in his ear.


	Or what? You’ll go to the cops? Don’t make me fucking laugh. Or, even better, you’ll tell Father Kelly you aren’t truly a magician? We go straight, and that place won’t last 12 months without finding additional funding.



Eric grabbed a small stem of grapes from the tray in front of the silent solicitor and plucked one off with his teeth.


	You know as well as I do the funds coming in from the patients and the insurance companies aren’t sufficient to cover expenses. Not when their estates are dealt with legally, am I right? How many wills have mysteriously gone missing over the years so you could funnel property sales in our direction?



Confident he’d made his point, Eric straightened and patted the solicitor on the back. Garth’s face turned a light shade of pink. Beads of sweat dotted his brow.


	I… I just wonder, when will it ever be enough? Greed is the only thing that will get us caught. We’ve had a great run, Eric. You know we have.


	Okay, okay, have it your way. We start winding it down slowly. I hope your little nest egg treats you to a nice retirement. No sooner than six months, though. I need to milk it for all it’s worth until then.




Garth watched the younger, cock-sure, banker head back out to the sunlit patio and breathed a sigh of relief. His finish line now just a little closer. With a deadline in sight, he could begin planting the seeds, later in the year, for his retirement from Williams & Teacher. And then, the accounts he held in various banks around the globe would be waiting to comfort him in his twilight years.

Turning back to the cheese tray on the kitchen island, he picked up a small cube of Gruyere and inspected it briefly before depositing it in his mouth.


	Six months. Just six more months.



***

I had to hand it to Lewis, for a man his age, he put up a better fight than I’d expected. I broke his serve in the second game, just to establish my superiority, then toyed with him for the next five games by playing at half-pace. At the change of ends – leading 5-2 – I finished my beer and towelled off while letting the warmth of the afternoon sun soak into my pores. The early chill and low clouds of the morning gone, replaced by a slight breeze and a brilliant blue sky. Thom Lewis sat on one of the many patio chairs and attempted to get his breathing under control. I’d run him ragged for the last 30 minutes, moving him from side to side and placing each ball just tantalisingly within reach.


	Are you enjoying this?



Lewis, elbows resting on knees, looked up and in my direction.


	Yeah, it’s been awhile since I’ve played. How’re you doing?


	I’m fine. I just wish you’d quit screwin’ around. You’re not trying to make me look like shit in front of all my guests, are you?




Jesus, what was I supposed to do, really make him look stupid?


	Sorry, sir. That wasn’t my intention. I just wanted to give you a good game.


	Don’t you dare take pity on me, Walters. You think I’d ever do the same for you?




Okay then. Time to wrap this up and get out of here. Lewis threw his towel down on the chair and strode towards the baseline. I watched his purposeful stride for a moment before strolling to the opposite side.

Looking back, I should have been smarter about that final game; just stretching the string of three service return winners off of his mediocre serve into four. Game, set, goodbye. But no, I had to stretch out one final point to let my rich, smarmy boss know he might own a bank, but I owned him on his court. Petty, I know, like anyone would ever dare to compare the two as equivalent.

A forehand down the line off of his serve stretched him to his right, I followed up with another forehand crosscourt, but not beyond his valiant chase across the baseline. Another down the line, again just within his reach, then another cross-court which I presumed he’d quit on.

How was I to know he just wouldn’t quit? Unfortunately, his attempt to make it to my cross-court forehand ran him off-court and dangerously close to the waist-high Perspex wall dividing the court surface from the swimming pool. At the last moment, he attempted a slide to halt his progress, but his foot dug into the artificial-grass surface sending him head-over-heals into the wall, then over into the pool.


	Thom!



Judging by the scream let out by Thom’s wife you would’ve assumed him dead. I ran to the other end and arrived poolside just as Mack was helping him onto the flagstone decking. A group of Lewis acolytes stared daggers at me.


	What the hell do you think you were doing? You could have killed him.


	Bloody brilliant, Craig.




Words failed me. I looked down at the drenched figure, who at the same moment looked up and began to laugh.


	Well, I guess I asked for it. I’ve got to admit Walters you’ve got balls. None of these other jokers would dare to show me up. Let’s hope your banking skills turn out to be just as deadly.



It appeared I’d unwittingly struck up a connection with the boss. Although as his eyes bored into mine and the smile faded I felt it a very tenuous connection at best.

Deciding it a good time, I feigned another engagement and made my escape from the Lewis compound.

I’d made it through the day, as Dayne implored, without tipping my hand. For how much longer I could maintain the façade was a question for another day.







Bray, Ireland


Tuesday, March 15

Nestled in the north-eastern most corner of County Wicklow, with the Wicklow Mountains National Park to the west and the Irish Sea to the east is the small town of Bray. Dublin’s burgeoning sprawl, just 30 kilometres to the north, encroaches ever closer as the years pass, but for now the seaside town remains detached and revels in its serene, quaint, charm.

Father James Crowley strode down Main Street at a fast clip; head bowed to ward off the stiff breeze. The forecast called for rain, but the icy wind whipping in from the sea kept the dark clouds massing over the mountains at bay. He sipped from the takeaway coffee cup as he passed by the town’s pharmacy. His latte, laced with an extra shot of espresso, burned his throat as he gulped greedily.

Turning the corner into the small lane closed off to traffic, the full force of the wind hit him from behind dislodging his hat and pinwheeling it forward towards the steps of the Church of the Most Holy Redeemer. In one smooth motion, he ran forward, bent low to scoop it up and ascended the steps – two at a time – all the way to the top.


	Nice grab, Father. Play some rugby in your younger days?



Father Crowley slowed and studied the youth leaning against the balustrade at the top of the stairs. Ruddy face, hands thrust deep into his jacket’s pockets, skateboard leaning against his leg and a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He could’ve been any one of the hundreds of young lads here in Bray. And not markedly different than himself at the same age. Luckily, he found his calling within the Church. It saved him from a life on the streets and the numbing boredom only drink, drugs or endless petty crimes could fill. He wondered if the young lad would be as fortunate as he in the years to come.


	Aye, son. I did. But go easy with the younger days would you, I’m not that old. Unless you want me to tell your Ma about the smoking?



The young priest smiled as, in a flash, the cigarette hit the pavement, a heel ground out all signs of life and the scrawny lad skated off to find a less conspicuous locale to while away the hours.

Inside the church, he stood before the font of holy water and breathed in the familiar scent of votive candles intermingling with the aroma of wood polish. He gazed along the nave admiring the gothic-styled arches separating the pews from the side altars, culminating in the highest arch which framed the high altar and pipes of the church organ within the soaring cupola. He carefully dipped his fingers into the holy water, made the sign of the cross, then recited a short prayer of thanks for having been handed such a beautiful parish so shortly after being ordained.

Of course, exceptional circumstances necessitated the change in parochial leadership. Father Crowley wasn’t privy to all the goings on here in town before he arrived, but if the gossip overheard amongst his congregants was accurate, his predecessor, Father Mason, deserved to be hung, drawn and quartered. Instead; he’d received a swift transfer to a seminary in Limerick – for further reflection on his calling. He’d asked his superior, the Monsignor of the diocese, if the circumstances were something of which he should be aware? The gruff and hurriedly mumbled response to just follow the teachings of the Bible, told him all he needed to know. He didn’t ask a second time.

Having completed morning mass and with an hour to spare, Father Crowley had taken the opportunity to step out for a coffee before jumping headlong into morning confession. Passing the altar, he made his way towards the sacristy and noticed two of his regulars waiting patiently; Mrs McClenahan and Mrs Allen. Father Crowley smiled to himself knowing an hour of listening to town gossip lay ahead. And Mrs Coogan; she attended services like clockwork and usually wasn’t one to partake in the usual gossip, so perhaps this would be something different to spice up his day.


	Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been three weeks since my last confession, and I accuse myself of the following sin.



This must be serious, thought Father Crowley. Mrs Coogan, Marnie, had jumped to the front of the queue.


	Except, Father, but… umm… I’m not sure exactly what to call it.



Father Crowley was about to take a sip from his coffee but paused with the cup enticingly close to his lips.


	Perhaps it would help to give me some of the details.


	Yes, certainly. It began over a year ago, but I confessed to Father Mason back then and he gave me absolution.


	What has happened since to feel the need to be absolved again?


	Nothing has happened… yet. But I feel it will soon. Very soon.


	Mrs Coogan.


	Please. Call me Marnie, Father.


	Marnie, I can’t begin to grant you absolution unless you are more specific.


	But Father, I’m scared of the forces involved.


	Marnie, there is no force greater than our God in heaven.




A conflicted Marnie fell silent, she wrung her hands and wound her handkerchief between her fingers in the hope of finding just the right words amongst the folds. Then, all at once it came bursting out. All the pent-up anger, the fear of the unknowing, the waiting at home alone for a key turning in the front door lock. Or just as likely, the boot of a Garda officer kicking it in.


	Bloody hell, Father, it’s the IRA. My stupid bloody husband robs banks for them, and I think he’s about to do it again.



Marnie’s soft, lilting voice suddenly transformed into a tortured, hissing, scream. Father Crowley winced at the sudden outburst of emotion and reflexively squeezed his coffee cup, popping off the protective lid and spilling the milky liquid over his trousers and shoes.

He gazed down at the floor and to the small trail of coffee running across the wooden boards towards the door of the confessional. The soft sobbing of Mrs Coogan in the partition beside him the only sound as he struggled to think of the appropriate words.

Father Crowley was old enough to have recalled some of the later years of the Troubles. It was during his first year of College when the Good Friday peace accord was signed and the IRA, albeit begrudgingly, begun to disarm. For his generation, particularly among those of his calling, the IRA was a relic of the past best tucked away on a shelf and forgotten. The Sinn Fein party politicised and legitimised the movement years ago, or so he thought. Could he have been that naïve?


	Ah, Marnie? I know it has taken a huge amount of courage for you to share this with me today. But what exactly would you have me do? I’m fairly confident you would not want me to share this with the Gardaí.


	Oh, deary me, no, Father. I beg of you.


	Your confession, of course, is safe with me. However, I’m afraid I cannot grant you absolution. Can your husband be talked out of participating?




Marnie choked back a half-hearted laugh.


	Huh! You think you can get away from these criminals that easily? My husband signed up for the cause as a young lad, and it is with them he will stay until the very end. I just pray he will be safe and nothing bad happens.


	Then I will pray for him as well, and also for the other folks he will be…




He was about to say “robbing” but considered it a little too callous.


	… That will be involved. And to pray he will one day see the error of his ways.


	Thank you, Father. I’m sorry to have burdened you with this.




Father Crowley studied the ceiling of the confessional thinking the same thing. With as much compassion as he could muster, he replied.


	That is what I am here for, Marnie.



The cheerfulness returned to Marnie’s voice, expunging her conscience obviously doing her the world of good. Father Crowley wished, if only he could do the same.


	Well then, I’ll be off for today. Just to let you know, I won’t be at mass this weekend. I’m not supposed to know this, but I found ferry tickets to Holyhead for this Friday hidden in the closet when I was cleaning, so Sam and I will be off to the Continent. Can I pick you up anything from…? Well, I guess it best if I didn’t tell you where exactly.


	Thank you, but no, there is nothing I need or want. You enjoy your trip.




Father Crowley waited a moment for Mrs Coogan to leave then slid shut the small panel over the latticework separating the two sections of the confessional. Before leaving, he flicked the switch changing the light shining above the booth from green to red, letting the waiting parishioners know, for the moment, confession was over. Father Crowley needed some reflection time of his own.

Mrs McClenahan and Mrs Allen were deep in conversation when Mrs Coogan stepped from the confessional. Marnie, shot her two old friends a quick, wan, smile as she hurried past. A moment later they noticed the light change from green to red, which they thought strange, then caught a glimpse of the retreating figure of Father Crowley hurrying back to the sacristy. For the life of them, they could not imagine what would cause such behaviour, but couldn’t wait to begin speculating with friends over a cup of coffee.

Both gathered their coats at the same moment and hurried up the aisle in a rush, neither lady remembering to cross themselves before exiting.







Melbourne, Australia


Thursday, March 17

Dayne Wallingham sunk into the comfortable cushions covering the bench seating and leant back against the acid-etched concrete wall, he pulled his baseball cap down low to cover his eyes and began caressing the keys of his Dell laptop positioned on the polished wooden table in front of him.

Picking up on the portly solicitor’s morning routine took no time at all. Each day, like clockwork, he ordered a large flat white from the Six Degrees Café on St Kilda Road, just a block from his office.


	Perfect.



Dayne whispered as Garth ordered eggs on toast to go with his coffee.


	Take ya time ya fat bastard; I’ve got a little work to do here to get ready.



For this assignment, he chose a simple tried and true hacking method; the waterhole attack. All he needed was for Garth to access a website on his mobile phone while in the café. Dayne finished establishing a limited range fake WAP – wireless application protector – which would capture the web pages accessed by all devices, then sat back and waited.

Garth took a seat by the front window looking out over the tree-lined boulevard. As he sipped his coffee and waited for his order, he slipped his mobile from the breast pocket of his jacket.

Seeing the mobile in Garth’s hand, Dayne quickly made his way to the counter situated behind Garth and retrieved a few extra packets of sugar. As he passed, he glanced over Garth’s shoulder to view the screen.

***

It was still a week until the start of the new football season, but for Garth, it couldn’t come soon enough. After an interminable six months of waiting, the protracted build-up to the first round of games was driving him insane. The team he supported, North Melbourne, had been on a lean streak since their last premiership in 1999, but all signs pointed to a strong 2016.

As he perused the team’s website, he remembered back to when he was a young child and his dad taking him to games at the venerable old Arden Street ground. He lived for those Saturdays standing on the outer terraces with his father. Unfortunately, successful seasons for the ’Roos were few and far between.

Garth paused his reading to allow the waitress to place his breakfast plate before him. After adding copious amounts of salt and pepper to his eggs, he attacked them voraciously.

He could still vividly recall their first two premierships in 1975 and 1977. He was in his early twenties, a recent graduate from Melbourne University, and working as an intern for his father while waiting on acceptance into law school.

Then nothing to crow about for his beloved Kangaroos until almost 20 years later when two more titles in 1996 and 1999 materialised. As he stared out of the front window of the café and watched the morning commuters pass by, Garth thought it strangely funny his team’s ultimate successes only seemed to arrive in bunches. And then only after long barren stretches of looking forward in hopeful anticipation – much like waiting for a Melbourne bus.

***

Dayne stole a quick glance and immediately recognised the Kangaroo emblem against the blue and white backdrop, he hurried back to his seat and captured the desired website.

Within minutes he’d implanted the required line of code thereby poisoning the webpage on Garth’s mobile with a JavaScript redirect. The command implanting malware gave Dayne the ability to access any workstation Garth used when he next visited the same site.

He watched the pudgy solicitor wipe the corners of his mouth with a serviette, toss it onto the empty plate and rise from his chair.

Now all there was to do was sit, wait, and hope Garth accessed the same website on his work computer.







Dublin, Ireland


Thursday, March 17


	It is such a pleasure to see you again, Father James. So how goes the new appointment? I trust the good folks of Bray are treating you well.


	Aye, Father William, they are at that. And I thank you for making time for me on such short notice.




For Father James Crowley, it was a short drive up the motorway; no more than 15 kilometres to Clondalkin. His destination a stone’s throw from the village green.


	Think nothing of it, James. I’m just glad a former curate of mine thinks fondly enough of his old mentor, now you’ve been blessed with a Parish of your own, to still value his opinion. It is not always the case, you know. What troubles you so?



Father James took a moment before answering. He sipped his tea then peered at the leaves on the bottom of his cup as if searching for the right words.

The home of Father William Moynihan, a small one-bedroom cottage, snuggled in amongst the trees on the grounds of the Immaculate Conception Church. A library-cum-sitting room occupied the majority of the ground floor. Dusty tomes lined the walls on three sides, an old stone hearth featuring a magnificently carved oak mantel the other. A small kitchen at the back of the cottage completed the downstairs, an austere bedroom aloft.

A small fire in the hearth took the edge off a brisk spring morning. Both men sat angled towards the fireplace. A teapot, two cups and a sugar bowl sat on a small side-table between them.


	It is a question of confession, Father.



Father William drew in his breath. Oh dear, he thought. Tell me he hasn’t strayed already.


	Your confession, of course, is sacrosanct, James. So please tell me what troubles you so?


	You misunderstand, Father. It is not I who wishes to confess. It is a confession I heard, and need guidance with how best to counsel one of my congregants.




‘Thank the Lord,’ Father William intoned under his breath. Feeling somewhat more at ease, he asked the young priest of his concerns.


	A parishioner just yesterday shared with me an awful story. It involves criminal activity, Father.


	Well, of course we cannot condone such activity, but do go on.




Father James placed the cup and saucer back onto the small table at his side and continued.


	It is not just that, Father. It also involves parties I long presumed a relic of the past in this country.



The feeling of unease Father William only just dispelled reversed course. His stomach began to flip and knot in anticipation of what was to come.


	Of whom do you speak?


	The IRA, Father. If my congregant is to be believed, her husband has been robbing banks for them. And is soon to rob another.


	Oh! Well… James, you have done the right thing in coming to me for further reflection on this troubling matter. Tell me, is this person… This, Mrs… her name was, you said?


	I’d best keep that confidential if you don’t mind, Father. Unless of course, you feel it necessary…




Father William instantly drew back; he needed to be careful and not give the young priest cause for alarm.


	No, no. You’re correct. I was going to ask if she is liable to flights of fancy. It does seem to be a rather absurd tale.


	I agree, Father. But up until today she has appeared to be very stable of mind.




Father William rose from his chair and paced towards the library’s window overlooking the green fields beyond. To his right, two squirrels searched frenetically under the boughs for their morning meal.

Many different thoughts were swirling around in his mind. Not the least of which was the threat of exposure. How best to placate Father James and get him pointed in a different direction? What about the stupid cow in Bray and her big mouth? If she’s already told Father James, how long until she confides in a neighbour? Or worse, the Gardaí!


	Well, James, what I can tell you is that I’ve not heard a word of any activity involving the IRA in years. Some of the old guard, and this may be the case here, feel the need to embellish past glories to still feel relevant. Am I making myself clear?


	Yes, Father. That’s good to know. But about her husband. She seems pretty adamant he is going to rob another bank. Should I go to the Gardaí then?




Father William felt a slight trembling in his knees; he gripped the side of his chair to steady himself and hoped the young priest hadn’t noticed his moment of weakness.


	No, no, dear boy. That would be betraying the sanctity of confession. Best to recommend her to pray on the matter, and to pray for her husband, for him to see the error of his ways. Also, best to recommend she does not go to the Gardaí herself. She may think it the right thing to do, but does she want to spend the rest of her days alone?


	Yes, Father. I understand.


	Excellent, James, excellent. I’m sure this little matter will all work itself out in the end. Our God works in mysterious ways.


	Thank you for your counsel, Father William. You have been a great help. I won’t trouble you further. Enjoy the rest of your day.




Father William Moynihan waved from the front doorstep at the retreating figure of Father James Crowley as he backed his sedan out of the driveway for the return trip to Bray.

As the small blue Ford containing Father James disappeared from sight, he closed the front door to block out the cold and hurried back inside to the library. Before sitting at his desk, he reached for the bottle of Teeling from the sideboard and poured himself a larger than usual tumbler of whiskey.

He gulped down a good measure in one long draught, to tamp down the panic he felt rising from within, then picked up the phone. It seemed to ring for an eternity, an echo reverberating back into his ear, before being picked up.


	Well if it isn’t my old brother calling me from chilly old Dublin. How are you doing, William, on this glorious day?



William, not in the mood for niceties, got right to the point.


	I have an important matter to discuss, Thomas. Can you talk freely on this line?



Thomas hesitated a moment before answering.


	I’ll call you back. Give me five minutes.



Father Thomas Moynihan grabbed his jacket, hat and mobile phone before leaving his office. Two minutes later he passed the Swiss Guards manning the gates of the Via di Porta Angelica and turned left following the sidewalk running alongside the Leonine Wall.

One hundred metres from the gate he found an uncrowded café, sat at one of the small tables on the sidewalk and brusquely ordered a cappuccino from the waitress. Once alone, he extracted his mobile phone from his pocket and dialled the number of his brother in Dublin.


	I can talk now. What has happened? Why the panic in your voice?


	We have a problem.




For the next five minutes, Thomas listened to his older brother tell the tale of Father James from Bray and worked his way through the implications. Of where his weak points lay. Of what could be done to mitigate the threat. He’d decided upon a course of action even before William finished his rambling tale.


	Okay, William. I understand completely. I will take the necessary precautions from this end. I trust you will do the same.


	Understood, Thomas. I’ll let you know once I’ve done likewise.


	As will I, brother.




Father Thomas Moynihan broke the connection with his brother and immediately dialled another number – this one local.

It was picked up on the second ring, and Thomas heard the familiar sing-song voice of the young female receptionist


	Studi Legali di Williams e Teacher.


	Dottore Previti, please.




***

In the small cottage behind the Immaculate Conception Church, Father William Moynihan drained the remainder of the golden liquid from his glass. He too dialled another number.

A chill come over him as he held the phone to his ear with one hand while tapping nervously on the desk with the fingertips of his other. He glanced over his shoulder to the hearth and noticed the fire all but extinguished, only a few smouldering embers remained, but wasn’t convinced that was the reason.


	You have reached the offices of Stuart Clancy, Teachta Dála. How may I direct your call?



Father William walked from his desk to the sideboard and poured another Teeling. With the phone tucked under his chin, he spoke.


	Mr Clancy, please.


	Who may I say is calling?


	Tell him it’s his priest. He’ll know who it is.


	Yes, sir. Ahh… I mean, Father.




A smile momentarily crept through his dark thoughts as he whispered under his breath.


	That’s more like it.



Clancy was on the line a moment later.


	My priest?


	Well, aren’t I? Assuming you still pray occasionally.


	I note a hint of aggression in your voice, boyo. May I recommend you have a little tipple? Just to even out the body’s equilibrium, of course.




Father William looked down at the glass in his hand. I’m way ahead of you, he thought.


	What I do is my own business. What I need you to do is take care of your business.


	Okay, okay, settle down. What seems to be the problem?


	I’ve heard through my grapevine you will be having some… fundraising activities later this week.




The words struck Clancy mute. He wondered, how did the priest know of their plans? His mind immediately jumped to the obvious conclusion.

Clancy was of the old school and knew to be careful in choosing his words over an open phone line. He knew the priest could be relied upon to do the same.


	Well, we do like to keep our fundraising activities to ourselves. The last thing we want is to tip off the opposition. May I ask how you got wind of it?


	Well, it really doesn’t matter, does it? Trust me there. But I do know how much you like to make donations to worthy causes.




Clancy was all ears; realising the priest must’ve already arranged to keep his source silent. Now all he needed to know was the extent of the damage.


	Did you have a certain… location in mind?


	Well, if you were to be so inclined. We have a small… leak… in the roof of a church down in Bray which could really use some attention. She really is a magnificent old church, I’d hate to see any lasting damage to our infrastructure we’ve worked so hard to maintain. Leaks can be ever so troublesome, don’t you think?


	Aye, Father. Yes, they can. Let me have someone look into the matter for you. I think you’ll find she’ll be as good as new in two shakes.




The line was quickly disconnected.

Father William felt a renewed sense of calm knowing Clancy understood the message. Clancy was a man action, decisive, not someone to wait for a focus group to tell him how he should react. And exactly how Clancy handled the matter, well, that wasn’t his concern, just so long as the Church wasn’t involved.

Father William poured himself another two fingers of Teeling, swirled the golden liquid around his glass and stared into the hearth’s smouldering embers.


	I knew you’d understand. You’re a good man yourself, Stuart.









Melbourne, Australia


Friday, March 18

A cool breeze greeted Dayne when he stepped from the train at the Clifton Hill stop. It made for a refreshing respite for his walk home after a long day suffering through an extended 10-hour shift at the Harvey Norman store on Bridge Road. And as the station clock ticked over to 7:30 he wearily made his way through the station gates and along Hoddle Street.

Dayne hitched his backpack up on his shoulder then scratched the back of his neck. He was having a tough time getting used to the shorter hairstyle, long hair being an integral part of his persona for as long as he could remember. Then hung his head in shame recalling the reason for having it cut, and wondered why men do stupid things trying to impress women.

He’d met Megan after his solo gig at the Yarra; they’d talked over a few drinks after the show and seemed to hit it off. However, she’d commented his hair reminded her of an old boyfriend. He scheduled an appointment with his hairdresser the next day. However, their date the following week proved to be an absolute disaster. Apparently, the long hair, like a long forgotten song heard for the first time in years, brought back fond memories. And the old boyfriend, it soon became obvious, was destined to be dusted off and put back into heavy rotation. Over gnocchi and a bottle of Shiraz, Megan told Dayne all about “Sam”. And what a great guy “Sam” was, perhaps just a little misunderstood.

Dayne smiled meekly and contemplated how he could bill fucking “Sam” the $60 he’d wasted on Megan for dinner.

Although, a few weeks removed, Dayne was slowly coming around on the new style. He liked to think he’d transformed himself, just like a young Brad Pitt in Troy to the more mature one in Ocean’s Eleven, but as yet no one else was buying it. At the intersection of Hoddle and Ramsden Street, he waited for the little red man on the light pole to be replaced by the green one. The wind blew cold against his neck. ‘Bloody women’, he muttered, as he hunched his shoulders up near his ears.

Five minutes later, he stepped over his inoperable front gate and made his way along the path to his front veranda. The weeds in the front yard having finally overrun the flower beds, were preparing for a two-pronged assault on the small concrete divide separating their two empires. His thoughts concentrated on an assault of a different nature.

Dayne closed the front door with a nifty back-heel while simultaneously tossing his backpack onto the worn armchair in the front room. He grabbed a beer from the fridge, levered off the cap with his favourite Lakes Entrance souvenir bottle opener and made his way to the back of the house and his office which doubled as a bedroom.

Taking a long pull on the bottle, he stared at the monitor on the left of the two arrayed on the table top. The login screen for the Williams & Teacher law firm stared back.


	There’s a good boy, Garth. Looks like someone’s been checking up on their team’s pre-season performance.



The ringing of his mobile interrupted his taking a seat.


	Craiggo, what’s up?


	Just checking to see how the master plan is coming alone.


	Everything is on track. I’ve got eyes on Garth’s work computer as we speak.


	Already? Want me to come over?


	Hold your horses, mate. I’m not totally in yet. I’ve still got to implant another program which utilises stylesheets, iFrames and opaque screen overlays so’s I can capture keystroke data.


	Was that English you just spoke?

Dayne suppressed a laugh.




The technique known as clickjacking was designed to capture user identification and password keystrokes through the use of transparent virtual screens overlaying the originals. But he didn’t expect Craig to understand.


	All you need to know is after I load this program the next time he logs on I’ll have all his I.D. and password information. I’ll then have the keys to the kingdom, mate.


	What do you need me to do?


	Absolutely nothing. Just try and relax. I’ll call you when I learn something.


	You’re the expert. Talk to you later. And Dayne, be careful.


	Yeah, mate. You know me. Later.




With the program implanted he’d soon be able to understand exactly what game Garth O’Neal was playing. Thinking of Craig’s warning, he assumed doing so posed a very low amount of risk. He doubted the level of security employed at a small law firm like Williams & Teacher would cause too many headaches. Certainly nothing to compare with the IT firms he’d breeched over the past few years. Speaking of security, he’d meant to ask Craig what he knew of the bank’s systems. He scratched out a note to ask next time they talked.

***

Moonlight filtered through the second-floor windows of the Southern Cross Bank & Trust building bathing the interior in a soft bluish hue. A sliver of white light and the soft hum of music leaked from under an office door but scarcely disturbed the tranquil scene.

Past 9:30 on a Friday evening, not a soul remained in the building other than one man. For Lenny Mansfield, it was this quiet time he relished the most. It brought back happy memories of years spent as a security guard protecting, for the most part, empty office buildings on his preferred graveyard shift. How he came to be a security guard, well, those memories were not always so pleasant.

Excessive use of force being the official reason for being drummed out of the Victoria Police. As a young constable, he one day took exception to the spray of abuse he received from a young punk arrested for drug possession. Now, 20 years later, he considered himself fortunate the kid lived. Though sometimes, when in a not so calm introspective mood, he wished he’d finished the job.

However, Lenny wasn’t one to brood and waste time dwelling on past mistakes. Through a sprinkling of computer and business classes taken at night school under his belt, he managed to parlay his security and law enforcement background into a security consultant position. From there, he landed his current role with Southern Cross. The transformation from uniformed thug to corporate professional was 15 years in the making but time and money well spent.

On the middle shelf of his office’s bookcase sat a small stereo. From it, the muted sounds of a Dire Straits CD broke the silence. After plucking a computer printout from his in-tray, Lenny leant back and propped his feet up on the edge of his desk. The five-page document constituted the past week’s Restricted Access report.

Each time a banker, or one of their assistants, accessed the accounts of a client, the paperwork in Lenny’s hands captured the information. Employees were strictly prohibited from accessing their individual accounts or those of any family member. Filters within the report captured these illicit activities thus giving Lenny his greatest thrill in this otherwise humdrum position; the ignominious employee walk-of-shame from the premises.

The report also highlighted anomalies in account retrieval. The primary purpose to protect client privacy from wide-eyed assistants. Taking a peek at the account balance of a famous athlete may make for a great conversation starter with your mates at the pub, but if the access was unauthorised, your days with Southern Cross B&T were over.


	Well now, what have we here?



The opening organ arrangement to Tunnel of Love floated throughout the office as Lenny dropped his feet to the floor, straightened in his chair, and took a closer look at the report.

A flurry of activity by one of the assistants on the 11th, last Friday, jumped off the page. Thirty-six client accounts accessed in less than thirty minutes.


	What the hell was Craig Walters up to?



He first checked the assistant’s work from earlier in the day and found nothing out of the ordinary. He knew Craig’s banker, Eric Mullane, performed “know your customer” updates last week, but nobody could update notes that quickly.

Lenny logged into the bank’s client account system and typed in the names of interest to Walters.


	All of them bloody old. Okay. Small balances. Why are we messing around with this crap? Oh, and they all reside at the hospice Eric has as a client. What am I missing here?



Dire Straits moved on from a carnival ride to Expresso Love, Mark Knopfler’s dulcet tones pondering the difference between lust and love. Lenny stared pensively across the room to the framed picture of him and a former captain of the Melbourne football club, searching within for inspiration.


	I don’t get it. Why so interested in these people?



The digital display of the small clock on his desk ticked over to 10:05 and Lenny was no closer to an answer. With a touch of a button he silenced the stereo and powered down his computer.

The incandescent glow of a three-quarter moon shone through the vertical blinds helping to guide him along the corridor and to the back staircase leading to the parking garage. He hoped a cold beer or two would provide some inspiration in solving this dilemma, for he was certain something was not right. And if inspiration didn’t strike, he’d lay it at the feet of Mr Lewis on Monday morning and get the boss’ thoughts.







Bray, Ireland


Saturday, March 19

Marnie Coogan strolled along Main Street, her shopping trolley loaded down with groceries from her weekly shopping excursion. She mentally checked off the stops made, and those still to go, as she meandered past the stores of Bray’s high street. She’d picked up some lovely cuts of meat from the butcher’s shop, fresh vegetables from the greengrocer, a sharp cheddar from the supermarket and Sam’s prescription for his lumbago from the chemist. All now safely tucked away inside her trolley.

Shadows lengthened across the two-lane thoroughfare as the sun dipped below the tops of the buildings, plunging the east side of Main Street into near darkness. Marnie stepped into the last of the sun’s rays jagging between the row of shops separated by Davitt Road and paused to soak in their last ounces of warmth. She smiled realising a week from now she’d be enjoying a far warmer version of this same sun from a vastly different locale. Upon opening her eyes, Marnie noticed Holland’s on the other side of the road. An idea sprang to mind to pick up a nice bottle of wine for dinner to surprise Sam. Marnie shielded her eyes from the sun with one hand as she pushed her trolley across Main Street and pondered if she should go with a dry white or a bold red.

Later, eyewitnesses swore she never stood a chance. As Marnie stepped out from between two parked cars, the driver of the white transit van striking her never even so much as touched their brakes.

Marnie’s body was thrown 30 metres farther down Main Street from the force of the collision. If she wasn’t already dead from the initial impact, she surely was by the time the van ran over her a second time as it continued to accelerate through town.

Reports regarding the description of the driver varied wildly; though all agreed he was male. Most described him as dark-skinned and wearing a cap and sunglasses. Some thought he looked Asian and wore a turban. Mrs MacInnes remained convinced it was her next-door neighbour with whom she’d fought a long-running battle over the incessant barking of his small terrier. Also, little information was forthcoming regarding the van. It bore no exterior advertising or distinguishing features, nor did anyone recall seeing license plates.

At the home of Sam and Marnie Coogan, Sam sat at the small kitchen table overlooking their petite backyard waiting for Marnie’s return from the shops.

He’d received news earlier in the day, though not from his normal contact, his services were no longer needed for the following week’s bank heist. Sam knew better than to ask questions, and more importantly, knew to keep his mouth shut.

Forever and ever amen.

Sam sipped his Harp Lager from the bottle, as he distractedly peeled the label. He wondered how Marnie would take the news. She initially wasn’t thrilled with him working for his old mates again but thought with time – more than a year having passed since the previous job – she’d softened and was, in a small way, looking forward to spending the meagre cut he received. He knew she looked forward to visiting Rome again, too.

A knock at the front door dragged him back to the here and now.


	Bloody woman. Did she forget her keys again?



Sam rose from the kitchen chair and made his way down the hallway to the front door. As he approached, he could see through the door’s bevelled glass two shapes on the front stoop.

When he opened the door to the sight of two Gardaí officers his blood ran cold. When they asked to come inside, he complied. When they asked if he’d like to sit down, he wondered why. When they told him of the accident, his mind spun and raced but finally settled on the obvious conclusion. Sam hated coincidences. Coincidences, if you failed to pay attention, got you killed.

Sam answered the officer’s few brief questions in a mind-numbing haze. The emotions of losing his wife of 28 years battled for space in his mind with the palpable fear that her death was not an accident but a message. He needed time alone to sort through the rubble and discover why. He also needed the two Gardaí officers out of his house. And, as much as it pained him, grieving for his Marnie would need to be put on hold for the time being.

A few moments later he walked the Gardaí officers back to the door, thanked them for their time, then closed and locked the door before they’d reached the front gate.

The Gardaí officers thought his behaviour strange but knew each person deals with grief in different ways.

Sam slumped onto the threadbare couch in the front room. It still bore the stains and tears from the mutt they’d adopted many years before. The mutt was long gone, the ruined couch the only evidence it ever existed. Marnie was determined to replace it with one made from a lovely Italian leather with his proceeds from the next job.

He stared in the direction of the television mounted on the far wall. His eyes focused on everything, yet nothing. By his arm, on the end-table, a picture frame held a photo of him and Marnie at a small café in Rome. Sam with his arm draped around Marnie’s shoulders; she was smiling, he making a face at the young waitress taking the photo.

Sam went over the instructions he’d received and knew he’d not made a mistake. He was a professional, he knew better. Slip-ups also got you killed.

But if a mistake was made, why Marnie and not him?

He dropped the frame to the floor and buried his face in his hands. His train of thought leading him to a dark place and darker times. Where battle lines were drawn and no quarter was asked for, or given. And where death sentences were meted out, from friend or foe, for the slightest of mistakes.

The first gut-wrenching sob emptied his lungs and left him gasping for breath. The tears which followed stung his eyes, leaked through his fingers and pooled on the sitting room’s wooden floor.


	Ah, jaysus, woman. What did you do?









Melbourne, Australia


Monday, March 21

The dim light from a small desktop lamp shone down on the keyboard as Dayne began the login process to the Williams & Teacher operating system. It was past 11:00, so he felt confident the law firm’s offices would be deserted, therefore his remote accessing of their systems would go undetected.

Earlier in the day, through his clickjacking program, he’d successfully captured the solicitor’s login credentials. Now, he entered the same passcode, pressed enter and waited for the system to allow him access.

On the desk beside him lay a ticket for tonight’s Lord Huron show at the Corner Hotel. He’d planned on going to see the indie-folk band from America with Craig but begged off earlier in the day. He told Craig to go ahead without him; that he didn’t need his help, and that the search may be a total waste of time. Truth be told, Dayne hoped to find something of value other than what interested his best friend. Craig, he knew, wouldn’t jaywalk without a gun pressed to his head, so the little Dayne shared about tonight’s foray into corporate espionage the better.

While Dayne waited for Garth’s home screen to load, he accessed his iTunes library from the second monitor and set it to shuffle. The openings chords to a Paul Dempsey tune filled the room.

A moment later the green and white logo of Williams & Teacher dissolved from the screen to be replaced by a menu page:


Human Resources, Law Library, Current and Archived Files, Client Information, and Email Options.




	Okay. Now let’s see what you’ve been up to ya slimy bastard.



Dayne clicked on the client information tab, thinking it the most logical place to begin. Depending on what he discovered, his search could expand from there. As he delved through the client list, and Garth’s work for each, he quickly understood he’d uncovered a little more than he bargained.


	Holy shit! What DO we have here?



He inserted a thumb drive into his workstation’s USB port and began the painstaking process of selecting and transferring files. And like picking fruit from an over-abundant market stall, he took time to pore over his choices, selecting only the choicest most succulent items.

As the sky began to brighten, Dayne still hadn’t budged from his seat facing the monitor. His bladder screamed to be relieved, but, he estimated, just another 15 minutes of downloading files and he’d have everything he needed.

Earlier, he determined this one attack would be the only time he’d risk accessing the Williams & Teacher system. The level of cyber security they employed was state-of-the-art, far beyond what he expected for a small law firm, making future forays into their systems, even for him, just too dangerous. However, the amount of information he’d gleaned was immense. The value to the firm, of what he’d uncovered, incalculable.

As the last of the file transfers finished downloading, he carefully logged off. His cyber footprints invisible. The virus remaining in Garth’s workstation, even if discovered, untraceable.

Dayne rose from his chair, stretched his tired limbs and made his way down the hallway to the toilet at the rear of the house. The rising sun shining through the louvered window caused him to wince. Below, a steady stream of urine hit the bottom of the bowl for an interminable amount of time.

As he flushed, he noticed the ingrained water rings in the bowl and thought it a shame his cleaning habits were so abysmal.


	Shit. What a bloody mess.



He could just as easily have been talking about his best friend Craig’s situation.







Rome, Italy


Monday, March 21

Dottore Dominic Previti hurried down the cobblestoned lane holding the morning’s copy of la Repubblica over his head. A sudden March shower interrupting an al fresco lunch at his favourite trattoria, just one of many lining the Piazza di Spagna. The sudden downpour sent him scurrying back along the Via del Babuino in search of shelter and his scallops bobbing in an ever-thinning Alfredo sauce.

He stopped under the awning of the entrance to his offices and surveyed the damage; his Bruno Magli shoes were soaked, his cashmere suit faring no better, and his silk Prada tie, a present from his wife for his birthday, most likely damaged beyond repair.

The ornate latch creaked and the heavy wooden door opened with a sigh onto the foyer of the non-descript office building. Dominic tossed aside the sodden newspaper and shook himself like a stray dog. Without further ado, he crossed the foyer inlaid with the finest Carrara marble and took the elevator to the fourth floor.

At 65 years of age, Dominic Previti still cut an imposing figure. Thanks to regular exercise four times a week at his health club, his body remained toned, his back straight. His dark complexion, thanks to his Sicilian heredity, contrasted brilliantly with the glossy sheen of his thick silver mane.

The elevator door crept open, as if not wanting to take anyone by surprise, into the foyer of Williams & Teacher’s Rome offices. Dominic Previti angled sideways to be gone from the elevator before the door fully opened and strode past the reception desk.

As he whisked by his assistant, he asked perfunctorily.


	Any messages, Angelina?



The Rome offices of Williams & Teacher had occupied the fourth floor of the building on Via del Babuino for the past 15 years. At the southern end of the narrow lane nestled the demure Piazza di Spagna and many of the finest designer stores in Rome. To the north, the Via played host to a small number of boutique hotels, museums and galleries, before spilling out into the grand Piazza del Popolo which, in turn, fed into the magnificent grounds of the Villa Borghese.


	No, Dottore. No messages.



Dominic Previti, the firm’s senior partner, continued past his assistant without even acknowledging her answer and made directly for his computer. The answer he was looking for to his urgent question would not come via the telephone.

It took a moment for him to login to his secure email system. While waiting for the encryption system to fully engage, he stared out from the large bay window of his office. Although the Tiber River lay just a few hundred metres to the west and the Villa Medici a stone’s throw to the east, he could see nothing but the cluttered rooftops of his fellow Romans. Bedraggled vegetable plots surrounded makeshift clotheslines. Some lines stood empty. The majority, weighted down under their heavy loads, sagged low in the unexpected downpour. Patio furniture, in various stages of disrepair, waited for the sun to return.

Dominic dragged his attention away from the outside world and focused on the task at hand.

The request for action to his counterpart in the Dublin office of Williams & Teacher he’d sent late on Friday. Even allowing for the one-hour time difference, he’d expected an update this morning. Surely, he wondered, a full weekend of investigating one Irishman couldn’t be that complicated.

As the inbox of his email system populated the screen, he immediately noticed the new message from Joseph O’Donovan.

Dominic had known Joseph for close to 20 years. Both men made senior partner in the late 1990s, Dominic, the senior by two months. He trusted Joseph implicitly and knew whatever recommendation his friend made in this matter could be trusted 100%. However, it still only made him feel slightly less anxious. His largest client was not one with which to trifle, their account generated fees measured in the millions annually, and the exposure alone of a failure on his behalf would be devastating, if not deadly.

Before reading Joseph’s response, Dominic scrolled back through the entire message string.

March 18 –


Request immediate assistance. Surveillance required on a subject in your market. Name – Eamonn Mahoney. Additional details attached. Our client here has concerns of a leak in his supply network.



Please investigate and report back. ASAP.

-D.

______

March 18 –


Will do. Any further info available? Put the proverbial cat amongst the pigeons, has he?



-J.

______

March 18 –


Client – V – hates to lose valuable source but can ill afford public exposure. May want to cross reference your client – SF – for more background. Does that help?



-D.

______

March 18 –


Oh dear, heavy hitters indeed. Your needs are crystal clear. Will have my best team on it. Expect an initial report back to you Monday a.m.



-J.

______

A tentative knock on the door caused Dominic to pause.


	Yes, Angelina. What is it?


	Your afternoon espresso, Dottore.




Angelina, the firm’s 20-year-old receptionist of 6 months timidly entered the office juggling a tray holding a small cup of espresso. She placed it gently on the edge of his desk as if it was a kilo of plastic explosives and smiled in triumph.


	Can I get you anything else, Dottore?



Dominic proffered a smile he assumed sufficiently hid his disdain for her incompetence. And then wondered, not for the first time, which had the higher I.Q, the desk or Angelina?


	That will be all, thank you.



Before returning to the important business at hand, he followed the hypnotising sway of Angelina’s hips as she retreated from his office and instantly recalled exactly why she was still employed.

He shook the impure thoughts from his mind and returned his attention to Joseph’s email.

March 21 –


Initial report suggests a leak. It appears someone has already begun cleaning house at this end (see attachment). Unsure if Eamonn is the problem, but he controls the majority of the operation, per SF.

My opinion – Consider source compromised. Will await your instructions on next steps.



-J.

______

Dominic clicked on the attachment symbol, and a newspaper article appeared on the screen from the Irish Times.

It recounted the story of an elderly lady from the town of Bray. The victim of an apparent hit and run accident over the weekend. It went on to say the van involved in the accident was found abandoned and ablaze in an open field 20-kilometres to the south. All attempts at locating the driver so far proving fruitless.

The article then went on to recount the life of a Mrs Coogan. At this point, Dominic lost interest.

Dominic pondered the meaning. On the face of it, an innocuous enough story, but Joseph must have had a reason to include it in his response. He thought the manner in which the accident played out spoke to a professional hit. Although he couldn’t fathom why kill a seemingly innocent lady. But if Joseph felt it an important enough link to include in the report, it must be something their client needed to know.

Why he’d been pointed in that direction, to a hit and run in the small Irish village of Bray, may have been unclear to his 65-year-old eyes, but he knew it must tie in with this Eamonn Mahoney.

Dominic reached for the phone. It may not make sense to him, but he knew the person to whom it would.


	Angelina, please get me Father Thomas on the phone. And be sure to let him know it is urgent.









Melbourne, Australia


Tuesday, March 22

Ambrose Sinclair, the senior partner of the Melbourne office of Williams & Teacher, stood before the panoramic view of Port Phillip Bay. The afternoon sun cast his reflection on the glass and his gaze shifted from a freighter making its way slowly towards the heads, and Bass Strait beyond, to the elderly gentleman staring back.

At 73 years of age, his thick head of hair was now white rather than the jet-black of his youth, his back slightly stooped which once stood ramrod straight, and arthritis in his knees drew the curtains on a once potent tennis game. But as any of his adversaries would tell you, his mind remained as sharp as a tack.

He turned from the window and snatched the one-page summary of the previous week’s general meeting from his desk. On the third Friday of each month, all 15 senior partners gathered via conference call to make a five-minute presentation of their prior month’s business highlights. These summaries included not just the highlights of the main offices, but also the satellite offices to which each senior partner maintained responsibility.

These offshore entities, although outside the purview of the official Williams & Teacher umbrella, were just as important to their overall success. Linked through an intricate web of shell companies, numbered accounts and, in many cases, virtual offices maintaining nothing more tangible than a post office box; the reach, wealth and power of Williams & Teacher expanded exponentially. And far more than was visible to the prying eyes of the general public.

This spider’s web of deception devised by prior senior partners of Williams & Teacher, and painstakingly implemented over the years, made it one of the most influential private law firms in existence. Though to the outside world, it appeared a staid relic of days gone by. Their highly-selective choice of new clients mirrored this perception. And, it went without saying, why security was of the utmost concern.

Although the Melbourne office stood at a record level of billable hours, Sinclair knew they didn’t operate in a vacuum. Several items brought up during the meeting niggled away at the back of his mind. Like leaving home and wondering if you turned off the iron, every siren heard renewing the fear. And right now, his instincts told him the alarm bells ringing in his mind were very real. He quickly perused the notes again to ensure his recollection of those conversations was accurate.


Miami – reported an abnormal increase in internet traffic at one of its Central American subsidiaries.

Enhanced security measures recommended.

Rome – Major institutional client raised a concern in regards to the continued viability of mid-level fundraising source. Requests security check of said source to be undertaken.

Request approved.

Rio de Janeiro – Requests vetting of a potential client. The recommendation coming from Minister (client) within ruling State government.

Vetting approved.



The remaining 12 offices’ reports were much more mundane, including his own; however, for some inexplicable reason, these three drew his attention.

Rio de Janeiro:

The ruling party of President Rousseff in Brazil lay in ruins with her likely to face impeachment proceedings in the not too distant future. Sinclair thought it more prudent, just until the dust settled, to be withdrawing from that political arena. However, his vote was overridden by the other partners.

Next item, Rome:

It sent shivers down his spine hearing a concern raised by one of their major institutional accounts. If he was correct, it was their crown jewel of clients, and every effort must be taken to appease them. His concern regarded the “source” to be investigated, more than likely Italian based, but it never hurt to know in advance.

The firm’s security detail had descended on his turf, thankfully, only once over the years; investigating a wayward Member of Parliament subsequently fired as a client. A team of three men flew in from London to conduct their due diligence and ensure nothing of an inflammatory nature could be traced back to the firm. For a week, no one in the office felt safe, himself included.

The security team subsequently determined their office diligently covered all tracks; with paperwork establishing the minister’s illegal offshore dealings being surreptitiously transferred to an untraceable affiliate and the relevant file history deleted from their server. Though, in the end, it was a moot point. Early one morning, a city worker discovered the disgraced politician’s body hanging from the limb of an elm tree in Fawkner Park. An inquest ruled the cause of death as suicide. Some in the press were sceptical, but with little to go on, soon lost interest. Sinclair thought some questions are best not asked.

While recalling those days back in the late ’90s, he momentarily forgot the third item he’d highlighted.

Miami:

Increased internet traffic, cyber-clutter, etc. all euphemisms for hacking linked to an affiliate in Panama. The bane of all companies conducting business electronically in the 21st century. Well, he thought, let them try. The level of cyber security Williams & Teacher employed between its offshore cut-outs was top notch; nothing could penetrate their labyrinthine network back to the head office, although it wouldn’t hurt to double check their own standards.

Sinclair made a note to speak with his security director. He thought it a damned shame to be bolstering the barricades at the back door only to have someone waltz through the front.

***


	Mate. We need to talk.



Having stayed out late at the Corner Hotel the night before, I hadn’t yet hit full-speed at work. At first, I didn’t recognise Dayne’s voice; he too sounded tired.


	Sure. What time do you get off work? You want to hear about the show you missed?


	What? No, that can wait. I called in sick. And you need to meet me ASAP.


	Okay, okay. I can get away at lunchtime. Meet me at the fish shop around the corner?


	No. Too close to work. Como Park, by the pavilion, at noon.




I wondered about the cloak and dagger charade until my memory kicked in and his reason for skipping the show.

The clock read 11:30 as I hung up the phone. Twenty minutes to waste before I could make my escape. I stared blankly at my monitor for the entire time doing absolutely nothing, though my mind spun like the teacup ride at Luna Park. At 11:50 I rose from my desk and made for the front door. I expected Eric to call me back at any moment, wondering where I was off to in such a hurry, but fortunately, a lively phone conversation kept his attention.

Heading west on Toorak Road, I manoeuvred slowly through lunchtime traffic. It was no more than 1,000 metres to the park, probably faster to walk, but the familiar interior shell of the Beast helped to calm my nerves. Turning into Como Avenue, I parked in the curve of the cul-de-sac facing the park and took the trail sloping down towards the cricket oval.

The sun warmed my back, the urge to lay down under one of the tall gum trees and take a nap was extremely tempting. If only I could wake in a different place and time. If only I hadn’t told Dayne what I’d discovered. That was the striking difference between us, where I wanted to run and hide, he would always choose to stand his ground and fight. A moot point now, this cat was well and truly out of the bag.

The trail wound downhill through a small copse of trees then merged onto a larger path circling past the pavilion and around the playing fields. I found Dayne sitting on a bench 50 metres from the two-storied facility. I slumped down beside him.

He continued to scan the pathways in both directions without acknowledging my presence.


	Weren’t followed, were you?


	Jesus, Dayne. Been reading too many le Carré novels? Bit jumpy, aren’t you?


	You’d be jumpy too if you knew what I know.




Dayne looked like hell. His face drawn, eyes puffy, as if he hadn’t slept for days. The dark circles under his eyes made his face look haunted. He chewed through one fingernail after the other as he explained the situation.


	Is it worse than we first thought?


	Much, mate. Much! I don’t know all the facts, but I know enough to be shit scared. I’ve seen Garth’s client list, and there’s more names on it, big names, than just a few old dead folks.




How it affected me, I couldn’t yet comprehend. If these people weren’t bank clients, what did I care?


	Let’s just call the cops, and I’ll start looking for a new job.


	And what if the cops are his clients? Or the corporate elite? Or State and Federal politicians? You still want to do that? He, or his firm at least, has a shit-load of heavy-hitters on the books. And that’s not all.




Before Dayne finished his statement, I’d already begun looking for a hole big enough to bury my head.


	Mr O’Neal’s speciality is setting up a suite of products outside the jurisdiction of the Australian authorities. I’m talking offshore bank accounts, shell companies, etc.



This wasn’t necessarily illegal activity, but it depended on what funds were channelled through the accounts, and for what purpose. For your average citizen, at worst, it could mean anything from tax evasion to money laundering. And for a politician, just the exposure of an offshore account could kill a career. An American presidential hopeful whose hopes were scuttled four years prior quickly came to mind.


	I’ve already talked with my compatriots in cyberspace and filled them in on what I’ve discovered. Williams & Teacher operates worldwide, so my friends are going to take a peek. I’ll know more of how to proceed after I talk with them again.



Dayne reached into his pocket; I looked down to see him holding a small thumb drive.


	Here take this.


	What’s this? What am I supposed to do with it?


	It contains a snapshot of the files I downloaded last night. Enough to prove your story is legit. You need to find someone in authority you can trust. When you do, send this to them. Luckily, we have the Easter holidays coming up, think you can get through two more days at work?


	Should I call in sick?


	No, too suspicious. Two days, then keep out of sight for the four-day break. Hopefully, by then I’ll have a workable course of action.


	Dayne, what the fuck? You’re scaring me. Are we in danger?




Dayne breathed deeply and scanned the park.


	I don’t know for sure, but the material I discovered is extremely damaging. It goes way beyond your banker friend’s little scam. Best to assume people would do just about anything to keep it under wraps. For now, everyone is clueless. They won’t have any idea we have this information. Let’s hope it stays that way.

I hunched forward on the rough bench seat, my elbows resting on my knees, hands clasped. To anyone passing, it would appear I was praying.


	One more thing. There’s a few matters I’ll need to take care of for you. Precautions. Just in case. This is what I need.




He told me his plans. My blood turned to ice water midway through sending a chill down my spine.


	Think you can take care of all that?


	I… I don’t know. It all seems so…


	Mate. This is the real world, there’s no closing your eyes and hoping it all goes away. And if they discover we’re on to them, we’ll both be balls deep in shit. So… again, can you take care of what I need?




I nodded yes with more confidence than I felt. Without another word, Dayne stood and hustled off towards the pavilion. He’d scurried out of sight before I dragged myself from the bench and slouched off in the opposite direction. A young mother passed pushing a baby stroller; she smiled and said hello, I was too distracted to reply.

Retracing my steps back to the parking lot, I wondered how I’d ever make it through the next two and a half days at work. I felt the uncomfortable sensation of my shirt sticking to my back; the cotton material drenched in sweat, yet the day wasn’t nearly that warm.







Dublin, Ireland


Tuesday, March 22

Joseph O’Donovan clutched his coffee mug in one hand and ran his fingers through his short grey hair with the other. He stood before his sixth-floor office windows, the glass stretching from floor to ceiling, and gazed down upon the Samuel Beckett Bridge below. Traffic was light for a mid-afternoon. Three cars and a delivery van headed north over the Liffey, a lone cyclist made his way southbound. From his vantage point, it was hard to discern if the river was flowing out to sea or overwhelmed by the incoming tide.

The conflicted battle between river and sea summed his day up perfectly. Earlier, he’d received a courtesy call from James Swann, senior partner with Williams & Teacher in the London office, letting him know the firm’s security team would soon be on his turf. Exactly why? Well, best not to enquire.

Though, as he enjoyed the odd flutter, he’d wager it somehow involved his friend Dominic Previti and their email correspondence the day prior. Even still, although his office’s hands were clean, it was still disconcerting to have the security folks in his backyard.

Mishaps did sometimes occur. Unavoidable really, thought Joseph, given the complexity and magnitude of the firm’s sphere of influence. Situations sometimes spiralled out of control and corrections, to put it nicely, became necessary. And when the client involved is the Holy See, well, the sky became the proverbial limit in moving heaven and earth to ensure they were appeased. He just hoped if there was any fallout it didn’t create too much of a mess.

Joseph’s gaze drifted skywards to watch a Shearwater puffin ride the currents. At a distance, the white plumage of its breast blended with the puffy white clouds above, only the black tips of the wings and tail feathers stood out in stark contrast. It circled sedately, high above the glistening river, in search of an afternoon snack. In the blink of an eye, with a target selected, it quickly picked up speed in its downward spiral.

Joseph turned from the window knowing how the scenario would end but not needing to see the proof. He drank the last of his coffee, placed the empty mug on his desk, then rubbed his palms together as if washing his hands of the nefarious thoughts racing through his mind.

In another section of Dublin, two men geared up for their own search. Their prey, he felt confident, was a man by the name of Eamonn Mahoney. And the manner in which they dealt with him? Well, as with watching the puffin, Joseph thought it unnecessarily stressful to worry one’s self with those matters.







Melbourne, Australia


Wednesday, March 23

Ambrose Sinclair steadied his stance and lined up the three-metre putt. He knew it would break a small amount to the right, which he put down to the settling of the building over time. Several years ago, he’d replaced the thick plush carpet of his office for a short-looped Berber, which better replicated the speed of the greens at Royal Melbourne.

With a smooth rocking motion of his shoulders he drew back his putter before bringing it forward to meet the ball. An instant before impact the electronic beep of his intercom system shattered both his concentration and rhythm. The ball slid by the left edge of the cup.


	Bloody hell. What is it now?



Sinclair rested the club against the credenza behind his desk and pressed the intercom button on his phone.


	Yes, Maggie. What is it?


	Mr Sinclair, I have Mr Hughes from ASN Technologies holding for you. He said it was urgent.




Alfonso Hughes gave birth to ASN Technologies in 1995 and for the past 20 years nurtured its development into the pre-eminent cyber security company in Australia. As well as Alfonso being a client of Williams & Teacher, his firm oversaw the computer protection systems for their Melbourne office.

Sinclair propped on the edge of his desk and punched the blinking light, his left leg swinging with nervous tension. An urgent call from Alfonso was exceedingly rare and, from experience, rarely a pleasant conversation.


	Alfonso, how can I help you?


	Good morning, Ambrose. And it is hopefully I that can help you. We’ve uncovered some unusual activity.




Fifteen minutes later, Ambrose silently hung up the phone. Then he began pacing. From his desk, to the bookcase bursting with law tomes, and back. Five steps in either direction. And with each change of direction, his course of action became just a little clearer. His premonition from a few days earlier regrettably coming to pass. The small nagging kernel of doubt in the back of his mind suddenly bursting into a full-on migraine. His firm was under attack. And the immediate question demanding an answer; were the hackers getting help from the inside?

Alfonso’s firm set in motion a program designed to tunnel back through cyberspace to track the perpetrators. ‘But don’t expect success,’ he was told, ‘especially if the hackers are as professional as they first appear.’ ASN were also conducting a full investigation of the associate with the compromised workstation.

In the meantime, Ambrose had a decision to make. He could sit back and wait for the results of the investigation, or he could shake a few trees and see what fell in his lap. For Ambrose, this wasn’t even a question worth pondering. Sitting and waiting was not now, nor would it ever be, something for which he’d be known.

From behind his desk he retrieved his putter before depressing the intercom button one more time.


	Maggie, can you have Mr O’Neal come and see me, please.



Ambrose decided a quick four or five putts would help him relax and get him in the right frame of mind for the upcoming conversation. He positioned the ball mid-point in his stance, eyed the cup, then smoothly swung through the desired line. The electronic cup swallowed his direct hit then spat back the ball.

Each made putt released a further ounce or two of tension from his shoulders. Ambrose knew from experience, a relaxed body and mind energised his thought processes, which led to concise questioning and deft decision making.

However, with O’Neal’s innocence or complicity still to be determined, Ambrose wouldn’t be allowing the solicitor the luxury of a few practice swings.







Dublin, Ireland


Wednesday, March 23

Eamonn Mahoney was concerned. No, he thought, pissed-off, more accurately summed up his feelings. With everything in place for the Easter heists, he received an urgent message the day prior of the operation’s cancellation.

Weeks of planning wasted. No reason given. Ferry tickets and travel expenses already distributed, the cost of which he knew would be impossible to recoup. Probably half of it spent at the pub already. Perfectly good money, literally, pissed away.

Eamonn, having been around the block a time or two, knew not everything always went to plan. But this operation would’ve been the ninth to date and not once had even the most minor of details caused any concern.

Though, for some reason, the unease tugged mightily on his conscience. Why a phone call and not an in-person meet with Clancy, as was the norm? And why was a deputy placing the call, not the man himself? The answer was as obvious as a young child’s lies.

Clancy was distancing himself, but why?

Eamonn stopped his pacing and stared through the bay window of his front room. Kavanagh’s Pub, on the far side of the grass verge, was barely visible in the misty gloom. The quiet verge; cobbled together with patches of grass, a few scraggly trees and a liberal sprinkling of animal droppings, turned the end of his street into an oversized roundabout.

His brick two-up two-down just one of a dozen in a row on Prospect Square faced the 19th-century pub and the little-used gates to Glasnevin Cemetery. He was born in this house and would most probably die here. That was fine by him; he just didn’t want it to be anytime soon.

Eamon de Valera, his namesake, rested across the way. He thought it a shame the nurse spelt his first name wrong on the birth certificate. His mother never noticed the difference. Also buried at Glasnevin was the great man, Michael Collins, a true hero in the fight for Irish independence. Along with the founder of Sinn Fein, Arthur Griffith. The memory of Griffith and Sinn Fein brought him back to the present.

Why would Clancy need to distance himself? Had someone within the operation become compromised? He tried to recall if anything was different about this mission than any of the others. He checked each step off on his fingers:


	Five banks, or less, targeted in a new city each time.


	Two men per bank from various regions of the country hand-picked by Clancy.


	Half mature veterans of the cause.


	Half younger soldiers with limited exposure to the inner-workings of the mission.


	All men anonymous to one another.


	All new to…

It was then it hit him.




He should’ve noticed it when reviewing the list of men Clancy gave him the week previous.


	Stupid fucking eejit.



Eamonn slammed his hand down on top of the television, the remote tumbling to the floor. Worry now mixed with agitation. The kind of worry which loosened the bowels just a touch.

Clancy included in the original group one man from a previous mission. The big man missed the duplication, and worst of all, so had Eamonn. He wasn’t sure if this was the reason for his stomach doing Olympics-worthy backflips, but it was an excellent place to start.

Eamonn grabbed the keys to his 2000 Opel Astra, the pad from the kitchen counter on which he kept his planning notes and hurried out the front door. He needed answers, and it started with a man he knew as Sam Coogan down in Bray.

***

Across the verge, parked in front of Kavanagh’s, a blue late-model Ford with a Europcar sticker on the back window sat idling. At regular intervals, the windscreen wipers flicked across the glass clearing the accumulated precipitation. The two occupants within the warm interior sipped coffee from Styrofoam cups.

The two men were as close as brothers. Former regulars with the British Army, both receiving dishonourable discharges after an unfortunate episode in Afghanistan.

The incident occurred in a small village in Zabul province, the same insignificant smudge on the landscape where days earlier their regiment lost a third brother. It should’ve been a routine patrol for their Rifle Battalion; Taliban activity in the area minimal to non-existent for well over a month. Winning the hearts and minds of the local villagers now taking precedence, right up until the moment a rocket-propelled grenade fired from the jagged cliffs above the village tore into their armoured vehicle.

At their court martial their lawyer argued the deaths of the eight villagers were the result of extensive questioning in search of information about the attack. The army disagreed and called it cold-blooded murder. The legal teams on both sides eventually agreed upon a dishonourable discharge rather than a lengthy prison sentence and unwanted media attention. In the fog of war, some things were best swept under the rug.

The two men then drifted in and out of mercenary work for the next 18 months, before the opportunity to work for their current employer fortuitously arrived. The private investigation firm, based in the Channel Islands, rewarded them handsomely for their sporadic assignments. They’d never visited the head office; all communications went through encrypted email. Nor did they care. So long as the money appeared in their accounts on schedule, putting a face to the name of Howarth Investigations was of little concern.

The man in the passenger seat straightened.


	Looks like he’s on the move. Follow him and see where he leads us.



The Opel Astra backed out of the driveway and accelerated away along Prospect Square. The driver, the taller of the two men, placed his Styrofoam cup into the cup holder by his side and shifted into drive.

Time to earn their pay.







Melbourne, Australia


Thursday, March 24

Thom Lewis paced impatiently back and forth on the third level of the parking garage. Not a breath of wind blew through the concrete structure, and the stagnant air was rife with the smell of exhaust fumes and motor oil. He wasn’t accustomed to being summoned to meetings and certainly didn’t abide tardiness, even if it was the senior partner of Williams & Teacher.

Adding to his frustration was the information Lenny Mansfield dropped in his lap that morning. With the Asian markets in turmoil, he hated to waste time on a trivial security concern of Lenny’s. But he’d already put-off meeting with the security man for two days; he quickly wished he hadn’t.

Now, Ambrose Sinclair requested to meet. ‘Extremely vital,’ he’d emphasised on the phone. He could picture Sinclair punching the air with an index figure to accentuate the point as he spat the words into the phone. But, he thought, wasn’t it always the case with Sinclair? Why he let the man get under his skin was a puzzle, and his inability to control the situation a further irritant.

The pall of carbon monoxide continued to swirl around him, and he could sense the first inklings of a headache. He just wished Sinclair would show, the sooner to get the meeting over with the better. Thanks to Lenny and the information he’d dumped in his lap, important decisions needed to be made.

Thom glanced up from checking his watch to see a sleek black Mercedes-Maybach S600 swing into view from the level below. It glided to a stop, and he quickly opened the rear door.

Ambrose Sinclair sat on the far side of the lavish back seat; the richly-grained leather upholstery let out a small squeak as Thom Lewis slid into the seat beside him.


	Glad you could join me on such short notice.


	I didn’t know I had a choice, Ambrose.


	Take us down towards Frankston would you, Grigor. And on the beach road, please. The bay will look splendid on a beautiful day such as this.




The driver then raised the partition between front and back seats, and with the dark tinted windows, the two men sat in an eerily dark and silent cocoon. Thom breathed deeply of the fresh, cool, circulating air and hoped it sufficient to quell the pounding in his temples.


	I don’t have time for a scenic drive, Ambrose.


	Yes… you do, Thom. And you’ll also make time for this conversation. But before we get started, how is business? Our friends in Spain were enquiring as to how their investment was coming along.




Thom stared out the window as the Mercedes cruised by the shops on Toorak Road. So, this is how it’s going to be, he thought. Sinclair, letting him know who’s in charge. Like a dog pissing on a lamppost to mark his territory.

When his bank ran into financial difficulties a few years back, Ambrose Sinclair offered to help find interim funding to keep it afloat. At the time, the loan from the private Spanish bank saved the bank from insolvency. Now, it hung like an anchor around his neck, and with Sinclair in position to tug gently on the chain whenever he desired.

A more submissive Thom answered.


	What do you need, Ambrose?



Grigor turned left onto Punt Road and headed south towards St Kilda Junction. Midday traffic was unusually heavy with commuters leaving work early to get a head-start on the Easter weekend. With the Mercedes mired in traffic, Thom stared blankly at the progress of two female joggers across the road in Fawkner Park.

Sinclair turned slightly towards Thom and crossed left leg over right.


	How well do you trust Eric Mullane?



Not the question Thom expected.


	Eric? Eric’s my most trusted banker.



For the next 20 minutes, a silent Thom listened as Sinclair laid out what he’d discovered: The attempted hack on the firm’s infrastructure. The successful hack of Garth O’Neal’s workstation. What files were compromised and for what purpose was still unclear. But when digging deeper, the little Sinclair unearthed within Garth’s archives was bad enough. He shared with Thom the role Eric played in Garth’s little scheme. The hospice fraud. The offshore accounts. The shell corporations.

Ambrose Sinclair wasn’t yet able to put a dollar figure to the pair’s little undertaking, but Thom had a very good idea. Utilising the information received from Lenny Mansfield, he’d researched each of the accounts brought to his attention. Thom, at first glance, merely thought he’d a nosy assistant on his hands, now he knew it went much deeper.


	So, what you’re telling me is Eric and Garth are defrauding the patients at the hospice, as well as the Australian government?


	Correct, Thom. Fraudulent accounts from which they are syphoning off funds to their offshore accounts.




Ambrose let those words sink in for a moment. In the silence, Thom noted the pressing pain in his skull tick up a notch. And, with this dire situation sinking in, doubted it would subside anytime soon.

Thom took a deep breath and realised it best he be upfront with his business partner and benefactor.


	It goes even deeper, Ambrose. Eric is also trading on those accounts. So, you can add securities fraud to the list as well. My question is, how does a simpleton like Garth O’Neal know how to set all this up?



They’d reached the Ormond Esplanade, and as Ambrose peered out across the bay’s vista he contemplated how much he should share with Thom Lewis. He watched a seagull circle overhead, before diving kamikaze style toward the shallows.

All or nothing, he thought.


	Because that is precisely what he does for my firm. His speciality is setting up offshore accounts and tax havens for our clients. What his motivation is, I can’t say. To hazard a guess, I’d say he’s tired of hiding hundreds of millions on behalf of our clients and only receiving a pittance in return. And, Eric’s motivation?


	Easy. He’s just flat-out greedy. It’s what I’ve always liked about him. I just didn’t know he’d be so fucking stupid to put both himself and the bank at risk.




Grigor slowed the Mercedes, turned right into the foreshore reserve at Brighton Beach and parked facing the bay. The small lot empty but for one other vehicle; an unoccupied black Toyota ten parking spaces away.


	Let’s take a walk, shall we?



The two men headed north along the shoreline trail. Ahead, in the distance, the Melbourne skyline appeared to rise from the water, shimmering in the sun’s glare.


	Garth has become a liability to my firm and will be dealt with accordingly.



Thom blanched at the statement’s delivery. The level of disdain palpable, so matter-of-fact and dismissive.


	You’ll turn him in? Aren’t you afraid of what he’ll tell the police about your operation?



Ambrose threw his head back and let loose an enormous laugh which shook his entire body. An elderly lady walking her dog along the foreshore turned in their direction. Her Irish Setter paid them no mind and continued to lope ahead through the shallows.


	Oh, Thom. I don’t think you know who you are dealing with here. No, we won’t turn him into the police. And exactly how we deal with him is not your concern.



Ambrose resumed his measured pace along the trail, Thom a half a step behind trying not to look submissive in the man’s wake.


	The next question is how best to deal with Eric? For obvious reasons, the police cannot get wind of this. You must keep Eric on a short leash until the fraudulent accounts are expunged and the damage he’s caused mitigated. Then, once the dust settles, he needs to disappear. He is a liability who cannot be allowed to remain in plain view.


	Okay, Ambrose. I’ll make the necessary personnel changes, but my over-riding priority is to ensure as little upheaval as possible within the bank. I won’t abide seeing the Southern Cross brand dragged through the mud; it’s involvement in this affair can’t become fodder for the vultures in the press.




Ambrose came to a halt, leant forward to grip one of the wooden rails marking the trail and looked out over the water. Thom noticed the elderly lawyer’s face turning a light shade of crimson. Like a storm building on the horizon.


	Involved? You don’t want to be involved? I don’t believe you are fully grasping the implications of this situation, dear boy. Just who exactly do you think I am? Just what exactly do you think my firm does?



Thom stood firm, gazing out to sea, but inwardly the implications of Ambrose’s words began to find their mark. He could feel his command of events slipping from his grasp, his body shrinking in upon itself.

The next words spoken were measured and forceful, like a knife to Thom’s heart.


	How exactly do you think my firm raised your $20 million loan? Do you honestly believe we just happened to find a friendly Spanish bank? In the middle of the world’s financial melt-down?



As the import of his words hit home, Ambrose turned from the forlorn banker and gazed out over the bay. He gulped in large amounts of the fresh sea air to calm his breathing. He could taste the salt on his tongue, and the smell of decaying marine life filled his nostrils.

Turning back, Ambrose switched to a more soothing tone.


	Your bank… Thom… is only a very tiny cog in my firm’s extensive worldwide operation. However, it only takes one small cog to malfunction for the gears to grind to a halt. You’re already involved, dear boy. Very much so. Right up to your baby-blue eyeballs.



They’d completed a circuit of the trail and stopped a few metres from the Mercedes. To Thom’s right stood a sandstone memorial to those fallen in the Great War. He swallowed hard trying to summon just one ounce of their courage. He knew he’d fall far short.


	I’ll take care of this situation immediately.


	Good, then I fully expect we can put this nasty matter behind us.




Grigor held the rear door open, and while Ambrose folded one leg inside the cabin, Thom spoke.


	Not exactly. We may have one other small problem.



Driving back to the city, Thom shared the additional information provided earlier by his security chief. Ambrose’s response to the news of a further leak was subdued but not unexpected.

Thom stared out the tinted windows and watched the beachside suburbs slide by; Brighton, Elwood, St Kilda. While waiting for a green light at Carlisle Street, he attempted to order his thoughts. He was in danger of losing everything, and his mind a jumble of conflicted emotions searching for a coherent plan of action.

Across the street, the huge, gaping, grin of the clown’s mouth guarding the entrance to Luna Park seemed to mock him and the pure folly of his actions.







Bray, Ireland


Thursday, March 24

Eamonn Mahoney sat at the small kitchen table and gazed through the window opening onto the home’s slender backyard. Flagstone pavers zigzagged from the steps by the back door to a small shed positioned snugly against the back fence. By the shed door, a wheelbarrow, half filled with dirt and weeds, waited patiently to be parked inside out of the rain. The small patch of grass needed mowing but its neglect was understandable, the man making coffee bore far weightier issues.


	Do you want milk with your coffee or a drop of the Bushmills?



Eamonn didn’t anticipate spending the night in Bray, but then again, he also didn’t expect to turn up on the man’s doorstep the day he buried his wife.


	’Tis a little early for me, just milk will be grand.



Sam placed the coffee cup in front of the man he now knew as Eamonn Mahoney and joined him at the kitchen table.


	I appreciate you joining me yesterday and paying your respects to my wife. I must admit, when you first introduced yourself, I wanted to beat the livin’ shite out of ya. If it wasn’t for your kind, my Marnie would still be here.


	Aye, I understand. ‘Tis a lonely road we’ve set ourselves upon. But bein’ here is the least I could do for an old soldier.




The two men sipped their coffee, both wondering what the respectful amount of time was before asking the questions they each wanted answered. They’d reached an uneasy truce the night before out of respect for Sam’s wife.

Sam, found he could wait no longer.


	Eamonn… I’ve been around long enough to recognise an accident from an accident. Do you know what I mean?


	Aye, I do. And, Sam, that’s why I’m here.


	So why did you lot have her killed? I’ve always been loyal. I just want to know. Dammit, I deserve to know!




Sam broke eye-contact with Eamonn, turned, and began pacing back and forth in the small kitchen.

Eamonn picked at a loose thread on his cardigan hoping to buy a little time, and for the storm clouds gathering over Sam to pass.


	Aye, that you do. But you’re asking the wrong man. I’ve come looking for me own answers. Like why were you chosen for a second job?


	How am I supposed to know? Your people were the ones calling me! Remember? Jaysus, I swear on my poor wife’s grave I’d never betray the cause.

Sam clenched and unclenched his fists with rage; his face the colour of a screaming newborn.


	I know, I know. Calm down, Sam. It was more a rhetorical question. I’m trying to figure this mess out too.


	And why did you cancel the job at the last minute?


	Believe me, Sam. It wasn’t me. The only conclusion I can draw is someone got spooked.


	Spooked? Enough to kill my Marnie? And by who?




Sam halted his pacing and stared out the kitchen window as if searching for an answer amongst the overgrown garden. Eamonn followed his gaze for a time before fixing his attention on the refrigerator’s brushed chrome panels. An upcoming church fête notice held pride of place, beside it a clump of grocery coupons, and beneath a kitchen magnet in the shape of the Roman Coliseum, two tickets.

Eamonn stood and plucked the tickets from under the magnet. Two passes for the ferry from Dublin to Holyhead destined to go unused.

Sam noticed what Eamonn held in his hand and sighed.


	Huh, guess I won’t be needing those any longer. And, I suppose, you’ll be wanting back the travel money too.



For Eamonn, the mist began to clear. A week before the robberies, as with each operation, he’d supplied the five primary agents with ferry tickets and cash to start them on their way.


	No, you can keep it.

A note of trepidation now in Eamonn’s voice.


	I’m assuming Marnie knew of the trip then?

Sam leant against the kitchen counter, his anger spent, his voice heavy with grief.


	Aye, of course. She was a smart one, my Marnie. She wasn’t too happy about the job, but the prospect of a second vacation to Rome helped soothe her fears. We were going to visit Vatican City this time. We’d not enough time on the last trip.


	She wouldn’t have told anyone about your holiday, would she?


	Marnie? No, she wasn’t one to brag to her friends. With my background, she knew better. Outside of me, only God knew what was going on in that one’s head.




Eamonn began to assemble the missing pieces, somehow Marnie must have let slip about their impending travel plans… or worse. It explained both her accident and the operation’s hasty cancellation.

Knowing who the parties were at risk, Eamonn worked off of a hunch.


	Your Marnie was a big one for the church, was she?


	Oh aye, she was always volunteering at the church for one thing or another. The Most Holy Redeemer she attended, just down the way. You met Father Crowley yesterday.


	And was she one to speak freely with the Father? Perhaps go to confession?


	Indeed. It cleansed her soul, she said… she… Oh, Jaysus.




The colour drained from Sam’s face as his recollections of yesterday’s funeral returned. He slumped into a kitchen chair, his rough workman’s hands massaging his face.

His next words were barely audible to Eamonn.


	Father Crowley asked yesterday if I’d still be taking the trip we planned. I told him no, I’d cancelled it. He said that was probably a good thing then. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. What with all… oh, Marnie.



Coming to the realisation he’d been complicit in the death of his wife, albeit unknowingly, would weigh heavily on Sam for the rest of his days. Which no amount of loyalty to the Republican cause would ever change.

Eamonn felt no such compunction. Though feeling sorry for Sam, he worried more about his own situation. He remained in just as much danger as Marnie. As was, perhaps, Sam. But right now, it was every man for himself. Someone was shutting down the operation. The heat suddenly too intense. And he, Eamonn, knew far too much.

A term came to mind he’d not heard uttered in a long time, but it took him back to a farmhouse outside Donegal.

‘Are you familiar with the term blowback, boyo?’

The words Stuart Clancy uttered that day rang in Eamonn’s ears just as if the smarmy bastard was sitting across from him, right there at the kitchen table, sipping on a cup of Sam’s coffee.


	I need to be on my way, Sam. I’ve some matters to attend to. You look after yourself, alright?



Eamonn patted the broken man on the back and dropped a slip of paper on the kitchen counter. Before reaching the front door, he paused a moment then looked back over his shoulder.


	Sam, I’ve left you my mobile number, if you need to talk.



Sam shook his head in acknowledgement.






	Aye, Eamonn. You’re a good man, yourself. Let me walk you to the door.



On the front stoop, Eamonn shook Sam’s hand and gave the old soldier a heartfelt nod of the head; finding the right words beyond him.

The master of operational planning needed to on his way back to Dublin; he’d a new task to solve. The hour-long drive would give him much needed time to think.

He started the Opel, turned off the radio to help his concentration, then pointed the car in the direction of the motorway. His mind already working through his next steps, and step one was to trust no one. Combat rules committed to memory during the Troubles hastily dusted off and put back into service. There’d be no smuggling of arms over the border required of him this time, no Unionist patrols to avoid. But the threat remained all the same.

A few seconds later, farther down the road, a blue Ford sedan pulled out from behind a parked car and headed in the same direction.

***


	When do we take him?



The driver the blue Ford sedan asked the question of his former Corporal. His eyes remained glued to the Opel Astra 100 metres ahead on the M50.


	Just keep your distance. We’ll take him back at his home after dark. We just keep eyes on him until then.



James Hanrahan, former Corporal with the British Army, current field consultant with Howarth Investigations, relaxed in the passenger seat. Hanrahan did not cut an imposing sight at just under 170 centimetres and slight of build, which is why he enlisted Frank Treloar as back up. He glanced over at the hulk of a man shoehorned in behind the steering column; his T-shirt stretched to capacity trying to restrain his shoulders and biceps, the ham steaks he called hands set at ten and two on the wheel.

As far as assignments went, this one was shaping up to be a piece of cake. Granted, the two men weren’t required to do wet work very often, but Hanrahan imagined taking out a middle-aged Mick would be easy money.


	I don’t understand why we didn’t take him out last night.



Hanrahan suppressed a sigh of frustration; he’d explained this to Treloar on more than one occasion throughout the cold night spent huddled in the car outside the house in Bray. But Hanrahan had plenty of patience for the big man. Treloar earning that right by saving his partner’s life on more than one occasion.


	We only have orders to take down Mahoney. No point in making our life more difficult involving potential witnesses. Understand, big fella?


	You’re the boss.




***

The drive along the motorway begun to soothe Eamonn’s frayed nerves, helping him to focus and commence forming a course of action. Marnie Coogan spoke out of place and she paid the price with her life, that left only Eamonn and possibly Sam as loose ends. Eamonn assumed the message sent with Marnie’s death, would also effectively neutralise Sam. And other than himself, only two men were at risk if the operation blew up in everyone’s faces. Father Moynihan in Rome and Stuart Clancy.

Eamonn just couldn’t envision a Vatican banker, across the Continent, assembling a team of assassins. Too clumsy. Overkill. And short of Interpol mounting a raid on the Vatican’s coffers, an independent state no less, the good Father still enjoyed multiple layers of plausible deniability.

That left Stuart Clancy. Tact was never his strong suit. Clancy would be the man to bring a howitzer to a knife fight. And the killing of Marnie Coogan reeked of his involvement.

Passing by the Leopardstown Racecourse, where only the grandstand was visible behind the high stone wall, Eamonn wondered what odds the bookmakers would give him on making it out of this predicament. What he needed was something to improve his chances. Leverage. He cracked a wry smile to his image in the rear-view mirror for he knew exactly how it could be applied. Clancy, for all his bluff and bluster was not infallible and he, Eamonn Mahoney, knew precisely how to press home the advantage. Now all he needed was to buy some time.

The ringing of his mobile phone from the front passenger seat brought his attention back to the present.


	Aye?


	Eamonn, it is me, Sam.


	Yes, Sam. What is it?




Eamonn changed lanes to pass a white minivan then pulled back over to the slow lane.


	I thought you should know, after you left another car headed past my house in the same direction. I wouldn’t have thought anything of it, but I think I saw it in the parking lot at the cemetery yesterday. You know, old habits…



Surviving the Troubles of the ’80s meant a keen ability to recognise surveillance. Not doing so, landed you in a British prison, or worse. While Eamonn worked mainly behind the scenes planning operations and performed a brief spot of gun running across the border, Sam spent his years on the frontlines. He’d likely avoided more British patrols and Unionist spies than Eamonn could ever hope to imagine.


	What am I looking for, Sam?


	Blue Ford Sedan. Two men. I didn’t get a license plate.




Eamonn searched the traffic in his rear-view mirror. He spotted a blue Ford behind the white minivan he’d just passed, about 100 metres back.


	I see the bastards. You did good, Sam.


	Eamonn, be safe.


	Aye.




Eamonn broke the connection and maintained a steady speed.


	Shite!



He’d run out of time. Eamonn quickly ran through his options. It didn’t take long; he didn’t have many. He could make a run for it and hope to lose his tail, but he didn’t think his old Opel up to the task. He could try to lose them on foot in the city centre, but he needed his car, and with two of them they could easily split up and keep both he and the car under surveillance. And with no weapon against two trained professionals, well, he didn’t like his chances if he spooked them unnecessarily.

His only form of protection, an old Taurus PT92 pistol, sat in the top drawer of his bedside table. The pistol, an IRA relic from the ’90s he’d kept rather than turn over to the British. It lay cleaned, oiled and ready for use; however, it meant leading his pursuers to his home. If he were them, he’d wait for darkness and make it look like a robbery gone awry. Why be more transparent than necessary?

Eamonn maintained a steady speed; still 30 minutes from home and the temporary safety it afforded. He gazed skyward to the grey ceiling above and which blanketed the hills. Having held off for most of the day, the rain appeared to be losing its patience. He faced a nervous three-hour wait for darkness; then he would either spring a trap of his choosing or die trying.

***

One thing the two men in the blue Ford sedan hadn’t counted on were the lively festivities the night before Good Friday at Kavanagh’s Pub. In three days, a parade through the city streets culminating in a ceremony at Dublin’s General Post Office would officially commemorate the 100th anniversary of the Easter Rising. Tonight, the revellers were getting a head start on proceedings by celebrating just a stone’s throw from the graves of two of the architects, Michael Collins and Eamon de Valera. For the two Englishmen sitting in a cramped sedan across the square from Mahoney’s house, it was an added indignity.

Close to midnight the last of the drunk Irish punters staggered away from the darkened Kavanagh’s, and a few moments later Mahoney’s front room went dark. Both men made final checks on their weapons and went over the plan in detail one more time. They would wait another 30 minutes, giving the Irishman time to fall asleep, before they began their approach.

The soft tap on the side window took them both by surprise.


	For fuck’s sake! If one more drunken Mick asks me for a light…

***




Eamonn peered through a small gap in the curtains of his upstairs window with amusement as the overflow crowd at Kavanagh’s kept the two men in the Ford under wraps. He surmised they wouldn’t make a move until the streets were quiet, and he hoped not until they assumed him asleep. Eamonn rubbed his face to retain his focus, having spent hours watching the car on the other side of the square. He stood, stretched his legs and back muscles, then glanced once again at the Taurus. The PT92 loomed large on the quilt at the end of his bed. He’d never used the weapon, but he’d not hesitate tonight. Eamonn kept repeating the thought over and over, hoping through repetition the courage required to do so would follow.

While repeating the mantra, he also watched and waited for the streets to clear. Ten minutes after the last of Kavanagh’s patrons staggered off home, he crept downstairs and set the timer on the light in his front room for five minutes. With the pistol secured in the back of his pants, he made his way out the back door and through the gate into the lane beyond.

Shielded by two large rubbish skips, he checked in both directions. Seeing no movement in the shadows, he kept to the darkest recesses and worked his way along the lane. He thought, if he’d have planned this operation, he’d have placed a lookout in the lane. He breathed a sigh of relief knowing the two men in the Ford weren’t as thorough.

At the end of the lane, a two-metre-high stone wall separated the homes from Glasnevin Cemetery. Fortunately, parked against the wall was a delivery van. Checking first to see he remained hidden, he used the van’s bonnet as a lever to propel himself over the wall.

Intermittent showers had begun soon after he returned home and as he landed in a soft clump of grass cuttings and plant compost, it again began to rain. A low-lying fog hovered over the maintenance equipment lying about the yard like a shroud. The ancient watchtower to his left which long ago guarded against grave robbers was swallowed up in the mist and darkness. He made his way to the right, picking his way carefully through the accumulated rubble, towards the arched gateway serving as one of the entrances to Glasnevin Cemetery.

Eamonn leant against the cold stone of the gatepost and checked his watch; less than four minutes had elapsed since he slipped through his back door. The soft rain beaded on his jacket and ran under his collar and down his neck. He flexed his fingers sheathed in thin latex gloves to maintain a measure of warmth and waited. From his vantage point, he could see both the soft glow of light illuminating his front room and the rear of the Ford 30 metres ahead. In the darkness, he couldn’t see if the two men were still sitting inside the cabin. If not, he’d need another plan.

A plan he’d yet to formulate.

The timer expired a moment later and plunged his home into darkness. Time to move; he prayed his legs obeyed the command. Crouching as low as he could, using other parked cars as a blind, he made his way to the back of the vehicle, then quickly to the passenger side window.

***


	No, I don’t have a…



The former army Corporal wound down his window half way and turned towards the man standing beside the vehicle.

The first bullet caught him above the left ear, the second in his left eye. He was dead before tipping to his right onto the burly former Private frantically trying to wipe Hanrahan’s blood from his face whilst reaching for his gun.

Two additional shots to the head extinguished the life of Frank Treloar, his blood and skull fragments coating the inside of the driver’s side window.

***

Eamonn ducked low beside the vehicle waiting to see if the noise woke any of his neighbours. He took in large gulps of air trying to control his breathing and thought his heart would burst from his chest at any moment. As his breathing slowed and the ringing in his ears dissipated, he half rose from his crouched position and peered around the square for signs of movement. He hoped the shots would be mistaken for a few last fireworks which the night’s earlier festivities produced in abundance. The square remained dark and silent, his luck was holding.

Easing open the passenger side door, he quickly extinguished the interior light. He left the dead men’s firearms in place to let the Gardaí puzzle over, then searched for clues to their identity. Nothing in their pockets. Professionals. In the glove compartment, he found a yellow legal-sized envelope, he folded it in half and slipped it into his jacket’s inner pocket.

With nothing further to be gained, Eamonn crouched low and took off across the verge and down the lane bordering the stone wall of the cemetery. The need to conceal his presence from the two men over; however, a sprinkling of lights begun to appear in several homes. Speed was now an imperative. At the intersection of the lane leading to his home’s back fence, and shielded from prying eyes, he paused to catch his breath. Leaning against a brick wall, he suppressed the urge to throw up. His legs felt like slabs of marble, the adrenaline coursing through his body moments earlier, quickly ebbing away. He’d never killed a man before, and as the scene replayed over and over in his mind, he hoped to never have to again. With an almighty heave, he threw the gun as far as he could over the cemetery fence. With any luck, it would be lost forever in the rubble and debris of the maintenance yard. Even still, the gun was untraceable, and he’d wiped it clean of any prints before he’d left the house. The gloves he wore, he’d burn in his fireplace.

Safely back home, Eamonn tossed his jacket, shirt and pants in the washer and started the machine’s wash cycle. He stared into the bathroom mirror before scrubbing away a few traces of blood from his face and neck, dried himself and made his way to the kitchen. He poured a large whiskey, and as he gulped it down the first sirens broke the night’s silence.

Eamonn climbed the stairs and fell wearily onto the bed. He smoothed the creases from the envelope he’d lifted from the dead men and emptied the contents. It contained a photo of himself, taken some time in the past year, and with his address scrawled on the back. A smaller envelope within contained two British passports, a small stack of euros and two British Airway’s tickets. The photos of two dead men stared blankly from the passports. The names meant nothing, but matched those on the round-trip tickets for tomorrow evening’s flight from London Heathrow to Melbourne via Hong Kong.

What this meant, he couldn’t be sure. He needed time to think. He’d eliminated one threat, but couldn’t be sure there wouldn’t be more in the coming days. He leant back against the headboard, closed his eyes, and as the room began to rotate around his bed he tried in vain to piece together the discordant parts.

Why was Clancy so spooked? Then four gunshots jagged through his mind’s eye. Why British passports, a ruse? Blood, hair, skin and bone exploded before his eyes in a kaleidoscopic spray. Where and how did Australia fit in? Father William Moynihan made the sign of the cross above an open grave, the name on the headstone read Mahoney.

Eamonn fell into a troubled sleep minutes before the revolving blue lights from the Gardaí vehicles illuminated his room.







Melbourne, Australia


Sunday, March 27

The Queen Victoria Market, a fixture in Melbourne since the late 1870s, sprawled across 17 acres just north of the central business district.

I paced back and forth in front of the iconic façade, at the corner of Elizabeth and Victoria Streets, waiting for Judy. She’d mentioned once she enjoyed strolling through the rows and rows of stalls. I hadn’t been here in years, and really had no desire to be here, but thought it a good choice to entice her to spend some together.

We’d struck a somewhat uneasy truce after my pressuring her into stealing the patient’s records. Our conversations at the hospice, when we’d crossed paths, perfunctory. She’d not asked why I needed the patient’s information and I’d not shared anything of Dayne’s discoveries. Nor did I mention her stealing medication. For the time being, our duelling swords of Damocles remained in suspended animation over both our heads.

A tram glided smoothly to a stop, and I smiled as Judy jumped nimbly from the top step to the kerb. She’d dressed casually in jeans and a white V-necked T-shirt, a thin yellow scarf hung loosely around her neck. A large purple handbag slung over one shoulder matched her low-heeled shoes, and a jacket lay folded over her left arm. I waved to get her attention. She noticed, smiled and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.


	Have you been waiting long?


	No, just 15 minutes or so. What’s with the huge handbag? You planning on wreaking havoc in the clothing aisles?


	Oh, no. I needed to bring my work clothes. They called to see if I could work an extra shift this afternoon. I guess one of the other girls wanted to spend Easter Sunday with her family. No skin off my nose. I still have a few hours though to spend here.


	So where to first?


	Doughnuts! I’ve got to have the jam doughnuts!




The market’s jam doughnuts remained the only thing I could remember from my last visit. Tiny little balls of dough, slightly larger than a golf ball, covered in sugar and filled with jam; the sugar impossible to remove from fingers, the super-heated jam causing third-degree burns to unsuspecting tongues and which squirted out sideways with the slightest provocation. But no one over the age of three, and with a pulse, could resist.

With a sack of doughnuts and a wad of serviettes in hand we made our way through the food stalls, across Queen Street, and to the endless rows of clothing and souvenir stalls beyond.


	Are you looking for anything in particular?



Judy stopped and looked at me as if I was from the moon.


	You don’t go shopping with women very often, do you?


	Well, no.


	We just like to shop. We look at everything, try on some things and buy – well, with what I earn – virtually nothing. If you go shopping with a plan, you aren’t doing it right.


	So, it’s about the journey, not the destination?


	Now you’re getting it… Ooh, look at those earrings.




For the next hour, I tagged along and valiantly tried to keep pace, like a dog chasing a cat chasing a butterfly.

***

Sean Costello bounced nervously from one foot to the other. In his mid-fifties, of below average height and slight of build, Sean didn’t cut an imposing presence. However, if one dared to stare into the abyss doubling for his eyes, you knew instantly he was not a person to be taken lightly.

The night before, a scratchy voice on the anonymous phone call told him to check his mailbox. Inside the mail slot an envelope. Inside that, another number to call from a public phone. And a photo of his target. He called his handler 30 minutes later from a pizza shop on Sydney Road. He received further instructions, and most importantly, the target’s address.

Sean, hands thrust deep in his pockets, stared through the glass partition of the bus stop waiting for his driver. As instructed, he’d visited an auto salvage yard in Coburg that morning to pick up a weapon. The Walther PPX 9mm now tucked in the back of his pants, snug up against his spine. An Octane 45 silencer rested in his coat’s left pocket.

His employer informed him it was a rush job; contracted out at the last minute due to staffing issues. Sean chuckled at the use of the phrase, in his profession it meant someone fucked up and was either in jail or dead. It made little difference to Sean; he’d be a loyal soldier to the end. In fact, the Costello family had for generations been loyal to the Republican cause.

It began with Sean’s granddad. One among the 400 in the Dublin General Post Office fighting for Irish independence almost 100 years earlier. After the siege, he’d been arrested and taken to the Richmond Barracks. Then beaten unmercifully until his release a week later. He carried with him as mementoes a limp and disfigured jaw for the rest of his life, yet felt lucky not to be one of those executed. He emigrated to Australia not long after the independent state was officially recognised. The old man died in 1980, a quality bomb maker until his last breath. In fact, it was his final creation, commissioned by a friend of Sean’s, which cost Sean 12 years inside for aiding and abetting a triple murder.

The years inside Bluestone College – as Melbourne’s Pentridge Gaol was affectionately known – hardened further an already hard man. The maximum-security prison closed in 1997, the land under re-development. But from the bus stop on Sydney Road where Sean waited, he could make out the, still-standing, bluestone walls and imposing guard tower at the corner of Gaffney and Champ Streets. The sight of those walls brought on a shiver deep down in his soul.

Sean knew the jobs he’d been assigned over the past 20 years often had little to do with the struggle for Irish independence, but it mattered little. He’d become addicted to the adrenalin rush of his criminal lifestyle. Sean cared little for the value of his life, just the mere thought of impending violence was like mother’s milk. And just so long as the instructions were passed along by the familiar Irish accent of his handler he cared little for the reasoning behind them.

The sound of a car horn brought his mind back to the present. A white Holden Caprice pulled into the space reserved for buses. Sean stepped forward, opened the passenger side door and quickly slid inside.

A hand shot out towards him in expectation of a handshake.


	I’m Brian. Where to?



Sean glanced at the driver. A young, tall man, heroin-chic skinny, long dark hair and brown eyes appearing slightly glazed over. His head nodded up and down in time to a hip-hop song on the radio.


	Head towards Camberwell. And turn off that shite, find some classic rock.



The driver stared at the slight, elderly man in the passenger seat and was about to make a smart retort when he noticed the eyes. The hand left hanging in mid-air was meekly returned to the steering wheel.


	Yes, sir.



Brian changed the station and didn’t utter another word for the next 25 minutes.

***


	Do you like this bracelet?


	Huh?




I’d gone into a trance staring at table after table adorned with Aboriginal artwork. Row upon row of small trinkets, boomerangs, jewellery cases all painted in a distinctive dot style. Mesmerised by the bright colours shining, shimmering, under their lacquered finish. Tourists, believing them authentic, lapped them up. Little did they know they were mass-produced not too far from the Market at a factory in Brunswick.

We’d wandered aimlessly up and down aisles for over two hours, and I’d silently slipped into my version of Dreamtime.


	Wake up and come over here. This bracelet, do you like it?



Judy stood admiring a simple silver bracelet with a thin gold filigree.


	Yeah, it’s nice.


	Excuse me, how much for the bracelet.




The elderly Greek lady turned, put down the pashmina she was folding, and gazed over bifocals to the bracelet on Judy’s wrist.


	$45 for that piece.


	Oh, that’s too much. Thank you.


	I have others if you’d like to see?


	No. Thank you.




Judy placed the bracelet back into its felt-lined box.


	I’ll get it for you if you like.


	Craig, you don’t have to.


	Let me. I want to.


	No, Craig. It’s not going to be that easy. I mean…

She stormed off and left the Greek lady and I staring at each other.




I caught up to her five stalls down the aisle.


	Care to tell me what that was all about?


	I’m sorry. It’s just… you can’t just buy me something and make everything magically okay. It’ll take time.


	I wanted to buy you the bracelet because I thought you liked it. I’m not trying to buy your affection, Judy. I know I fucked up…


	Yeah, well, we’ve both done a little of that.

Judy turned away, crossed her arms and breathed deeply as if fighting with unseen voices. For once I did the smart thing and remained silent.

She turned back and smiled meekly.


	So, truce?




The sun disappeared behind a large bank of clouds, and it didn’t appear it would make a reappearance anytime soon. With the sunshine gone, the breeze blowing through the stalls seemed much cooler.

How could I say no? I’d have cut off a limb if it would’ve helped.


	Deal. How about another doughnut then?

I waved the bag with the last few remaining doughnuts in her face.


	Ugh. If I eat another one of those I’ll bloody well explode.




She smiled her infectious smile and wove an arm through mine.


	Come on. Walk me to the tram; I have to get to work.



We squeezed through the growing crowd and headed back in the direction of Elizabeth Street. Cafés lined the roadway, the outdoor tables full with shoppers enjoying a coffee or post-lunch snack.


	So, you don’t want to go back and get the bracelet?


	Nah, you spoilt me enough already with the doughnuts.




The pinch on the inside of my bicep almost brought tears to my eyes.

At the corner of Victoria and Elizabeth Street, while waiting to cross, Judy turned to face me.


	I had a wonderful time today. See you tomorrow?


	Sure. And me, too.




Judy pulled me close and met my lips with hers. A promising sign. But a far cry from the dizzying heights to which I’d grown accustomed. The hug also lasted just a little longer, though it may just have been me not wanting the moment to pass. Judy broke free with a smile and dashed across the intersection to catch her tram.

***

Sean Costello looked down at the address scrawled on the slip of paper then up to the gated home surrounded by a two-metre-high fence. Tall blue conifers stretched the length of the property down both sides; the back of the home not visible from the street.


	Slow down.



The number etched into the sandstone plaque above the intercom system beside the front gate matched the one on the note.


	This is it. Pull down to the next block, turn around and park.



The driver wordlessly followed his instructions to the letter.

Sean sized up the two-story structure which looked more like a fortress than a home and determined the assignment may be a little tougher than he imagined. He chewed on a fingernail as he thought through his options: Scaling the wall wouldn’t be an issue, but he’d have to wait until dark. He doubted the grounds would be alarmed, but would bet anything the doors and windows were.

Then a smile broke out across his deeply lined face. The wrought iron gates slowly swung open, and a silver Range Rover edged out into the street.


	Follow him but stay well back. Let’s see where…



Sean glanced down at the photo with the man’s name written on the back.


	… Where Mr O’Neal goes.



***

Since being called into Mr Sinclair’s office earlier in the week, Garth O’Neal had been a total wreck. He knew the senior partner was purely on a fishing expedition, but the barely disguised venom in the questions regarding his loyalty to the firm unnerved him. So much so he’d been unable to concentrate on even the most mundane of tasks for the rest of the week.

Now, as he waited for the light to change from red to green at Burke Road, the low petrol warning light caught his eye.


	Oh, bugger.



Garth swore realising another small detail had slipped through the cracks of his typically impeccable attentiveness.


	This would never have happened if I’d full control of matters.



And which also happened to be why he was uncharacteristically out on the roads this Sunday morning. He’d exhausted his supply of Fidel’s Blend.

Garth O’Neal was a creature of habit, during the week he stopped at the Six Degrees Café on St Kilda Road for breakfast and coffee, and on weekends rejoiced in his espresso brewed from his favourite blend – Fidel’s. The four-day Easter break became a welcome respite from his travails at the office; however, this morning he’d used the last of his favourite rich Dominican roast, with a dash of – he was assured – beans from Kenya and Papua New Guinea.

Ambrose Sinclair may have ruined his week at the office, disrupted his bowel movement schedule and rattled his retirement plans, but he’d be damned if he’d forego his espresso tomorrow morning on the Easter Monday holiday.

***


	Looks like he’s just gone out to fill up the tank.


	Perhaps.




Brian pulled to the kerb 30 metres from the Coles Express petrol station on Burke Road and both men watched the heavy-set man fill his tank.

Sean, a tightly wound ball of energy, rubbed both palms up and down his thighs. He thought through the two courses of action he’d quickly decided upon. If O’Neal turned around and went home, he’d rush the gate before it closed. If he continued away from home, he’d stay patient and see what unfolded. The friction created by his hands warmed the denim of his jeans, yet his palms remained clammy as the nervous tension built.


	He’s heading north, away from home. Keep following him, but not too close.



Brian checked traffic in his side mirror before easing the Caprice back onto Burke Road.

At the corner of Barkers Road, the Range Rover made a left turn, three car-lengths back, the Caprice followed. They followed him through the Glenferrie Road intersection and past the playing fields of Xavier College, desolate this Easter Sunday. Crossing the Yarra River, the suburb of Kew became Richmond; Barkers Road morphing into Victoria Street. The Range Rover caught up to a slow-moving westbound tram at Church Street. For the next kilometre, they crawled along at a snail’s pace. Brian kept two cars between them and their target, weaving back and forth to keep the Range Rover in view, while Sean stared distractedly at the shops of Little Vietnam.

At Hoddle Street, the Range Rover accelerated through a yellow light; Brian slammed his palms on the steering wheel the same moment he slammed on the brakes.


	Shit!


	Relax. Traffic’s light. Unless he turns off, we can keep him in sight.




The lights changed, and the Caprice surged forward. Perspiration dotted Brian’s brow, his dark hair taking on a greasy sheen as he ran his fingers through his thick mane. Beside him, Sean’s left leg bounced up and down at a frenzied pace.

The Range Rover continued westbound, the Caprice slowing as the distance narrowed. Vietnamese restaurants gave way to office buildings as they drew closer to the city centre.


	Just our luck. The bastard is going on a joy ride around town for the afternoon.


	Do you have somewhere else to be, boyo? No? Then just shut-up and drive.




A block past the Carlton Gardens, the Range Rover veered left onto Franklin Street and pulled into a parking spot.


	Go past him and park over there.



Sean pointed to an open spot 50 metres further along. Then drew the pistol from the back of his pants and screwed on the silencer. After checking the clip, he placed the weapon in the inside pocket of his jacket.

Brian tried not to act surprised at the sight of the gun. The objective of today’s job becoming blatantly clear.


	What now?


	Now? Now, you sit and wait.




The glare Brian received glued him to the seat.


	You’re going to shoot him here? Out in the open? In broad daylight?


	What? Surprised? Then so will he.




Sean, a manic glint in his eye, sprung from the car and charged off towards Elizabeth Street and the Queen Victoria Market beyond. Ahead of him, on the opposite side of Franklin Street, ambled Garth O’Neal.

***

I stood for a moment watching her disappear into the belly of the tram suddenly bereft of ideas of how to spend the rest of the day. I’d visited Mother earlier, and Dayne was on the late shift until eight. Just thinking of meeting him tonight brought on fresh waves of anxiety. I’d managed to keep the wolves at bay for the past five days. Tonight, I’d have to face head-on my predicament.

With nowhere to go and all day to get there, I started a slow shuffle down Elizabeth Street in the direction of the city centre.


	Are you following me?



I stopped dead in my tracks as the hand on my arm spun me around. The round, bright pink face of Garth O’Neal glared up at me.


	What? No. And let go of my arm.


	I know you were following me. You drive a Holden, right?


	Yeah, I do… but it’s at home. I took the tram here. What the fuck’s wrong with you?

Garth looked momentarily confused but quickly regained his swagger.


	Then why are you here?


	I met my girlfriend. We went shopping at the market.

I held up the greasy bag holding two cold doughnuts, then tossed it into a rubbish bin by my side.


	Perhaps, I’ve made a mistake.




The stocky lawyer held my gaze for longer than felt comfortable then turned and walked off without another word. The confrontation left me shaken. It felt as if he could read my mind; by simply staring into my eyes he knew I’d uncovered the truth about him and Eric.

***

Sean Costello rose from the table where he’d observed O’Neal in a heated discussion with a tall young man. He folded the sports section he’d picked up and slipped it under his arm and followed. As O’Neal stood waiting for the light to cross Elizabeth Street, Sean slipped into the crowd five metres behind him.

***

Seeing the banker triggered alarm bells and caused Garth’s blood pressure to spike. He couldn’t shake the feeling he’d been followed to the market; even accelerating through a yellow light to lose the Holden he thought tailing him. He recalled Eric once joking about the kid’s beat-up old Holden. Was the one he’d noticed the same model? He couldn’t be certain.

But as he reflected on the conversation, the kid looked more scared than Garth felt. Perhaps it was just a coincidence. His paranoia getting the better of him.

Earlier, during the drive to his favourite coffee store, before being spooked, he’d pondered over the decision. Now he was certain. Tuesday morning, he would hand Mr Sinclair his letter of resignation. Once free of Williams & Teacher, he’d inform Eric Mullane their dubious partnership would end, then spend the next few weeks meticulously cleaning up all loose ends from his pro bono work with the Sisters of Mercy Hospice. Loose ends which would undoubtedly prove troublesome if they came to light.

With a six-week supply of Fidel’s Blend from Coffea Coffee safely ensconced in the paper bag swinging from his right hand, Garth knew he’d made a positive decision in retaking control of his life.

Come Tuesday, he thought, he’d no longer answer to any man. At a bank in the Cayman Islands, sat close to a million dollars ready and waiting to help usher in a new life. And he’d begin his new life with a trip taking him to… Well, his options were limitless.

Garth O’Neal waited to cross at the corner of Franklin and Elizabeth Street and peered up into the grey sky. He could smell the approaching rain. Another Melbourne winter would soon descend, but by then he’d be half a world away. Garth, suddenly, couldn’t recall ever being in such a buoyant mood.

***

Garth O’Neal stood at the intersection waiting for the light to change. I stood well back shielded behind pedestrians. The smug bastard was staring skyward and smiling. I wondered what was running through his devious mind. With any luck, tonight, Dayne would have a plan designed to wipe that smile right off his face.

***

Sean followed Garth O’Neal along Franklin Street. He kept back a discreet ten metres and surveyed the pedestrian traffic. Earlier, he’d spotted the perfect location to make his move. One hundred metres ahead, next to a deserted laneway, stood the opening to an underground parking garage. The dark, narrow entrance barely wide enough for one vehicle. Once ten metres inside the sloping entrance, they would be invisible.

He quickly glanced around; not a solitary pedestrian in sight. Parked vehicles further blocked the garage entrance from prying eyes. Sean withdrew the pistol from his coat pocket and placed it under the folded newspaper, then increased his pace to intercept Garth at the parking garage entrance.

***


	Excuse me, do you have a light?



Garth turned to the voice; just a hint of an Irish accent in the request.


	Sorry, I don’t…



The short wiry man closed in quickly and bustled Garth into the entrance to a parking garage.


	Listen here; I don’t have a light. And stop pushing me!



Garth backed up further into the downward sloping driveway to provide some separation. He wondered, was the man drunk? Am I being mugged? He gazed at the man in disbelief. With his escape blocked, he watched the strange little man throw his newspaper to the ground.

With eyes struggling to adjust to the darkness, Garth couldn’t make out what the man was holding. The realisation came too late. And in a vain attempt to protect himself, raised the shopping bag in front of his chest.

The first shot hit both Garth and the bag of finely roasted beans dead centre dropping him to the ground. The sound of the shot, muffled by the suppressor, no louder than a ripe watermelon falling to the ground from a market stall.

***

Sean quickly closed on the man lying prone on the cold concrete. Blood seeped through his shirt just below and to the left of his heart, coffee beans spread around him like a caffeinated aura. He watched the man’s mouth open and close, like a fish out of water, asking a silent “why?” over and over. His eyes roamed the ceiling of the garage looking for clues Sean knew he’d never find. The second shot entered his skull just above the left eye and extinguished all remaining life.

It took less than 20 seconds for Sean Costello to complete the “hands on” aspect of his assignment. He placed the pistol back in his inside coat pocket, picked up the newspaper and quickly exited the garage. Franklin Street remained still and quiet, the only movement a Holden Caprice making a U-turn 50 metres to his right.

Behind him lay a dead solicitor and a kilo of Fidel’s Blend. The robust Dominican roast’s heady aroma mingling with the smell of cordite and exhaust fumes.







Dublin, Ireland


Sunday, March 27

Stuart Clancy cupped his hands to his mouth and blew some warmth into them. Although packed in like sardines on the viewing stand, mere metres from the six fluted Ionic columns of the General Post Office, it hadn’t taken long for the chill wind to winkle its way through the crowd’s defences and lay siege to his extremities.

Thinking of sieges, he mused, the commemorative service for the Easter Rising of 1916 was going especially well. Tens of thousands of Irish men, women and children flooded the streets to watch the parade from the old Dublin Castle to the General Post Office. And just like Padraig Pearse 100 years previous, at this exact spot, an army officer proudly re-read the very same proclamation declaring Irish independence.

As the final words of the proclamation rang out across O’Connell Street and floated away with the breeze, the diminutive President of the Irish Republic, Michael Higgins, marched solemnly towards the steps of the post office to lay a ceremonial wreath. Stuart stood and pulled his collar up just a little higher around his ears as the minute’s silence for the fallen began, then remained standing with those around him for the playing of the national anthem.

As the last note faded, Stuart offered a few hasty good-byes and quickly made his escape. Having sat freezing in the cold for several hours, he was in no mood for the celebratory handshaking and pats on the back with his fellow Dáil Éireann members.

In fact, he was in no mood to discuss politics. Period.

The prospects for his Sinn Fein party being invited to join a coalition with the caretaker government of Prime Minister, Enda Kenny, remained exceedingly dim. The February election hadn’t produced a clear winner, and now, a month later, Kenny’s Fine Gael party still clamoured for a dance partner to form a majority in the Dáil. Stuart held high hopes his party would’ve won a sufficient number of seats to be their partner, but they’d fallen agonisingly short.

Today, food and whiskey were what he needed, and in short order. Free from the crush of bodies in the stands, Stuart surveyed the nearby options to best meet his needs.

The sharp trill and vibration coming from his breast pocket diverted his attention. Clancy withdrew his mobile phone, hit the talk button and placed it to his ear.


	Aye?


	I saw you on the television. You looked cold sitting up there.


	Who is this?


	Don’t you recognise my voice? Or did you not expect me to be alive?




Clancy paused and looked skyward at a scuttling cloud hoping to place the voice of the caller.


	Eamonn?


	Aye, it is. And we need to talk.


	We’re talking now.


	Not good enough. It needs to be in person.




The anger in Eamonn’s voice momentarily knocked Clancy off balance.


	Okay then. I’ll be tied up with official events the rest of this week…


	Make it Wednesday. At the old farmhouse, up by Donegal. I trust you still know where it is.

Clancy paused and stared at the mobile in his hand, his anger building and threatening to boil over.


	Listen here, you little gobshite, since when do you give me orders?


	Wednesday, if you want to know why. And don’t forget what I know, Mr Clancy.




***

Eamonn cut the connection; his last comment pure overkill, but he couldn’t resist. The image of steam blowing out the ears of Stuart Clancy right at this very moment brought a smile to his face.

The call to Clancy put into action the second step of his two-step plan. He’d taken care of step one earlier in the day. It took the better part of two days for Eamonn to unclutter his mind, analyse his situation and weigh his options. The plan he’d now set in motion unfolded quickly soon after.

He parted the blinds of his second-floor room at the Bloomfield House Hotel and stared out over the parklands towards Lough Ennell. A hardy couple, willing to brave the biting wind, strode along the path leading to the lake. The old Georgian mansion just south of Mullingar would be his home for the next few days. The perfect place, he hoped, to stay under the radar and alive until Wednesday.







Melbourne, Australia


Sunday, March 27

A good long run was just what I needed. The cooler temperatures turned the 90 minutes spent along the trails beside the river from torture to delight. The heat from an extended summer, unwilling to let go of the reins, finally coughed and spluttered its final death throes and departed Melbourne for another seven months. Then again, this being Melbourne, one last scorcher of a day – just to show all Melburnians who was truly the boss – wasn’t out of the question.

The dire consequences of my situation, espoused by Dayne, seemed more and more of an overreaction as the kilometres ticked over. Yes, it was a crime I’d uncovered, but it wasn’t exactly life and death. I was determined to tell him just that later in the evening when we met. And his plan of “over the top” precautions could be put on hold.

Around the five-kilometre mark, I decided upon the person I felt comfortable sharing our accumulated intelligence. We’d talked briefly after a career presentation he’d delivered to my graduating class at La Trobe University; an old friend of my great-Uncle Bert, and high up in the Victoria Police Force. I realised, if I couldn’t trust him, then who could I trust? With the information in his extremely competent hands, I could relinquish the burden heaped squarely upon my shoulders and get on with my life.

A flock of rosellas passed overhead, diving and rising on the currents. Changing direction at will, they completed their relocation from one cluster of treetops to another. I, too, changed direction and turned north towards home. The direction to take for my next career choice wasn’t as clear cut. Was it out of the question to dive back in with another bank? Was banking my true passion, or did it lie elsewhere? In my heart I knew the answer, but time and life circumstances were not on my side.

Life circumstances.

I found myself singing along to a Paul Kelly tune on my iPod. The song, Deeper Water, follows a boy from childhood to adulthood and, throughout the journey, dealing with the loss of loved ones. Another song in my library mirroring my life. Did I subconsciously seek out these songs?

After Dad died, my mother tried to explain that it would take time for me to understand life; that death confuses the young. I’d still not gotten any closer to an answer and the very same question was soon to be asked again. I knew the fateful call regarding Mum couldn’t be too far away. But for now, I continued to compartmentalise.

I could only handle one catastrophe at a time.

***

I parked the Beast out front of Dayne’s where the telephone pole sagged ever closer to the road. Perhaps weary from the constant changes in hierarchy out here on the streets, for I noticed Lang Rules brazenly erased and with someone by the name of Benito assuming the throne. I must have missed the press release.

Inside Dayne’s, all was quiet. Not finding him strumming away in the front room or searching for non-existent food in the kitchen, I ambled down the hall to his office bedroom.


	G’ day, Dayne. What are you reading there?



Dayne turned from the luminescent glow of the computer terminal. I still hadn’t grown accustomed to his short hair. And I swear, in the near darkness and at just the right angle, it was like looking into a mirror.


	Have you seen the news?


	No. I’ve been out most of the day. What’s up?


	Garth O’Neal.


	Is he on the news? That’s funny; I bumped into him today. Well, more he confronted me. The crazy bastard thought I was following him.


	Well, it’s not too funny now. He’s dead!


	What?




I took two steps closer and began reading over his shoulder.


	What happened? I just saw him not five hours ago.


	Shot. Twice, at close range. At a parking garage on Franklin Street down by the Vic Market.




My mouth hung open as I backed up and abruptly sat on the end of the bed.


	That’s where he confronted me. It must have happened minutes later.



Implications and scenarios ran rampant, the only thing I could spit out was:


	Who?… What?… Why?



Obviously, I knew the where.


	NOW, are you going to start taking me seriously? I’ve been telling you the people involved are not to be fucked with.



I shook my head in acknowledgement, still unable to put a coherent sentence together.


	Okay, mate. Let’s get our shit together. I talked again with my buddies, and they’re pursuing some leads on their end. Nothing more can be done for the time being. And I’ve also taken care of a few loose ends here…



He waved his hand in the general direction of his computer.


	… Covered my tracks, made a few changes to help us down the line. Nothing for you to worry about.

I’d no idea what he was talking about. But I picked up on the one statement that was self-affirming, “Nothing for you to worry about,” and felt a little better.


	Now, did you do as I asked?




I withdrew the envelope from my pocket and handed it over.

Dayne searched through the small packet of information and appeared satisfied; until he noticed the business card.


	Holy shit, you know the chief commissioner?


	Kind of, he’s an old friend of the family. But I think he’s just a deputy chief or something.


	Shit, mate! You don’t get out much, do you? He’s been running the whole show for the past three months. Are you sure he can be trusted?


	I’m sure. He’s solid. I’d bet my life on it.




I threw out the term as an afterthought, then suddenly realised my life did depend on this.


	Okay, here’s what I need you to do.



Dayne gave up his seat before the keyboard. I sat down and followed his instructions. As I typed, all illusions this nightmare would just “go away” disappeared like the childish dream it was. This was real, and my life was changing forever right before my very eyes. I no longer thought Dayne’s plans as over-the-top, a vision of Garth O’Neal lying dead in a parking garage made it all too real.


	I hope you didn’t leave anything at work you’ll miss because you can’t ever go back. And you’re going to have to stay out of sight, at least for a few more days, possibly until Friday.


	No, there’s nothing there.




It was true. In fact, as I took a step back and studied the matter more circumspectly, I’m not sure there was any one item in my entire life I’d actually miss.

After our home sold at auction, I kept the bare essentials for my unit; the remainder sold through an estate sale. Realising later how little others valued our possessions was truly depressing. What didn’t sell I donated to charity. Since that day, my life has remained in a holding pattern, circling high above reality awaiting further instructions. A flashing warning light now told me I was low on fuel.

I snapped back to the present.


	Friday? Why until Friday?


	Because, Craiggo, it’s not safe being visible. They’re trying to cover their tracks. They’ve already tracked down Garth and it’s either you or Eric Mullane who’s next on the list. We can’t take that chance. You’ve got to lie low until I tell you it’s safe.




Dayne ran his hands through his hair and scratched his scalp.


	Shit, I need a beer. Want one?


	Sure…




Just then my phone lit up. I noticed from the caller I.D. it was Judy.


	… I’ll be right there. Let me get this first.



And thinking she’d heard the news about Garth O’Neal:


	G’day, love. Are you calling about the story on the news?


	No, umm… Craig. What story? Wait. Never mind.


	The news! Garth O’Neal he’s…


	Craig. Stop! Listen.


	But he’s been…


	Craig, listen to me. It’s your mother, she’s had another stroke. You need to get here in a hurry. Craig… they’ve also called Father Kelly.




I’m not sure what, if anything, I said to Judy before dropping the phone. I slumped against the doorframe and stared blankly at a Josh Pyke concert poster tacked to the wall.

***

My next coherent memory was of sitting in a small room holding a cup of steaming coffee.

Dayne was on my left, he must have driven, and Judy to my right. She’d draped one arm over my shoulders; her right hand rested on my knee.

The room stood empty but for the three hard plastic chairs we occupied, a coffee table in the centre and a darkened television hanging from the wall. The walls, painted a sickly cream colour were bare. In the door at eye level; a small pane of glass. It reminded me of a prison cell, the window an enlarged Judas hole to check on the inmates.

We arrived too late. The nurses already packing up and removing my mother’s life-sustaining equipment from the room when I burst through the door. With moves borne from experience, they went about their work silently and methodically without ever meeting my eye. The breathing apparatus stood silent, the hooks on the intravenous drip stand empty.

Mother lay there, finally, at peace.

I kissed her cheek, squeezed her hand one last time, then turned and left the room. Her mortal remains may have lain there but they were a mere shadow of the Mother I would always remember and love.

Paperwork passed from left to right before me, and I signed where instructed. Dayne asked a few questions, to what they pertained I couldn’t recall.

In the back of my mind, I remembered funeral arrangements being agreed upon during admittance. The idea rankled at the time, but now I was relieved for the foresight.

With the paperwork completed, I resumed watch over the mug of coffee in my hands. Steam rose from the cup as if glad to be released from its liquid hold. It rose ever so slowly and floated away at the whim of the air currents within the room.

I watched its escape with envy.







Donegal, Ireland


Wednesday, March 30

Eamonn’s Opel bounced along the country lane north of Donegal. He thought of stopping in town for a pint of the black at the Stag’s Head pub for old time’s sake. But it was still well before opening time, and his impending rendezvous with Stuart Clancy quickly scrubbed the happy memories of the place from his mind. Even ten years later, visions of the red-headed goddess named Moira danced in his head. He recalled the way her lips parted when she smiled, like a flower unfurling into bloom right before your very eyes. Her beauty was the kind for which songs of love and longing are written.

Little had changed over the past ten years. The hedges, running like rails on both sides of the rocky lane, a shade taller. The stone fences between properties less resolute. But he knew the farmhouse remained. The IRA used it during the Troubles as a safe house, an Armoury, and to launch raids across the border. In more recent times, as a storage facility for the Real IRA’s smuggling operations run in and out of the nearby coves.

He directed the nose of his Opel between the gateposts and along the winding path to the main house. The meet was to be as before, ten years previous, in the barn to the rear of the house. As he approached, he noticed Clancy’s Audi SUV parked by the barn’s doorway.

Eamonn hunched inside his coat against the cold and the stinging rain darting in horizontally from the estuary to the south-west. The softly falling rain of earlier in the morning, whipped up by a rising gale, turning spiteful.

Inside the barn, a single light bulb provided the only light. The small storage repository in the corner lost in the gloom. A dozen hens moved in and out of the light searching for a meal amongst the straw and dirt. To Eamonn’s right a cow stared back, chewing forlornly and waiting for the show to begin.

From the shadows to his left, Stuart Clancy stepped into the light.


	You better have an excellent reason for dragging me all the way up here, boyo.



Eamonn thrust his hands deep into his pockets to hide their shaking.


	Aye, I do, Stuart. Perhaps we can start by you explaining why you would have me killed?


	What are you babbling on about? I’ve ordered no such thing.


	Then why was the last job cancelled? And why did I have two of your henchmen following me all over the countryside? Were the weapons on them just for personal protection?




There was movement in the darkness. Two men stepped forward taking up positions either side of Clancy.


	Eamonn, you’re not making sense. The job had to be cancelled because we had a leak, and I plugged it. And these…



Clancy spread his arms wide.


	These are my only two henchmen. You may remember them from the last time we were in this godforsaken barn.



The two men were ten years older but none less imposing. Hard men; stout blocks of Irish granite with faces only a Mother could love.

‘We had a leak, and I plugged it.’ Answered one of the questions he’d yet to ask.


	So, it was you that ordered Marnie Coogan killed.


	I’m assuming you’re talking about the lady in Bray? Then, yes.


	Why, Stuart? She was no threat to you.


	There you are wrong, Eamonn. She was talking out of school. Blabbering to her priest, and God knows who else. Blowback, boyo! It must be avoided at all costs. But as God is my witness, I did not order a hit on you.




Eamonn stood stock still processing Clancy’s words. Could he be trusted? Why should he think so?


	Although I do take exception to being called up here to a meeting by the likes of you.



Clancy stepped forward, head bowed inspecting his fingernails. When he looked up his eyes bored into Eamonn’s.


	The long drive got me to thinking. It’s never a good situation when the workers think they know more than the boss. Know what I mean? I sense a lack of trust in our relationship, so I’ve decided your little operation has outrun its usefulness. And, as they say in the business world, I’ve decided to go in a different direction.



With a nod from Clancy, the two men drew their weapons.


	Now, don’t be sad, Eamonn. You’ve been a mighty contributor you have. But, you know, I think at this point in time it would be best to make a clean break of things. And I’m just a little concerned about how much you can be trusted.



A rustling in the storage room at the back of the barn turned all four heads at once. Stepping forward and into the pale circle of light stood a tall man with ginger hair. In one of his strong hands, he held a pitchfork, while the other casually brushed straw from his long cashmere coat.


	Good morning everyone. Don’t mind if I join you?



Timothy Feagan’s official title was assistant to the treasurer within Sinn Fein; however, it was his unofficial duties which struck fear into the hearts of the party members. Nothing took place under the auspices of Sinn Fein, legal or otherwise, without having Feagan’s approval.


	Timothy, to what do we owe the pleasure?



Eamonn noticed Clancy’s cheeks blush a lovely rose colour, his voice an octave higher.


	Good of you to ask. It was Mr Mahoney that invited me along. And such a pleasure it was to meet Mr Mahoney, a fine and loyal soldier. And toiling away, as he’s done, in the background for so many years with so little recognition. Aye, ’tis men like him which make me proud.



Clancy quickly recovered from his initial shock. Feagan had known of their operation, even giving his blessing at the outset. If he now wanted to play Mahoney’s protector, well, he thought, it was no skin off of his nose.


	It seems Eamonn is worried I wanted to do him harm. I was merely trying to assure him it wasn’t the case. However, I have decided it best we end our little arrangement before it gets out of hand.


	Out of hand, you say?

Swinging the pitchfork like a Hurley stick, Feagan scattered the hens gathering at his feet and took another two steps forward.


	You know… Eamonn was kind enough to share with me an accounting spreadsheet he’d compiled from your wee operation. Very enlightening it was.




The temperature in the barn seemed to drop a few degrees as the colour slowly drained from Clancy’s face. Eamonn put it down to the ice-water sluicing through the big man’s veins.


	You see, Stuart. I also kept track of the monies transferred into the Sinn Fein current account from your operation. Not an easy task, mind you. Lots of donations made through innocuous wire transfers. All in small amounts, so the taxation authorities don’t come sniffing around. But a job to which I’m well accustomed. And would you care to guess what I discovered?


	I… I don’t see what this has to do…


	Oh yes… yes, you do, Stuart.




The two men on either side of Clancy took a step back and turned to face him, their guns now pointed at his corpulent gut.


	Based on my reconciling of the books – with Eamonn’s help of course – it appears quite a large amount of money is missing. Somewhere in the vicinity of €1 million. Know anything about that, Stuart!



Feagan moved within a few centimetres of Stuart. His words hurled into Clancy’s face as he plunged the pitchfork into his left foot as an exclamation point.

Stuart choked out a howl of pain and swayed backwards; the pitchfork keeping him planted to the ground. A cold sweat dotted his brow.


	I… there must be… I can…


	Jaysus, Stuart. Spit it out, man. You sound like you’re drowning in your own words there.




The two men beside Clancy stepped forward, each grabbing an arm. Feagan turned and walked towards the cow, as if to plead his case before a bovine judge.

Eamonn looked on with a growing sense of dread. Backed into a corner, he’d come out swinging the only way he knew. He’d guessed Clancy was skimming from the proceeds of the heists. And sharing his hunch with Feagan, along with his meticulous accounting records, was his only card to play. At the time, Eamonn prayed the gambit would be enough to save his skin. He wasn’t yet sure how he felt about it costing Clancy his.


	Six seats, Stuart. We were six seats short of legitimately being part of a new coalition government. Do you think that additional million in Euros may have made a difference in those six electorates?



Feagan turned to face Stuart.


	Think of the power it would’ve given us. Think of the leverage we would’ve been able to exert, not just here, but also across the border. But no, you could only think of your fat, greedy self. You said earlier: ‘It’s never a good situation when the workers think they know more than the boss.’ Indeed, Stuart! Truer words have never been spoken.



Stuart saw the proclamation of his death sentence pass before his eyes. Not near as bright and extravagant as the news headlines scrolling through Times Square he’d once seen on holidays, but just as easily understood. He’d gambled and lost. The two men supporting him now bore all of his weight, his resolve shattered. With his chin resting on his chest, he watched the blood seep from his soft leather shoe into the dirt floor.


	Now, Mr Clancy. All that remains is for you to provide us with an account number. I’ll be only too happy to take down the details.



Eamonn looked on in silence. He felt a small tinge of regret for bringing down Clancy. Then he remembered if it weren’t Clancy’s neck squarely in the noose, it would’ve been his.


	Mr Mahoney.



Eamonn snapped to attention.


	Yes, sir.


	I believe we have no further need of your services here today. I, and the party, thank you for your contributions. They will not be forgotten. Everything else you’ve witnessed here today will be. Forgotten, that is. Understood?


	Yes, Mr Feagan.




Eamonn turned and hurried from the barn. The first scream of pain pierced his ears before the wooden door swung shut behind him.

***

The drive back to Dublin should’ve been more relaxing. Eamonn received the blessing from one of Sinn Fein’s highest authorities, and his mind should’ve been occupied with planning a much-needed vacation. A vacation funded by the €270,000 from his share of the robberies. An embarrassment of riches tinged with a feeling of guilt. Money he’d earned, true enough, in the service of a cause he’d believed in his entire life. But a cause he felt should’ve been more about blood and heart than financial gain.

And something Clancy said also nagged away in the far recesses of his brain, like a piece of meat stuck between teeth your tongue can’t dislodge.

‘But as God is my witness, I did not order a hit on you.’

Eamonn wondered, why would he deny it? Killing meant nothing to the likes of Clancy. And, at that moment in time, Clancy held all the cards.

And why the British passports and tickets to Australia? If anything, Clancy was a creature of habit. Attempting to divert attention away from Irish involvement was not in his limited bag of tricks. And would only be relevant as a diversion if captured by the authorities. Why plan for that eventuality?

Outside of Longford the answer suddenly hurtled across the synapses in his brain, jolting his whole being like he’d been rear-ended by a lorry. It wasn’t Clancy ordering the hit. Eamonn cursed himself for being so blind. So blind to believe an institution, which wasn’t above funding its worldwide activities through money laundering, wouldn’t be averse to a trifling murder or two to cover its immense tracks.

Eamonn reached for his mobile phone lying on the passenger seat and scrolled through the directory. A split-second before he pressed the green dial button, he looked up to see a roundabout looming large and braked sharply.


	Jaysus, Eamonn! Get control of yourself, man.



A white Renault trailing close behind stopped inches from his rear bumper. Eamonn dropped his mobile onto his lap and waved an apology into the rear-view mirror. Thankfully, the bearded driver staring ahead impassively seemed unperturbed. He needed time to think this through, to order his thoughts. Taking the third exit off of the roundabout, he proceeded south towards the town of Longford. Then turned into a McDonald’s parking lot not a hundred metres further along.

The rain had eased soon after leaving Donegal, yet the clouds, the colour of granite and heavy with the threat of more rain, still hung menacingly low.

The call to Father Thomas in Rome went unanswered. Eamonn swore and punched the steering wheel in frustration. He watched two young children dash across the parking lot and plough into the glass door before stepping back and pulling it open. Their harried Mother balancing phone, jackets and purse followed in feeble pursuit. Eamonn watched the young ones make for the indoor playground at light speed before dialling another number.


	Father William, we need to talk.



And talk Eamonn did. It didn’t take long to explain to Father William Moynihan the precarious position he would find himself if anything happened to Eamonn. Father William, in a show of defiance, used his one trump card – his IRA affiliation and friendship with Stuart Clancy. Eamonn’s graphic explanation of the morning’s events in a farmhouse outside of Donegal silenced in short order the priest’s objections.

By the end of the one-sided conversation, Eamonn wasn’t sure if the noise he heard on the other end of the line was ice rattling in an unsteadily held glass or the good Father’s teeth clattering. Even Eamonn’s bluff about a package of information being delivered to the press if anything happened to him went over with nary a protest.

It was an Eamonn lighter of heart, like a dead weight removed, who stepped from his vehicle and made his way inside the McDonald’s to use their facilities.

The rain begun to fall again in earnest, but Eamonn merely sauntered across the parking lot letting the cleansing downpour wash away the week’s fear and tension.

His mind shifting to a tropical beach. He pondered over the decision, the Maldives or Majorca? And smiled meekly to himself that such a choice was possible.

On his way, he passed a white Renault that looked vaguely familiar but paid it no mind. Inside the fast-food restaurant, the repugnant smell of days-old grease and wet children’s socks greeted him. He turned away from the service counter and made his way towards the men’s toilet at the far end of the corridor.

Or perhaps the Caribbean, he reflected, as he unzipped and began to relieve himself. Absorbed in his daydream debating the pros and cons between the Bahamas and Jamaica while staring at a chicken nugget advertisement, Eamonn failed to notice the bearded man enter the men’s room.

The stab of pain in his side took him by surprise. As did the strong hand forcing his face against the wall. His first reaction was of anger that some gobshite caused him to piss all over himself.

After three further thrusts from the switchblade found their mark, he realised trying to hide a wet spot on his trousers was the least of his worries.

As he slid to the floor, he watched the retreating footsteps of the bearded man leave the restroom. Then a pool of blood swam into view. With his face resting on the cold, greasy, tiles of the bathroom floor, it looked like an incoming red tide.

It was then he realised he’d never see that tropical beach. And that he, Eamonn Mahoney – master strategist for the Real IRA – had made a deathly serious miscalculation within his final plan.







Rome, Italy


Wednesday, March 30

Father Thomas Moynihan crossed left leg over right and let his wide-brimmed black felt hat balance on his knee. The walk from his office within the walls of the Vatican to the Antico Café Ruschena was a mere 1,500 metres, yet even on this late day in March, the Italian sun still possessed considerable strength. The walk brought colour to his cheeks and a sheen of perspiration to his brow.

Across the street, the leaves of the plane trees lining the roadway shone in varying shades of green. Thankfully, the restaurant’s façade blocked the late-afternoon sun and bathed their table in shadows.

This afternoon’s appointment sat next to him, perusing both the menu and the scantily dressed young ladies passing by on the street. Both men faced the river walk running alongside the Tiber. The river hidden from sight, but the occasional rumble of a diesel engine from a passing barge kept them in tune to its presence.

The elderly waiter stood poised, pencil in hand, to take down their orders. Across from Thomas the tall, thin, man with slicked-back black hair and a pencil-thin moustache ordered a cappuccino and biscotti before handing the waiter his menu.

Father Thomas ordered the same a moment before his mobile phone began vibrating in his inside coat pocket. A quick look at the display told him it wasn’t the Irishman calling again, but his brother.


	Excuse me; I must take this.



He rose from the table and for privacy walked away a few steps.


	William! How is my brother doing?


	Not so well, I had a call just now from Eamonn Mahoney.




Thomas glanced back at the man sitting at the table and took a few more steps.


	Did you hear me?


	I did, William. I did. What did he want?


	He’s got it into his head you’re trying to kill him. I know it sounds crazy, but tell me it isn’t true, Thomas.


	William, of course not. We’ve enjoyed some successful business dealings, but I believe those have now come to a conclusion. I don’t anticipate any further contact with the man.




It was true, Dominic Previti advised him earlier in the week it would be best for all concerned to terminate his association with Eamonn. He’d contacted the lawyer several weeks earlier to look into a possible leak based on the information passed along by William. Dominic’s recommendation being all he needed. Thomas not requiring further clarification.

Of course, he lamented, the loss of revenue was a shame. But fate still smiled upon him; it would soon be replaced tenfold courtesy of the man sitting at the table behind him.

Thomas watched a group of young schoolchildren walk hand-in-hand along the footpath and smiled at the young female teacher leading the procession.


	What else did Mahoney have to say?


	He wants you to call off the dogs, Thomas. Or he’d set his own upon me, then share certain business dealings with the press. He’s got powerful friends over here, Thomas. And if anything happens to him they’ll…




William’s voice continued to rise in pitch as he explained to his brother the situation.


	Relax, William. I will talk to my people over here. I’m sure it is all a misunderstanding.



He theorised – Dominic – it has to be, taking matters to the extreme. Now he questioned if he’d unwittingly placed his brother in danger.


	Make sure you do, brother. I don’t want to be looking over me shoulder for the rest of me days.



William cut the connection.

Thomas stared blankly at his mobile before walking back to the dark-haired man at the table sliding a small sliver of biscotti into his mouth.


	Is everything okay, Father?


	Yes, yes, just some family business.




The waiter brought his coffee and Thomas stirred in a spoonful of sugar. He sipped his cappuccino before continuing.


	Now, for us to pursue this proposed business arrangement, you will need the assistance of an excellent lawyer here in Rome.



He placed Dominic Previti’s business card on the table. It was quickly scooped up by the dark-haired man.


	I trust you will find him and his firm very discreet and extremely competent in taking care of all your needs. I will call him myself this evening and let him know to be expecting your call.



As well as speaking to him about another matter of a more personal nature, he reminded himself.


	Excellent, Father Thomas. We are anticipating this to be a tremendous year for my… associates.



The grin from the dark-haired man revealed a rotten stump where a once healthy incisor resided. His name was Thiago Miele, a government functionary for the State of Rio de Janeiro. In his role with the Vatican Bank, Thomas didn’t expect to enjoy working with everyone he came in contact. But the man across from him left a particularly bad taste in his mouth – much like the rotten stump.

Thomas felt the tickle of a small amount of foam from his cappuccino collect at the corner of his mouth. Lifting the serviette lying beside his plate, he wiped it away, then wiped the image of the blackened tooth from his mind.


	Tell me again about your role in the preparations for the upcoming Olympics.


	









Melbourne, Australia


Thursday, March 31

Two hours of steady drinking while absorbing the screaming vocals and thrashing guitars of The Wet Blankets clearly wasn’t the best way to mourn the passing of my mother, but the week had taken its toll and I no longer cared.

I sat slumped in a chair against the wall at the Yarra. The table pulled close so I wouldn’t have to stretch too far to reach my beer. Empty pint glasses littered the table; they’d given their all in my pursuit of oblivion.

’Empty,’ I scoffed, a perfect metaphor for my life. No family, no job and hiding out from the people wanting my dead for what I knew.


	What are you thinking about, mate?



Dayne joined me at the Yarra earlier in the evening and, like a good friend, wasn’t judging my drinking or surly manner too harshly.


	That my life is fucked.


	Well, it may look that way right now, but remember we have a plan and that’s just the first step.




Forever the eternal optimist.


	I know, I know. One step at a time. But from over here all I see are a bunch of years ahead of me looking more like a prison sentence than life.



Dayne looked away, then made an attempt at changing the subject.


	A shame Judy had to work tonight, but probably for the best. What she doesn’t know can’t hurt her. And tomorrow’s going to be a big day.



Tomorrow seemed a lifetime away, and I secretly hoped the night’s drinking would indefinitely delay that lifetime. Dayne spent the week preparing our plan. He believed it would allow me some breathing room until the threat passed. Exactly how long; depended upon an old family friend and how he responds to the communication I sent earlier in the evening.

Deputy Chief Commissioner Slattery of the Victoria Police Force, now the acting chief, had given me his business card late last year and said anytime I needed anything to contact him. Well, if this didn’t qualify…

I’d spent the past four days holed up on Dayne’s couch; venturing out only for Mum’s funeral earlier today. Calling work to take the week off for bereavement leave was simple enough, and I felt certain wouldn’t raise any eyebrows.

The search for Garth O’Neal’s killer continued, so the threat to my life was still very real. But not attending the funeral wasn’t an option.

It was a simple service held at St Ann’s in Bundoora performed by Father Kelly. Mum would’ve been pleased with the kind words he spoke. Leaving the church, the only thought in my mind was of how light the simple oak casket felt. The months at the hospice reducing her to a hollowed-out shell. It reinforced my feeling she’d long since departed this life before the heart monitor rang out its final monotonous tone.

Mother was laid to rest at Fawkner Memorial Park under a threatening sky. A strong southerly wind kicked up as Father Kelly recited a final prayer. As the attendants lowered her casket into the ground next to my father, the ten of us in attendance huddled together against the approaching storm.

The gravediggers had been meticulous in keeping my father’s headstone spotless in their digging. I’d have bet money Mother wouldn’t have minded just a little mud flung in his direction. We’d never discussed the subject of selecting a different plot; perhaps she’d decided lying by his side giving him the silent treatment for eternity was apropos.

Judy and I huddled under her umbrella as the rain began in earnest. Dayne walked beside us; eyes downcast tracking his footsteps, oblivious to the soaking rain. The rest of the afternoon, spent at Mum’s best friend’s house in Bundoora, passed in a blur. Hours spent with endless cups of sugary tea, rock-hard scones and condolences from Mum’s friends I barely knew.


	Mate, you about ready to get out of here?



Dayne’s question brought me back to the here and now.


	Not really, I need another beer.


	Don’t you think you’re done? You’ve drunk enough to float your eyeballs.


	Just get me another would ya.




Dayne made his way to the bar. He’d stopped drinking over an hour ago, so I’m sure soberly watching my pathetic performance was starting to wear thin. He returned and slapped the glass down on the table with a solid thunk.


	Tell me again why we couldn’t tell Judy about the plan. You know she’ll be pissed-off at me all over again.


	We’ve been over this, Craig. Her knowing will only put her in danger.


	Danger, danger… Fuck, mate!




In my wild exclamation, an arm I had little control of knocked over the full glass of beer. The contents arced majestically across the table and made a beeline for Dayne’s coat hanging on the back of the chair.


	Ah, shit. Sorry about that, Dayne.



Dayne just glared at me as he frantically tried to wring 500 ml of Carlton Draught from his coat.


	You know the material of your jacket is quite absor… ashor… very…


	Are you trying to say “absorbent”?


	Maybe.




I knew he was angry and didn’t mean to laugh. But both my self-control and good decision-making sauntered hand-in-hand from the bar well over an hour ago.


	You know it’s a fine line between being a tortured soul and just being a plain old arsehole, mate.



Dayne was on his feet, holding his sodden coat and glowering at me.


	I’m going home. Where are the keys to the Beast?


	Here, here, take my coat. The keys are in the pocket.


	I don’t need your coat.


	Yes, you do. It’s bloody cold out tonight.




He knew better than arguing the point with a drunk, so he slipped on my coat and flipped up the collar.


	What about you?


	I’m going to sit here and listen to the band a little while longer. I’ll be okay; I’ll catch a taxi.




I kept my word. Thirty minutes later, I stumbled into a taxi; however, in my drunken stupor, I gave the address of my unit to the driver instead of going back to Dayne’s as planned.

***

Dayne made his way to the front door of the Yarra and held it open for two young women. The cuter of the two flashed him a smile as she passed, then halted.


	Hey, don’t you play in a band?


	Yeah, occasionally.


	Cool. Thought I recognised you. Hey, Wendy. You got a smoke?




Dayne watched the two women search through a bag the size of a shopping basket. He considered prolonging the conversation, but the moment had passed.

Turning right, he dug his hands deep into the pockets of Craig’s jacket and shuffled off towards Rich Street where the Beast awaited.

***


	There he is.



The young man wearing jeans and a black leather jacket turned right and quickly headed in the opposite direction. A passing Silver Top Taxi momentarily blocked their view, but even from 50 metres, they were sure it was their man.

Sean Costello had searched for Craig Walters since midday Tuesday. After the hit on the lawyer, he thought it prudent to lay low for a day, follow the news reports and check with his contacts to determine which way the wind blew. With no sign of the police sniffing around his usual haunts, he began tracking down the man whose elimination would complete his assignment. Surveillance on Walters’s home address proved fruitless, as did the time spent observing his workplace. He’d begun to think his mark had already gone to ground. Then last evening he received a tip; Walters would be attending a funeral the next day.

They’d tracked him for almost the entire day; from the church in Bundoora to the cemetery, back again to Bundoora, then to a run-down house in Clifton Hill. Finally, the time had arrived where he was totally isolated.

***

Dayne waited for a Silver Top Taxi to pass before jogging across Johnston Street. Then, one more time, went through in his mind the game plan for tomorrow. The last item needed; delivered as promised earlier in the afternoon. The man in Fitzroy producing the documents doing an excellent job. He’d used his services in the past and although a little pricey, you couldn’t argue with the quality of his work.

***

Sean’s driver eased the Volkswagen Jetta out of the parking spot and merged slowly into traffic just as the young man in the black leather jacket crossed Johnston Street 120 metres ahead.


	Looks like he’s going back to his car. Perfect. Easy now, give him some space.



Sean pulled the Walther PPX 9mm from his pocket, screwed on the silencer and pulled back on the slide. The weapon felt comfortable in his hands. A trusted friend. Together again mere days after the elimination of Garth O’Neal; now just minutes away from completing their busy week’s schedule.


	Let me out at the corner and be ready. I’ll take him as he unlocks his door.



The driver slowed to a crawl and Sean Costello was out of the vehicle and stalking the target, a mere 30 metres ahead, in the blink of an eye.

***

Dayne was pleased to find the Beast still parked where Craig told him he could find it. Which, he mused, wasn’t always a given in this part of Abbotsford. He held the key ring up to what little light was filtering through the thick foliage overhead and searched for the correct key.

He wondered for a moment if he was making a mistake leaving Craig at the bar. Dayne shook off the notion, deciding instead to give him a little space. His best friend had been through the wringer in the past few weeks, blowing off a little steam wouldn’t hurt. Then smiled, thinking, he’ll have a real bastard of a hangover in the morning.

Out the corner of his eye, he noticed movement in the shadows.

***

Sean Costello closed the remaining distance and from less than five metres squeezed the trigger twice. Two nine-millimetre slugs found their mark at the base of the young man’s skull. The lifeless body of the man Sean knew as Craig Walters crumpled to the ground with barely a sound.







Melbourne, Australia


Friday, April 1

Dayne stood to the right of the stage strumming the opening chords to Don’t Dream It’s Over. Getch held the microphone stand with one hand and swayed in time to the beat. As Skip joined in on his Dhal, Getch’s spinning and twirling became even more pronounced. After one frenzied pirouette Judy’s face replaced that of the original singer. Dayne, drowned out by an over-emphatic Skip on his drum, walked off stage in disgust. The keyboardist, hunched over her instrument, played the same discordant note over and over. And when she looked up, I saw my mother’s smiling face.

I awoke with a start and slapped the snooze bar on my alarm clock with enough force to knock it to the floor. Blinking several times to focus my vision, I sat up and gingerly rubbed my hands over my face. The annoying conversation amongst a flock of cockatoos in the parkland filtered through my window. Their incessant screeching bored into my brain, a painful reminder of how much I drank the night before. I’d attempted to drown my sorrows; unfortunately, they’d taken swim lessons behind my back.

The effort of swinging my legs off the bed and planting them on the floor brought on a wave of nausea. I remained perfectly still until it passed, all the while the weight of my head pulled me forward toward the floor. My clothes lay strewn across the carpet; like a crime scene without a body. The memory of a pissed-off Dayne leaving the bar came flooding back. There was no holding back the nausea this time. I barely made it to the bathroom before the first retch. Sadly, it wasn’t to be the last. I’m not sure how long I lay on the floor of the bathroom. The cool porcelain of the toilet bowl was soothing to my fevered brow. I held on like a long-lost lover.

In time, my insides finally abandoned their plan of escaping through my mouth; I managed to stand and lurched toward the shower. Standing under the weak stream of lukewarm water, while leaning precariously against the tiled wall, I hoped the water’s fall would revive me. Ten minutes later, I’d rinsed away the taste of bile from my throat and felt some of my senses returning.

Attempting what Dayne and I planned for today was at the minimum audacious; with a hangover in tow, it became foolhardy. But nothing for it now; better options weren’t lining up to be counted. I checked my watch: 11:20, I needed to change and be out the door in ten minutes. A quick peek through the lounge room window confirmed what I’d already guessed, the street was empty but for a Volkswagen Jetta slowing to park a few houses down. No Beast. No Dayne.

Moving with the speed of a sloth on Valium, I collected my running clothes and iPod and prayed there was something in the fridge. Opening the door, a bottle of Powerade and an apple appeared before my eyes like a King’s banquet. Keeping it down may prove difficult, but I needed fluids and something to settle my stomach.

On the back step, I slipped on my running shoes and began a gentle stretch. For a moment, I wondered why a flower pot by the step lay on its side, then remembered the spare key hidden beneath. The first part of our plan involved Dayne driving me home this morning after lying low at his place for another night. I’d stuffed that up with last night’s drunken performance. Dayne’s no-show, I assumed, his way of showing his disapproval. But I knew, with time, he’d forgive me.

At any rate, part two of our plan was all mine.

***


	Mr Premier. Chief Slattery here. I need five minutes of your time.



Having already spoken with the head of the Federal Police Force, after an interminable amount of time, Steve Slattery finally had the Premier on the line.

In the meantime, he’d received the preliminary report on last night’s murder in Abbotsford. The victim listed as Dayne Wallingham. His relationship with Craig Walters uncertain. But the fact his body was found beside a car registered in Walters’s name, and with the keys to the vehicle in his possession, proved too much of a coincidence for Slattery to ignore.

With the whereabouts of Walters still unknown; time was of the essence.


	Yes, Steve. How can I help?


	Are you familiar with the Southern Cross Bank and Trust?


	Yes, if memory serves, I believe Thom Lewis is the CEO.


	No business dealings with them? No, I’m with Westpac. Why are you asking?


	I have my reasons. I’ll explain when I have more time. For now, I need to pass along a message to your chief of staff. With your approval, of course.




Based on a quick review of the files sent by Walters, Slattery knew the Premier’s chief of staff to be somehow implicated in the whole sordid mess, how deeply he wasn’t yet sure. Instinct drove his next move. It wasn’t his grandest plan, but at short notice, it was the best option available.

He quickly filled in the Premier on the message he would be delivering.


	Steve, this is highly irregular. I trust you have a good reason for this?


	Yes, sir. And, sir. Far be it from me to tell you how to run your office, but you may want to begin looking for a new chief of staff.

***




Brian Monroe dared not say a word. The call came early to pick up the man at the same location as the day before. Ten o’clock, he was brusquely told, don’t be late. Something had gone wrong; he wasn’t privy to know what and wasn’t about to ask.

He pulled up to the pub on Gipps Street at 10:00 on the dot to find the short, wiry man with the crazy eyes pacing back and forth in the laneway adjacent.


	You’re late. And you’ve got the same bloody car.



Brian watched the dashboard clock of the Jetta click over to read 10:01 and sighed.


	I didn’t have time to change it.


	Feckin’ amateurs. Just drive.


	Where to?


	Clifton Hill. The house on Ramsden Street.




Brian made a three-point turn in the small street and sped west towards Hoddle Street. Five minutes later, he turned left onto Ramsden Street to find a police car parked out front.


	What should I do?


	Keep driving. Slowly now… and park over there.




The old man pointed to a spot behind a Holden panel van.


	They must be interviewing the one we want.


	The one? But we got him last night.


	We got the wrong feckin’ one!




The old man angled the rear-view mirror down and away to keep watch of the house. Brian stared straight ahead at the back of an elderly lady; her energetic terrier dragging her along the footpath on its morning constitutional. He toyed with the idea of turning on the radio, then changed his mind.

***


	Mr Lewis, I have Mr Simcox on line one for you. He says it’s urgent.



Thom Lewis glanced towards the ceiling, leant back in his ergonomic office chair and ran his fingers through his wavy hair. With Simcox, he sighed, it was always urgent. Dealing with the Premier’s chief of staff and his incredibly inflated sense of worth was the last thing he needed. At first glance, the tiny man with a pronounced stoop and a nervous tic in his left eye, appeared afraid of his own shadow. Yet he shielded the Premier with a fierce pugnacity as if he alone held the keys to the entire State.

Aside from the financial collapse of 2008, Lewis couldn’t recall a worse eight days. His conversation with Ambrose Sinclair having particularly unnerved him, especially when closely followed by Garth O’Neal’s murder. He’d hoped to suspend reality by convincing himself it was just an act of random violence, but his gut screamed otherwise. And still, the dreaded conversation with Eric Mullane hung over his head, not to mention the fate of his bank if the whole fiasco became public.

A man who thrived on making tough decisions, his inability to face up to this matter disgusted him. At least he’d dodged a bullet with Walters being absent all week; he wasn’t sure how he would’ve reacted if they’d come face to face.

But first, Simcox.


	Frank, what can I do for you?



The five-minute tirade from the Premier’s chief of staff completely drained whatever colour remained in his face.

Between the screaming, curse words and threats, Thom picked up the thread of Simcox taking his bank’s advice and opening an offshore account as a tax shelter. Even using the solicitor his banker, Eric, recommended. The same one currently occupying a stainless-steel table at the morgue. The news of Simcox receiving a tip the Federal Police were sniffing around his financial dealings became the rancid icing on top of this turd pie.

His life’s work lay in ruins. The leak spreading out of control, and with little chance of containment. He made a snap decision; best to be seen as proactive. He’d throw Eric to the wolves, and then himself upon the mercy of the federal regulators. If he was lucky, he hoped, he could escape with a penalty and sanctions.

But was he vulnerable in other areas? His mind spun and whirled, fragments of thoughts bouncing off one another. Thom willed himself to order his thoughts. One fragment slotted into place; O’Neal’s murder. Could it be traced back to him? Thom considered the prospect highly unlikely… unless. The realisation sent a chill down his spine.

Thom Lewis picked up the phone and dialled the number he knew by heart.

***

Slattery’s call to Commissioner Colvin of the Federal Police paid immediate dividends. The hastily applied tap on the phones of Frank Simcox and Thom Lewis hit pay-dirt. A transcript of the conversation between the two wasn’t yet available, but the number dialled by Lewis immediately after their brief conversation helped place another of the puzzle pieces together.

Lewis called a local number which directory assistance informed him was linked to the offices of Williams & Teacher, a law firm with offices located on St Kilda Road.


	Margaret, can you get me the main number to the Williams & Teacher law firm, please.



Margaret connected the call a moment later.


	Williams & Teacher. How may I direct your call?


	Yes. I was given the direct number to one of your lawyers, but I’ve forgotten his name. Quite embarrassing really. Could you help me out?


	Certainly. What’s the number?




Slattery paced back and forth processing what he’d learnt. He picked up a cricket ball resting on the shelf of a bookcase, a memento from a long-ago Test match, and tossed it casually into the air. The extension belonged to the senior partner of the firm, Ambrose Sinclair. Williams & Teacher? The ball rose into the air and landed in his palm with a resounding slap. For some reason the name sounded familiar, but why? With the ball midway between ceiling tile and his hand, it came to him – the solicitor murdered earlier in the week near the Queen Victoria Market.

The ball fell to the floor and rolled under his desk. Slattery, working on a hunch, quickly snatched the phone’s receiver from its cradle.


	Margaret, get me forensics. And a car. ASAP!

***




Through the powerful binoculars, the black swans gliding smoothly across the surface of Albert Park Lake appeared close enough to touch. The long, elegant neck and unruffled feathers of the adult female moved serenely over the tranquil surface, her four cygnets following, perfectly aligned, in her wake.

Ambrose Sinclair placed the binoculars back on the window ledge and turned from his tenth-floor view of the lake. Matters were spirally out of control. It required all of his negotiating skills at the hastily arranged meeting to keep a panicked Thom Lewis from doing something stupid. But for how long was anyone’s guess.

He replayed the current scenario once more in his mind. Federal police would soon be crawling all over Southern Cross B&T; the numerous frauds perpetrated by O’Neal and Mullane quickly exposed. He mentally checked the bank off as a lost cause. A rogue solicitor, he knew, would be an embarrassment to his firm, but the fallout manageable.

So how best to contain the damage? The police were still to connect the two murders, but he assumed they soon would. And the imminent death of the young banker? Well, he was now superfluous with the fraud exposed, but his death wouldn’t change things one way or the other. No, the police had nothing to connect him to the murders, other than… Lewis.

A small amendment to his original plan begun to take shape. Another call to his firm’s investigative company in order. Their operative would have an additional assignment; this one made to look like a suicide.

Ambrose returned to the window and his observation of the swans gliding gracefully across the surface of the lake. He marvelled at their majestic appearance and how they kept the turmoil of their manic gyrations beneath the surface safely hidden from view.

***

Sean Costello sat perfectly still his attention focused on the police car parked outside of the house he desperately wanted to be inside.

After 20 minutes of deathly silence in the Volkswagen, his patience was rewarded.


	They’re leaving.



The two constables chatted for a moment across the roof of the patrol car, then climbed in and drove off. As soon as the police car turned the corner, Sean leapt from the car and crossed the street.

Brian readjusted the rear-view mirror and watched as the man with the crazy eyes stepped over the small front gate, strode up to the front door and in one smooth action kicked it in with the heel of his boot. He took it as his cue to reposition the Jetta. He’d no sooner pulled up by the large eucalypt out front of the house before Sean was back and climbing into the passenger seat.


	He wasn’t there. They must’ve been searching for clues.


	So where to now?


	The only other address I have, the house on Separation Street. And make it fast, boyo!




Five minutes later they pulled to a stop three houses down from the home of the young man they believed they’d eliminated the night before.

Brian was the first to ask the question they both were wondering.


	And if he’s not here?


	If he’s not, then he’s gone to ground, and we’re stuffed.




The muffled melodic ring of a mobile phone filled the interior of the Jetta.


	Aye?



Brian wasn’t able to make out the voice on the other end of the call, nor did the older man make a sound. Two minutes passed before a word was spoken.


	Got it.



Sean ended the call and turned to the young driver.


	No rest for the wicked, eh!



Brian wasn’t sure what he meant, but was sure he’d find out soon enough. One of his dad’s old expressions came to mind: In for a penny in for a pound. He hated the old bastard with a passion, and beginning to hate this assignment just as much when movement from the house caught his attention.


	Holy shit! Is that him?

***


	Where to, sir?




Asked the visibly nervous young constable as the acting chief commissioner of police slid into the passenger seat of his patrol car.

Slattery gave the address in Alphington he’d gleaned from the VicRoads database and secured his seat belt. A call to Southern Cross Bank & Trust had informed him Walters was off work for the week. The house on Separation Street now his last option in tracking down the young man. He pulled his mobile from his pocket as they merged into traffic and headed east on Collins Street.

Slattery paused midway through punching in a number and turned to the constable.


	Constable, is this vehicle equipped with lights and a siren?


	Yes, sir.


	Then I suggest you use them and stop driving like your grandparents.


	Yes, sir!




The surge in power pushed Slattery back in his seat. He found it difficult to hide a sly smile. The pure thrill of being back on the streets pleased him, then the task at hand quickly wiped the smile from his face. Slattery went back to punching in the number to the forensics department.

He ended the call two minutes later and pensively stared ahead as the patrol car slowed before running the red light at Spring Street. His call to the forensics department proved his hunch to be correct but didn’t improve his disposition. The slugs taken from Dayne Wallingham matched those recovered from the body of Garth O’Neal. The murders were linked, and he assumed they also played into the disappearance of Craig Walters.


	Mind if I use your radio?


	Not at all, sir.




The patrol car, lights flashing and siren blaring scythed through traffic at a rapid pace. Yarra Park to their right was a blur as they tore down Wellington Parade. And by the time they’d made the left turn at Hoddle Street, Slattery had ordered the closest available patrol car to meet them at the Alphington address. The order engaging detectives of the homicide squad to take into custody Thom Lewis and Eric Mullane at the Southern Cross Bank & Trust, as well as a solicitor on St Kilda Road, had the young constable momentarily taking his eyes off the road to observe the man to his right. He thought, what a story I’ll have at the pub after this shift.


	Eyes on the road, constable.

***




Both men watched as a young man fitting the description of Craig Walters appeared on the footpath at the rear of the property. He’d exited through the back gate, more than one hundred metres away and began a slow jog towards the parklands beyond.


	That must be him.


	You think he’s seen us?


	I doubt it. I don’t think he’d take the time to change into his running kit before making a dash for it.


	What should we do? Wait until he comes back?


	Hell, no! The police could show up anytime. Follow him.




Brian slammed the gear shift of the Jetta into drive and accelerated down Separation Street. At the parklands, Brian swung the Jetta left onto the narrow road paved with bluestones adjacent to the trail.

They trailed Craig Walters by less than 200 metres. The tree line separating the road from the parklands partially obstructed their view, but as they bounced down Smith Street, they quickly closed the distance.

Sean took the Walther from inside his jacket pocket and rested it on his thigh. The gap now just 50 metres.


	Shit, the road turns away from the trail just ahead. We won’t catch him in time.


	Does this piece of shite have navigation?


	Sure. Hit the button there.




Brian pointed to a black button labelled NAV. Sean pressed it, and a map of their location instantly appeared on the screen in the centre console.


	Looks like the trail keeps going north. Follow this route here…



Sean pointed to a warren of streets winding left and right. Brian slowed to make the left-hand turn.


	… to Darebin Road. We can cut him off there.

***




The last thing I felt like doing was to go for a run. The apple and Powerade helped to settle my stomach, but as soon as I began a slow jog, my brain began to bounce uncontrollably in my skull searching for an exit. Luckily my earbuds blocked those cavities as a means of escape.

A funereal tune by David Bridie ushered me onto the Darebin Parklands Trail. The mournful keyboards brought back the painful memories of yesterday. Of laying my mother to rest. The stark realisation I was the last surviving member of my family line. That my life was in danger became an abstract concept which, for the moment, I cared little about. If I were gone, who would know? Who would care? Dayne? Sure. Judy? Hopefully.

And, of course, my job – surely, I’d never considered it a career – at Southern Cross was over. I presumed the next I’d hear of the bank would be in a newspaper or an online article in the coming days. Would the scandal be front page news, or had the public become immune to banking malfeasance? It would mean jail time for Eric, possibly others. Garth O’Neal escaped punishment, though catching two bullets the hard way was probably a much harsher judgment than a court would’ve handed down.

I pushed aside the morbid visions, pushed aside the throbbing pain in my head and attempted to lift my pace. Only one thing mattered for the moment; the one thing I could set right.

And I’d a schedule to meet.

***


	Through here and then a quick U-turn around the traffic island.



Sean pointed to a short thoroughfare to the right. Brian swung the wheel right, then left and right again around the traffic island. With the slick manoeuvring they’d left the residential neighbourhood behind, factories and warehouses now lined both sides of the road.


	Darebin Road is the next intersection. About 400 metres ahead.



Brian punched the accelerator, the speedometer climbed to 110 kph before he stamped on the brakes to make the turn.


	To your right. The trail passes under the bridge about 200 metres farther along.



The Jetta ran the stop sign at Darebin Road, Brian giving only a cursory glance in either direction. A Toyota van slammed on its brakes, the driver wrenching the wheel hard to the left to avoid the collision. Brian already accelerating as the front panel of the van slid by his rear bumper.


	Pull over here.



Sean pointed towards a walkway leading down to the trail. Brian screeched to a stop outside a collision repair shop. The bridge over Darebin Creek less than 20 metres ahead.


	Wait here and keep the engine running.



Sean was out of the car and running towards the sloping walkway in an instant. With the pistol in his right hand and hidden inside his jacket, Sean kept his left hand in his pocket to keep it from flapping open. It made running difficult, but he made the pathway to the trail in short order. He slowed as he reached the trail to get his breathing under control and began looking to the left and right for his prey.

***

The trail funnelled under the bridge at Darebin Road. The darkness a brief, yet welcome, respite from the scorching sunlight drilling into my brain. The stark contrast left me momentarily blinded.

Beyond the shadows, the blinding sunlight awaited my re-emergence. Though, not more than 100 metres further on tall willows and scraggly gum trees formed a tunnel diffusing the sun’s brilliance. Dappled sunlight shone through the leaves turning them into a shimmering canopy of silver and gold.

Through my earbuds, David Bridie gave way to Augie March. Lead vocalist, Glenn Richards, sung of just passing through. Though what they were “passing through” was somewhat nebulous. Town? Life? I’d always found it hard to interpret.

Nevertheless, I forged ahead. Out of the shadows and into the light.

***

Steve Slattery was knocking loudly on the front door of the last known address of Craig Walters when the call came over the radio.


	Sir, you need to hear this.



The junior constable standing beside the patrol car quickly relayed the original message to his superior.


	We have a report of shots fired on Darebin Road.


	









Epilogue


Melbourne, Australia


May 14, 2016

Steve Slattery rocked back in his favourite patio chair and rested his feet on the handrail. He basked in the waning sunlight of a glorious autumn day. And as he watched the sun begin its slow-motion dip into Bass Strait, the first hint of a freshening breeze ruffled the spinifex below on the dunes.

Reaching down, he lifted the glass of Munari Schoolhouse Red from the gnarled wooden boards of the veranda, rested the stem on his stomach and closed his eyes.

The intoxicating aroma of lamb chops searing on the barbeque began to drive his taste buds insane with anticipation. He opened his eyes and followed the smoke spirally skywards from the barbeque to where two seagulls circled in hope.

Now six weeks removed, he’d come to terms with most of the events from that hectic week ushering in the month of April. He didn’t yet have all the answers but felt sure, with time, he’d know enough to satisfy his curiosity.

Thom Lewis, released on bail and confined to his South Yarra home, faced a conspiracy to commit murder charge, among a handful of other lesser crimes. Within hours of his arrest, he was begging to plea bargain in exchange for testimony implicating Ambrose Sinclair.

The Federal Police continued their investigation of the pension fraud scheme, as well as O’Neal’s work with his law firm. However, untangling the Gordian knot of offshore accounts and shell companies O’Neal established during his partnership with Mullane, not to mention those on behalf of the clients for Williams & Teacher, may take them years. And help with regards to O’Neal’s handiwork was going to be extremely difficult to obtain. Ambrose Sinclair hadn’t spoken a word since his arrest; Garth O’Neal was dead and Eric Mullane missing.

Homicide detectives missed Mullane by minutes on the day they’d arrested Lewis. Two days later, the Captain of a passing freighter reported Eric’s twelve-meter boat, Matilda, adrift two kilometres east of Swan Island. Whether he’d managed to pull off an elaborate escape, or simply drowned, was still just speculation. A body hadn’t surfaced, and with the tides in that section of the bay notoriously powerful, chances of doing so were slim. And, of course, sharks do eat their own. Adding to the mystery, all bank accounts discovered by the forensics team in Mullane’s name were emptied via wire transfers the day before his disappearance.

Investigators traced the initial transfers to an HSBC branch in Hong Kong, but by the time formal requests for information landed on the bank’s desk, the money was long gone and the account closed. All other questions were met with stoic silence and a recital of bank privacy laws.

Slattery sipped the last of his wine and rose for a refill. A quick check on the lamb chops showed they were close to perfection. In the kitchen, he sliced fresh tomatoes, cucumber and avocado and dropped them into a bowl. He mixed in a dash of olive oil and lemon juice and carried the creation, along with his wine, back to the veranda.

One item still baffling him was the connection of Dayne Wallingham to a group known as Plutus 7. As part of the investigation into his death, the Digital Forensics department conducted an inspection of his computer hard drive. However, a virus implanted in the system, named Plutus, destroyed the contents before police technicians could retrieve a scrap of data. The name of the virus meant nothing to the investigators until the morning of April 4.

That morning a group calling itself Plutus 7 transferred an enormous amount of data to WikiLeaks – the whistle-blower website – who subsequently uploaded it to the internet. Within hours, the documents – collectively known as the Panama Papers – exploded across newswires worldwide, exposing the use of offshore shell companies as tax shelters for the rich and famous. Strangely, the name of the law firm in Panama whose data was stolen also appeared in an internal email discovered in the files of Ambrose Sinclair. The coincidence impossible to ignore.

The fallout from the release of the Panama Papers continued to reverberate worldwide. Implicated were business people, entertainment figures and politicians from every continent. Among them, the Prime Minister of Australia, Malcolm Turnbull. Within days, the call for a Royal Commission to investigate echoed through the halls of Parliament House in Canberra. Slattery contemplated if the hastily called election, announced the first of week May, had anything to do with the matter.

Slattery placed the salad bowl on the small wooden table and retrieved the lamb chops from the grill. He set the tray of meat in the centre of the table and divided up the salad into two bowls. Once seated in his favourite chair facing the water he speared two of the succulent chops onto his plate.


	So, are you ready to eat?


	Sure, all this cooking has made me hungry.


	Need a beer?


	I’m good.


	And are you ready to talk?


	Yeah… I guess I have some explaining to do.




***

The moment I’d been dreading.

Acting Chief Commissioner Slattery – he’d since told me to call him Steve – met my flight at Tullamarine Airport two days earlier, then whisked me away to his bungalow at Rye. I reluctantly agreed to board the flight based on his assurance there was no further threat to my life. But a lingering doubt still remained.


	First up. How in the hell did you manage to disappear?


	Actually, it was Dayne setting it all up. You probably know by now he was an accomplished hacker. Well, the group he worked with…


	Plutus 7?


	… I never knew the name, but it could be. He’d put systems in place in case his work came under attack. Part of which involved having fake identification to go underground if necessary. He had the photo changed out in one of his fake passports with mine. He already had a credit card issued under the same name, which is what I used while I was gone.


	We know you went for a run the day you disappeared.


	That was the plan. I’d picked up a rental car using my fake passport the day before and parked it on Clarendon Street just a few metres from the parklands trail. I’d also packed a bag with everything I’d need and stowed it in the boot. The idea was to go out for a run and disappear. It was only two kilometres to the car; the keys were in a pocket of my running shorts. Once on the road, I changed clothes at a McDonalds in Preston, then continued on to the airport. My flight left not long after I arrived.


	And the email you sent to me? Why not just hand me the files?


	I was in danger and we weren’t sure how seriously you’d take the information. Dayne thought it would expedite matters if you discovered me missing.




Steve smiled and shook his head back and forth, I assumed, in disbelief. I finished chewing a piece of lamb before continuing.


	Dayne set up an email account to which we both had the password. We were to communicate through saved draft messages. Totally invisible to anyone looking for an electronic footprint. The plan was to stay out of sight until he told me it was safe to return. I wondered why he wasn’t answering my messages but thought nothing of it at first.



I paused to get another beer from the kitchen. Talking about Dayne was still very raw. I’d caused his death, and no amount of soul-searching or justifying actions or looking at the big picture would ever change that. He was dead, and it was because of me.

It was a couple of days later before I read of Dayne’s murder on the internet. It left me numb and totally at a loss for where to turn for help. For the next two weeks I hid in my hotel room afraid to be seen in public. Knowing I couldn’t live that way forever, I took a chance and emailed Steve. It took a week to get a reply and a further week before he cajoled me into returning home.

The cold lager helped to soothe the fire of emotion in my throat. I sat back down at the table and cut into another lamb chop and concentrated on the simple exercise of sawing into the meat, using it as an alibi until I could find my voice.

Steve took note and picked up the conversation.


	You want to hear about the bloke who was trying to kill you?



With a mouthful of succulent lamb, I reluctantly nodded yes. Steve seemed happy to tell the story, though I wasn’t too thrilled to hear how close I came to dying.


	Fella’ by the name of Sean Costello. Medium to small time criminal, he’s been on our radar for over 30 years. In fact, I worked the case which first put him away back in 1980. Way before your time, but it was back then when I met your great-Uncle Bert. Small world, eh!



Steve paused to stab the last chop off of the tray and dropped it onto his plate.


	Anyway. I was on my way to your home in Alphington – knocking on your door in fact – when a call came over the radio of shots fired on Darebin Road. One of our patrols spotted a car running a stop sign and began to give pursuit when the vehicle pulled over to the side of the road. The passenger fled, running towards the parklands. So, while one officer ticketed the driver, the other took off after the other bloke. Scared the hell out of him, he said, when the bloke spun around and pulled a pistol on him, but he held his nerve and dropped him with two shots.



The third lamb chop of Steve’s disappeared, the L-shaped bone remaining he pushed to the side of his plate to join its two friends.


	Costello died at the scene. His gun, we later determined, matched the one used on Garth O’Neal and Dayne. We couldn’t find a direct link between Costello to either Lewis or Sinclair, but we’re certain Lewis’s testimony against Sinclair will be sufficient. We’ll more than likely give the slimy bastard immunity from the conspiracy charge, but he’s still in deep for what Mullane was up to right under his nose. Sometimes, unfortunately, you have to make a deal with the devil.



I cleared the plates from the table and took them inside. The last sliver of sun succumbed to the sea, and the sky to the west turned a wondrous shade of orange, auburn and fuchsia.


	Can you bring out another bottle of Adrian’s Shiraz while you’re in there?



Steve continued his story as I unscrewed the Schoolhouse Red’s cap and refilled his glass. He slowly swirled the deep purple liquid, releasing a heady aroma of dark berries with a hint of aniseed. Steve’s favoured wine came courtesy of his good friend, Adrian Munari, who plied his craft amongst the fertile Cambrian soil of Central Victoria. Steve told me he worked a murder case near Heathcote once, and after solving the case spent a few extra days in town exploring the local wineries. He’d kept close contact with the Munari family ever since.


	Funny thing. We discovered Costello was employed by a mob called Howarth Investigations. Incorporated in the Channel Islands of all places. We reached out to the UK authorities and, lo and behold; they were investigating the same company.


	Why?


	Well, it so happens two other employees of Howarth Investigations were murdered in Dublin a week earlier. Irish police have no leads in the case, but it makes you wonder.




Steve held up his glass and inspected the contents.


	And get this, thanks to the lead we shared. Our friends at Interpol placed the Dublin office of Williams & Teacher under surveillance and began digging a little deeper into their affairs. The same week we arrested Sinclair, the senior partner in Dublin was copied in on a frantic email to their London headquarters from the Rome office.


	About?


	Their client in Rome – all they had was an initial “V” – wanted the investigation in Dublin dropped immediately.


	V?




Steve sipped his wine then placed the glass on the wooden boards of the veranda before answering.


	Interpol decided to get the Italian Carabinieri involved. A clandestine investigation into the law firm’s taxation records showed their largest client being the Institute for the Works of Religion.



Steve paused for effect but seeing I was totally dumbfounded continued.


	More commonly known as the Vatican Bank. “V” for Vatican? Coincidental perhaps, but I don’t believe in coincidences. Especially with their tawdry history involving money laundering.



Could all this be happening? Contract killers working around the globe. Money Laundering. The Vatican? The layers associated with this mess were impossible to fathom.


	Money Laundering? You think they and Garth were somehow working together?


	Hold that thought. Remember the two Howarth employees in Dublin?


	Sure. So, who else turned up dead?




The comment came out a touch more blasé than I intended. The stony gaze on Steve’s face immediately made me want to stuff the words back down my throat.


	Funny you should ask. A man by the name of Eamonn Mahoney. Murdered in a McDonald’s toilet in Longford about 120 kilometres west of Dublin. Mahoney was a nondescript fellow, no record to speak of. The Gardaí wouldn’t have deemed it relevant to our case other than his home address happened to be across the road from where the two employees of Howarth were shot.



Coincidences were beginning to leave the same unsavoury taste in my mouth as they did Steve’s.


	And care to guess what a cursory search of Mahoney’s home uncovered?

Steve was wound-up and not about to let me get a word in.


	A notebook full of details about bank locations and procedures dating back to the first of the Euro bandit robberies. And to tie the whole thing up in a nice little conspiratorial bow. That same week, an Irish politician was found hanging from a tree limb by a farmer out walking his dogs. And the politician, man by the name of Clancy, just happened to be one of those implicated in the Panama Papers.




He stabbed a slice of cucumber and slipped it into his mouth. Then while pointing the fork in my direction continued.


	You would think suicide except for two small problems. He was found dead a week before the leak hit the news. And, he’d been shot in both kneecaps. The old calling card of the IRA. Clancy was a known member back in the day.

I’d lost my appetite.


	Now, I may be adding two and two and getting twelve. But I believe by you uncovering the hospice fraud, you unwittingly exposed Williams & Teacher’s shady practices worldwide. Plus, a money laundering scheme involving Sinn Fein, the bank robberies, and the Vatican. Thanks to you, half of Europe’s police forces will be plenty busy for the foreseeable future.




Steve pushed back from the table, stood and stretched. I followed his gaze out towards the water, and we both watched in silence the waves rising then collapsing upon the shore. The sea, in the darkness, was a dense mass of roiling energy. In the pale moonlight, the foam of the breaking waves produced a phosphorescent glow.


	You never did tell me where you went?



The point-blank question caught me off guard. I chewed over the implications of how much to tell.


	I don’t have to know if you’re not comfortable in saying.



We both continued staring out to sea. Steve content with the silence, leaving me alone to fight my inner-demons.

***

Dayne, with assistance from his associates, worked furiously during the last week before our worlds came crashing down. It turned out Garth O’Neal wasn’t the only expert at setting up shell companies offshore. And with a little help from myself in accessing the Southern Cross intranet, well, it took no time at all for Dayne to move a little travelling money for me around the globe.

I arrived in Singapore still with a headache from my hangover. The frenetic taxi ride from Changi Airport to the Clover 7 Hotel on Hong Kong Street helped not in the least. After sleeping for much of the weekend, Monday morning I made my way to the United Overseas Bank at Raffles Place.

There, I produced identification and signed a signature card allowing me access to the account of D&C Investments. The registered owners of D&C Investments? Two brothers of New Zealand descent with the last name of Caterpaul.

Dayne’s homage to our tenth-grade computer science teacher.

And the funding of the account? After a circuitous trip around the globe propelled by untraceable IP addresses, through a labyrinth of shell corporations dissolving just as quickly as they formed, appeared an amount of cash Dayne secreted away from the accounts of Eric Mullane and Garth O’Neal.

The young female associate, after verifying my identity and updating a signature card, asked if I needed any further assistance.


	Yes, I need to make a fairly large withdrawal.


	Absolutely, sir. How much would you like?


	I think $2,000 Singapore dollars should be enough.




With the value of the Singapore dollar very close to the Australian dollar, I assumed the amount enough to hold me over for a few weeks. Dayne suggested using cash as much as possible, keeping the credit card for emergencies.

My request produced an unexpected response. The young girl covered her mouth with both hands, lowered her face and giggled uncontrollably.


	Is there something wrong?


	I’m sorry. But you make a small joke.


	How do you mean?




I felt my face begin to flush. Had I asked for too much?


	You said, ‘fairly large.’


	Yes?


	What you asked for is such a meagre amount against your balance.




She turned her terminal in my direction and the colour creeping along my neck and into my cheeks quickly headed south. I’d only reluctantly agreed to take enough from Eric’s account to fund my disappearance for a month. Rationalising the theft as compensation for being on the lam. Apparently, Dayne, and his associates around the world harboured other ideas. I signed for and collected my withdrawal in a daze.

The United Overseas Bank building opened onto a promenade facing the Singapore River. I crossed the stone pavement and sat on the steps leading down to the water. A construction crane on the opposite bank turned lazily under the glare of the morning sun.

The account balance for D&C Investments was a little under $2 million. Dayne had swept away every last dollar he could find.

***

A freshening sea breeze blew in off the Strait and dropped the temperature several degrees. We moved inside and sat on opposite ends of an overstuffed leather couch. Steve propped his feet on the coffee table, pushed aside a couple of magazines and aimed the remote at the television.

The Saturday night football game was well underway; heavily favoured Sydney taking on Richmond under the lights at the Melbourne Cricket Ground. The small home crowd in attendance reflected Richmond’s chances.


	So, what’s next for you?



An excellent question, and one I’d been avoiding.


	I’m not sure.


	You know, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. I’ve no wife, never married. No kids. The job… well, you try not to let it become your life but before you know it 40 years have passed and the best-laid plans become just distant memories.


	Thanks. I may stay a while, just until I get some things sorted out in my head.


	Besides, your uncle Bert was a good friend to me when I was young. Returning the favour would be a pleasure.




Richmond held a five-point lead as the siren sounded for half-time. I grabbed a fresh Boag’s Premium from the fridge as they replayed results and highlights from the day’s earlier games.


	Steve, I was wondering, do you have any idea what happened to my car?


	That old piece of shit! We towed it from Abbotsford to the police impound yard. I’d drop down there once a week just to turn over the engine. My way, I guess, of not giving up on finding out what happened to you.




He laughed before continuing.


	Though, the bloody thing, once you got it started, it wouldn’t stop. Coughed and sputtered and farted for a full minute after you’d switched off the ignition. It acted just like an old asthmatic pensioner. Needs a nurse more than a mechanic.



Poor beast.


	One more question. What, or who is a Plutus?


	Yeah, I needed to look that up myself. Plutus was the Greek God of wealth. Anyway, legend has it Plutus was blinded by Zeus, therefore better able to dispense his gifts without prejudice. Such a grand and noble concept. And apropos for what your friend’s group did, eh!




Steve held my gaze for a moment longer than felt comfortable. With his words still ringing in my ears, he slapped his palms on his thighs and rose from the couch.


	Well, I’m off to bed. Goodnight, Craig.


	’Night, Steve. And thanks again for the hospitality.


	No worries, mate. Oh, but if you would do me a favour?


	Sure.


	Could you clean up around the place a bit? I’ve invited a friend down for the weekend. Should be here anytime. I’d hate for them to think the place a pigsty.


	Sure thing.




He paused in the hallway leading to the larger of the two bedrooms and looked pensively over his shoulder towards the veranda and the darkened beach beyond.


	Yeah, the damnedest thing. Plutus, being totally blind. Tough to keep your wits about you if you can’t see. Mind you, I have found it convenient to turn a blind eye on occasion.



Then he turned and ambled down the hall, his cryptic message left to float out into the night.

After learning of Dayne’s death, I hadn’t given my future, or the money, a moment’s consideration. Dayne’s impetuous lark; his triumphant blow for the downtrodden, became a stark reminder of a horrible tragedy. For now, all I wished was to resurrect a life which lay in ruin. No amount of money could bring back my parents, nor remove the stain from my hands for my best friend’s death.

For now, a small unit in Alphington awaited. Its contents: A music collection full of sad memories. A few pieces of rickety furniture whose best days were in the last century. And a lumpy bed with a cheap metal frame, but which held fond memories of the nights lying there next to Judy.

Judy.

Dayne thought it best to keep her in the dark. To keep her safe. We still haven’t spoken. How to explain? How to apologise? How to even take that first step?

I was elbow deep in soapy water when a vehicle’s headlights sliced through the living room illuminating the dunes beyond the back veranda. Farther out, the sea, black as ink, churned and fizzed relentlessly upon the shore. Drying my hands on a tea-towel, I looked over both rooms to make sure all was in order.

Tyres crunched over the rocky driveway strewn with crushed sea shells and pulled to a stop. I reached the front door just as the headlights dimmed, allowing the shadows to reclaim lost ground. I unlocked the door just as the driver switched off the ignition.

As the stubborn engine, coughed and spluttered and refused to die, my face broke into a knowing smile. The engine expired with one final sigh; only the metallic ticking of the cooling engine broke the silence. From the veranda, I waited for the familiar squeak and whine of the driver’s side door as it swung open.

And tears clouded my eyes when the interior light illuminated the driver within tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.

With arms spread wide, I stood at the edge of the wooden steps, ready to embrace a new beginning.









Author’s Note

Turn a Blind Eye is a work of fiction; however, many of the characters and events described herein are, in fact, real.

Denis Donaldson was indeed an informant for Britain’s MI5 while working within the IRA, and subsequently executed as described in the novel; however, the fictional Eamonn Mahoney, was (obviously) not involved in the operation’s planning.

The Belfast bank heist of £26.5 million in 2004 by members of the IRA, and their somewhat farcical attempts at hiding the money did occur as described.

The Vatican, and its Institute for the Works of Religion (IOR) have a long and tawdry history of numerous money laundering scandals. Those described herein are accurate. As is the (described) murder of the Milanese banker, Roberto Calvi. And the failed smuggling attempt in 2013 of €20 million by Monsignor Scareno and associates.

Midway through my writing of Turn a Blind Eye the Panama Papers scandal broke. It blended in so neatly to the storyline I was already pursuing, I found it just too enticing to avoid. And although the current Prime Minister of Australia, Malcolm Turnbull, was, in fact, named within the report, no question of any illegal acts should be read into my interpretation. The group of whistle-blowers, known as Plutus 7, is purely fictitious.

The political situation in Ireland surrounding the February 2016 election, the number of seats won by the Sinn Fein party and the subsequent scramble to form a government was also as it occurred. A subsequent run-off election held in May installed Fine Gael’s Enda Kenny as prime minister after forming a coalition with the Fianna Fáil party.

Although the Southern Cross Bank & Trust, the Sisters of Mercy Hospice, and a handful of other locations are figments of my imagination, I’ve tried my best to maintain as much realism with the locales, streets, churches, pubs and restaurants visited throughout – Including the line-up of musical acts playing at the Yarra Hotel in Abbotsford.

Any errors and/or omissions are solely mine.

Neil – May 2018
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