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  BLURB


  Poison pens can draw blood. And that is exactly why TV presenter Rebecca Jones hires private eye Kit O'Malley to investigate the threats against her. But the trouble with being tenacious, tough, and too smart for her own good is that everybody else wants her on their team.


  As if trying to keep Rebecca alive and on the air wasn't enough, Kit is beset by a clutch of other people's catastrophes that require her very particular skills to resolve.


  And, as Kit is the detective who can't say no, before she knows it she is up to her eyes in the worst that Australia's criminal minds can throw her way.


  Money laundering, sordid sexual shenanigans, abduction, political sleaze, and murder among Melbourne's movers and shakers threaten to swamp Kit as she picks her way through the morass of double-dealing, treachery, and outright greed.


  As if that's not enough, the beautiful and sexy Alex Casenove sweeps back into her life, reminding Kit that love is almost as deadly as hate and that murder never happens at a convenient time.


  Bleeding Hearts, the sequel to the highly acclaimed debut Blood Guilt, is a tightly plotted romp through the dark underbelly of Australia's most-cultured city, vibrantly demonstrating that even the heartless bleed.


  BLEEDING HEARTS


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  Count Dracula was making his move on another group of unsuspecting victims. Kit could have done something to stop it but she enjoyed watching the confusion he caused. The tourists and trendies from other parts of town always assumed he was part of the street theatre - until it was too late.


  Most of them for instance hadn't realised that the slap down, drag out domestic argument on the corner earlier was fair dinkum and not a piece of performance art played out for their entertainment. Kit supposed it was hard to tell though, coming as it did between the fire-eating clowns and the trio of a cappella drag queens who were now singing The Impossible Dream.


  So the group of Professional Things, dining al fresco on Brunswick Street while they debriefed each other after a hard day around the photocopier, presumed the impossibly tall cadaverous gentleman dressed in a high-collared, black velvet cloak doing the rounds of the tables was part of the show. They weren't to know he wanted something from them until he lurched into the only vacant chair at their table and skulled the contents of every glass within his reach, before reaching for the bottle of Chardonnay.


  The scattergun reaction amongst his victims was nearly always the same; beginning with laughter at the audacity of this street artiste till, one by one, it ended in righteous indignation with the realisation that a roving drunk had just relieved them of most of the alcohol on the table.


  When one of the Professional Things decided it was his job to be more righteous than his colleagues Kit realised a bit of stepping in had to be done.


  By the time she weaved her way through the other tables the PT was doing a fine impersonation of a bantam rooster, with his chest out and using his finger as a pecker. Kit put her hand between the PT's thirteenth point and Drac's chest and tried to smile sweetly.


  "At last," the Thing exclaimed, "I hope you're going to deal with this bum."


  "Deal with him? What would you like me to do?" Kit asked.


  "I dunno. Call the cops. Throw him out."


  "We're already out. Where do you suggest I throw him?"


  "I don't bloody know. He drank everything," the Thing complained, waving his arm to include every table in sight. "Just get rid of him."


  "But he lives here," Kit stated.


  "Lives here," the Thing snorted. "Where?"


  "I'm not sure exactly. One of the doorways around here. Right Drac?" Kit said, looking down at the Count, whose eyes had been swivelling between her and the Thing as if he was watching a tennis match.


  "Third one on the left, O'Malley, you know that," Drac replied, getting to his feet.


  "Well," the Thing stuttered, "I trust we're going to be recompensed for this."


  "Recompensed?" Kit repeated, with a raise of her eyebrows. "By whom?"


  "By him. By the establishment."


  "I doubt it. You let him drink with you," Kit said, trying to sound reasonable.


  "Let him? We thought he was part of the entertainment around here. He's just some drunk."


  "And you're not, I suppose."


  "Not what?"


  "Drunk," Kit replied.


  "Hey! We..."


  "You thought he was part of the entertainment and you all applauded when that very large woman beat the crap out of her boyfriend over there," Kit said, referring to the earlier domestic. "Did you think that was done for your edification as well?"


  The Thing's companions were trying to get him to sit down and even his own left brain, judging by the confused look on his face, was trying to tell him it was the sensible thing to do. But, dammit, that old right brain beast was fairly straining the buttons of his snappy Pierre Cardin shirt.


  "This situation has to be fixed," the Thing demanded.


  "Justin. Sit down," two of his friends chorused.


  He glared at them and then back at Kit. "Look, you work here, you have..."


  "I don't work here," Kit said simply.


  The Thing called Justin looked mighty confused. "You mean you're just sticking your big nose in other people's business?"


  "There's no need to get personal," Drac said. "Besides, most people would call her nose petite."


  "You shut up," Justin said. "And you..." His right hand was making and unmaking a fist.


  "Who are you going to hit first?" Kit asked. "A unarmed woman, or a drunken vampire?"


  "Justin," his chorus urged again.


  "Okay, okay. I'm sitting. But if I hadn't already ordered, I'd be outta here. This place sucks."


  "Look who's talking," said one of his more eloquent companions.


  "I'll see if the management will throw in a serve of garlic bread for your trauma," Kit offered as she took Drac by the elbow and headed back to her table.


  "Some people," Drac muttered. "He called me a bum."


  "You are a bum, Drac," Kit said.


  "Yeah," he acknowledged, waggling his head so he could wipe his chin with his shoulder. "But only to my friends."


  "Well, do this friend a favour, will you, and have something to eat." Kit squeezed five dollars into his hand. "Go get a souvlaki from Stevie."


  "Thanks O'Malley. And you really don't have a big nose."


  "I know."


  Kit slumped back into her chair just as Adrienne, the owner of the never-a-dull-moment Doolally Cafe, materialised with a glass of red and set it down in front of her.


  "You handled that well," she said.


  "No I didn't. I was being a smartarse. And he was drunker than I realised."


  "Who, Drac?"


  "No, the dreaded-customer-who's-always-right."


  "Well, you got him to sit and he didn't leave without paying."


  "I'd much rather have strangled him," Kit said, "therefore I think my incredible powers of self-restraint deserve some, let me think, salmon risotto."


  "Now?" Adrienne asked.


  "No. I'm actually waiting for a prospective client to turn up."


  "That would be me," said the voice belonging to the mosaic of bad dress sense that stood behind Adrienne. "That's if you are Kit O'Malley."


  "She is," Adrienne said, stepping aside. "Ah, would you like a drink and a menu?"


  "A Scotch, with a splash of dry, please," she said. "And I'll try your anti pasto, if Ms O'Malley is ready to eat."


  Sally Shaw, she'd called herself when she phoned to arrange this meeting. She'd been brief and enigmatic, as so many of Kit's potential clients tended to be, either through nerves or because they thought they were supposed to be.


  But if she's Sally Shaw, then I'm Skippy the kangaroo, Kit thought.


  "I'll just get your drink then," Adrienne was saying as she rolled her eyes, which was only marginally more polite than Kit's open-mouthed reaction to the true identity of her new client and the bizarre disguise that 'Rebecca Jones' had chosen to wear. It was already too late to try and cover her surprise, and way too hard anyway - the woman looked ridiculous.


  "Oh dear," Rebecca said with a resigned sigh as she sat down and tugged on the multi-coloured jacket she was wearing over a black singlet above purple satin harem pants. "I've obviously overdone things, but I thought I might blend in like this."


  "Oh you blend in all right," Kit managed to say, "it's just the hair that's overdone."


  Rebecca patted the purple-streaked mass of moussed-out black hair, adjusted her oversize sunglasses and flashed Kit a Macleans smile.


  "But as a disguise it's a failure, right? I mean you obviously know who I am."


  "No and yes. It was your voice I recognised first. I doubt anyone out of earshot would have a clue," Kit said reassuringly. "Which means it wasn't you who rang to make this appointment."


  "No. And as you can see there's not a lot I can do about my voice, so I'll just keep it down."


  "Did you dress like this because of your business with me or is Sally Shaw an alter ego to help you avoid your fans?" Kit asked.


  "I assure you, this is a first," Rebecca said, giving herself something else to do by lighting a cigarette and taking a melodramatic drag on it.


  The Sally Shaw persona before Kit was so far removed from the exquisitely dressed, though always with a touch of understatement, blonde-bobbed presenter of the year's highest rating 'cultural lifestyle' program that her own mother probably wouldn't recognise her - until she spoke, that is. The voice was a dead give-away: deep and sexy; conspiratorial yet carrying a hint that all would be revealed; thoughtful, seemingly intelligent and, above all, perfectly punctuated - as if she was reading life from a cue card. Under the disguise, Rebecca Jones also had the sort of face about which her television director no doubt raved: 'the camera just loves her'.


  Adrienne reappeared with the Scotch then hovered behind Rebecca, pretending not to investigate the wig that Kit's potential new client was wearing by pretending not to eavesdrop.


  "I promised that table over there a complimentary garlic bread," Kit said, to distract her.


  "Yeah? Oh, fine. Okay," Adrienne said, heading back inside.


  "I was watching you deal with the trouble at that table," Rebecca stated. "You certainly have an original style of diplomacy, but why did you do it?"


  "Why? Because Drac would have let that jumped-up junior executive abuse or even hit him and he wouldn't have lifted a finger to defend himself, because he wouldn't want to cause a scene."


  "But he started the scene," Rebecca stated.


  "There are scenes and there are scenes," Kit shrugged. "He wasn't hurting anyone, was he?"


  "No, I guess not."


  "Besides, it's sort of my job to keep the peace around here at the moment."


  "Yes, I know. You've been organising security to help the Traders' Association deal with a local standover merchant," Rebecca whispered dramatically. "It just didn't occur to me that that would involve stopping street fights as well."


  Kit must have looked surprised because Rebecca lowered her sunglasses just enough to project one of her famous insightful looks - a momentary widening of her perfect blue eyes and just a hint of one raised eyebrow. Then the shades were up again and she sat back with a smile.


  "Do you practice that?" Kit asked.


  "I do actually," she laughed. "It seems to have a quite disconcerting effect on some of the people I interview."


  "I'm not surprised," Kit said. "So, it's obvious you've done some background research on me. Am I being interviewed for this job?"


  "No, not at all. I've already decided to hire you Ms O'Malley, that is if you can take me on. It looks like you're still busy here," Rebecca said, "so maybe you don't have the time."


  "Oh, I have time," Kit said. "I've finished here; I just like the food. But enough about me; oh, except to say that my mother has claimed dibs on the Ms, so you'll have to call me Kit or O'Malley. Now, you said on the phone you had a problem. Or rather Sally Shaw said she had a problem."


  "Actually Sally told you about my problem." Rebecca took a swig of her drink. It seemed now the grand entrance and small talk was out of the way that she was actually nervous about something.


  "I swear, she didn't tell me a thing," Kit denied, raising her palms to show they were empty.


  Rebecca smiled. "You'll probably think I'm silly..."


  "I doubt it," Kit said reassuringly. "I've heard some pretty silly things in my time, but rarely from someone who's taken the step of coming to me for help. Anyway the silliest thing about you right now is your wig, so things can only get more sensible."


  Rebecca laughed. "Tori Bennet was right about you. You do have the gift of making someone feel better in the middle of a crisis."


  Ah ha. Victoria Bennet. Two time client: first to catch a cheating spouse, second to organise the security gig for the Traders. Kit couldn't imagine how she'd made Tori feel better by filming her husband doing the gamahuche with his secretary on the boardroom table, but people take solace in all sorts of weird things. And Kit certainly wasn't going to tell Rebecca Jones that she usually made light of tense situations to make herself feel comfortable. There was nothing worse than getting nervous, involved or emotional in the middle of someone else's crisis.


  Get them to laugh O'Malley, and you won't have to deal with the tears, Kit thought.


  "You came all the way from Sydney to hire me on Tori's recommendation?" she asked.


  "Oh no. I didn't have this problem until I got to Melbourne. I've been in town for nearly three weeks doing some background research and setting up interviews with a host of artists, writers and musicians for a series of programs we're doing on the Melbourne scene. Tori and I had been spending a bit of time together catching up on the old days, we went to school together, when the letters started turning up. She recommended I talk to you."


  "Letters?"


  "Death threats actually."


  "Not your usual run-of-the-mill fan mail then," Kit observed. "Did you bring them with you?"


  "I brought today's little missive," Rebecca said, opening her clutch purse and placing an envelope on the table in front of her. "This one is so tacky I thought it would be enough for you to decide whether or not you could help. I disregarded the first two I got but I have another six in my hotel suite. If you take me on I thought we could meet tomorrow and work out what to do from there."


  "Have you spoken to the police?"


  "Yes, for all the good it did me. 'You're a celebrity Miz Jones, you have to expect a little attention', quote unquote."


  "I'm assuming you threw the first ones out. Why?"


  "Because I do get my share of hate mail, Kit, despite my sparkling and lovable personality," Rebecca said with a smile.


  "Why would you get hate mail? It's not like you're a current affairs journo who shoves her camera in some charlatan's face demanding to know why you're not getting a civil answer. You do the arts for heaven's sake."


  "Kit, darling," Rebecca said mockingly, "you obviously have no idea how many charlatans there are in the arts world. Admittedly most of them are administrators, which usually means they don't have an artistic bone in their bodies, but..." Rebecca wound her hands around in circles, implying she'd have a few tales to tell if there wasn't something more important on the table. She pushed the something over to Kit who picked up the envelope, pulled out the single sheet of paper covered in the standard letters cut from three different copies of probably the TV Week, and read:


  Sluts like you give hores a bad name


  Putting all loyal women to shame, to shame


  Stand back, stay away, keep your pussy well hid


  Or Dr Death will visit you and do what I bid.


  "Oh my god, that is awful," Kit exclaimed.


  "It's okay, I recognise the need to laugh when I see it," Rebecca smiled.


  "Good," Kit snorted. "Because it really is the worst poem I have ever read," she laughed.


  "So, what?" Rebecca shrugged. "You think I should ignore it?"


  "No. I wouldn't disregard this at all," Kit stressed. "I assume this person is not talking about your cat," she added.


  "I don't think so," Rebecca said, "but who would know?"


  "Sluts, whores, loyalty," Kit mused under her breath. "Did the other notes say the same sort of thing?"


  "No. They were a little more, I don't know, polite. And this is the first poem - such as it is. The other notes told me to stay away or die, without any mention of sluts or cats."


  "Stay away from what?" Kit queried.


  "I've no idea," Rebecca shrugged. "I'm more accustomed to fan mail that says I should be boiled in oil for giving Joe Bloggs a bad review. And that usually comes from Joe's mum or Aunty Gladys. It would be nice if these whackos could be more specific."


  "Nah, it's their job," Kit said. "It is the duty of all whackos to be obscure and misleading. If they came right out and said, 'stay away from my Pekingese' then we'd be able to narrow the field of suspects in no time. And where's the fun in that?"


  "This isn't much fun," Rebecca stated glumly.


  "It's not meant to be fun for you," Kit said. "Okay, first things first. Given the tone of this note, I have to ask, are you having an affair with a married man?"


  "Definitely not," Rebecca asserted. "I am in a perfectly stable and loving relationship."


  "Good. I take it that means you're also not cheating on your own someone with someone else who isn't married."


  Rebecca pressed a finger to her lips while she sorted that out. "No. Yes," she replied. "I'm not."


  "Good," Kit said, slipping the note back into the envelope.


  "Oh yeah, it's great," Rebecca said, waving her arm to attract Adrienne's attention. "It means I'm getting death threats from an unknown lunatic instead of a mad someone I might know."


  "Your dinner is on its way, " Adrienne announced, appearing at Kit's side.


  "Bugger the food," Rebecca declared. "I'll have another drink. A double this time."


  Kit waited for Adrienne to leave again before continuing. "It still may be someone you know. We can't discount that. Any ideas?"


  "Well, I did consider my ex-husband, for a brief moment, but it's not really his style. Besides I checked and Steven is on a romantic cruise of the Caribbean with betrothed number seven."


  "Colleagues?" Kit asked.


  "I suppose it's possible, anything is possible, but I doubt it. I mean why wait till I'm here in Melbourne?"


  "That's a good point. How many people came with you from Sydney?"


  "Everybody. Heart and Soul is produced by an independent company. We sell a finished program to the TV network. So we've quite literally brought everyone to Melbourne for six weeks."


  "How many is everyone?"


  "Seven, including me. We are using a few technical people from the studios here though."


  "OK. I'll need details on the other seven - their names, what they do and how long they've been working with you," Kit requested. "Plus, the names of the tech staff and everyone you've seen socially or interviewed since you've been in Melbourne, especially anyone who might be pissed off with you for any reason."


  "That's a tall order," Rebecca sneered.


  "We have to start somewhere."


  "That's everywhere."


  "That's a good place too," Kit said. "What's on your agenda for tomorrow?"


  "I'm redoing an interview with Darian Renault at 10 am and then..."


  "Is that the writer who isn't what he claimed to be?" Kit interrupted.


  Rebecca pursed her lips and tried not to grin. "Allegedly, his autobiography is fiction."


  "Why do you have to redo it?" Kit asked. "And when did you do what needs redoing?"


  "Two weeks ago. Darian had to rush his girlfriend to hospital, just as we were getting to the interesting bit. A false labour, as it turns out. So we're going again tomorrow."


  "Two weeks? Was that before or after the first note?" Kit asked.


  "Um, before - I think. I'm not really sure though. But why would Darian...?"


  "Do you know him? I mean had you met before this interview?"


  "No."


  Kit shrugged. "There's a posse of reporter types trying to get the juice on whether or not this guy's for real. Do you know anything they don't?"


  "I don't think so."


  "Did you let him think you did?"


  Rebecca shifted uncomfortably in her chair.


  "And you don't think that might be a motive for a bit of extracurricular creative writing?" Kit suggested, pushing the envelope back across the table.


  "It's a bit of an overreaction to threaten my pussy with Dr Death," Rebecca protested.


  "Yeah, well a degree in overreacting is also listed on the CV of every garden variety whacko," Kit observed. "I think Mr Renault deserves some attention. Can I come with you?"


  "Ah, yes of course. I'm not asking for a bodyguard though."


  "I'm aware of that. But I need to know what you know and the best way to do that is follow you around for a couple of days so that I can see who you see, or rather see who sees you, especially if you're revisiting people."


  "Okay. Who will you be?" Rebecca asked.


  "What do you mean?"


  "Who shall I say you are? I can't tell the truth, obviously."


  "Oh. We can work that out in the morning. How about I meet you in the Café in your hotel. I'll bring my contract for you to sign, while I look at the other letters and the list which you will have prepared for me by then," Kit proposed.


   


  The front doors of the Terpsichore, Melbourne's longest running full-time women's venue and Kit's home away from home, burst open as the entire Spangles baseball team and their hangers-on spilled out on to the street. Kit stood aside to let them pass, agreeing that 'yes they were, without a doubt, the greatest.'


  Kit paused for a few seconds, just in case there were some straggling Spanglettes bringing up the rear, and then pushed open the door of the piano bar-restaurant-disco more commonly known as Angie's. She stopped dead, hoping that it had in fact been Angie or her partner Julia's idea to apply purple and gold paint to the faces of the four goddess statues in the foyer pond or - greatest or not - the Spangles would be banned for life.


  Kit pushed on through into the bar and surveyed the crowd. A woman she'd never seen before was playing the piano, half the booths were occupied, about 15 women were crowded around the main pool table and two of her best mates were deep in conversation across the bar.


  Kit slid onto the bar stool beside Del Fielding, leant her head on her friend's shoulder to say hello and nodded to Angie, who was showing off a lovely two-months-in-the-South-Pacific tan and a rainbow-coloured T-shirt that read: I love with gay abandon.


  "Well, if it isn't the dyke dick," Angie remarked. "Have you been out sleuthing?"


  "That's charming," Kit said. "I am not now, nor have I ever been, a dick."


  "She's right Angie, that's not very nice. Don't call her names."


  Kit sat up and stared at Del. Yes, it was her. The same tall, handsome, grey-haired woman she'd had coffee with that morning. "What's with you? Since when do you stick up for me, in this company?"


  "I'm not sticking up for you, but there is someone here who might not like to hear things like that about you," Del said, raising her eyebrows suggestively.


  "I don't like to hear things like that about me. Who the hell else would care? And why would you worry that they did?" Kit asked suspiciously.


  "There's someone playing pool, now, who's been waiting for hours to see you," Del said.


  "Who?" Kit queried swivelling on her stool so she could see the pool room. "What? Rabbit wants to see me?"


  "Don't be silly, why would Rabbit want to see you?" Angie laughed.


  "Well who?" Kit asked, and then caught sight of the who that Rabbit MacArthur was playing with. "Oh, my, God! What is she doing here?" she demanded. "Del?"


  "Hey, it's not my fault. Besides she's having a great time."


  "I bet she is!" Kit exclaimed. She slid off her stool and, with her hands on her hips, approached the woman who for some strange reason was wearing a huge but official Spangles T-shirt over her green twinset, pearls and tartan trousers.


  The crowd around the table took a collective step back as the 58-year-old mother of two very grown-up children, used her pool cue to wave hello and exclaim, at the top of her voice, "at last!"


  "Mum, what are you doing here?" Kit asked.


  "Playing pool darling. And call me Lil."


  "Why?"


  "I don't want everyone to know I'm your mother," Lillian replied, as if she was stating the very-bloody-obvious.


  I don't either, Kit thought. "Why not?" she asked.


  "Sometimes I like to be myself."


  "But you've never been Lil," Kit laughed.


  "Well I am tonight. Rabbit, Booty and Sal have been teaching me how to play pool. Your father never taught me how to play. You never taught me how to play. So I'm making the most of what started out as a very traumatic evening."


  "Traumatic? Why, what? Tell me again why you're here."


  "She crashed her car," Rabbit volunteered.


  "Mum?"


  "Well it's true. Don't go panicking now Katherine, three hours after the event. Obviously I am fine. The car is a wreck, but I am fine. I just need a lift home, that's all."


  "What were you doing in this part of town?" Kit asked.


  "God, you ask a lot of questions O'Malley," Rabbit commented.


  "She's a private eye, Rabbit," Lillian said, instructively. "That's what she does, she asks questions. And to answer the last one, I wasn't in this part of town until after the accident. A tram driver ran me into the pub wall on that corner in Richmond. So after all the usual business with police and tow truck drivers and such, I walked to your place. You weren't there, Delbridge was, and here we all are." Lillian finished with another flourish of her pool cue.


  Kit raked her hands through her hair and peered at her mother closely. "A tram driver ran you into the wall of a hotel? Were you in his way or was the tram derailed at the time?"


  "Neither, Katherine. There was no tram, just a tram driver - in a blue Commodore. He was on his way home from work."


  "Right, of course he was," Kit acknowledged. "But you're okay?"


  "Yes, as you can see." Lillian waggled her hips.


  "Fine. Good. Um, I've just finished work, so I might go and have a drink at the bar with Del, while you finish your game. Unless you want me to take you home now."


  "No, not yet darling. Rabbit's about to teach me how to sight my stick to sink the eight thing," Lillian said.


  "Good," Kit headed back to Del. "Why did you bring my mother here?" she asked sweetly.


  "Because she was mildly shaken, extremely stirred up and could not be left to her own devices. Brigit said you were coming here, so here we are."


  "And where is Brigit, or shouldn't I ask?" Kit said.


  Del put her hands around her own throat and pretended to strangle herself. "Brigie is either going through early change of life, the longest case of PMT in history, or she is losing her mind. She hasn't decided which - yet. And she may well scare my mind into a very small cupboard before she figures it out. In the meantime she's..." Del hesitated, as if she didn't quite know how to break the news, then she called out to Angie who was at the other end of the bar: "Kit is really going to need that drink soon."


  "Del? In the meantime she's... what?"


  "She's gone to have a workout at the gym."


  Kit just stared at Del.


  Del shook her head slowly. "It's truly scary, I know."


  "To which gym has she, ah, gone?" Kit queried politely.


  "I don't think I should tell you," Del stated seriously. "It's taken me nearly two hours to get over the shock."


  "Oh Del, she hasn't gone to Lulu's Powder Puff?" Kit asked, pressing her hand dramatically to her forehead. "She'll be struck off the Seriously Feminist List. We have to go get her."


  "It's too late. Besides it's not Lulu's," Del said, trying to keep a straight face. "She put a pair of boxer shorts on over her track pants and went down to... um, she went to ask Mangle to sign her up for 'the works', including that karate boxing stuff. She wants to learn how to, and I quote: 'kick some serious butt'."


  "Oh my god!" Kit exclaimed. "Mangle's building is held together by jockstraps and testosterone. The gym is a known haunt for sweaty men, she'll hate it."


  "In her state, I doubt she'll notice," Del stated. "Perhaps we should go and get her though."


  "Yeah," Kit agreed. "After a drink or six."


  "What are you going to do after sex?" Angie asked, placing Kit's bourbon on the bar.


  "Nothing. Who said anything about sex?" Kit asked.


  "I did, just then," Angie grinned. "And I do, quite often. What about you, now that you've won the heart of the gorgeous Alex Cazenove?"


  Kit sighed deeply. "Angie, could we get this straight, once and for all? I have wooed Alex. I still have no idea whether I've won or not. Subject change, please."


  "Granted," Del stated obligingly. "If Brigie's mind and body is still in turmoil tomorrow, would you like to take her place and come to the airport with me to pick up my Aunt Sylvie?" When Kit looked puzzled by the request, Del shrugged and added, "Well, it's a different topic and it beats sitting around the office all day."


  "Thank you. And I'd love to Del, but I actually have to see my new client in the morning."


  "God, another one? They seem to be coming out of the woodwork," Del commented.


  "Yeah, it's great," Kit enthused. "The income, of course, is lovely and having a couple of jobs at a time keeps my mind off..." Kit sculled her drink, while her expression recovered from the mental kick she'd given herself. God, O'Malley, she thought. You can't even keep your mind off keeping your mind off it. "It keeps me occupied," she finished.


  "You'll have to take on a sidekick at the rate you're going," Del said. "Oh dear. No matter how busy you get, you must not mention that idea to Brigit. She may think one session with Mangle qualifies her to be your muscle girl."


  "Oh, I don't know," Kit grinned. "Brigie could always give the bad guys a good tongue lashing."


  "Keeps your mind off what?" Angie asked.


  "Aaggh!" Kit exclaimed putting her head down on the bar.


  "Well, that was your fault," Del said, stroking Kit's head. "I tried to keep the subject changed."


  "What, what?" Angie demanded.


  "The gorgeous Alex Cazenove. What else would she be trying to keep her mind off?" Del said.


  "But?" Angie began.


  Kit, head still down on the bar, waved her hand at Del. "Go on, tell her."


  "After the shootout on the docks," Del explained, in a mock-dramatic voice, "Alex checked herself out of hospital and caught a plane to Adelaide from where she rang Kit to apologise for leaving so abruptly. Her grandmother, it seems, had taken ill."


  "But the docks thing was weeks ago," Angie said. Kit held up nine fingers.


  "Nine weeks ago," Del verified. "From Adelaide she went to Perth to 'sort stuff out'."


  "What stuff?"


  Kit sat up. "Stuff stuff. Ex-relationship stuff."


  "Must be complicated," Angie noted. "But then, Alex never was noted for a lack of complexity. You didn't do anything to scare her off, did you Kit? I mean she's not hiding from you is she?"


  Kit rapped her empty glass on the bar and scowled at Angie. "I don't think so."


  "Sorry," Angie stated, raising her hands in surrender before reaching for the Bourbon. "Well when is she coming back?"


  "Sometime this week," Kit replied. "She has to because she's getting married on Saturday."


  "Married?" Angie said reflectively. "I see." She reached for Kit's glass and sculled the contents. "No I don't. You are going to have to explain. I thought you were joking about that."


   


  "It was very nice indeed of Elizabeth to give you this jeep, Katherine," Lillian commented as she slammed the passenger door and waited on the footpath.


  "It's not actually a jeep Mum, and 'nice' is kind of an understatement," Kit said, as she remote-locked her still almost brand-spanking-new dark blue RAV4. "I refused it of course, but Quinn had already registered it in my name. She said if I didn't drive it she'd leave it in the street to gather parking tickets, which I would have to pay. What could I do?"


  "Accept it graciously," Lillian nodded. "You know you could have taken me home. I'm perfectly okay," she added as she followed Kit around the corner into Swan Street.


  "I'm sure you are, Mum. But you wrote your car off, and you haven't been alone since it happened. It probably hasn't even sunk in yet. And what if you've got concussion or something?"


  "But I didn't hit my head, Katherine. How could I have concussion?"


  "I don't know, Mum," Kit said desperately. "Humour me, okay?"


  "All right darling, if you insist. Oh isn't that nice."


  "What?" Kit asked unlocking the street door that opened into the foyer that led to her office and those of Aurora Press, Del and Brigit's little publishing empire.


  "Your name on the front door."


  "Yeah," Kit laughed. "Del had it done for my birthday. She figured O'Malley Investigations had been going long enough to prove I was really serious, and that I therefore needed more than a little shingle on my own door."


  "She is a very sensible woman, that Delbridge," Lillian observed leading the way up the stairs to Kit's apartment. "Although I'm not sure about Brigit at the moment. She seems to be seriously out of sorts. You two had better keep an eye on her. You wouldn't want her to go completely off her trolley and run off to join a cult, like Valerie."


  Kit stood next to her mother with her key half way to the door. She didn't want to ask, but not doing so now might make as many as seventeen future conversations completely unfathomable. She unlocked the door, ushered her mother inside and took a deep breath. "Who is Valerie?"


  "You know Valerie, from the golf club. Constance and I went to Yarrawonga with her and Marguerite last year."


  "Of course you did," Kit said, none the wiser. "What cult has she joined?"


  "Oh that new thing on the Peninsula," Lillian said, heading into the galley kitchen.


  "There's a cult on the Mornington Peninsula?" Kit queried.


  "Yes, the Cult of the Loony Bins or something," Lillian stated. "Valerie has gone quite silly with the whole thing. She's sitting in lotus positions, sporting the guru's head on a necklace, chanting in mantises. It's beyond me!" Lillian threw up her hands and then turned the kettle on.


  "I think it's a mantra, Mum," Kit offered, not wanting to explore the notion of Valerie, whoever she was, wearing a guru's head around her neck.


  "Mantra, mantis who cares? There's way too much weird stuff going on these days. I think the government is putting something experimental in our water."


  "What? To make us join cults?"


  "No. To see if we have the strength of mind and intestinal fortitude to reject their influence."


  "Are you sure you didn't hit your head, Mum?" Kit asked.


  "Don't be rude darling and please don't tell me you think the government is there to serve our best interests. I was sure I'd raised you to be more questioning than that," Lillian said, her eyes shifting focus as if she was casting her mind back to Kit's childhood and the serious political lessons which basically boiled down to: 'when you're old enough, you can vote for anyone you like but don't ever expect them to be better than the fools who are already running things, whoever they are'.


  "It's okay Mum, I know they're all self-serving bastards," Kit smiled, sitting sideways on a breakfast-bar stool so she could lean her back against the wall. "But that doesn't mean they're experimenting on us."


  "It doesn't mean they're not either. I've seen The X Files, so I know what conspiracies are out there," Lillian stated as she passed Kit's coffee across the bench to her.


  "You are aware of the fictional nature of that show, aren't you Mum?"


  Lillian gave Kit a withering look. "Just as you are aware of the rotational theory of life imitating art imitating life. There is always an element of truth in fiction."


  "Yeah, right," Kit nodded. "And that would be the truth that visiting aliens only ever abduct Americans; and only ever to carry out bizarre gynaecological or rectal experiments. Think about it, Mum. If you were an alien who'd travelled thousands of light years to get here, where would you touch down? In America, where the locals are likely to shoot you on sight; or Australia, where we'd probably invite you down to the pub for a beer?"


  "Well, here naturally - if I was an explorer alien," Lillian said. "But darling, you're quite wrong about the other aliens only taking Americans, although you can be forgiven for succumbing to that popular misconception."


  Explorer alien? Kit thought. "I can?" she asked, wondering whether it was too late to have her mother admitted to hospital for observation - just in case.


  "Yes of course," Lillian verified, her gaze suddenly shifting again, this time as if she'd noticed a couple of Men in Black standing behind Kit. "They abduct specimens from everywhere. Your thing is blinking."


  "They do? What thing?" Kit asked, refusing to give in to confusion.


  "Your answering thing. Of course they do. The rectal-probing aliens land all over the planet," Lillian stated, completely straight-faced. Which was a worry. "You think about it, Katherine. Why on earth," she continued, chuckling at her unintentional pun, "would the aliens only want Americans? That is part of the rotational theory in a nutshell. Art imitating life: the Yanks just love to be the centre of attention, even if that centre is in the middle of something grotesquely unpleasant."


  Kit peered at her mother, trying to work out if her pupils were dilated. "How do you know this?"


  "Mimi Burrage, from my theatre group," Lillian stated, "she's an abductee. She was taken on the road to Ballarat one night last winter."


  "That explains a lot," Kit remarked, recalling that Mimi Burrage always looked startled, as if she'd just stuck her finger in a power socket and had quite enjoyed the sensation.


  Kit slid off her stool, carried her coffee into her office space and sat down at her desk. She was tempted to ask why these particular rectal-probing aliens had bothered to bring Mimi back, but decided this was not a good time to be discussing someone else's delusion with her mother. Besides, knowing Lillian and her 'facts' it was far more likely that Mimi Burrage had been taken to Ballarat last winter by a retail promoter called Eileen.


  "I'm going to the loo," Lillian announced, as she headed up the hall.


  "I'll call The Age, perhaps they can put it in the Odd Spot," Kit said, in response to her mother's habit of informing people exactly where she was going when she left a room, to save them the trouble of asking or wondering.


  The answering machine counter registered six calls. Kit hit the play button.


  Del: "Um, don't panic. She's fine, but your Mum's had an accident. I'm taking her to Angie's."


  Kit wondered whether it would have been better or worse knowing before she got there that her mother was going to try and outsparkle the Spangles.


  Marek: "I need a favour. Can you give me a call?"


  Curious. Since when does Jon Marek actually ask a favour? From me?


  Lillian: "There's no need to rush. I'm learning how to crack em up. What? Oh, rack em up."


  Worse, Kit thought. Much worse.


  Alex: "O'Malley, hi. It looks like I've missed you again."


  "Stop ringing when I'm out then," Kit begged the answering machine, as the sound of Alex's voice flooded her body with a rush of Cazenove-induced endorphins. She crossed her legs.


  Brigit: "Far out Kit! This is the bees-fucking-knees. You don't have to be thin, you just have to have balance. Who'd have thought I had balance. Well me actually, but that was more of a spiritual thing. Bloody hell - I feel marvellous. Oh. Do you know about your Mum yet? You should see the front wall of the pub!"


  Just as well I have a clue what you're on about Brigie, Kit thought. Or I'd be checking your pockets for drugs.


  Alex: "I'll be back in Melbourne on Wednesday. Do you want to have lunch? Perhaps you could meet me at my office at noon."


  "Oh yes! Oh yes!" Kit chanted.


  Hang on a sec... just lunch? Shit! What does that mean?


  It's OK. It's OK, she said to herself. Alex probably just wants to talk things over.


  Over? What do you mean over? herself asked.


  Jeez, O'Malley. Don't be such a pessimist! I suppose you think she's come to her senses and doesn't want you any more? Is that it?


  Yes, herself replied petulantly.


  You idiot. This is the beginning not the end. She wants to talk first and make mad passionate love after.


  Oh. Good.


  Having sorted that out with herself, Kit smiled and lay her head down on the answering machine. She'd just realised how truly ridiculous she probably looked when she heard her mother re-entering the room.


  "You can't sleep there, Katherine. For goodness sake, go to bed."


  "Yes Mum," Kit agreed, opening one eye. Lillian was either smiling fondly at her or looking bemused, it was hard to tell which. She was also cradling The Cat in her arms.


  "I'm taking Thistle in to sleep with me. I think she'd be quite disturbed by you right now."


  "OK, Mum. I love you too. Sleep well."


  CHAPTER TWO


  "Morning," Kit observed. There being nothing particularly 'good' about 9 am, she had elected to drop the adjective and acknowledge only that it was before noon. A waiter appeared offering coffee, a menu and a glass of water, before she'd even managed to settle her bum in the chair opposite the depressingly refreshed-looking and now easily recognisable Rebecca Jones.


  "Double espresso," she said to the waiter. "My god, you look amazing," she said to Rebecca. "How long have you been awake?"


  "Since six." Rebecca removed her reading glasses and adjusted the fringe of her blonde hair.


  "There's something oddly obscene about that," Kit noted.


  "You are not a morning person, I see," Rebecca said, as she folded her newspaper and put it to one side. "I think it's the best time of the day but then I'm quite hopeless after 10.30 at night. Mind you, it's only been that way for the last four years. I was a night owl before I turned 40."


  Kit ran her hands through her hair and nodded to the newspaper. "Well, the world could end overnight and I wouldn't know a thing about it until the evening TV news - or until I realised there wasn't any evening TV news. Is there anything worth knowing at this time of the day?"


  Rebecca shrugged. "Political skulduggery in Washington, bombs in the Middle East, floods in Queensland. Closer to home you have a teenager missing from Footscray, a by-election in Nareen, a body in an Elwood freezer, and two footballers out of something important due to groin injuries."


  "Same old shit then," Kit said, noticing an odd encounter in the doorway of the café between a redhead and a very-much-taller than her, bloke. "And, I may well be alone in this opinion," Kit stated, "but I can actually get through a day without knowing about a footballer's groin."


  "I have no interest in a footballer's anything," Rebecca agreed.


  "And it's only March for god's sake," Kit grumbled, "footy used to be a winter thing." She kept an eye on the now-agitated redhead, who'd seemed unusually annoyed by a bloke who looked like he'd only approached to ask directions or... Or, maybe not! Kit hadn't heard their exchange but Mr Broad-shoulders had waved towards Rebecca - well, in their general direction - and, in response, the woman had seemingly either told him to nick off, or 'be less obvious'.


  "Now we have to put up with knuckledraggers all bloody year," Kit continued, her senses on serious alert, as the redhead was moving haltingly but definitely in their direction. The waiter, delivering Kit's coffee, blocked her view for a moment; but that was all the woman needed. When he moved, she was right there - behind Rebecca and reaching into a shoulder-slung briefcase.


  Kit leapt to her feet. "Can I help you?" she demanded.


  The woman looked completely taken aback and Rebecca started laughing. "Whoa there, Kit," she said. "It's okay. This one's a friend."


  "Are you sure?" Kit asked, eyeing her suspiciously.


  "Yes, she's sure," the redhead snapped.


  "In that case, I apologise," Kit said, covering her overreaction by offering a chair.


  "Kit O'Malley, Sally Shaw, etc.," Rebecca said waving her hand between the two of them.


  "Ah, the real thing," Kit pronounced. "You don't look anything like the drag queen Rebecca was impersonating last night."


  "I told her the wig was overdoing it," Sally said with a smile that wasn't in the least bit friendly.


  "There's no point going out half disguised," Rebecca stated, obviously trying to ignore the envelope that Sally had removed from her briefcase. She sighed. "Don't tell me that's another one."


  Sally placed her fingers over her mouth so she couldn't speak.


  "Who was the bloke you were talking to, Sally?" Kit asked.


  "What bloke?"


  "The big guy in the foyer on your way in," Kit prompted.


  "Oh him. That was, um, you know RJ." Sally turned to Rebecca. "It was that up-himself wanker with the penis-name that we just had to have a drink in the bar with last week."


  "You mean Donker?" Rebecca laughed, then turned to Kit and gave a dismissive wave. "He's a long, long-ago-ex of an old friend of mine. We'd crossed paths here a couple of times in the last fortnight and I finally did the sociable thing last week."


  "Pff! You could have said no to the Donker bore," Sally emphasised.


  "Is he staying in the hotel?" Kit asked.


  "No. He has a business in the city and sometimes does lunch here."


  "And there's no other connection?" Kit asked. "He's not an old ex of yours as well?"


  "Good god, no!" Rebecca laughed. "And, until this visit, I hadn't seen him for twenty years."


  "Okay," Kit shrugged. "Um, can I see today's note?" she asked Sally, holding out her hand.


  Sally glanced at Rebecca and then drew her moment of total disapproval out for so long that Kit contemplated enrolling in a car maintenance course just to fill in time.


  "For heaven's sake, Sally," Rebecca snapped. "Give it to her!"


  "It's already open," Kit noted, trying to ignore Sally's antagonism.


  "I open all of Rebecca's mail," Sally stated.


  Kit glanced at Rebecca and raised one eyebrow.


  "Sally is my PA," Rebecca finally explained.


  Kit returned her attention to the envelope, which was exactly the same kind as the previous one and, like it, was also postmarked 'Melbourne'.


  "Have they all been posted from the city?" Kit asked.


  "I don't know," Rebecca said.


  "Yes," Sally verified. "I checked," she said with a shrug, when Rebecca looked surprised. "It's something that detectives always ask, isn't it?"


  "Yeah, I guess," Kit laughed, wondering how the hell Sherlock Holmes would cope in this day and age with so many no-name brands of paper, and envelopes with no distinguishing features. Just like this one, she thought pulling out the single sheet, which was unusual only because of the collage of coloured letters cut from one in a million copies of the New Idea. This time it said:


  So you're still here, you slut, you hore


  And you think you can come back for more


  Watch out or you'll die in a field of slime


  For trying to take what's mine, all mine.


  "Am I still going to die?"


  "Looks like it," Kit replied.


  "Don't talk like that, RJ. And you," Sally snarled at Kit, "you're supposed to be solving this."


  "Hey, I'm good," Kit claimed, gesturing to herself with both hands. "But I'm not that good."


  "Don't be so narky, Sally," Rebecca said. "I have only two choices while Kit is solving this; either I laugh about it or I hide in my room."


  "The latter probably being the next best thing to running you out of town, which is obviously the purpose of these lovely poems," Kit said, handing the note to Rebecca. "You'll be pleased to know there's no mention of your cat this time."


  "Thank god for that," Rebecca smiled.


  "You don't have a cat," Sally stated.


  "My pussy, Sal. My pussy," Rebecca said.


  "Oh."


   


  Darian Renault was a gangly, thick-necked, wiry-haired, bespectacled, no-other-noun-would-suit nerd. Oh, maybe dweeb, Kit thought. The guy looked like the closest he'd ever come to taking drugs was watching Trainspotting on video. His clean, arrogant, pseudo-intellectual image was probably why half the journalists in town where questioning the authenticity of his semi-autobiographical grunge novel Shoot.


  The story of his alleged ex-life as a junkie, engendered by a childhood of abuse by yet another of those religious brotherhoods that had completely misunderstood the concept of cheek turning, had been successfully controversial because of its explicitness even before the brouhaha over its veracity was sparked by a leading question on a local radio show.


  While Heart and Soul was culture not current affairs, high art and punk rock not foot-in-the-door tabloid TV, it was obvious that Rebecca Jones knew a 'story' when she smelt one. One of the trademarks of her show was the on-location conversations with her guests. Studio interviews were a rare thing, as Rebecca knew she and her viewers got a better feel for the artist, writer, rock singer or symphony conductor, if they were presented in their natural habitats - at the easel, in a room of their own, or in the beer-stained pub or Concert Hall.


  Kit watched Rebecca at work in Darian Renault's lair. She was a consummate professional, relaxed and comfortable before the camera, and unfazed by Darian's deliberately tangled responses to her straightforward questions. And while it seemed she was doing a standard author profile, her questions were subtly circling the truth contained in his book.


  Kit also noticed, with interest, that Darian's home turf was providing him with no advantage at all. His in-the-process-of-being-renovated workers' cottage in Abbortsford, reflected how he wanted to live, now that fame was shining a small spotlight on him, but his immaculately tidy office provided no backdrop and no insight into the man as a writer, or rather no insight into the man as someone who had written anything.


  Darian Renault - and where did he get that name, Kit wondered - was cool enough when the camera was on him, but almost hostile when it wasn't, and he answered everything in generalisations, ultimately saying nothing he hadn't said before.


  "I understand that you don't wish to name the school, Darian," Rebecca was saying, "but don't you think it's time that the so-called Christians who did this to you and the other boys back in the seventies are held accountable?"


  "Of course I do, Rebecca. But I am not the only one involved in this tragedy. I have to wait until I have tracked down my fellow students before taking the matter further. I have found two old friends and I am hoping my book will bring the others to me. You see," Darian stopped, and swallowed dramatically, "I can only guess what their lives have been like. Some may have conquered our shared demons and found a peaceful or profitable life, others may have taken the road I did, but... but may not have survived it."


  Oh yeah. Sure thing, Kit thought. She was unmoved, unimpressed and unconvinced by Darian's performance. She'd dealt with a lot of junkies during her time on the force. She'd also seen the eyes of the few who'd managed to get off the crap, and no matter how straight they got there was always that look of vacant yearning, for either the drugs themselves or for everything they'd lost because of them; as if their very souls were haunted.


  The look in Darian Renault's eyes held none of that; it was calculating, way too calculating. Kit didn't believe a word he said.


  She slipped quietly off her stool and retreated through the kitchen and out into the back garden where the still-very-pregnant girlfriend was being held captive at a table by a still-very-grumpy Sally Shaw.


  "How's it going in there?" Sally asked pointedly. She'd been given the job of keeping Rhonda occupied and away from Darian, so no 'rescue me now with another fake labour' plan could be put into action. Sally looked greatly relieved to be rescued herself, even if it was by Kit.


  "I should go and find out," Rhonda suggested.


  "No, it's fine. I think they're about to finish up," Kit lied. "We wouldn't want to make any noise in there now."


  "Of course not," Rhonda agreed anxiously.


  "You must be very proud of Darian," Kit said, taking a seat opposite her.


  "Oh yes."


  "How long have you two been an item?"


  "Three years. We met in Adelaide when he was on hols. I actually accosted him on the street," Rhonda smirked, "coz he looked like, um, like someone I knew. He thought I was chatting him up. And now with the baby almost here and the book being so successful everything's, like, wow."


  "I imagine it is," Kit said.


  "Yeah, like wow," Sally agreed, as she rolled her eyes disdainfully.


  "So, are you a writer too, Rhonda?" Kit asked, ignoring Sally's incredulous look.


  "Oh god no! One in the family is enough. I'm a nurse, or I was before I got knocked-up, I mean before the baby. Oh look, they have finished. Excuse me." Given that she looked like she was about to drop sextuplets any second, Rhonda was up and gone in a flash the moment Darian appeared at the back door.


  "What a relief!" Sally exclaimed. "Honestly, she is one of the most idiotic and boring women I have ever met."


  Kit smiled as she stood up to return to the house. "Never underestimate what you can learn from the boring idiots of this world."


  "What? Are you saying you learned something from that?" Sally sneered.


  "Enough to raise a suspicion," Kit hinted.


  "What, for heaven's sake?"


  "I deal in facts gained from investigating suspicions not gossip generated by them, Sally."


  "Oh tosh!"


  Kit shrugged. "When I know for sure, I'll pass it on. If it's relevant."


   


  Kit sat in her driver's seat and waited until the camera, sound and lighting team, and a gofer called Barnaby, had crammed into the Heart and Soul van and driven off, before she started her own engine. Rebecca opened the passenger door and climbed in beside her and Sally took her sweet time fiddling with an armful of stuff before she got in the back. Kit wondered what her problem was.


  "Sally tells me you found something out about Darian," Rebecca said, casually snapping her seat belt into place, "but you won't tell us."


  "Yet," Kit finished, as she pulled out from the curb. "I won't tell you yet. At the moment it's just an anomaly in the space-time continuum, it may mean nothing at all."


  "Does it have something to do with my letters and your case for me, or the man himself?"


  "Himself" Kit repeated. "Nothing to do with you, as far as I know."


  "OK. So what about him and me? Do you think he's writing the letters?"


  "I think he's a born story-teller Rebecca, but not the kind he's pretending to be. In my opinion he's a liar and an impostor; one of your art world charlatans. I seriously doubt he lived the life he's claiming, but I don't think he's sending you death threats."


  "You got all that from that piddly little chat with Rhonda?" Sally asked.


  "No, I got all that from listening to Darian Renault," Kit said, glancing at Sally in the rearview mirror. "And I'll make you a bet: if that's his real name then I'll change mine to Boadicea."


  "How come you can slander Darian but you can't tell us what you learned from his girlfriend?"


  "Not can't, Sally. I won't tell you," Kit explained.


  "But we're paying you to find stuff out and tell us," Sally insisted. "I mean, tell Rebecca."


  "Yeah," Kit acknowledged. "That's true, if it has something to do with the threats against her. On the other hand if, during the course of my investigation, I discover 'stuff' about someone else then I'll use my own discretion to decide who, if anyone, I tell. If it's something that I think Rebecca will use responsibly, then she might get lucky." Kit cast a smiling glance at Rebecca who flashed a very charming 'go on, you can tell me' look back at her.


  "This is something you could have uncovered yourself, Rebecca," Kit teased. "You're already digging, and I'm sure even an arts journo knows how to get the real dirt. Although, maybe it's the sort of thing you'd normally delegate to a PA, if they hadn't already thought of it themselves."


  "Oh, ha!" Sally said snidely. "And I suppose you can tell us how it's done."


  "Our jobs are essentially the same," Kit shrugged, waiting for the lights to change so she could turn onto Hoddle Street. "If you want to get the lowdown on someone you don't go to them for the answers, you ask the spouse or partner who washes their socks or pays their bills. You want to know something about a writer - or anybody who doesn't live a solitary existence - you ask the person who makes the coffee for them while they work. You give that person some attention, put them in the spotlight for a change. After all, how many writers would admit that they drink too much, that they can't spell Popocatepetl, or that they can only write with a pair of jocks on their head."


  "Or that they are trying to pass fiction off as truth. Is that what you're implying?" Rebecca asked.


  Kit waggled her head. "Or someone else's fiction off as their truth; or someone else's truth off as their semi-bio-fiction; or any combination of the above," she said, making a right turn into Victoria Parade towards the city centre.


  "Ooh, this is intriguing," Rebecca grinned. "Come on, Sally, you were there. What did she say?"


  "Buggered if I know," Sally said. "I switched off when she started talking about fluid retention."


  "Not Rhonda, silly. What did Kit say?"


  "She asked that moron if she was a writer."


  "And?" Rebecca demanded, as Kit reached towards her CD player. "What was her answer?"


  Melissa Etheridge's Yes I Am drowned out Sally's response and Rebecca's laughter.


  Five minutes later Kit pulled into the sweeping drive of the Sofitel on Collins Street. Sally did a lot of harrumphing while she gathered her stuff together and got out. Kit figured she'd have stormed off in a huff had she not dropped the same thing three times on her way to the hotel lobby.


  "Is it just me, or did Sally graduate from the College for Grouchy Assistants?" Kit asked.


  "I'm sorry Kit, just ignore her," Rebecca said. "She's worried about me and it's making her crabby. Really crabby. Sally is my treasure and I would be truly, truly lost without her. But she thinks we should go home so she's taking her disapproval of my decision to stay, out on you. I will speak to her and ask that she at least be polite."


  "No, don't worry about it Rebecca," Kit reassured her. "My contract is with you. Sally can be as cranky and disagreeable as she likes, as long as she doesn't mind me biting back."


  Rebecca laughed. "I will tell her that. Under normal circumstances I take her advice on most things of importance, but I just don't agree with her on this. I refuse to be bullied by someone who doesn't have the guts to present their grievance face to face, or the sense to be more specific so I can do what they want - if I feel like it."


  "I doubt you really want to come face to face with this bully," Kit stated.


  "And you don't think it's Darian?"


  "No. As non-specific as the letters are, they do imply that you have, or have taken, or you want something that belongs to the person who's writing them. Or, factoring in another aspect of your card-carrying whacko, he or she thinks whatever it is belongs to them."


  "It's beyond me what it could be," Rebecca growled in frustration. "So, what next?"


  Kit pulled a sheet of paper from her jacket pocket and unfolded it. "I'm going to start at the top of this very long list you gave me this morning. I should have enough time to visit Peter Wendle, Sylvie Asher and Rekon5 this afternoon. Does he really answer to that name?"


  "Rekon5 was his graffiti tag."


  "But now he's a sculptor," Kit said. "And a grown-up?"


  "Yep. Well, almost grown-up, but he is a very talented sculptor," Rebecca replied.


  "You're not doing anything else today, are you?" Kit verified.


  "No. I'm going to have a bath and a nice lie down."


  "Good. If you change your mind or get invited anywhere, let me know. Especially..."


  "...if I've already been there or seen them since I've been in Melbourne," Rebecca finished.


  "Spot on," Kit nodded. "And, given the drink you and Sally had in the bar with... Donk was it?"


  "Donker," Rebecca laughed. "Or John."


  "Right, Donker John," Kit shook her head. "I want you to think back and make a new list of people like him you may have forgotten to put on this one. You know, any other exes of old friends or their nephews, mothers, dogs or..."


  Rebecca pulled an 'uh-oh, I've just remembered fifty-three people' kind of face.


  "What?" Kit asked.


  "Jack."


  "Jack who?"


  "Jack my ex-brother-in-law Jack. And, oh dear, you're right, I'd better think about this."


  Kit sighed and smiled. "Also, to speed up my process of elimination, if would be great if you could organise another get-together with Tori Bennet and the old school mates you dined with the week before last. A few people in one place makes my job easier. Sometimes."


  "Lunch tomorrow, at Tori's," Rebecca announced. "Already happening."


  "Splendid. We'll think up a cover for me, but ask Tori not to let anyone know who I am."


   


  Kit closed the front door and crept up the five steps from the inside landing, pressing herself against the wall. The black commando had started her raids again but still hadn't figured out that flicking her tail against the begonia leaves was a dead giveaway. Kit reached in and gave it a gentle tug.


  Thistle leapt three feet in the air and then ran half way across the landing before skidding around to a stop near the island bench. Regaining her composure, by pretending once again that nothing she ever did no matter how ridiculous was unintentional, The Cat then strolled purposefully into the kitchen and sat by her empty food bowl.


  "It's not dinner time Thistle," Kit laughed. "It's not even five o'clock yet." She grabbed a carton from the fridge and poured herself a glass of milk.


  "Broonk," Thistle remarked.


  "Oh really? And then what happened?" Kit asked wondering, as she poured milk into The Cat's bowl, whether she'd been living on her own for too long.


  But things are going to change. Very, very soon, she sang to herself.


  "Only two more sleeps before Alex comes back, Thistle. I hope for your sake she likes cats."


  Kit placed her glass on the bench and watched it carefully for a moment, just in case it was something in the milk that had made her say that.


  God O'Malley, what are you doing? You're starting to think like your mother. What's even worse is you're thinking about setting up house with someone you don't even know well enough to know whether she likes cats or not. Or whether she wants to set up house. Or whether she really wants to see you again for any longer than it takes to tell you she doesn't. No wonder the woman has stayed in Perth so long. You probably did scare her off.


  "Do something normal, for heaven's sake," she said aloud. "Go write your report."


  Kit wandered obediently into her office, turned on the computer and opened the file that she'd started on her new client before going to bed the night before.


  Well, this distraction won't take long, she thought, flipping open her notebook and unfolding Rebecca's list. She keyed in the names and contact numbers of the twenty-seven people on the list, and the reasons for their inclusion - school friend, colleague, Heart and Soul guest. Then she added her impressions of the four she'd met so far, including the unlikelihood that any of them were responsible for the poetic threats against Rebecca's continued well-being.


  Although Kit surmised the letter-writer was probably someone that Rebecca knew, she still had to run down every avenue of possibility. Sticking to her cover, that she was researching a book called Women in Television, Kit had had no problem in getting her 'suspects' to open up about their opinion of Rebecca and her show. And none so far had betrayed even a hint of animosity towards her. Even Darian Renault's evasive rudeness during and after the taping of his interview had been defensive rather than offensive, and aimed at the media in general and not Rebecca in particular.


  The other three she'd visited today were even less suspicious. Peter Wendle, manager of The Funny Club, a bar-cafe venue for stand-up comedians was himself a very funny bloke who was over the moon about being featured on Heart and Soul; Sylvie Asher, an agoraphobic who hadn't left her house for seven years, was an otherwise cheerful writer of best-selling fantasy fiction who loved having visitors and thought Rebecca was an absolute delight; and Rekon5, who was still known as 'Bruce' to his afternoon-tea-serving mum Marjie, was only arguably a sculptor but he did think it was 'ace' that the Rebecca Jones was interested in his junkyard art.


  Kit saved the file and closed it, then picked up the phone and hit Hector's speed-dial button.


  "Yo! Graffico Game Design and Cyber Investigators; Hector Chase can't talk to you right now. You know what to do."


  "I know exactly what to do," Kit said, after the beep. "What's this cyber investigators nonsense? I'll just have to do this job myself now, as you are obviously suffering detective delusions."


  She hung up and headed into the kitchen, smiling to herself as she took a beer from the fridge. She still couldn't reconcile the snappy-dressing twenty-two-year-old Hector she knew now, with the punk teenager she'd had to arrest several times for joy-riding and burglary. The completely-together version was such a far cry from that angry and unhappy kid, who'd run away from several foster homes so he could care for his junkie mother, that Kit sometimes had to remind herself he was the same person. Despite his shitty life he'd barely missed a day of high school and had then put himself through TAFE college and started his own business as a freelance computer whiz.


  Kit had used Hector's Internet skills a few times in the last two months and was contemplating making the deal official, if she could get him to stop referring to himself as a freelance cyberdick.


  Kit was about to return to her computer, when something made her change direction. She jogged down the three stairs to her sunken lounge and dropped into her armchair instead.


  It is so spooky, she smiled, how your own mind, can change your mind.


  'News time', was all that her procrastinating bits of grey matter had to think in order to override the semi-subconscious suggestion that, as she had no other plans for the night, she could do some writing. Kit grabbed the remote control and, just in case the world had ended since Rebecca's rundown of world news that morning, closed her eyes until she heard advertising-kiddies singing "We're happy little Vegemites".


  Phew! Proof positive that Planet Earth was A-OK.


  Hang on a sec, she thought, sitting forward in puzzlement as she watched the 'in the news tonight' prelude that followed the ad break. Something dire had happened: today, Monday, had definitely been the day the Earth stood still.


  Edward Bonney, the partly-mummified newsreader with 'decades of experience' (meaning he had a great voice but no journalistic background) had cast a patronising smile at his pert and young, blonde and female co-anchor (who'd just done a stint as a foreign correspondent), then carefully enunciated the day's events. There had been: political skulduggery in Washington, bombs in Iraq, floods in Brisbane, a missing teenager in Footscray, a by-election in Nareen, a frozen body in Elwood, and two knuckledraggers out of something important because they'd hurt their groins.


  "Diddums," Kit said, thinking it was trés weird that absolutely nothing had happened in the world today that The Age hadn't known about when it went to press early that morning.


  She was about to flick stations happy to remain half-informed, still, by relying only on the headlines, when it suddenly occurred to her that since the recent redistribution of whatever it is that gets redistributed so that electoral boundaries can be changed, she might now actually be a resident of the Nareen electorate and therefore might have to vote for somebody sometime soon.


  The contest for the seat of Nareen heated up today as the major parties officially launched their campaigns for the forthcoming by-election, " Bonney announced, as the images flicked from his familiar face to a host of people Kit had never laid eyes on before.


  "That's nice Bonney boy," Kit said to the television, "but where is Nareen?"


  "Liberal candidate, Joseph Cramer, supported by the rousing cheers of the party-faithful, went for the big sell, while Labor's Ellen Drury, and her small entourage, pounded the pavement of three bayside shopping strips to meet the people whose votes she hopes to win."


  "Does this bayside bit extend to Richmond?" Kit asked, as Bonney crossed to a 'live' reporter.


  "In the second day of his campaign Carter Walsh, leader of the fledgling Australia First party, was struck but unharmed by rotten fruit thrown by hecklers who were, otherwise, kept at bay by a small contingent of police. The new party, whose platform of 'old-fashioned family values' has been labelled by some as sexist, racist and homophobic, continues to generate controversy. The growing number of very vocal detractors now protests at every meeting attended by the still swelling ranks of supporters.


  "And with two weeks until the by-election, occasioned by the suicide last month of sitting Independent MP Barry Page, the situation in Nareen will only get more interesting with the separate campaign launches tomorrow of the two competing Independents. Retiring Mayor of Brinlea, Carol Webster, has the political credibility, but ex-footballer Malcolm 'Beaner' Brody is flying the local sports hero flag; and both, according to the polls, have as much chance as the candidates of the major parties to win this vital seat in State Parliament. Adrian Becker, reporting."


  'Live. You forgot the 'reporting live from downtown-somewhere' bit," Kit said, hitting the mute button. "I still don't know where Nareen is."


  "Manglewort," Thistle said, leaping on to her lap.


  "If you say so, cat-face. Downtown Manglewort it is," Kit agreed, scratching The Cat behind the ears in the spot she loved until she suddenly hated it.


  "Ow, don't bite. Ooh look, there's Jonno," Kit added, pointing the remote at the television again. Thistle showed her disinterest by sliding under the coffee table to flick magazines onto the floor.


  Meanwhile, Ed Bonney's voice-over was saying: "...according to Detective-Sergeant Jon Marek, who is heading the investigation."


  Marek, who had a forest of microphones waving under his nose, was answering questions in his usual friendly style: "Of course the circumstances are suspicious; the woman's body was found locked in a freezer. No, we don't know the identity of the victim. No, this is nothing like the case in Brighton last week. No, we are not likely to have any suspects this early in the investigation when, as I said, we don't even know who the victim is. Yes, it was an anonymous tip. No, we don't know who placed the call - that's usually what anonymous means."


  Oh dear, Kit thought, carrying her beer back into her office. They really shouldn't let Marek talk to journalists; or the public; or live people. She lifted the receiver and dialled his work number.


  "That bloody-well better be you," Marek growled.


  "Well it would be, no matter who I was," Kit replied.


  "Yeah? Well shit, you're the wrong you. What do you want O'Malley?"


  "I don't want anything, Jonno. You're the one who wants a favour. But if I did want the snarly-snappy-cantankerous you, I'd just record tonight's news and watch you over and over."


  Marek sighed. "Sorry mate, I've had a shit of a day. And it's not going to end any time soon."


  "That's OK. Ring me back when you've got time, or call in later for a drink."


  "Yeah, right," he said. "I'll have time in about July, and later is likely to be Saturday."


  "Oh. In that case you'd better ask me the favour now," Kit suggested. "I'm canoeing across Bass Strait on Saturday."


  "That's nice. Um, it's about organising a game of golf..."


  "You don't play golf," Kit interrupted. "I don't play golf."


  "No, but your mother does, and so does mine. And my Mum has landed on my doorstep for two months so I was hoping you could ask Lillian to play with Sheila. Every day - for two months."


  Kit laughed. "Where has your father gone this time?"


  "Saudi Arabia. He's got the tender for installing the air-con in some swanky new hotel. But Sheila said she didn't want to go to a place that was all bunker and no greens."


  "Mum would agree with that, so I'm sure she'd be delighted to play with Sheila."


  "Thanks Kitty. Gotta go."


  "My pleasure," Kit said to the empty line. She replaced the receiver. "And I don't canoe either."


  The phone rang. She picked it up.


  "Make sure you wear a life jacket," Marek said, before hanging up again.


  The phone rang again. She picked it up.


  "O'Malley? I swear I'm not suffering delusions."


  "Oh, hi Hector."


  "What was the job?"


  "I was wondering if you could do a background check on someone for me."


  "Sure. Who?"


  "A writer called Darian Renault," Kit said. "Author of Shoot. Have you read it, or heard of him?"


  "Haven't read the book but I've heard that he's a wanker."


  "That's a fair description. I doubt it's his real name. He says he's twenty-eight but looks older."


  "Well he probably would if he's an ex-junkie."


  "Maybe. But I don't think he is. Was," Kit commented. "Anyway, he lives at 42 Chumley St, Abbortsford with his pregnant girlfriend Rhonda Devon who used to be a nurse. She says they met in Adelaide three years ago when Darian was there on holidays."


  "OK. Give me a couple of days," Hector said.


  "Good. Then we should talk about making your detective delusions a reality - sort of," Kit said.


  "Yeah? Are you fair dinkum, O'Malley?"


  "Usually. We'll talk about it, OK?"


  Kit hung up. Moments later she shook her head to retrieve her mesmerised consciousness from the swirling doodads of her screensaver. She batted the mouse with her fingers to stop the constant movement on the monitor, then decided she should check chapter nine of her detective novel to see if the crime-fiction fairies had written anything for her while she'd been out working her day job.


  They hadn't.


  Her hero - the bold, dashing, assertive, vivacious, clever and adventurous Flynn Carter - was still moping about, uselessly, having been struck down by a virulent strain of the once-resolved sexual tension bug. Which, unlike the unresolved variety, was much harder for the character, not to mention the writer, to deal with.


  "Oh, you're hopeless, Flynn," Kit said to the half-written chapter. "Get with it. Okay?"


  Kit tried to help by casting her mind back, just seven weeks, to draw inspiration from her own steamy, mind-blowing and passionate encounter with serious lust. When her right leg started the knee-jigging thing, a habit Kit was not prone to, she realised she was coming over all queer and tingly - and silly - and that conjuring that night was not going to help this fictional problem. It was one instance when the 'use what you know' theory of creative writing was a hindrance.


  And why, you may ask? Kit asked herself.


  Because, the lust part is not the problem - in fiction or fact, herself replied. Love is the problem. In fact love has always been the problem.


  Kit had given lust and love to the fictional Flynn; now neither of them knew what to do with it. Actually, if Kit's own 'is it love' status was any indication, this was a thing she'd never figure out.


  Crikey! she thought. Ooh, that's a nice old-fashioned word, her thoughts appended.


  But yes! Crikey indeed! She'd had, how many phone calls with Alex in the last nine weeks? And what had they talked about? Not it, that's for sure. Not once had they talked about it. Not it, not them, not anything much. In fact, if she thought about it - which she did most of the time - she'd probably missed more calls and left more messages than had actual conversations.


  She sighed. Deeply. If only it had been 'just lust', she thought. You'd be over it now.


  Kit raised her eyebrows. Over it? What do you want to be over it for? If it is love, you want to be in it - forever. Fool.


  Kit decided her screensaver was way more productive and sensible than she was, so she left the bytes to their own devices and headed into the kitchen to try and find something to cook for dinner.


  Thistle, who raced her to the bench, had suggested salmon mouse, rabbit terrine, and chicken anything by the time Kit got there.


  "Oh dear, this is sad," Kit said, noting the wide-open spaces inside her fridge. "We could film a not-likely-to-survive in the wilderness documentary in here, Thistle. Looks like it's bacon and eggs for me and, oh, bacon and eggs for you too."


  "Mlaa-cack."


  "Too bad," Kit replied. "Besides if I went out especially to buy you the canned SniffyPuss special, you'd only want my dinner anyway. So how about we start out with the same food and see what happens."


  "Glaang," Thistle mewed.


  "Good girl," Kit replied, figuring The Cat had said either 'okay' or 'bummer'.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Victoria Bennet had done quite nicely out of the divorce settlement her errant husband had been forced to agree to the previous month. Kit smiled broadly as she turned in through the gateway in the three-metre high sandstone fence, and headed up the steep driveway to the house.


  House? This is not a house, she thought, as an uncontrolled 'wow' took over her face. This is a mansion's mansion, with a panorama and a half!


  Kit figured the split-level, multi-balconied and windowed residence probably commanded a 240 degree view, sweeping around from Red Bluff, to the north of Half Moon Bay, then west and south across Port Phillip as far as the eye could see.


  Residence, mansion, beach house - whatever it is! - it's now Tori's. Which just proves that sometimes the right people win, Kit thought, deciding it was bloody marvellous that she'd a hand in making that so.


  She queued her RAV behind a Beamer, a Merc and a VW Beetle and got out, noting again the difference a half-way-decent vehicle can make to a person's self esteem. Acknowledging, also again, how incredibly shallow that was as a concept, she gave herself a mental slap and amended her original thought to: 'a professional person's self esteem'.


  While her old car had always been reliable, she had frequently disowned it as a rent-a-bomb, and had often worried that it would be towed to a wrecker's yard if it was parked anywhere for too long. So, as she jogged up, and up, the steps to Tori's front door she had to agree with herself that a Toyota four-wheel-drive better suited her reputation as a PI who could secure this kind of outcome for her client. Stopping on the second landing, which was at least another 35 steps from the front door, she wondered, however, why the hell this outcome hadn't included a lift.


  The prenuptial agreement that Frank Bennet had required Tori to sign before their marriage five years before had ultimately worked in her favour. This had obviously not been his intention. The deal had been that in the event of a divorce she would get nothing more than eight per cent of his financial assets, plus their $250,000 city apartment. Tori had agreed without question. Eight per cent of Frank Bennet was a great deal of money. Besides, she really did love him.


  In the only acknowledgement of their age difference - Frank being more than twenty years her senior - he had worried that Tori would be tempted to take a holiday from their marriage bed, so he had included an extra clause: if an affair was the reason for the divorce then the agreement would be null and void and the offended party would retain the entire estate.


  Frank Bennet was a self-made multi-millionaire, with two houses and an apartment in Melbourne, a house in Sydney, a luxury unit in Noosa, a villa in Tuscany, seven cars, a pleasure cruiser and a light plane. Frank Bennet also had an idiot for a solicitor; an idiot related by marriage to his sister, and currently serving time in prison for fraud. The prenup was so unspecific that Tori's solicitor - armed with Kit's video surveillance tapes - had no trouble arguing that, as the 'offended' party, Tori was entitled to everything that Frank Bennet owned. Given that she was only asking for twenty per cent of his money, one house - this $2.8 million one in Black Rock - two cars and the boat, the judge had no trouble ruling in her favour.


  While Kit had been working Tori's case they had only ever met in cafes and in court, so Kit had never been to the beach-mansion before, although she had seen pictures of the interior. When occupied by the first Mrs Bennet, now known simply as Sharlie (emphasis on the second syllable) the 'face' of Flair Cosmetics, the house-mansion had been featured in a print version of 'lifestyles of the obscenely wealthy and vacuous'. Actually Sharlie's soulless but expensively furnished 'suite of entertaining spaces' had been given a four-page spread in one of the designer-decor magazines that Lillian bought every month. Which was the same thing really.


  Lillian had exhumed the six-year-old article when Kit had asked her if she'd ever heard of Frank Bennett. While Kit had long ago stopped asking her mother why she kept every magazine she ever bought (mostly because the only time she ever thought to ask was when Lillian had just provided some useful info gleaned from those very magazines), she had, on this most recent occasion, questioned why she bought them in the first place. What was the point, Kit had wanted to know, in paying for pages and pages of ads for slate tiles and bidets, just to see a few photos of someone else's lounge, bath or bedroom - which always looked unlived-in and never seemed to include pets or televisions. Who the hell lived like that?


  Not the second Mrs Bennett, that's for sure, Kit thought. While Tori was definitely lapping up the lifestyle to which her ex had introduced her, she was basically a delightful, down to earth, no bullshit kind of person who had no desire to be frivolously famous and was not letting her good fortune, or even her huge fortune, go to her head.


  Kit knew that Tori was not the sort of person who, having acquired the house and goods and chattels would rearrange them all, and then call the editor of Vanity Home and demand her turn at fulfilling their mission statement: 'to show off your home to people who'll never be able to afford what you've got, because they spend all their spare money on our magazine'.


  Kit had liked her now-ex client the first time they'd met, and when the front door was flung open just as her hand reached the doorbell, she knew her initial impression was a true and lasting one.


  "Kit, it is so good to see you!" Tori greeted her with a warm and laugh-filled hug.


  "You look great, Tori," Kit smiled. "I, however, need a drink and a good lie down."


  "Well don't just stand there, come in. But look out for the...uh, oh," Tori began. A clackety-clack and a skippety-clicker across the slate floor tiles, accompanied by a whirlwind of writhing furry excitement, interrupted her warning or, rather, finished her sentence for her.


  A golden Labrador puppy tried to leap into Kit's arms, and a peculiar prancing thing trod all over her feet and then bolted out the door.


  "Shit," Tori said. "Hang on to Bumble will you, while I retrieve that silly flying widget."


  Kit squatted down and allowed herself to be trampled and Bumble-licked, while she watched her hostess pursue the scrawny-hairy, possibly-canine creature around the potted cumquat trees that bordered the huge patio.


  Tori Bennett was honey-haired with blonde tips, blue-eyed with contacts, slim, attractive, fresh-faced and recently forty-four. Today her lippy matched her nail polish and her canvas shoes and, despite the dog chase, she looked a lot more relaxed than the last time Kit had seen her. That had been outside the court, just after her victory, when she'd kneed her 67-year-old ex-husband in the balls because he still didn't count bonking his 19-year-old bimbo secretary as an affair because they'd only ever done it at work.


  "I think I know that dog," Kit admitted as Tori shooed the creature back inside.


  "That is not a dog. It's an alien entity," Tori said, helping Kit to her feet. "It escaped from the mother ship and Miranda, thinking it was an earth species, took it home and taught it how to be ridiculous."


  "I heard that," came a familiar voice from the first room off the hallway.


  "Well, it's true," Tori called out, indicating with a nod that Kit should precede her into what turned out to be a sunbathed sun room.


  The lanky body of Miranda Prentice, with whom Kit had a passing acquaintance because of their mutual friendship with Del, was stretched languidly along a four-seater white wicker couch. Her long brown hair was braided and draped down one shoulder and she was wearing sea-green linen trousers and a white silk T-shirt. One hand held a smoking cigarette and the other a daiquiri.


  "Well this is a small world," Kit smiled. "But you weren't on my list for today."


  "But she was on my list for today, and she was supposed to be here for lunch with RJ last week," Tori explained. "Would you like a daiquiri?"


  "No thanks. I'll have a light beer if you've got any."


  "Not because you're working, surely?" Miranda asked, as if it was a foreign concept.


  "Yes and no, but mostly because I'm driving," Kit said, strolling over to take a look at the view of Port Phillip Bay from the sunroom's wrap-around windows. "So I gather you went to school with Rebecca too."


  "Of course, O'Malley," Miranda stated, in a tone that made Kit feel like there was nothing more stupid than stating the obvious. Miranda Prentice always spoke like that: like a school teacher berating the smart but naughty child in front of the whole class. She never meant anything personal by it, according to Del, but it probably explained why Brigit couldn't stand the woman.


  Kit ran a hand through her hair and sat down in one of the four matching wicker armchairs. "I just wasn't aware that you knew her, or Tori either for that matter."


  "Well, before you ask, it's not me who's sending the notes," Miranda stated, swinging her long legs around and onto the floor so she could sit up properly.


  "I wasn't going to ask," Kit shrugged. "Although, if you're not sending them you're not supposed to know about them." She cast a glance at Tori. "Does everyone coming today know about this?"


  "No, of course not," Tori reassured her. "Just we two. You do know it was Miranda who put me onto you in the first place, Kit."


  "And then Tori passed you on to Rebecca," Miranda smiled.


  "Not to mention the Traders' Action Group in Fitzroy," Kit added. "And no, I didn't know that first referral came from you, Miranda. Thank you."


  Miranda waved her cigarette around in a 'no big deal' kind of way. "Del told me you seemed to know what you're doing. And your success with Frank the Jerk, on Tori's behalf, certainly validated that opinion. Let's just hope you can help catch this letter-writing person as well." Miranda managed to make the word 'person' sound like the proper noun for a plague-infested swamp being.


  "I'll drink to that," Kit stated, accepting her beer from Tori. "So of the six people having lunch today, three including Rebecca, know who I am. Have we given any thought to my cover?"


  "Yes, we have. You're a friend of mine from Uni," Miranda said. "No one is expecting a ring-in today, so you can be a rocket scientist, a taxi driver with a Ph.D., or whatever you like. They don't know Del either, so we can use her as a point of reference should we have to bring up old times for any reason. But aren't there seven of us for lunch, Tor?"


  "Eight, counting Kit," Tori said. "Us, Rebecca, Dee, Paula, Doodle and Carmel."


  "Doodle?" Kit asked.


  "Grace Markham," Miranda explained. "She runs a headhunting employment firm. You know, gets the best people for the top jobs with the most money for the highest commission."


  "And the others?" Kit asked.


  "Dee, ah Dierdre Clay is CEO of a private hospital in Kew; Paula Bracken's an accountant with a city firm; Carmel Fisher is a history teacher; Tori, thanks to you, is a lady of leisure; and I, as you know, am an art dealer of impeccable taste and gallery owner of some renown."


  "And speaking of herself, she has a favour to ask," Tori added.


  "Hey," Kit threw her hands up, "ask away. You've obviously been responsible for most of my work in the last two months."


  Miranda sighed, dramatically. "I seem to have attracted an opportunistic thief to my Tuesday soirees at the gallery."


  "An opportunistic thief?" Kit repeated.


  "Yes. Some miscreant using the throng and bustle to cover his, or her, actions."


  Miscreant? Kit thought. "What is he, or she, taking?" she asked.


  "Wallets, mobile phones, cigarette cases, that sort of thing. He-she is picking them up off tables, and sometimes taking them straight out of pockets and bags."


  "A pickpocket? Interesting," Kit said. "I gather you'd like me to look into it."


  "Oh yes please. Would you, O'Malley?" Miranda enthused, as if that hadn't been what she was asking for. "Tonight would be great. My featured artist this evening is Frankie Diajo, a splendid young painter, and we're also having the Hojo Blues Quartet so we're expecting quite a crowd."


  Kit's response was lost in the clackety-clack and skippety-clicker commotion that heralded the arrival of the silliest watchdogs in Melbourne who barreled into the room and then out again to let the humans know, in case they hadn't heard it, that the door bell had rung.


  "Fred and Ginger," Miranda snapped. "Come here, immediately."


  This time Tori chased the dogs back into the sunroom and shut them in before going to open the front door.


  "Come on precious," Miranda cooed at the animal that bore no resemblance to any breed of anything.


  "I thought this one was called Bumble," Kit said as the Lab squirmed onto her lap.


  "It is," Miranda replied.


  "So who's Fred? Or Ginger?"


  "Not or. This is FredAndGinger," Miranda explained, stroking the description-defying-thing.


  "Let me guess," Kit said. "He-she's a transgender dog."


  "No," Miranda snorted with laughter. "It's because he can dance - forwards and backwards."


   


  "And you really don't own a television, Katherine?" Carmel Fisher queried.


  "I really don't," Kit lied.


  "There's a truly amazing thing that probably goes with that mildly interesting revelation," Paula Bracken noted sullenly. The woman had been quiet for most of the lunch, due to the residual hangover she'd owned up to on arrival.


  "What's that, oh grumpy one?" Dee asked.


  Paula curled her lip at her friend and then looked at Kit. "It probably means that, until today, Katherine was the only person in the country who couldn't have picked RJ out of a line-up."


  Kit feigned puzzlement as she briefly searched Paula's angular face and brown eyes for a sign that her statement carried any more animosity than a slightly envious tone. It didn't seem to, so she glanced around the table, as if it took her a moment to recall which of the other women was Rebecca. She flashed her a wide-eyed apologetic smile. "She's right. Sorry."


  "I find it refreshing," Rebecca stated, trying not to laugh.


  "Speaking of refreshing, where's Tori with that bloody champagne?" Miranda demanded.


  "I'll go see if she needs any help," Kit offered, struggling up from her chair on the huge shaded patio at the side of the house, where they had adjourned for lunch. She wandered inside, calling out Tori's name so she'd have some idea of which direction to head.


  "Last door on the left," Tori called back.


  Kit glanced back at the seven laughing women and wondered what a reunion of her schoolmates would be like. She hadn't attended the function that marked her 10th anniversary of leaving school, because it was the same year that her best friend Hannah had been killed by a drunk driver. And birthday cards were the only contact she still kept with her other three closest school friends, as they'd all left the state. Jane now lived in Hobart with her husband and three kids, Karen had gone feral in Byron Bay, and Ruth was playing the hotshot lawyer in Adelaide.


  Kit's closest friends now were people she'd met as an adult and, while they were without doubt the most precious things in her life, she wondered what it would be like to be still attached, in some way, to someone you'd known all your life. It made her feel strangely disjointed to think that she possibly already knew more about the women she'd spent the last two hours with than she did about Jane, Karen or Ruth; and that she wouldn't even recognise half the girls she'd gone to school with.


  Tori and her mates, on the other hand, had such a long history they would no doubt survive all the things that are regularly sent by the mean and spiteful Muck-up Troll to test the friendship concept; including, perhaps, a really good reason for one of them to be sending a batch of poison pen letters and maybe, at a pinch, even FredAndGinger.


  OK, she thought, shaking her head to switch off the gooey Big Chill scenario that was trying to influence her judgement of this group of women. She had observed something oddly askew about their interactions, as if they either had a reason for wanting to forget an aspect of their shared past, or they hadn't always been such an intimate group.


  Kit found Tori in the cavernous and stainless steel kitchen where she was defying the laws of physics by flinging biscuits and pieces of fruit and cheese willy-nilly onto a huge platter and having them land in an artistically appetising configuration.


  "That is a talent I'd kill for," Kit stated.


  "What?"


  "The elegant art of the food toss."


  "Nothing to it," Tori claimed, licking her fingers.


  "There is when your own kitchen has a vendetta against you," Kit pronounced.


  "The secret," Tori laughed, "is don't ever let it think it's got the upper hand."


  "Too late, I'm afraid," Kit said. "My kitchen appliances have formed their own street gang."


  "Oh dear, in that case you need an exorcist." Tori opened a jar of sundried tomatoes and scooped some out for the platter. "Speaking of the occult," she continued, "what do you think about the old witches gathered around my cauldron? Do you suspect any one of them of sending the you-know-whats?"


  Kit shrugged. "I doubt it Tori. But until we know why the whats are being sent, it really could be anyone. Can I ask a couple of personals before Miranda sends FredAndGinger to hunt us down and bring us back with the champagne?"


  "Fire away."


  "Do the seven of you have some deep dark secret that you would kill to protect, or that you could be threatened or blackmailed over?"


  "What?"


  "You know, did you all have an affair with your English Lit mistress or accidentally kill your Drama teacher, or steal the principal's bra and put it on the vicar while he was asleep? Anything like that?"


  "Not that I can recall, no," Tori replied, with bemusement. "Where the hell did you go to school?"


  Kit waved a hand in dismissal. "It's a cliché, Tori. In the movies, whenever you have a mystery that involves someone who is about to, or has just been to, or is at a reunion of school friends, you know that when the weird things start to happen it's because of something diabolical in their past; something that happened at school, that they've all kept hidden for years."


  "The movies, huh? What about real life?" Tori asked.


  "It doesn't happen in real life," Kit assured her. "Except maybe on this occasion," she grinned.


  "Well, as far as I know, the worst thing any of us did together was get suspended for two weeks for smoking."


  "OK, observation time," Kit continued. "You didn't all go all the way through school together did you?"


  "How the hell did you figure that out?"


  "It's my job," Kit grinned again.


  "So it is," Tori said. "OK, let me get the sequence right. Rebecca and I have been friends since I started school at Griffith Hall in Grade Four; Miranda and Carmel, like Rebecca, went all the way through from the Prep Grade to Form Six, but they weren't our friends until Form Two; and Dee and Paula didn't start until our final year but they joined our little group straight away."


  "I thought so. I had a feeling they were latecomers." Kit popped a piece of cheese in her mouth. "They talk more about what they're doing now, than what you all did then," she explained in response to Tori's questioning half-shrug. "What about Grace? She seems, ah, how shall I put it? She seems aloof."


  "Grace sort of floated. She was one of those popular people who never tied themselves to any group. Good at sport and quite smart. You know the type?" Tori handed Kit the platter, picked up three bottles of champagne and headed towards the door. Kit followed her out into the hall.


  "We were friendly on and off over the years," Tori continued, "but RJ and Grace hated each other at school. When we had our 15 year reunion though, they couldn't remember why."


  "And now they're the best of friends?" Kit queried. "Really?"


  "Yeah." Tori stopped and turned to face Kit. "Really."


  Rebecca leapt up from her chair when she saw Kit and Tori approaching the patio. "Ladies," she said with a sweeping gesture as she held the door open for them.


  "I ain't no lady," Kit smiled.


  "Me neither RJ, and you of all people should know that," Tori stated, as if she was seriously insulted. "They tried and tried, all those lady-making people, and this is the best they could do." She punctuated her statement with a loud burp.


  Kit placed the platter on the table, took one of the bottles from Tori and popped the cork.


  "Has our return interrupted your soapbox slander of the local council, Dee?" Tori asked.


  "No. I finished my rave ages ago, thank you very much," Dee stated, feigning miffedness.


  "Thank god," Grace exclaimed, poking her tongue at Dee. "Since then we've done the 'skinny model whinge', followed by the 'collective outrage number' at what that prick Carter Walsh said about women pollies, and now we're onto whether or not we should keep our ex-shit's surname."


  "What's to discuss?" Tori demanded, as she did the rounds to fill the empty champagne glasses. "Unless you can get some kind of mileage out of keeping it, you know like he's a Windsor of the royal variety, or an offspring of clan Packer, why the hell would you want to keep the bastard's name? Get your own back I say."


  "You haven't taken yours back," Paula pointed out.


  "Ah! My case is an acceptable exception to my own rule. I didn't want my own back. One of the best things about marrying Frank, especially in retrospect, was getting rid of my maiden name."


  "What was it?" Kit asked.


  "Horney," everyone else chorused.


  "I really hated being Tori Horney," Tori snarled. She sat back, looked thoughtful for a moment and then in the sweetest voice, as if it was a new and surprising idea, she added: "Also, I never really liked my father. Actually he was an arsehole, so I couldn't see any reason to give up the perfectly nice name of one utter bastard to return to the surname of a bodily orifice."


  "Here, here!" Carmel cheered. "But, I'm still tossing whether to keep Fisher or go back to Reece."


  "Tori's case aside," Kit said. "I don't understand why you'd take his name in the first place."


  "So you can take the prick to the cleaners, when he cheats on you," Grace explained. "It's much easier if you've shown your good faith in the marriage by taking his name."


  "You make it sound like you expect it not to work," Kit said.


  "No! Do I, honey? " Grace queried, with a melodramatic flail of her hands. "Of course I didn't mean to and, like, the tabloids tell the truth and a colourful box of tampons gives you enjoyable cramps. Yeah, sure!"


  Kit raised her eyebrows.


  "Well, how many marriages do you know that last the distance?" Grace asked.


  "A few," Kit shrugged. "My parents for one."


  "Mine too," Dee declared, giving Kit a proudly supportive nod.


  "You can't count your parents," Tori remarked. "Not our generation's parents anyway. Most of them only stuck it out because it was the thing to do, for the kids' sake, even though they hated each other. After that they stayed together because they were too unimaginative to do anything else, and in the end they're too old or scared to change."


  "My parents adored each other until the day my father died," Kit stated.


  "Mine are still madly in love," Dee said. "And Robbie and I expect to be exactly the same."


  "Yeah, well we don't talk about you and Robbie," Miranda snarled.


  "Why not?" Kit asked.


  "Because they're the perfect couple. Teen sweethearts, married at 20, still cooing," Paula said.


  "So?" Dee asked.


  "So, we're all as envious as hell. Always have been," Tori admitted to her, before turning to Kit. "Robbie is handsome and honest and thoughtful and, worst of all, not in the least bit boring."


  "He's also as faithful as all get-out," Miranda complained. "Which, as a concept, is as rare as truth in advertising. For that reason alone we all think Robbie is the man of the century, this one and last, and we all hate Dee because she won't share him."


  "God knows I've tried to make him notice me," Paula admitted.


  "Ooh, me too," Carmel said, pressing her hand to her heaving breast.


  "Jesus, you lot!" Rebecca laughed. "You admire him for being a one-woman man, yet you admit to trying to seduce him?"


  "Of course!" Miranda declared. "What choice do we have? It is, truly, the greatest dilemma facing women, here at the dawn of this new millennium: the only men worth having are already being had."


  The greatest dilemma? Bloody hell, Kit thought. Men and women are from Mars and Venus; and I am from somewhere else entirely - thank god! Or somebody more appropriate.


  "I thought that was the oldest dilemma," Paula frowned. "I mean the nineties - remember them girls? - they were also completely void of available men with dicks and brains."


  "But if you did have it off with Robbie," Dee was saying, seemingly not fazed by all this drooling over her husband, "then he wouldn't be what you admired any more. He'd just be another cheating husband. And, to be perfectly honest, I'd have no choice but to kill you. With my own bare hands."


  The three-second silence was followed by an eruption of laughter, which included Dee herself snorting champagne all over the table. "I'm serious," she insisted.


  "Please don't deny us our fantasies, Dee," Carmel begged. "You and your Robbie are safe, but Miranda is right: all that's left to us are the dregs or," she grinned, "our continuing adventures in the commitment-free-zone with someone else's lying bastard."


  "Men! What are they good for?" Paula sang, to the tune of War.


  "Nothing else, but fucking," Miranda and Grace chimed in.


  "Am I right in inferring that you've all had affairs with married men?" Kit asked, when they'd all stopped singing and giggling. Dee looked smugly superior as she shook her head and Rebecca gave her a raised-eyebrow smile, but the other five demonstrated the deadpan-serious look to the ground, the sky, their hands and then each other, and then fell about laughing again.


  Kit wondered whether it might be time to go home. It was seriously hard to get a handle on any of these women. The fact that they all belonged to the 'brutally honest' breed of talkers actually made it harder to figure out whether one of them might be harbouring a dark hatred for Rebecca Jones, or a closet fondness for vituperative letter writing. And the alcohol was making them sillier by the second!


  "Oh my god, she's so young," Paula intoned, waving a hand at Kit. "Make the most of whatever you think you've got, Katherine, because in another ten years you'll be right here where we are."


  "Yeah, at our age, it's the married penis or none at all," Carmel agreed morosely.


  Shoot me now then, please, Kit thought desperately. I don't want to go straight!


  "There must be some single blokes out there," Dee insisted.


  "Sure there are Dee," Paula slurred. "But if they're single and in their forties you gotta ask what's wrong with them. And the only other kind of man out there belongs to the boys brigade and likes to hang his bum cheeks and whatnot out of leathers every year at the Sydney Mardi Gras."


  "What on earth are you all complaining about?" Grace asked. "Married man equals sex without laundry, sex without cooking," she reminded them, caressing herself as she spoke. "Sex without having to put up with his obnoxious friends. That kind of sex couldn't be more perfect."


  "She has a very valid point," Miranda stated, tipsily prodding the air with her finger for emphasis. "I, however, now prefer my playmates young, unattached, adoring and, temporarily, at my beck and call. I did the married jerk thing once. It only took me three months to realise I didn't have the patience for it. I spent my days getting ready for him to come, waiting for him to come and watching him come. I quite often came on my own, after he'd come and gone, because his time was limited, and sometimes I came on my own because he didn't come at all when he'd said he would. It was very boring and I went through a lot of batteries."


  "Do you, um, give any thought to their wives?" Kit asked.


  "Who are you? Miss goody two shoes?" Grace asked. "My god that's a stupid expression," she added.


  "Not at all," Kit replied. "But, and correct me if I'm wrong, it sounds like you've all been done over by a cheating husband, yet you're all happy to be the other women in someone else's potential marriage break up."


  "We don't want to keep them, honey," Grace laughed.


  "Your motives are irrelevant if she finds out," Kit said, throwing her palms up. "The only ones who win in this game, are the men. Again. Still."


  "She has a very valid point," Miranda stated again, prodding a different bit of air with her special emphasising finger.


  "Yeah, the bastards!" Carmel agreed.


  "And I bet you all just loved your husbands' other women," Kit teased. "You can't honestly tell me you didn't want to kill them or at least publicly humiliate them."


  "Nah!" Tori stated. "Wasted emotion, wasted effort. It's not their fault, when it's his job to say no, or to choose not to start anything."


  "Bugger that!" Paula exclaimed. "Boil the sluts in oil, I say! Take out ads in the paper."


  "That's very unsisterly Paula," Carmel remarked.


  Paula's reply was a loud and juicy raspberry.


  "So, Katherine, I guess you're saying that you wouldn't have an affair with a married man," Paula observed.


  "Not if he was the last man on earth," Kit confessed, flashing a smile at Miranda who smirked back.


  "We're not talking commitment here," Carmel added.


  "Or a sordid little fling in the back seat with some randy salesman with a comb-over. We're talking the fantasy option of long lunches and sexy afternoons with a gorgeous man with lots of spare cash," Grace extrapolated.


  "Nope," Kit said emphatically.


  "Why ever not?" Paula asked.


  "Two reasons really. One, because if they're cheating on their wives they obviously can't be trusted with anything, about anything or for anything."


  "What's trust got to do with it?" Paula asked. "We're talking about screwing their brains out."


  "And letting them shower you with gifts," Grace added.


  "And listening to their pitiful excuses for not staying," Paula snarled.


  "The other reason?" Dee prodded.


  Kit smiled. "I'd rather have an affair with a married woman."


  "Why?" Paula sneered. "Because they're more trustworthy?"


  "No. Because I'm a lesbian."


  This time it was five seconds of silence before the raucous laughter.


  "Wow," Carmel enthused. "I never met an official lesbian before. I mean, a real..."


  "Yes you have, Carmy, don't be ridiculous," Miranda said, in that tone.


  "Who?" Carmel demanded.


  "Barb, Val, Chris and Needle," Tori checked the names off on her fingers.


  Carmel's jaw dropped.


  "Oh, and Freda," Tori added.


  "But... but I thought they were all just good friends," Carmel said. The poor woman was probably never going to get her mouth completely closed again.


  "They are, you fool. They also happen to be girl-friendly."


  "Oh. Wow. Well I'll be... Do you know them, Katherine?" Carmel asked.


  "Ah, no," Kit replied. "Not that I know of."


  "For fuck's sake Carmel, you need to get out more often!" Miranda observed.


  "Hey, there's no need to get all smarty-britches. Katherine might be one of those people who knows everyone," Carmel said defensively.


  "She's a night-shift lab technician who doesn't own a television," Grace said incredulously. "She probably doesn't even know about Ellen - the show or the actor."


  "Carmel, do you have any idea how many dykes there are in Melbourne?" Rebecca asked, trying to keep a straight face.


  "Obviously a lot more than I thought," Carmel said politely. "And excuse my ignorance, but isn't 'dyke' an offensive term?"


  "It depends who's using it," Kit smiled. "And why."


  "Of the thousands of lesbians in this city, Carmy, it is vaguely possible that Katherine might know the only four that you've just discovered you know," Grace explained, "but it's kind of like asking a visiting American if she knows Richard Gere."


  "Now him I do know. We had dinner last week," Kit joked.


   


  "Your phone is ringing."


  "What?" asked the guy who had left the supermarket at the same time as Kit and was now walking along beside her and three or four other people down Swan Street.


  "Your phone's ringing, mate," Kit repeated, and then added to herself: "What's the point of having one if you don't answer it?"


  "I don't have a phone, you stupid bitch. What do you care anyway?"


  "I don't care," Kit said cheerily, feigning surprise. Well, actually she was surprised: firstly by his reaction to her statement - okay, not so surprising, she was being rude; but secondly, or mostly, by the realisation that it was her phone that was ringing.


  Escape. That would be a good thing to do now.


  Stepping off the footpath, in front of a BMW that had stopped traffic for two suburbs behind it while its owner tried to reverse park into a spot that was way too small, Kit thanked the powers that be that a stationary tram had also blocked all the suburb-bound traffic on the other side of the road. She darted across the street and in the front door that announced the Richmond premises of Aurora Press and O'Malley Investigations.


  She pulled her phone out. "O'Malley," she said.


  "Oh. Hi, O'Malley, I was just about to hang up."


  Kit leant against the wall, for emotional and physical support, as all the connections between all her molecules were suddenly stretched to infinity at the subatomic level. Luckily they snapped back just in time to avoid a paranormal incident.


  "Alex," Kit replied casually. "Hi."


  "Um, listen I can't talk long. I just wanted to confirm lunch tomorrow and ask a favour."


  "Lunch is definitely on," Kit replied, nodding a lot. "What's the favour?"


  "Well, I've just heard from Quinn, and she can't get home for Saturday. She says she can't leave London for another two weeks. So I was wondering if you'd like to be my, ah, my best woman?"


  Kit laughed. "I'd love to. I think."


  "Great. Well, I've got to go."


  "Fine. See you tomorrow. Oh, Alex?"


  "Yes?"


  "Do you like cats?"


  "Ah, yeah. I'm more of a dog person, but I quite like cats. Sorry, I've got..." The line went dead.


  "O'Malley, O'Malley, O'Malley," Kit remonstrated loudly, as she stomped upstairs to her apartment. Honestly! Is that the best you can do? You could have asked her if she likes you. Or better still if she loves you.


  Do you like cats? Bloody hell, that's as deep as: what's your favourite colour, Alex; or what's your star sign? "Idiot!"


  "Are you trying to remind yourself who you are?" came a voice attached to a body that loomed out of the small dark corner of her landing.


  "Shit!" Kit swore. "And double shit, Hector! Will you stop doing that."


  "Doing what?"


  "Frightening the sticky-ickums out of me! Bloody hell!"


  "Sorry O'Malley. Boy are you jumpy."


  "Here, hold this for me," Kit requested handing him the local paper, her mail, a litre of milk and a brown paper book bag, with books, so she could get her keys out of her bum bag. She unlocked the door, took the milk from him and headed up the steps inside.


  "Mwaankel-meee-ang?" demanded The Cat, from the kitchen bench.


  "I've been working, sweetie. Where do you think I've been," Kit replied.


  "Hello Thistle, you gorgeous thing you," Hector cooed, offering his cheek for a special cat kiss. Thistle obliged, and then showed him her bottom.


  "Do you want..." Kit began, as she opened the fridge. Finding it empty, still, she hesitated then looked at the carton in her hand before continuing, "...a glass of milk? Or how about a coffee?"


  "Coffee'd be fine. Ta," Hector replied. He put everything Kit had given him on the island bench and then propped himself on one of the stools. "Um, do you ever buy any food, O'Malley?"


  "Of course I do," Kit sighed, as she turned on the kettle and grabbed two mugs and the coffee jar from the shelf. "It just so happens that I've eaten out nearly every night since I took on that Traders' Action Group stuff. Those restaurant people, well Adrienne mostly, just kept feeding me."


  "What about breakfast?"


  "Toast and vegemite, like every good sheila. What do you care, anyway?"


  "It's just that I don't want you passing out from hunger when we're out on a stakeout or something together," Hector smiled, pulling the rubber band from his ponytail. He shook his head and ran his fingers through his shoulder-length brown hair.


  "Stakeout or something," Kit repeated. "In your dreams, mate."


  "But you said..." Hector began. "Are you in a bad mood today?"


  "Not especially, why?" she asked, giving him her best perplexed look.


  "Just checking," Hector said. "You said, on the phone last night, that you wanted to talk about making my detective aspirations a reality."


  "I did?" Kit passed him a cup of coffee.


  "Yes, O'Malley," Hector insisted.


  "I can't imagine why I would have said that," Kit frowned. "Oh, hang on... delusions. I think 'delusions' was the word I used."


  Hector pulled a face. "Whatever! You're a real tease, O'Malley."


  "Don't I know it, darling," she grinned, doing a limp-wristed queen-without-the-scream. "But, face it I must: I just can't resist your baby blues."


  "Oh yeah. In my dreams again," Hector declared and then looked profoundly embarrassed.


  Kit most definitely did not want to know what he meant by that, so a nanosecond was all it took for her to register the words and then turn, casually, to the fridge. She put the milk away.


  "OK. What I meant was that we should have some kind of arrangement about the work you've already been doing for me." She turned back to face him. "You know, a commission deal. No, that's not the right word."


  "Oh," Hector said, as if he'd had a revelation. "You mean you're going to pay me?"


  "Yeah," Kit grinned. "I was thinking of making you an official employee."


  "I dunno, O'Malley. I'd have to pay more tax then," Hector mused. "Is there going to be enough stuff to make that a thing worth doing?"


  "To be honest, I've no idea," Kit shrugged. "At the moment I can afford to pay you and there is stuff I need sussed out. OK, how about we unofficially make you my official employee. I will fix you up, by the job, for what you do."


  "Sounds cool."


  "That means, Hector, that you can't work for anyone else - doing this I mean. And you don't advertise the fact that you do do this for me. OK?"


  "Fine by me," Hector smiled.


  "So the answering machine message gets changed. Yeah?"


  "Already done." Hector flashed a thumbs-up. "Um, does that definitely mean no stakeouts?"


  "Technically yes, because you are not a licensed PI," Kit said. "But, who knows? Sometimes I may like some company."


  "Ace!"


  "Yeah, groovy," Kit grinned. "Now, why are you here?" She picked up her coffee, her mail and the bag of books.


  "Oh. I found out the wanker's real name, birth date and the place he popped out."


  "Already?" Kit motioned to him to follow her into the lounge room.


  "It was easy," Hector said. "Even you could have done it."


  "Thanks for the vote of confidence."


  Hector placed his mug on the coffee table, dropped into the couch and patted his knee. Kit watched in amazement as Thistle, the tart, leapt off the bench and bounded onto his lap, giving full throttle to her vocal impersonation of a Yamaha motorbike.


  Kit shook her head. "Darian Wanker?" she prompted. "I mean Renault."


  "He's 34 years old, not 28. He was born in Newcastle, the one 'upon-Tyne' in England not the one in New South Wales. His parents, Mr and Mrs Ferguson, brought him out here when he was four after christening him Todd Ambrose Phillip."


  "I knew it," Kit pronounced. "Not that that proves anything else."


  "I am still digging," Hector assured her.


  "This might help. Or not," Kit said, removing a paperback from the paper bag. "I bought you a copy of Shoot. Let me know what you think. Then, depending on what else you find out, we may do a little job together."


  "Like a real 'together' job?" Hector grinned broadly.


  "Yep. But don't tell anyone."


  Hector drew his finger across his lips. "Sealed," he said. "Why are you into this guy, anyway?"


  "For fun," Kit said. "And for choosing such a pretentious name; which, I am aware, does not mean he's a complete fraud."


  "No. He might have just hated his real name," Hector suggested.


  "That happens," Kit agreed, thinking of Tori Horney.


  "Yeah, and I should know."


  "What? You've got a problem with your name?"


  "Hector?" he sneered. "Are you kidding?"


  "What's wrong with Hector?" Kit asked.


  "It's um," he said, staring at his wiggling fingers as if they might conjure the words he was looking for. "It's a geriatric or a dweeb's name. It's the name of an unattractive poncy old git."


  "You're kidding, right?" Kit tried her best to look only mildly flabbergasted. "Hector is an heroic and honourable name," she said.


  The reasonably good-looking young git in front of her looked, a: like he thought Kit was humouring and patronising him; and b: like he'd never believe another word she said.


  "Oh yeah, sure O'Malley," he agreed mockingly, and then deepened his voice. "Meet Conan's little brother: Hector - the Herbivorean."


  "No," Kit said, with a definite 'der' tone in her laugh. "Hector, tamer of horses."


  "Who what?"


  "Aagh, you young people," Kit exclaimed in a crone's voice, as she headed over to the wall of shelves at the other end of the room behind the dining table. She scanned the shelves and then dragged a chair over, stood on it and pulled out a paperback from the third top shelf. Reseating herself on the couch she handed the copy of The Iliad to Hector the younger.


  "Jesus! This book's older than I am," he snorted.


  "Read it. You'll love it," Kit smiled.


  "But..."


  "No buts. It's got everything: gods, goddesses, warriors, chariots, and lots of blood-and-guts fighting with swords, spears and other pointy things," Kit enthused. "There's Odysseus, the great strategist; brave but sulky Achilles and his boyfriend; Helen, with the ship-launching face; and, most importantly for you, there's Hector, Prince of Troy and tamer of horses."


  "But O'Malley," Hector interrupted, holding Shoot in one hand and The Iliad in the other. "This is two books. You want me to read two books?"


  "Ha, ha." Kit would have been worried about Hector's inner life, had she not known that he devoured crime and science fiction novels for breakfast.


  "It's good exercise," she said. "Your eyes get to go left and right, left and right."


  "You are in a bad mood, aren't you?" he said.


  "No. But there will be a test," she said, waving a finger at the books. "You mark my words."


  CHAPTER FOUR


  "So, what is it we're doing here?"


  "For goodness sake Brigit, I explained it in the car on the way over."


  "I wasn't listening then, Del. You know I switch off whenever you mention that dreadful Miranda Prentice. Where is she, anyway?"


  "She's over there. I'm going over to say hello. You don't have to come."


  "Good. Kit and I will stay here with the real people. Do give Miranda my regards though, and tell her I'm just dying to catch up. I'll be leaping off the balcony if she wants to say hello."


  Del scowled at Brigit and then smiled sweetly at Kit. "If she even looks like getting off that bar stool, could you do me a favour and knock her out."


  "Sure," Kit replied, slipping her arm affectionately around Brigit's shoulder.


  Del turned on her heel and tried to weave her way casually through the crowd of over-dressed, barely-dressed and oddly-dressed guests towards the front of the Gallery Bar Gallery where Miranda Prentice was holding court with the evening's special guest artist, Frankie Diajo.


  "I'd like to hire you to waste that bitch," Brigit snarled.


  "Who? Del?" Kit asked.


  "Don't be ridiculous. I mean Miranda."


  "Brigie, I'm a PI not a hit person."


  "I'm willing to pay top dollar," Brigit offered, swivelling around on the stool. "I'm serious."


  "I'm sure you are. What is it with you and Ms Prentice anyway?"


  "Bite your tongue, Katherine," Brigit exclaimed, slapping her hand on her ample bosom. "There's absolutely nothing with me and Princess Snooty-Britches. She just takes up valuable space on the planet, that's all. And with the ozone layer being the way it is, we could do with the extra oxygen that her not breathing any more would provide. Ah, a barman," she added, swinging round to face the bar. She ordered two glasses of champagne and then turned back to Kit. "Will you tell me why we're here?"


  Kit leaned in and whispered in Brigit's ear. "We're on the lookout for a pickpocket."


  "In this crowd?"


  Kit shrugged. "The bar, as you know Brigit, is open every night but these special function nights for painters, sculptors, poets and whatnot are only on Tuesdays. And every Tuesday night for the last month several people have 'lost' their wallets or phones. So Miranda asked if I could find out who's responsible."


  Brigit narrowed her eyes. "You mean Miranda asked Del to ask you to do her a favour."


  "No, actually I don't mean that. Miranda..."


  "Oh, you're hopeless, Kit," Brigit interrupted. "How do you expect to make a living if you keep doing love jobs - and for Señorita Skinny-Lips of all people. If these yuppies want to spend their evenings having wanky conversations about these objet not so d'art then they deserve to lose their money."


  "I don't think they're yuppies, Brigit," Kit said. It was time to try and change the subject.


  "Oh? What are they?


  "I'm not sure," Kit replied, gazing around the crowded room. "They might be New Age Bohemians."


  "Good god!" Brigit stated, putting her glasses on so she could peer around the room and actually make out people's features. "Why aren't they all wearing berets?"


  "Why would they?" Kit asked.


  "Isn't that what bohemians do? Wear berets, drink lots of wine and coffee, and have impenetrable conversations that resemble English only in as much as you might find the words in the Oxford dictionary but you need a PHD in something obscure to be able to understand the spaces between them?"


  "Ah, no," Kit smiled thoughtfully. "I think it's postmodern deconstructionists that do that. Or maybe Scottish partisans."


  "Have the Scots taken up arms? Who are they fighting?" Brigit asked, enthusiastically clenching her fists.


  "They're not fighting anybody. Have you had too much to drink?"


  "Probably. Actually I must have, because I think that bohemian over there is making eyes at me." Brigit pressed her palm to her cheek. "Oh, silly old me, what was I thinking? It's you she's ogling."


  Kit turned and glanced towards the two people standing beside the Gallery Bar Gallery's spiral staircase, an alleged work of art that went nowhere and did nothing, except be what it was. "She's not a bohemian Brigit, she's a journalist. And I think she needs rescuing from that earnest-looking human."


  Erin Carmody, reporter for and editor of the St Kilda Star, was looking resplendent in a blood red crushed velvet dress that highlighted her auburn hair and clashed with her purple runners. She was also wearing the glazed and desperate expression of someone who was being bored stupid by an 'expert' in something-in-particular or nothing-much-at-all - in this case a slim, bald man in a dark green frock-coat and white trousers.


  Kit sidled up to them just as the - ah, art expert - was explaining to Erin the meaning of a huge painting of sweeping multicoloured brush strokes, entitled Schrödinger's Cat.


  "The depth and repetition of colour suggests the movement of time into space," he said.


  "It looks more like alternate universes to me," Kit commented.


  "Really?" the expert asked, snidely.


  "But Stuart," Erin asked, casting a grateful glance at Kit, "who is Schrödinger, and why is there no cat in the picture?"


  "You've not heard of Schrödinger?" Stuart asked. "He discovered a now-legendary equation that proved the Big Bang theory."


  "Did he really?" Erin exaggerated, as if it was the most amazing thing she'd ever heard.


  "Yes. The..."


  "No he didn't, actually," Kit interrupted, as politely as possible. "Schrödinger devised a theory that involved a box, a radioactive atom, a phial of poison and a cat. It was an imaginary experiment to show that the everyday laws of physics do not work in the world of quantum mechanics."


  Stuart's eyes widened and he began to fiddle with his collar.


  "What was the poison for?" Erin asked, getting ready to look appalled.


  "To kill the cat," Kit explained. "But only if the atom decayed and the reaction broke the phial."


  "That's awful," Erin stated.


  "She's a cat person," Stuart said hastily, casting a warning glance at Kit, while Erin tried not to laugh. "It's okay, Erin dear," he cooed. "The cat wasn't hurt."


  "There was no cat," Kit said. "It was just a theory, the point of which was that you would never know what had happened in the box unless you looked; hence proving that nothing is real, or has any reality, unless it is observed."


  "Aah, I get it," Erin exclaimed, raising her palms to the painting as if she'd had an epiphany. "That explains why the scarlet is not repeated."


  "Exactly," Kit agreed, simply because she could.


  Stuart looked from Erin to Kit and back to Erin. "Would you excuse me for a second," he said, getting ready to escape into the crowd. "I've just seen Martin."


  "Thank you, Kit," Erin sighed with relief. "So, were you baffling the boring-as-batshit little man with a different variety of bullshit?"


  "No," Kit smiled. "It's all true, I swear. And there really was no cat - I promise. And yes, Schrödinger was a sick bastard. He could have put himself in his imaginary box and his theory would've worked just as well. As for the 'alternate universe' theory, that I got from the artist himself who just happens to be my brother Michael."


  "Well I never; so it is," Erin laughed as she peered at the signature. "Interesting."


  "Yeah, it's out there," Kit acknowledged. "Somewhere. Let's go get a drink, there's some people I'd like you to meet."


  "Grand idea," Erin agreed.


  "Hold it right there, Dufus-Brain!"


  Oh no! Kit thought. She swung around to face the bar just in time to see Brigit leap off her stool and throw a jug of water, ice blocks and all, into the path of a rapidly moving waiter.


  The leap itself had been remarkable for one who, by her own admission, was built for comfort not speed, but the never-to-be-confused-with-Buffy vampire-slaying stance was a truly perception-altering sight, especially as it was enhanced by a bizarre kind of ululation. Kit knew she would never be able to look at dear sweet Brigit the same way again.


  In the meantime, the waiter slipped, fell and skidded across the floor on his bum. When he came to a rest, with his feet tangled in the legs of a chair, Brigit sat on him and poked him in the chest.


  "You ain't goin nowhere, Scumbag," she added unnecessarily.


  "Anywhere; he ain't goin anywhere," Kit corrected. She stood with her arms akimbo gazing questioningly at the pile of drunken friend and crumpled waiter. "Brigit honey, why are you sitting on this nice man?"


  "You check his apron pocket before you go alleging any kind of niceness," Brigit pronounced as she rolled off him and clambered to her feet.


  "What the hell is going on?" Miranda bellowed, as she pushed her way through the growing circle of spectators. She knelt on the floor and patted her fallen employee's brow with her right hand while her left, obviously by accident, squeezed his inner thigh. "Tony, darling! Are you okay?" she asked, full of concern until she realised her silk trousers were getting wet. She stood up and looked concerned from there.


  "Oh no, Brigit," said Del. "What have you done, and what on earth was that yodelling?"


  "It was my Xena call," Brigit said, flouncing back to her barstool. "And as for what I was doing," she added, shifting her gaze between Miranda and Tony, "I was demonstrating why your friend there didn't have to hire a private detective to catch a thief. Although hire is not really the right word seeing no money entered the equation. All you had to do, Miranda, was pay attention."


  "What are you talking about?" Miranda demanded, using her extra-special, double-barrel 'how dare you' tone.


  "Am I right, Kit?" Brigit queried sweetly.


  "Yes, you are quite right," Kit announced. She turned to the waiter. "Are you going to take all that stuff out of there, or shall I ask my Muscle Girl to empty your pockets?"


  "I'm not touching him again. I've an idea of where he's been, now," Brigit remarked. "Miranda, you really should stop bonking the hired help."


  "Brigit Wells," Miranda stated firmly, "I do not bonk."


  "Ooh, that could cause problems," Brigit said. "But with any luck, you'll just explode from sheer sexual tension one day."


  "Oh my god, Brigie," Del moaned.


  "Four mobile phones, three wallets and a lovely little Glomesh purse." Kit itemised the loot as Tony removed it from his apron pocket. "Oh, and a condom. Shall I call the cops, Miranda?"


  "Um," her client hesitated, as she glanced down at Tony. A simple nostril flare, Kit noticed with interest, was all it took to transform the hint of regret in Miranda's otherwise cold-as-stone expression into a suggestion of complete disgust and loathing. Her earlier-stated preference for playmates of the young, adoring and unattached variety obviously had its delinquent downside.


  "Yes please," she replied crisply. "By all means, call the police."


  "We'll wait here," Kit said. "Let me know when they arrive and I'll take Tony out the back door."


  "Oh good. Thank you, Kit." Miranda faced the audience they had gathered and made shooing movements with her arms. "The sideshow is over folks, the main event is happening down the front. The Hojo Blues Quartet is about to perform."


  Once the 'folks' had done as they were told, Miranda stepped over the wet and worried Tony as if he was nothing more than a puddle on the floor. "And thank you for the sideshow, Brigit," she said. "It was, ah, revealing - to say the least."


  Brigit shrugged and smiled, but said nothing.


  "Fine. Well, I'd better get back to it," Miranda said. "Oh by the way," she added, putting her hands on her knees so she could loom over Tony, who had only just managed to sit up. "You are fired, you pencil-dicked traitorous little shit."


  Kit, Brigit, Erin and Del burst into laughter as soon as Miranda was out of earshot. Kit waved her hand over the pile of mobile phones, chose one at random and used it to call the local police.


  "Can I get up out of this water now?" Tony asked.


  "Yeah sure," Kit replied. "Go sit at the end of the bar, against the wall, next to my friend Brigit."


  "Christ! Do I have to?"


  "Yes," Kit snapped.


  Tony did as he was told, and Kit dragged a table in front of the bar, so that if the waiter-toyboy-pickpocket tried to make a run for it, he'd have a lot of things to clamber over. Then she ordered a round of drinks, including a coke for the thief and a special double martini for the thief-catcher.


  "That was very heroic," Erin commented, raising her glass to Brigit.


  "Thank you," Brigit smiled. "And you are?"


  "Oh sorry," Kit said. "Erin - the journalist, this is Brigit and Del - the publishers, that is Tony the phonejacker, I am Kit the PI, and the waiting barman is...um, Victoria Bitter, according to his hat."


  "Phil," said the barman.


  "Phil," Kit repeated, handing him a fifty and hoping there'd be some change. "Have you got a plastic bag I could have for the evidence?"


  "Sure. I'll find you one from somewhere," he said obligingly, pretending he didn't know, had never known and didn't want to know the now-ex-waiter sitting morosely at the end of his bar.


  "No, the local paper," Erin was saying to Del. "The St Kilda Star."


  "You may be interested to know that Brigit mistook you for a Bohemian earlier," Kit said. "Mind you, she also thought you were ogling her."


  "Brigit Wells, I do not ogle," Erin said, catching the Miranda-nuance quite well. "However, had I known how good you were at dealing with unwanted men I would have made an exception."


  "She's in training for the 'knock down a waiter' event for the Gay Games," Del said, putting a loving arm around Brigit's shoulders. "In her next class they learn how to pick up two at a time and slam dunk them into a giant ice bucket."


  "Only the very bad ones," Brigit snarled at Tony. "So Erin," she added, "what's with all the news?"


  "What do you mean?" Erin asked.


  "You know, the news - why is it always bad?"


  Erin laughed. "Buggered if I know. But you obviously haven't seen the front page of the latest St Kilda Star - or you wouldn't say that."


  "They live in Hawthorn and work in Richmond," Kit explained, giving a nod of thanks to Phil for the plastic bag he handed her.


  Erin shrugged. "I'm sure you'd all still appreciate the sweet justice embodied in this particular front page photo because it's a known fact that every local council has its own Thorough-Going Bastard. We have a perfectly composed, unposed irate pic of our TGB, or rather a pic of our irate TGB and the truckload of cow shit that was dumped on his front lawn - courtesy of a wonderfully disgruntled ratepayer. It made my day. That man is such a prick."


  "Want me to deal with him for you?" Brigit asked sweetly, punching her fist into her palm.


  "Oh would you? That would make my year."


  "Well I never! It's Katherine," a now very familiar voice called out from across the bar. "Imagine meeting you twice in one day."


  "Yeah, small world. Um...?" Kit replied, snapping her fingers, as if to jog her memory. She smiled at Rebecca Jones, Sally Shaw and Carmel Fisher while she snapped and mumbled "undercover" to Brigit, who was now doing her own ogling.


  "Rebecca," said Rebecca, with a half smile. "You remember Carmel, from lunch? And this is my friend Sally."


  Kit gave a wave.


  Brigit said, in awe: "You're Rebecca Jones," and then turned to Kit. "How could you not..."


  Kit plunged her hand between Brigit's thighs, which shut her friend up quick smart.


  "What's her problem?" Sally asked Rebecca, with a nod in Kit's direction.


  Rebecca rolled her eyes. "Maybe we'll catch up later, Katherine," she suggested, recognising the cover-blowing potential of the situation. Carmel, luckily, was busy talking alcohol with Barman Phil. Rebecca smiled and dragged Sally away. Hopefully, Kit thought, to have serious words with her.


  "Are you playing with my woman?" Del asked Kit.


  "Not exactly," Kit replied, trying to remove her hand. "Your woman has very strong thighs though. You can let go now, Brigie."


  "Oh," Brigit sulked. "I thought my luck had changed. But what's with you? How come you didn't recognise Rebecca Jones? Come to think of it, how come she did recognise you?"


  "Sorry, it's a need to know situation, Brigie," Kit grinned. "I tried to tell you I was undercover, but being gobsmacked apparently makes you deaf."


  "Undercover? Wow! Are you investigating her?" she whispered.


  Kit sighed. "No Brigit darling, I'm not. But I can't tell you what I am doing, so don't ask. Please."


  "Okay. But you know her, right? And she knows you. You know each other."


  "Yes, yes and yes," Kit replied. "Oh look, a policeman. Evening Officer."


  "O'Malley," growled a dishevelled and unshaven man, modelling the very latest in shouldn't be worn by anyone, ever, suits.


  "Everyone, this is Detective-Sergeant Simmons; Simmo this is everyone. The bad guy is Tony the pencil-dick in the corner," Kit said, pointing at the wet waiter who was now starting to look really depressed.


  "Oh," she added, "just in case he tries to sue me for unnecessary verbal abuse or something later, the genital reference is not an insult - well, it is - but it's also a description of the offender given by a pretty reliable eyewitness. But enough of that, why are you here Simmo? This should be a uniform job."


  "I'm here because you are O'Malley. I was at the desk when the call came in, I had to see if the O'Malley was you."


  "Well, as you can see - it is," Kit acknowledged, raising her hands and wiggling her fingers. "And it's good to see you too."


  Simmons laughed. "Yeah, right. So what gives?"


  "Well, this is the evidence," Kit explained, handing Simmons the plastic bag of stolen goods. "Tony there was caught red-handed with these items, all stolen from the patrons this evening who will no doubt want them back ASAP. You'd better speak to the owner of the gallery, one Miranda Prentice, who will, I'm sure, lodge a complaint against this perp for prior instances of similar theft on other Tuesday evenings."


  Simmons tugged on his trousers to pull them up but, as he'd neglected to do any exercise for at least 15 years, the action only achieved a jelly-wobble of his beer gut. His pants went nowhere.


  "Good show then, O'Malley," he said.


  "Actually, it was Brigit here who witnessed the theft and apprehended the Tony," Kit explained.


  "We'll need a statement," Simmons said to Brigit. "The uniform guys out the front can take it now, if you like."


  "I'm happy to oblige," Brigit pronounced, sliding off her stool.


  Simmons beckoned to Tony. "Do I need to cuff you?"


  "No, sir, Detective. Um, no," Tony replied, approaching cautiously.


  "Good. Because I'm really serious about this: don't try anything stupid - like making a run for it," Simmons drawled. "I hate crooks that run. If you run, I won't chase you; I'll just shoot you. You got that?"


  "Yeah. I swear I won't run. But you're not the one I'm worried about." Tony glared at Brigit.


  "Good," Simmo said. "Thanks again, O'Malley. Ah, Brigit is it, if you'd come with me."


  "Friend of yours?" Erin asked, as she, Kit and Del watched Brigit clear the way to the front door for Simmons and his charge. They took a detour via Miranda and escorted her outside as well.


  "Ex-colleague," Kit replied. "Simmo's actually one of the force's finest. He just can't dress himself," she added, shaking her head in ongoing disbelief.


  Erin glanced at her watch, then scowled at the crowd. "I dunno," she said softly. "What's the world coming to when you can't even trust a snitch to turn up for some money?"


  "Is that why you're here?" Kit asked.


  "Yeah. That's also why I'm wearing purple sneakers," Erin stated. "I trust, my dear, that you did not think this was a fashion statement. Nor that I came here to have my artistic tastes challenged, or to be picked up by men half my size."


  "Of course not, " Kit lied.


  "Who would know, in this company?" Del asked, waving her arm about. "About the fashions, I mean."


  "True," Erin said. "But these," she waggled one foot, "were specifically requested by my new and mysterious informant as a condition of us meeting face to face. The jerk is an hour late and I feel ridiculous, so if he turns up now I shall probably shove these shoes up his bottom."


  "What was he going to inform you about?" Kit asked. "Or can't you tell us?"


  Erin hesitated for only a second, said 'shit' and then laughed. "I wish, like yours, my situation was a 'need to know' kind of thing," she added. "But, as I don't know the situation or the guy - hence the variation on the red carnation in the lapel thing - and he is, so far, fifty per cent unreliable, I don't mind telling you that he was going to tell me about the cow shit I mentioned earlier. Actually, I suspect he is Mercury, but seeing as how he hasn't turned up I may never know."


  "Mercury?" Kit asked.


  "The disgruntled doodoo-delivering ratepayer," Erin smiled. "For some reason, known only to himself, he calls himself 'Mercury'. My so-called informant, who may or may not be Mercury, rang for the first time on Wednesday and told me that 'shit was going down at Cr Higgins' joint' - literally; which is how we got the photo opportunity. Jack himself certainly wouldn't have wanted anyone to know about it. When Mr Deep-Throat-He-Ain't rang again this morning, saying he had info on Mercury's next offensive, I asked to meet him. So here I am, and he isn't."


  "Maybe he was Stuart," Kit suggested. "Or should that be: maybe Stuart was he?" Kit looked questioningly at Del. "Him?"


  "Don't look at me," Del said. "I've only just worked out what split infinitives really are, and why we shouldn't get our nickers in a twist over them."


  "I don't think so," Erin was saying emphatically. "Stuart was definitely working his way around, very bloody tediously I might add, to the subject of human fluid exchange - his and mine. He was not here to discuss bovine dung delivery schedules."


  "Well, that is a perfect note on which to take my leave," Kit announced. "I think I've had more than enough excitement for one night."


  "It's only a little after ten," Erin stated.


  "That's probably true," Kit nodded. "But if I go home now, I might be able to take my muse by surprise. If I can coax it out of the microwave, or wherever it's hiding, I might just get some writing done tonight."


  "So you are still working on your book." Del sounded pleased.


  "Yeah," Kit shrugged. "I are, in between not."


  "Not what?"


  "Not writing," Kit replied.


  "What are you not writing?" Erin asked, looking only slightly confused.


  "I'm not writing a detective novel," Kit said. "I'm up to chapter nine."


  "That's great news Kit, really," Del said, raising her voice over the band, which had just started up a very loud and rambunctious blues number. "I thought you might have given up on it, seeing there was all that real lust and love, not to mention mystery, in the air."


  Kit shrugged.


  "Hair? Whose hair?" Erin queried. "What?"


  "Mine," Kit shouted. "I've got mysterious lust in my hair, but I do not wish to talk about it."


  "How about tomorrow arvo, after the lust returns home?" Del raised her eyebrows suggestively.


  "Are you making sense?" Erin asked.


  "Not really," Kit admitted.


  "Seldom," Del stated.


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Boardwalk was the latest thing in cool soaps: a cross between the classic trashiness of Number 96, from the good old days of Aussie-TV for-grown-ups, and the seemingly never-ending dilemmas of the occasionally topical Blue Heelers. It was a Melrose Place wannabe, without the underlying spite, in fact without the underlying cleverness, but with a marketable-as-a-CD-compilation soundtrack of homegrown music.


  The show was also controversial, and therefore top rating, and littered with the mandatory jumpcut shots of an exotic-looking city - a.k.a. Melbourne. Used only as scene-changers, because the show was filmed almost entirely in the Docklands studio lot, the location-montages were instantly recognisable to Melbournians, but were also non-specific enough to be any exotic-looking city anywhere in the world.


  Which proved, Kit thought, that any old city, especially one with a beach, could be made to look exotic if the cinematographer shoots the right shots: this St Kilda palm tree, that flash of boat-on-Port-Phillip-Bay, this vibrant cityscape-at-night reflected on that section of the Yarra River, any tram flashing by Luna Park, and just a glimpse of a rollicking Chinese dragon in Little Burke St - and all done with the camera on an angle and later synchronised to a really catchy tune.


  Boardwalk was also filled with young Australian 'stars of the future' as well as quite a few older actual actors. One of the stars who, according to Rebecca Jones, apparently had enough talent to be an actor - one day - was the reason why Kit was standing beside a catering van on the studio back lot, watching three blokes having a very unconvincing punch-up - for the seventh time.


  "Cut! That's bloody awful," yelled the man wearing the jacket that said 'Director'. "One more time guys, come on, and then we'll take a break for lunch - if you can get it right."


  Kit finished eating the best hot dog she'd ever had, as she watched the soapie-star with a future, Dylan Thomas (yes) raise his fists at the two thugs who had just insulted his 'girlfriend'. While she, the girlfriend, yelled "Hit them Cody" (again yes), he ducked and weaved and generally threw his weight around badly. If he'd been in a real fight, he'd have been decked several times over.


  "Cut!" the director growled again. "For Christ's sake Dylan, stop with the 'float like a butterfly' crap and take a swing. Try it again! Places, everybody."


  "Dylan is worried about actually connecting; them with him, I mean. He doesn't want to mess up his pretty face," someone said in Kit's ear, which startled her because a second before she'd been standing on her own. Kit turned to face Angela Collier, Boardwalk's PR person, who had just snuck up on her after rushing off, for the third time, to help deal with a lingerie crisis being experienced by one of her other actors.


  "That's better.' Kit whispered the comment, with a nod in Dylan's direction, as he ducked just in time to miss Thug A's right cross. He then feigned a left hook and caught the bad guy unawares (ha!) with an almost upper cut to the chin, which sent the Stunt Thug backwards into a well-placed pile of stunt boxes. Stunt Thug B ran off in fear, or because he didn't want to be caught acting in the same scene, and then the girlfriend - Kimberley, Ashley or Britney - threw her arms around brave Cody and mashed her lips against his.


  "Cut...and that'll do it."


  "Thank god," Kit said. "I was about to volunteer to help him protect his little surfer-chick."


  Angela laughed. "It's strange how it never looks this hokey on TV; in the finished product, I mean."


  Kit raised an eyebrow, wondering which finished show it was that Angela watched. "Jackie Chan he ain't," she observed.


  "That's probably a good thing; I'd be a nervous wreck," Angela laughed, again. "Come on I'll introduce you."


  Kit followed the painfully-cheerful Angela across the lot to where the 'director' was having a few words with Dylan and his co-star. "We'll find a solution, I promise. For now we just have to make it work, okay?" he said and then strolled off, shaking his head and looking as if he'd rather be directing traffic. Or as if he was wondering whether he already was.


  "Dylan," Angela said, "this is Katherine Turner, the writer I was talking about. Katherine this is Dylan Thomas. Oh, and Bree Fisher."


  Dylan stuck out his hand to shake Kit's, while Bree looked her up and down to gauge something - or other. Kit flashed her a brief smile and turned back to Dylan.


  "Katherine Turner?" Bree said, questioningly. "Like the actress."


  "That's Kathleen Turner," Kit corrected her. "Or Lana; unless, of course, you mean Katherine Hepburn."


  "You're not with Who Weekly by any chance, are you?" Bree asked, as Kit's comment hovered over her head trying to find a way in.


  "No, I'm not," Kit smiled again.


  "You can rack off now Bree," Dylan said, a lot more politely than his choice of words implied.


  "You rack off, toad face! I just wanted to know which magazine she writes for, that's all."


  "I don't," Kit said. "I'm writing a book."


  "Oh," Bree said, screwing up her pert little nose.


  Kit wondered whether she'd recognise a book - in a library.


  "I don't think she understands that concept," Dylan confirmed


  "Oh ha!" Bree stated. "What's the book about, Kathleen?"


  "Katherine," Kit said. "It's called Women in Television."


  "Women in Television," Bree repeated. "So, pick me up here. Why is it that you want to talk to testerone-features here?"


  "Testosterone," Dylan stated.


  "Dick-head - same diff!" Bree snarled. "Last time I looked, I'm the woman out of us two."


  Beam me up, Scotty, Kit thought desperately. "My book is not about actors. I'm writing about women producers, directors and presenters, like Margot Whelan, Maggie Wheeler, Mary Waters and Rebecca Jones," Kit explained, making up all the names except the last.


  "Oh her. She didn't want to know me," Bree complained. "But you should have seen the way she came onto Dylan."


  "Who? Maggie Wheeler?" Kit asked.


  "No, that tart Rebecca Jones."


  "She was here to interview Dylan, not you Bree," Angela said, while Kit now gave her actual attention to the little starlet. "That's why she wasn't interested in you."


  "So!" Bree sulked. "She didn't have to ignore me."


  "What do you mean 'came onto'?" Kit asked.


  "Will you piss off, Bree," Dylan pleaded.


  "What do you think I mean?" Bree said, ignoring Dylan and waggling her chin as only spoilt and self-centred young gals seem able to do.


  "Do you care that she showed interest in Dylan?" Kit asked, wondering whether simple teenage jealousy lay behind the threats to Rebecca.


  "Duh, no! Why should I? Dylan Thomas is an arse-wipe," Bree said, as if he wasn't standing right there to hear the insult.


  "She wasn't coming onto me," Dylan said to Kit, without a trace of defensiveness or ego. "I wish she had," he added, with a smile.


  "I cared that she ignored me, that's all," Bree was saying, as if she was the centre of attention.


  "Which is exactly what Katherine is going to do as well," Angela stated. "We are walking away now, Bree honey."


  "Don't you Bree-honey me, Angela," Bree complained, waggling her chin and her shoulders as she followed her anyway. "Just 'cause you're who you are, doesn't mean you can boss me round. And how come I never get these interview gigs?" she demanded.


  Kit took a deep breath. "You have an excellent working relationship with your co-star, I see."


  "She's a twit," Dylan laughed, running his hand through his super-blonde surfer-dude hair. "We have all, the whole cast, begged the producers and writers to kill her off before one of us commits actual murder."


  "Does she have a thing for you? I mean was all that a love-hate scenario, or what?" Kit asked.


  "God, I hope not," Dylan exclaimed. "Um, let's take a seat," he added, motioning towards a park bench that was part of the set. "Bree and I had one date, two years ago, when I first joined the show. She only went out with me, I discovered the next day, to make her rock singer boyfriend jealous."


  "Two years ago?" Kit said. "How old is she?"


  "Twenty-four," Dylan smiled, "going on twelve."


  Forget the 'teenage' aspect of the jealous of Rebecca theory, Kit thought. "I thought she was about sixteen," she said.


  "Tell me about it," Dylan threw up his hands. "On second thoughts, don't. Let's talk about the gorgeous Rebecca Jones instead. Not that I can tell you much; I only met her the once."


  Kit smiled. "Do you have a thing for older women?" she asked.


  "No, not specifically," Dylan grinned. "But Rebecca is an icon, isn't she? That makes her different from your usual older woman. That, and the fact that she's dead sexy and smart and nice. God that's a wimpy word. What I mean is, in person she's as cool, objective and informed as her image shapes her to be. She seems genuinely interested in who she's interviewing. It doesn't seem like a put on job. Oh-boy," Dylan pressed his hand to his mouth. "Is it okay to say stuff like that - like sexy and smart? I wouldn't want to sound patronising or anything."


  Kit cocked her head. "Or anything like what?"


  "Or anything like, you know, sexist." Dylan said earnestly.


  "Is that because you don't want to sound sexist, or because you're not?"


  Dylan narrowed his eyes and then smiled. "Because I'd like to think I'm not, so I wouldn't want to come across that way through a bad choice of words."


  Kit laughed. "Well, that was a good choice of words," she said. "And given the context of our conversation, of course it's okay to call her sexy and smart."


  "You stupid bloody bitch!"


  Kit and Dylan looked at each other in surprise before glancing around to find out who had spoken. The entire area of the street-corner set, which moments before had been bustling with people, was now completely deserted. The only people in sight were two guys queuing at the catering van, which was a good fifty metres away to Kit's right.


  Kit turned back to Dylan who was frowning. "There's no one here but us," he noted. "So who the hell said that?"


  Thwunk! The sound of something fleshy hitting something metal coincided with the sudden appearance, about ten metres behind Dylan, of a middle-aged man wearing blue tracky dacks, a white singlet and a very disgruntled expression.


  Thwunk! This time Kit saw the guy punch the forklift he was standing beside. It didn't look like a stunt; besides, there were no cameras around.


  "Who's the bloke?" Kit asked.


  Dylan swivelled around to take a look. "Oh no! I thought she'd gotten rid of him."


  "Who is he?" Kit repeated, realising there was someone else standing behind the forklift.


  "It's Angela's ex-husband. The guy is a complete loser. He's dangerous, and dense as shit."


  "Does that mean that it's Angela he's abusing?" Kit asked, standing up.


  Angela herself answered the question by stepping into view; her hands on her hips. The ex-husband, and his threatening body language, then crowded her up against a dumpster.


  "God, what a prick!" Dylan observed.


  "What a prick?" Kit repeated, staring down at Dylan in amazement. "Is that it?"


  "Is that it, what?"


  "You said he's dangerous, Dylan," Kit explained. "Do you think she might need some help?"


  They both glanced back at Angela who seemed to be standing her ground successfully but the ex also seemed to be getting more aggro by the second.


  "Um, yeah, probably," Dylan said hesitantly. "I'll go get Security," he offered.


  "Dylan," Kit said, giving him a kindly smile, "I think Angela needs assistance now, not when the cavalry arrives. But if I promise to help you deal with your gallantry issues later, will you stroll over there with me, now, to see if we can help sort things out?"


  "Are you kidding? What if he hits me in the face?"


  "Okay," Kit said accommodatingly. "How about I try and sort things, and you back me up with one of those," she said, pointing at a pile of scaffolding. "You can poke him with it if you don't want to get too close."


  "Good idea," Dylan agreed. He chose a very long pole and then gave her the thumbs up.


  Kit suffered a depressing but gone-in-a-flash fear for the future of humanity. Actually, it was more like a passing groan over the youth of today; or maybe just heartburn from the hot dog. Whatever! Bullies, pretty boys and fast food. It's life Jim, but not as we know it; and civilisation is doomed.


  "Will you give it a rest, please Barry," Angela was saying as Kit and Dylan approached. "Just leave me alone; leave everything alone."


  "Screw that, Angie," Barry the bully growled. "I want you to come home, where you belong."


  "I don't belong there, Barry. And I'm sick of your crap. Go away, or I will call the cops."


  Barry didn't agree with that, apparently. In fact Barry didn't like that idea one little bit. He backhanded Angela across the right side of her face. She stumbled but remained on her feet.


  "Jesus! Shit! He hit her...he actually hit her," Dylan exclaimed.


  "Hey! Don't..." Kit began.


  "Yeah? And who the fuck are you?" Barry snarled at Kit, before catching sight of her reluctant sidekick with his five-foot pole. He snorted. "Sure thing, Dylan, you little shitface. What are you gunna do with that?"


  It took Kit two whole seconds to make the choice between trying to reason with Barry or deciding to deal with him. No contest, she thought, and kicked him as hard as she could in the balls. He collapsed onto his knees then keeled over into a foetal position with his hands between his legs.


  "Way to go, Katherine!" Dylan cheered.


  The previously chipper Angela now looked like she didn't give a shit - about anything. She kept blinking, to stop her right eye from watering, as she rubbed her face and stared down at the moaning Barry. "Wish I'd thought of that," she said flatly.


  "I'll go get Andy," Dylan volunteered. "He's head of security," he explained to Kit over his shoulder, as he took off in the direction of the studio's main office.


  "You okay?" Kit asked.


  "Yeah," Angela said softly. "He just won't take no for an answer."


  "Has he done this before?"


  "What do you think?" Angela asked, her tone still emotionless as she turned her back on Barry. "Only ever at home though, before I moved out and got a restraining order. Oh God no. Look. Everybody will know about this by the time lunch is over."


  Kit glanced in the direction Angela had indicated. Two guys in security uniforms had met Dylan en route and they, along with the Director, one Stunt Thug and two women were rushing over to - what...help? Oh, one of the two guys who'd been buying lunch was also loping in their direction, with his hotdog, which he'd apparently waited for; but the other guy, while showing his concern by perving on the action, obviously didn't want to lose his place in the queue. Kit shook her head.


  A strange gurgling, heaving sound behind her was followed by a more articulate "Aaah!" from Angela to her left. Kit realised, too late, that Barry - like some kind of unsquashable cockroach - had recovered enough to get to his feet, grab Angela by the arm and fling her backwards into the side of the dumpster. He grunted with satisfaction as his ex-wife slid unconscious to the ground, then he turned to make a charge.


  Kit sidestepped, but not far enough. Barry's elbow connected with her cheekbone as he stumbled forward over her outstretched foot. She rammed her knee into his coccyx, grabbed his arm and twisted it up behind his back, holding his thumb in the bastard-can't-move-if-his-thumb-is-being-held-in-that-position position.


  Five seconds later the security guards relieved her.


  "Escort him off the lot," the Director directed.


  "No," Kit pronounced. She took out a business card - one that said 'Kit O'Malley, Private Investigator' not 'Katherine Turner, writer" - and gave it the older of the two security guards. "Take him to South Melbourne Police Station and get him locked up. Ask for Detective Wilkes, Hanson or Barnes, give them that card and tell them I'll be there in an hour to file assault charges."


  "Sure thing," the guard smiled. "Our pleasure."


  "Who the hell do you think you are?" the Director demanded.


  Kit raised her eyebrows and cast a glance back at Angela who was being tended by the two women who'd rushed over with everyone else.


  "Did you hear me?" the Director asked.


  "Have you called an ambulance yet?" Kit asked by way of reply, pointing to the mobile in the Director's otherwise unhelpful hand.


  "What? I asked you who you were."


  "A deranged man, with a restraining order against him, gained unauthorised entry to your studio, assaulted two people, we're still waiting for you to call an ambulance, and all you care about is who I am," Kit exclaimed, flinging her hands up to demonstrate her exasperation. "I feel like I'm in a soap opera," she added dramatically, and then stepped back to see how Angela was.


  "Well, who is she?" the Director asked.


  "Gimme that, Tony," Dylan snapped, grabbing his phone.


  "She's coming round," one of the women said to Kit.


  "Angela, you okay?" Kit asked.


  "I don't feel so good," Angela slurred.


  "Forget the ambulance Dylan," Kit called out. "Get us one of those golf cart thingies, will you?" "Okay. I'll be right back."


  "Can you stand up Angela?"


  "Maybe. Can't guarantee I won't throw up, though."


  "That's okay," Kit said, as she and the other women helped her up and then over to the bench.


  "You're not really a writer, are you?" Dylan asked five minutes later as he snapped the safety belt around Angela in the back seat of Kit's car.


  "What makes you say that?" Kit asked.


  "I can ask Andy what your business card really said," Dylan threatened with a smile. He got into the front passenger seat beside Kit and pointed to show the quickest way off the studio lot.


  "I'm a private investigator," Kit admitted.


  "Cool!" he exclaimed. "I knew it. I mean I knew you weren't writing a book. Not at first, obviously, but you know."


  Kit laughed. "But I am writing a book," she stated.


  "You are?"


  "Yeah. I'm writing a detective novel."


  "A detective writing a detective novel. That's very Angela Lansbury. But that's not why you wanted to talk to me, I bet."


  "No," Kit agreed.


  "Was I a cover story so you could catch Barry?" Dylan asked.


  "No," Kit snorted. "I didn't know about Barry. I wish I still didn't know about Barry. The bastard has completely messed up my morning and, to top it off, as a consequence of now knowing about Barry, I am going to be late for a very important date."


  Kit glanced at the dash clock. It was 10:45 am. She might, might, manage to get Angela to Casualty, then drop into the local cop shop to make a formal complaint about Barry, before someone decided to let the bastard go, and get back into the city by midday - but she doubted it.


  Alex had said to meet her for lunch at noon. Kit already had that desperate sinking feeling that no matter how hard she tried, she was going to be late for the only thing in the world she wanted to be on time for.


  Murphy's bloody law, she thought angrily. Anything that can go wrong will be completely fucked up. Who the hell was Murphy, anyway? Kit wondered as she turned into Dudley Street, heading towards the top end of the city. She contemplated tracking him down and shooting him for thinking up such a stupid thing in the first place. This was obviously all his fault, being a twist on Lillian's rotational theory of life and art, because if Murphy hadn't made the law, this perverse universe wouldn't have to adhere to it.


  "I hope it's not a date date," Dylan said.


  "Why?" Kit asked, wondering if she'd been thinking aloud.


  "Because the other thing that Barry messed up this morning was your face."


  "What?" Kit asked, trying to get a look at herself in the rearview mirror.


  "He decked you with his arm," Dylan said. "Don't you remember? Didn't you feel it? Don't you feel it now? Man, perhaps I should be driving. You've probably got head injuries too."


  Kit pulled up at the next set of traffic lights, because they were red, and took the opportunity to swivel the mirror so she could see.


  "Oh shit!" she exclaimed.


  This was not unlike how she looked back in January; the last time she'd seen Alex - the last time Alex had seen her. Shit, shit, shit! The woman was going to think she was accident-prone or that she habitually attracted types of the undesirable whack-you-in-the-face variety.


  "Aaagh," she groaned, taking off again as the lights changed.


  "It's okay," Dylan said cheerily. "It's a radical purple. You could pretend..."


  Kit pulled up again at the Peel Street lights. She turned to Dylan, narrowed her eyes and just... looked at him.


  "Okay, yes, you're quite right," he acknowledged. "There's nothing that can be done. Oh look, Vic Market is very busy today. I didn't even know they opened on, whatever today is. How are you going back there, Angela?"


  "Just dandy, thanks Dylan. I'd be even better if you weren't babbling so loudly."


  "Right. I'll shut up now," he said, facing forwards. "The lights aren't going to get any greener, though," he added, giving Kit a sideways smile.


  "Dylan, mate," Kit said, making a left turn, "when you're rich and famous - which Rebecca Jones seems to think is in your stars - I'd like you to do something for me."


  Dylan eyed Kit suspiciously. "Sure Katherine, if I can."


  "If you make any of those big action movies where you play the hero that saves the girl or the world or both, then every time a stunt person takes a fall for you, I'd like you to remember today," Kit said, tapping her face. Ow! That was dumb.


  "Okay," he shrugged. "Why?"


  "Because I want you to remember how I got this bruise while you just stood around with a large and useless pole."


  "Oh," Dylan nodded. "I could probably do that for you."


  "Thank you," Kit said.


   


  What a spiteful place to put a mirror, Kit thought. There you are, on your way to an appointment with Melbourne's top modelling agency on the first floor, or to get advice on your millions from the investment company on the second floor, or to meet the gorgeous lawyer from the third floor for lunch, and you discover - when it's too late to do anything about it - that you look like a lunatic.


  Kit ran her hands back through her hair, forwards, then back again. She shook her head and looked at the result in the large mirror that formed the back wall of the lift. A very scary face looked back at her. She tugged on her fringe, but it simply wasn't long enough to cover the map of Tasmania that had formed on her left cheekbone and was crowding her eye. Between the bruise and her wild hair, she really did look like an escapee from a place in which she'd usually be sedated.


  Kit undid an extra button on her white shirt, did it up again, made sure the belt on her black slacks was straight, then turned her back on herself and pushed the button for Jenkins, Cazenove, Scott and Harris on the third floor of the William Street office building.


  It was 12.25 p.m. She had rung Alex from the police station, an hour before, to say she'd be late. Margaret Richards, the legal firm's receptionist, had promised to pass the message on to Miss Cazenove who was unable to take her call personally as she was 'conferring'.


  The lift doors opened. Kit took a deep breath. This is it, she thought. Romance or heartache - what's it going to be?


  She pushed at the glass doors of J.C.S. & H. and entered the plush, hushed and everywhere-purple outer-domain of the firm's first line of defence against invading anything. One imperious look from Margaret Richards was enough to make a ruthless crim, a tough cop or a semi-hard-boiled PI shake in her boots. God knows what effect she had on potential clients.


  Kit tried smiling, wondering as she did whether the imposing Mrs R. was wearing a huge corset of the whalebone and lots of hooks variety. Because no one, she thought, could be that big and not have rolls of extra body pushing out the fabric of her conservative, but elegant, receptionist attire.


  "Ms O'Malley," Margaret pronounced, deliberately emphasising the title to show her disapproval of Kit's previous insistence on its application.


  "Margaret," Kit replied nonchalantly, trying to sound wiser and more mature than the chronologically-experienced receptionist. "Is Miz Cazenove still conferring?" she added, in a tone that proved she could also be childish - if she wanted to be.


  "Yes, Ms O'Malley. If you'd like to take a seat, she'll be out - when she's out."


  Kit propped on the edge of a soft-cushioned couch and resisted the urge to remove her shoes and wriggle her toes in the super-soft pile of the lilac carpet. It seemed like a lifetime since she'd last sat here, with her then new client Quinn Orlando, but then a hell of a lot had happened since January. Miz Cazenove, for example. In fact it had been here on that same first visit to Quinn's solicitor Douglas Scott, that she'd met Alex for the first time. Now that had been embarrassing.


  Kit shook her head, at herself, then stared at the Abigail Trellini lithograph on the wall opposite, until the irregular flick-flick of the spotlight above it got to be more than she could take. She got up and walked over to turn it off but, just as she reached out her hand, it plinked - and died.


  "Spooky," Kit said. "Would you like me to change the bulb for you?" she asked Margaret.


  The 'how dare you speak without being invited' glare lasted two seconds before being replaced with a look of surprise. "Ah, yes," Margaret replied warmly; well, in a tone slightly less Antarctic than usual. "Would you mind?"


  "Of course not," Kit replied. "As long as I don't have to stand on anything higher than a kitchen chair I can do almost anything."


  "A matchbox is too high for my fear of heights," Margaret admitted.


  Kit smiled. "I'm fine up to an elevation of three feet, as long as I have something to brace myself against. Can I stand on that chair?"


  "Go ahead," Margaret agreed, stepping out from behind her desk. "Wait while I get the new globe though, then I'll hold it steady for you."


  Nothing like a shared phobia to bring two people together, Kit thought, dragging the chair over next to the couch opposite. She turned the light switch off.


  Margaret returned to hold the chair while Kit climbed onto it and steadied herself with one hand on the wall. She swapped the dead globe for the live one and switched the light back on again.


  "Ta-da!" Kit announced, feeling quite pleased about her small victory over irrational fear, until two unrelated things conspired against her balance and decorum. The first, was the sudden, startling sound of the front door opening behind her, which produced a surge of vertigo-induced adrenaline as she nearly lost her balance. The second, was the delicious sound of her name being uttered by the woman of her dreams, which supercharged the adrenaline with a dose of lust, tipped her wonky scales and sent her tumbling backwards onto the couch. Gravity then took over and dragged her, bum first, onto the floor.


  "Ouch!"


  "O'Malley?" Alex repeated.


  Mortification began making chaotic percussion noises in Kit's head, as her mind whimpered: Oh, dear, I am so embarrassing!


  She opened her eyes to find Alex - oh yes - Margaret, Douglas Scott and a not-quite completely strange woman staring down at her. Kit glanced warily at Alex and pulled a 'boy do I feel stupid face', while she tried desperately to reign in her hormones or her pheromones or... maybe they were lipozomes - no, they had something to do with skin elasticity.


  Who cares! Come on, O'Malley. Get your warp-core back on line!


  Easier said than done she thought. The very sight of Alexis Cazenove - her red-auburn hair curling carelessly just above her shoulders and her grey eyes laughing, while the sexiest mouth in the world tried not to - would have floored her, had her vertigo and klutziness not already taken care of that. Thank you very much!


  Déjà vu, Kit sighed. She had been in this exact position - on her arse - the first time she'd ever looked up and into those oh-so-very-amused eyes.


  Wow, but she really is drop-dead gorgeous, Kit thought. Not that she doubted that for a second. After all, the absence thing had made her heart do the growing fonder thing. Sadly, it had also taken nothing away from the first-laying-eyes-on-her falling-down-stupid-thing either.


  And there she was - her Alex (maybe, hopefully) - in all her gorgeousness, just standing there turning Kit's mind and body to mush, as usual. And probably loving it - as usual.


  And here you are, Katherine Frances O'Malley, nanoseconds later (also as usual), still on the floor. Get up woman!


  Kit accepted the nearest hands, which belonged to Margaret and the now vaguely-familiar stranger.


  "Thank you," she acknowledged. She took a deep breath and smiled. "Hi, Alex," she said.


  "O'Malley," Alex acknowledged, raising one perfect eyebrow. "Are you - okay?"


  "Yes. Thank you," Kit replied. Want to drag you into your office and kiss you until you beg for mercy kind of okay, she thought. But, I'm okay.


  Kit turned to Douglas and grinned. "It's really good to see you again."


  Which was what she'd wanted to say to Alex; what she would have said, had they been alone. After she'd done the kissing thing, of course.


  "It is lovely to see you too, Kit." Douglas's eyes crinkled with pleasure under his unruly white eyebrows, as he encased her hand in both of his. "I do hope, my dear, that the other person came off second best," he added.


  "Oh yes," Kit nodded. "His genitals are going to need long-term physiotherapy; maybe even psychotherapy seeing it was his balls he was using to think with when we, ah, met."


  "Don't they all," said the now definitely familiar strange woman. "Present company excepted, I'm sure," she added, with a glance at Douglas.


  Kit peered at the woman. She did know who she was, she was sure, but not directly. This was one of those seeing your bank teller at a Judy Small concert and not being able to place where you know her from type situation. Or the being so familiar with an actor syndrome that, even though you can't remember their name, you think you actually know them; whereon you proceed to make an idiot of yourself by saying say 'hi' as if you do, two seconds before you realise you don't, and one second before you realise they don't know you at all, because you're not famous.


  "It's all right," the woman smiled. "We don't know each other."


  "Oh good," Kit smiled, not really caring because she was finally, after 68 days and - no, O'Malley, we are not counting hours (four) - she was finally standing within touching distance of...


  "I'm Carol Webster..."


  Oh god. The bloody woman was still talking.


  "...Independent candidate in the Nareen by-election. You've probably seen me on the tele."


  "Oh, right," Kit said, recalling the TV news coverage of her campaign launch the previous night. "You're the Mayor of Brinlea. Tell me, is Richmond part of the Nareen electorate?"


  "Outgoing Mayor, and no," she laughed.


  "Good," Kit shrugged, uselessly. She looked at Alex, hoping she'd make a move of some kind.


  She did. She pushed her hair back behind one ear and looked apologetic.


  That's not quite what I had in mind, Kit thought.


  "I'm sorry, O'Malley," Alex said. "Can we take a rain check on lunch?"


  No way!


  "Carol's appointment is rather important," Alex continued.


  What? And I'm not? Kit wondered. "Rain check. Sure," she said.


  "Oh, no," Carol sighed. "Have I upset your lunch plans?"


  "It's okay, Carol," Alex said, soothingly.


  It is bloody not! Kit thought. "Yeah, don't worry. It's no big deal," she lied.


  Alex glanced at Kit with a serious but questioning expression. It was one of those Alex Cazenove looks; one of the special ones that ask everything, and give absolutely nothing away. It was the intriguing, maddening, mysterious, sexy, what-do-you-mean-by-that look. The one Kit had fallen in love with; the one Alex didn't know she did so well.


  Kit just raised her eyebrows and smiled.


  Alex, still with her eyes on Kit, asked Douglas if he'd be so kind as to show Carol back to her office. "I'll walk you out," she said to Kit, when they were alone except for the out-of-character farewell noises being made by Margaret Richards.


  "Bye, Margaret," Kit said over her shoulder as she followed Alex out the front door to the lift. "Is this an occupational hazard?" Alex asked, barely touching Kit's cheek.


  "No, actually," Kit smiled. "The guy had no idea who I was, what I am, or...anything."


  Aagh! The lift was taking forever. "So, how long is this rain check for?" she asked.


  "I was thinking..." Alex began.


  "I've missed you." Kit couldn't help herself.


  "Really?" Alex asked, as if she didn't quite believe her.


  "Yes," Kit breathed. Shut up, O'Malley.


  "I was thinking, dinner tonight," Alex suggested, as the lift opened. "I'm sorry about Carol," she added, narrowing those amazing eyes - just a little. "This wasn't supposed to happen."


  "It's okay, really," Kit said stepping into the lift. "Dinner tonight it is then."


  "Good. We need to talk." Alex smiled.


  "We sure do," Kit acknowledged, wishing to hell she could be more than Miss Monosyllabic. "Your place or mine?" she asked, continuing the trend.


  Alex just nodded. Kit turned her palms up expectantly and, as the doors began closing, she started leaning so she could keep her eyes on Alex as the gap between them narrowed.


  "Damn it, O'Malley." Alex stepped into the lift; the doors closed behind her. "I guess I'll have to do it."


  "Do what?" Kit asked. "Oh," she added, as Alex pushed her back against the wall of the lift.


  "Oh, indeed," Alex laughed. She bent her head, brushed her mouth briefly against Kit's and then pulled back to look at her again. Her eyes were shining now.


  Oh, hooley dooley, thought Kit; which was, in fact, about all she was capable of thinking because her body, quite of its own accord, had started melting. It was a very strange sensation.


  But wow! Alex's eyes were still shining with...with, conspicuous - something; maybe passion, or maybe it was still amusement, Kit thought.


  Ooh, a thought, she thought again. She opened her mouth to try speaking, but Alex stopped that idea by kissing her again.


  It was a deep, passionate, long-lost reach down and touch your soul, dip-into-your-groin and spin-you-out-completely type of kiss.


  It took Kit's breath away.


  Alex hit the 'door open' button behind her. "Your place at six," she said, and stepped back into the foyer.


  My god...dess - or someone! Bloody hell! Kit thought, as the doors closed in her face.


  She fumbled for the ground floor button, wondering if maybe Alex was a vampire. A sexy, irresistible, yes absolutely you'd be more-than-willing to die for her kind of vampire.


  Well! There was no going back now.


  Kit had just exchanged her lifeforce for a promise of nerve-tingling eternity.


  Holy shit!


  CHAPTER SIX


  Sally Shaw's red hair, waxed into spiky submission, was a helluva lot more expressive than the bland face she was now wearing to hide the disapproval that had flashed forth when she'd opened the door to find Kit standing there.


  Now, now, Kit thought, willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. She might have indigestion.


  "Oh, it's you," Sally said, with a not-quite sneer.


  "Yep," Kit replied chirpily. "Get used to it."


  "Not likely," Sally said through a clenched smile. "Rebecca," she called out. "The PI is here; and it looks like she's been in a cat fight."


  Okay. No more allowances, Kit thought. A bad attitude is what this girl's got. But be nice, O'Malley; just ignore the bitch.


  Kit headed in the direction of Sally's pointing finger, down the short hallway and into the elegant sitting room of the fiftieth-floor hotel suite. Rebecca Jones was reclining on a couch, looking lusciously elegant in nothing but a bathrobe, but it was the view beyond her that held Kit's mouth open in a big 'whoa'. The floor-to-ceiling windows loomed over the top end of the city, out across Carlton and north as far as the eye could see.


  "Far out!" said Kit.


  "Yeah, it's grea...Oh my goodness!" Rebecca exclaimed, getting to her feet. "What happened to you?"


  "I got caught in the crossfire," Kit smiled, giving a dismissive wave. "Is that coffee I can smell? I'm about two minutes from withdrawal. I've only had one cup so far today and my lunch date got hijacked."


  "There's a pot over there," Rebecca said. "Do you want lunch? Sally will ring room service for you. What crossfire?"


  "A salad sandwich would be just the ticket, if that's okay Sally," Kit said sweetly, making a beeline for the bar and the brewed coffee. "I went to check out Dylan Thomas on the Boardwalk set this morning. While minding my own business - or rather yours - I accidentally on purpose found myself in the middle of a domestic between the show's PR woman and her nasty ex-husband. It's all fixed now though." Kit settled on one of the couches, took a mouthful of coffee and closed her eyes in relief as the caffeine began smoothing out her internal wrinkles.


  "What did you do?" Sally asked, trying not to sound too interested.


  "Well, he was being a prick, so I kicked him in it. Then he did this," Kit pointed at her own cheek, "on his way face first over my foot to the ground. The bastard's in custody; and Angela and her concussion were taken home from Casualty by Dylan, who is not your letter-writer, Rebecca."


  "Oh good, because I liked him a lot. Are you sure, though?


  "Pretty much. He'd prefer to be your toy boy," Kit smiled. "I'm not so sure about Bree Fisher though. She was mighty peeved that you didn't want to interview her."


  "Who?" Rebecca asked.


  "She plays Dylan's girlfriend," Sally reminded her.


  "Oh my god, that talentless little...thing," Rebecca laughed. "You don't think it's her?"


  "No," Kit said. "But, so far, she's the only person I've met who's had anything bad to say about you."


  "Really? That's nice." Rebecca seemed chuffed.


  Sally made a strangled sound.


  "What now?" Rebecca demanded.


  "Someone has threatened to kill you, and yet you're pleased that everyone else thinks you're bonkable."


  "I am not, Sally. Don't be ridiculous."


  "That's not what I said," Kit interjected. "As far as I know only Dylan thinks she's bonkable. Rekon5 said she was a grouse old lady; Peter from the Funny Club might fancy her in his next life, if he isn't a screaming queen again; and Sylvie Asher said Rebecca reminded her of a lemon meringue pie." Kit raised her eyebrows and shrugged. "I suppose, now that I think about it, the pie comment might have a sexual connotation."


  Sally scowled, then handed Kit an unstamped envelope with Rebecca's name and room number.


  "Sally, darling," Rebecca laughed. "I wish you'd stop overreacting."


  "Someone bloody has to," Sally snapped.


  "She's right," Kit agreed, reading the latest collage of intimidation and bad spelling. It said:


  Leave, Now, or Die - you sellfish thing.


  Thing? Kit wondered. What kind of person uses a word like thing when they've already called someone a slut and a whore?


  "Who's right?" Sally asked.


  "You are," Kit replied.


  Sally looked amazed, then gave Rebecca an "I told you so' look. If she'd had feathers, she would have ruffled them.


  "Looks like he-she's given up on the poetry," Kit said.


  "Am I still in jeopardy?" Rebecca queried.


  "Haven't you read it?"


  "She's in denial," Sally stated.


  Rebecca shrugged so Kit read the note aloud, and then said: "I checked with the front desk on my way in. According to the receptionist you've had no mail today, so when..."


  "That wouldn't include envelopes shoved under the door though would it?" Sally noted.


  "I guess not," Kit acknowledged. "Tell me Sally, how come your otherwise appropriate level of overreacting doesn't extend to being careful about who you open the door to?"


  "What?" Sally tried not to appear bewildered.


  "I buzzed. You opened," Kit shrugged.


  Sally sucked in a lot of air to prepare for her smart retort, but the door buzzer chose that moment to sound again; obviously not of its own accord.


  "Doo-dee-doo-doo; doo-dee-doo-doo," Kit sang.


  "That will be your lunch," Sally said getting to her feet. "Shall I let it in?"


  "Frisk it first," Kit called after her. "If it's got avocado in it, send it packing. Green and slimy things cannot be trusted."


  "It's my guess," Rebecca commented, "that you two are going to end up killing each other or becoming the best of friends."


  "I like the first option," Kit grinned. "Though I rather think Sally likes it more."


  "Probably. And she does have some strange and secret hobbies," Rebecca laughed. "I am now going to get dressed and then we, Sally and I, are meeting the rest of Heart and Soul for a team meeting in the backroom of the Crackerjack Café down the street. Will you be joining us?"


  "Definitely," Kit nodded. "I have my doubts that these threats are coming from anyone you have interviewed while you've been in Melbourne, so that leaves..."


  "Friends or colleagues?" Rebecca finished forlornly.


  "Yeah, sorry. Or some mad bastard you don't know from Adam. Or Eve," Kit said. "I still have to check out Anvil - god, where do they get these names - and the theatre woman though."


  Rebecca hugged the bathrobe around her slender body, as she unfolded her legs and stood up. She turned at the bedroom door and looked back at Kit. "I apologise profoundly for attracting the kind of trouble that means you have to spend even two minutes with Anvil," she said. "The man is a pig - in every respect. No, that's an unforgivable slur on pigs. His band members are pond scum and he is pure amoebic dysentery." She shut the door behind her.


  "Charming," Kit said. "I'll be sure to wear my environmental suit."


  "If she was talking about Anvil and his slugs, you'd better take a cricket bat as well," Sally stated, handing Kit a covered tray.


  Kit removed the lid to find a large plate of scrumptious-looking sandwiches and a huge slice of seriously-wicked chocolate cake.


  "I took a punt on the dessert," Sally almost smiled, taking a seat opposite her.


  "Good punt," Kit grinned.


  Sally took a noisy breath, held it a moment and then let it go.


  "What?" Kit asked.


  "I don't suppose you could try to talk RJ into going home," Sally asked.


  "I could," Kit said when she'd swallowed her mouthful. "But I won't. She hired me to solve this problem not convince her to hide from it."


  "Oh, well shit," Sally swore. "What's it to you anyway?"


  "My job," Kit shrugged. "But let's flip that question right back at you," she suggested. "Why are you so desperate for her to return to Sydney?"


  "Why? That's a stupid bloody question. Why do you think? She's in danger here."


  "Maybe," Kit shrugged. "Maybe not. So far it's only been threatening notes."


  "So, what, we wait until this loony actually does something?"


  "No," Kit stressed. "We find out who the loony is. Until we know that, and the why of it all, we have no idea whether this person is on a return trip with Rebecca from Sydney; or is going to follow her there should she leave Melbourne."


  "Oh my god! You think it's one of us, don't you?" Sally sounded appalled. She put her fists on her hips to show just how appalled she was.


  Kit flipped her empty hand up, then stood and carried her sandwich over to the window. The sudden downshift in perspective - fifty floors straight to the ground - and the slingshot slam-dunk back into her mind, because she'd screwed her eyes shut, stopped her dead in her tracks. When her centre of balance was realigned, she marvelled at the view; and, with a mix of awe and the dregs of abject fear, she gazed out over the Carlton Gardens, the Royal Exhibition Building and the new Melbourne Museum. She'd never seen them from such an incredible vantage point and it occurred to her that that was the main problem with 'great' views: they usually required elevated vantages. She turned from the window to face a still-scowling personal assistant on the couch.


  "I really don't like that you think it's one of us," Sally sneered.


  "I couldn't care less what you like," Kit declared. "In this game everybody is a suspect. And given your unhelpfulness, Sally, not to mention again your desire for Rebecca to go home, you'd have to be top of my list right now."


  "What?" Sally was flabbergasted.


  There'd been no hesitation, no hint of being cornered and no symptom of being found out, not even a quickly-adopted mask to hide an 'uh-oh'. Kit was pleased that the accusation had resulted in an instantaneous denial because, despite the woman's antagonism, she realised there was something she quite liked about Sally Shaw. Boy is that perverse, or what?


  "Look," Sally was saying, through clenched teeth, "I don't know you O'Malley, so I don't trust you; it's that simple. For all I do know, it could be you sending the notes."


  Kit crossed her arms and shook her head in amazement. "Me? Why would I?"


  "Well der and ditto. Why would I?" Sally asked. "But you? You could have sent them to have something to investigate."


  Kit considered Sally for a moment, and then sat down on the couch and tried to ignore her again.


  "Yes, O'Malley. I did mean it."


  "I know, that you know, that Rebecca came to me," Kit said. "It's not like I coincidentally turned up at just the right time to offer my services to investigate myself."


  "But how did she find you?" Sally thrust her chin forward to make the point more - pointy.


  "Well," Kit shrugged, "I am in the phone book but, as it happens, it was a mutual friend who..." Kit stopped in mid-sentenced, wondering why one earth she was explaining herself.


  "Aha!" Sally raised a finger. "Who's to say you're not in cahoots with this mutual friend?"


  Kit snorted with laughter. "Yeah right, Sally. And who's to say I'm not also in cahoots with the Premier in his offshore scam to clone bionic homosexual camels. But it's not bloody likely, is it?"


  "Okay, okay," Sally actually laughed. "I get your point."


  "And I get yours," Kit smiled. "For the time being."


   


  Kit was back in action as Katherine Turner, author of Women in Television, pretending to be completely engrossed in every little thing that Rebecca Jones did while apparently showing no interest at all in her colleagues. She was sitting in the Crackerjack Café, drinking more coffee and listening to Rebecca, Sally and the other five Heart and Soul staffers discuss the next day's schedule, while she made mental updates of their profiles. The café was quaint, the coffee was robust and the conversation and interaction between her suspects was mostly tedious, sometimes informative and generally unhelpful to her investigation.


  There must be a better way of doing this, Kit thought. I need a clue, I need a hint, I need one of these people to wig out and start behaving like a crazed letter-writing individual. They're all way too normal - in their own idiosyncratic ways.


  She glanced around the table again. At the far end was Sherry Fender, the show's director. A motherly figure, in a ruthlessly efficient kind of way, Sherry had been working with Rebecca for three years. She was forty-seven, married and, right now, seemed overly concerned with the singular fact that Rebecca wanted to get her hair cut.


  "You can't, my sweet," Sherry stated. "You have to do the backstage opening night session with Carrie Burdett tomorrow night."


  Theatre producer woman, Kit reminded herself. Burdett was on her list of people to check out because Rebecca had already seen her.


  "Why can't she have her hair cut?" Kit asked.


  "We've already filmed with her," Sherry replied. "With Carrie Burdett, I mean. Last Friday."


  "So?"


  "It's a continuity thing," Sally explained.


  "But if it's an opening night, surely Rebecca would have her hair done, so why not cut?"


  "Very good point Ki...atherine," Rebecca said.


  "No, RJ," Sherry pronounced. She glared at Kit, who pretended to cower under the experience, then turned her attention to the other items on her agenda. Kit returned hers to the other players on the team.


  No change. Not one of them seemed to be lurking, in the sense that none of them were: casting deadly looks at Rebecca; sulking at some unknown slight; visibly calculating the next move in their diabolical plan; or surreptitiously cutting letters out of a Women's Weekly and sticking them on a piece of paper in their lap. In short none of them looked in the least bit shifty.


  On Kit's left was Jenny Porter who weighed a good sixteen stone, but stood only five foot four so most of her weight went sideways. She'd been described by Rebecca as 'the best damn editor in the business' and, blessed as she was with a soothing voice and a listener's demeanour, she was also apparently the team's calming influence. Around the table from her was: Mike Trantor, the hirsute soundman, who was engrossed in his job and his equipment, almost to the exclusion of actual social contact (keep an eye on the quiet hairy ones, O'Malley); Colin Barnaby, the confidence-lacking gofer-boy, who obviously had a crush on Sally Shaw, (while Sally was unaware that Barnaby even walked the earth); and Jim Dixon, the scrawny cameraman who gave Heart and Soul its classy look, who was a temperamental but amusing artist with a boyfriend in Sydney.


  Ooh, Women's Weekly. That's it! Kit thought. She must have jumped, because everyone turned and looked at her. "Sorry," she said, "just remembered something. I have to leave, Rebecca. Can I have a word with you about tomorrow? Out the front."


  "What gives?" Rebecca asked, as she and Kit stepped out into Collins Street.


  "Aaah, look! It's Rebecca Jones," squealed an otherwise sensible-looking middle-aged woman to her friend, whose mouth was wide open in silence. "Hi Rebecca. I mean Miss Jones."


  "Hi," Rebecca smiled, accustomed to being accosted by strangers.


  That was a realisation that put Kit instantly on guard. Jeez! she thought. How easy would it be! If Rebecca's wacko decided to make good on his-her threats, would she be able to protect her? Not that that was her job. She was not a bodyguard. Well she could be a bodyguard, but in this instance her job was to investigate the threat, not be the human shield against it. On the other hand it might turn out that way, by default, if she's the one who's there when...


  Enough already, O'Malley! A gang of terrorists could have bundled Rebecca into a pink limo while you were standing around ruminating on the possibility.


  Actually, Muriel Crowe and her 'bestest friend' Barb would have scared the intentions out of even the most serious of terrorists with their babbling, which continued on and on, and on, while Rebecca kindly autographed their paper carrybags, and "one for their friend Shirley who hadn't been able to come with them today on account of her bad leg, not to mention the fact that, since Shirl's husband had taken to..."


  Help! Kit thought. And make a note, O'Malley. Never get famous. Forget the paparazzi; imagine having to put up with the very ordinary public. She admired Rebecca's patience greatly, while hers skulked off down the street to be replaced by an urge to strangle Muriel and Barb into silence.


  "Sorry about that," Rebecca said to Kit as the fans, 'all the way from Ballarat', yakked their merry way on up the street. "You were about to say something?"


  "Um, yeah," Kit said. "I'm really not getting anywhere by sitting around watching your friends and colleagues being normal in everyday situations. If you or Sally haven't noticed any out-of-character twitches or odd behaviour then I'm not likely to."


  "Are you saying you can't help me?" Rebecca frowned.


  "No, of course not. I'm saying that this," Kit waved at the Crackerjack Café, "is not helpful. If I had a suspect or two it would make a difference, but it seems that everybody likes you Rebecca."


  "With one obvious exception."


  "True. But even that person might like you. They just might not like whatever it is they think you're doing."


  "I wish I knew what it was," Rebecca sighed.


  "That makes two of us," Kit agreed, "because my job is next to impossible to do without clues. And in this case, the threats are unenlightening, the notes are forensically unhelpful and I have no leads at all, let alone a shortlist of likely suspects. On top of which Rebecca, you are no help because you can't give me the name of even one person who might have a grudge, or a single reason that might have caused even a slightly-unstable person to trip over into the whacko bin."


  Rebecca gave an expansive shrug. "Do you think I should go home?"


  "No," Kit shrugged in return. "Not unless you want to. Your departure from Melbourne seems to be what this person wants, but who knows? If they're still in the flipping-out process, your return to Sydney might not be enough anymore. He-she may follow you or, as I said to Sally earlier, they may even be on the same return ticket."


  "You don't really think that do you?"


  "I have nothing to go on, so I honestly don't know," Kit admitted. "But, having said that, I do have to ask this next question. Given that she has been urging you from the outset to go home, um, what about..." Kit waggled her head.


  "She, who?" Rebecca asked, looking bewildered, until it dawned on her who Kit meant. Her face then expressed a little sweep of changing emotions: from startled, to disbelieving then flabbergasted and finally amused. Highly amused. "You mean Sally?" she laughed. "I do understand where the question came from but...no, Kit. Wrong track completely. Sally is my..."


  "I know," Kit raised her hands in surrender. "She's your treasure and you'd be lost without her."


  "Yep," Rebecca smiled. "Completely lost, Kit. Trust me, Sally is not sending the notes."


  "Okay," Kit acknowledged. "If you say so."


  "So, if following me around is not useful, what are you going to do next?"


  "Well, I think the best way to eliminate your team, hopefully, is to search their hotel rooms."


  "For what?" Rebecca obviously, and understandably, did not like the idea.


  "Magazines." When her client looked perplexed, Kit added, "with bits missing."


  "Oh. I suppose..." Rebecca rubbed her forehead. "Oh, this is awful. I know these people; they're my friends for god's sake."


  Kit ran a hand through her hair. "I can't begin to imagine how this must feel," she confessed. "And this is a really dirty part of the job, but it's my part. Okay? I just thought you should be aware of my next move; and also, I need to know which rooms they're all in."


  Rebecca paced to-and-fro, then stopped in front of Kit with a sigh of resignation.


   


  Kit was lucky enough, ninety minutes later, to find a parking spot directly in front of Diabolic Sound, a recording studio off Burnley Street in Richmond. Although, given what her client and her Sally had said about Anvil and the Tombsters, she doubted the perfect park was a sign of good luck.


  Nope, she decided, like most of the things she did - obviously - it was a fluke. She turned the engine off and sat pondering for a moment. She pondered previous investigations and the things she had found out, worked out and discovered. She gave serious thought to the cases that she'd solved, which happened to be all of them; but then wondered how the hell she'd managed to achieve any of that when she was unquestionably clueless. Not just, as with this specific case, when she was a detective with a dearth of clues; but in general, just walking around, when she was a detective who was inherently, personally clueless. Her intuition was either non-existent or on holidays.


  How on earth could you have missed all the signs about Sally and Rebecca? she asked herself.


  Oh, come on O'Malley, herself replied. It's obviously a well-kept secret.


  Yeah, sure. A big, open, right there in front of your nose, several-times-alluded-to secret. And where was your mind? Off in La-la Land, that's where: psyching yourself up for the return of Alex.


  Oh, yeah! Kit grinned, as the thrill of that kiss replayed itself, up and down and up her nerves.


  She sighed deeply, shook her shoulders and took out her notebook to make notes beside all of the names on the Heart and Soul possible suspects list. Her search of their rooms, while illuminating, had done little but add to her expense account. No amount of smiling, sweet-talking or inviting her to be part of an 'undercover investigation' had swayed the maid to let Kit into the five suites she'd wanted to check. The $100 note had worked a treat though.


  But Kit had found nothing - except the bloody obvious. The suites had either twin beds, or one king-size bed. Of the three blokes, Mike and Barnaby shared a twin-bed room and Jim had an adjoining king; while Jenny Porter had taken a king, and Sherry had spread her belongings all over the unused single bed in her twin room, which she had to herself.


  The only reading matter Kit had found, apart from stuff relating to the show's production, was a very-pricey photographic magazine on Jim's bedside table; a Tom Clancy novel and a pile of manga comics on the floor between Barnaby and Mike's beds - ownership debatable; a Cosmo and a Financial Review in Sherry's domain; and a pile of romance novels and one New Idea on Jenny's bed. None of the publications had been vandalised and the maid claimed she had not thrown out any such magazines.


  Then there was the super-duper deluxe grand suite, shared by the star and her PA, and comprised of the sitting room, where Kit had not long before enjoyed cake and coffee; a very large bathroom, and one king-size bed in one very large and separate bedroom.


  So who's a dense little detective, O'Malley?


  Kit was more disappointed than annoyed - with herself. Not only had she failed to twig to the obvious, but she hadn't even considered the possibility that Sally and Rebecca were a couple; that Sally was the other half of the 'perfectly stable and loving relationship' that Rebecca had mentioned in their first meeting. Which meant that she, Kit, had completely overlooked a possible and obvious - likely or not - suspect. And by that she wasn't thinking about Sally Shaw herself (because in fact she had suspected Sally) but rather the person Sally represented: Rebecca's other half.


  Kit O'Malley, Private Investigator, had not only failed to consider the client's lover or partner but had forgotten their very existence.


  "You're an idiot," she said to herself. "In your case PI stands for 'profoundly incompetent'."


  Okay, enough with the self-flagellation!


  So, Kit thought, trying to change mental gears and achieve some kind of forward motion, the cut-up magazines in the room idea had resulted in a dead end; possibly. Her search had either cleared Rebecca's colleagues or revealed that the culprit was at least sensible enough not to leave incriminating evidence lying around. Deciding that the latter was unlikely, or rather that it really was doubtful that one of Rebecca's team was responsible, Kit realised she had to start looking for the offender in the complete-stranger file.


  After she'd checked out an alleged parasite and his pond scum that is.


   


  The moment Kit laid eyes on Anvil she knew she'd have to have a different cover story; and the second he opened his mouth she knew he wouldn't give a shit about anything she did or said. The man was ugliness personified, although that opinion had nothing to do with her opinion of his looks - well at least not the genetic ones. Granted he was no oil painting, and the receding mullet on his head belonged in the way-passé basket, but he wasn't exactly bad looking. It was just his image and personality that was grotesque, and unexpected. Kit had thought musicians like him had all killed themselves on rum and drugs in the late seventies, or rather when the late seventies didn't keep on rock'n through the eighties. The really odd thing was that Anvil was only in his mid twenties.


  Yuck, she thought again, then realised it wasn't the band's heavy metal, post-punk, slug-slime, scumbag grunge image that was offensive - except for the personalities they'd cultivated (probably on a Petri dish) to go with whatever it was they were. It was rather, and quite specifically, the images that were tattooed all over Anvil's chest that turned her stomach. Oh, and his personality.


  Kit ordinarily didn't mind tattoos; to be more precise she didn't give them much thought. Quite a few of her women friends these days were sporting fascinating Celtic designs on their arms or ankles; and she'd once seen a stripper with a whole-body tattoo that was actually quite artistic in a mind-blowing, why would you bother sort of way. But Anvil's line of women, depicted as nothing more that three pairs of raised, splayed legs - as in no heads, no bodies, just the legs and the useful bits - was beyond offensive.


  Anvil enjoyed her reaction, having removed his shirt for the sole purpose of finding out what it would be; while Kit thought, 'puke, disgusting tats on repulsive human', and then mentally crossed him off her suspect list. He was obviously so completely up himself that it was unlikely he'd give anyone else, let alone Rebecca Jones, a second thought. And while he was probably the sort to be miffed at being so disregarded, Kit was sorry she couldn't have him arrested on principle.


  "What can I do ya for?" Anvil asked eloquently; while Spag, the base guitarist, moved a pizza box and a bottle of Bundy off a chair so Kit could sit down with them in the studio's tea room.


  Nothing, I hope, Kit thought. "I'm writing a freelance article on the downside of fame," she lied, fabricating a reason on the spot. "You know, all about the fans that famous people don't want and the paparazzi that make your life hell; that sort of stuff."


  "We're not that famous," Spag volunteered.


  "Paparazzi?" Anvil snorted. "We don't get none of them at our gigs, or anywhere else. As for the fans? Sweet-art, there's no such thing as a chick who's too ugly to pork, know what I mean."


  Aaghh! "What about the guys?"


  "Hey! We got bouncers with muscle. They don't let no matress-munchers anywhere near us."


  "I meant male fans," Kit said quite politely, while she imagined the sheer joy of washing Anvil's mouth out with Draino. "Aren't guys interested in your music?"


  "Oh, those guys. Course they are. They're our core market, our base, man; but they're just fans. They follow us everywhere, but we don't ever have trouble with any of them."


  "Except for they're all pissheads and they love to fight," Spag explained helpfully.


  "So do we, ya wanker," Mule, the skinhead drummer admitted.


  "That's why we all get on so well, and why they like our music," Anvil boasted.


  "And they follow you everywhere?" Kit repeated.


  "Yeah, but not like, um, whatsinames," Anvil stated with a definite nod, as if he'd actually found the right word.


  "Stalkers?" Kit proposed.


  "Yeah, them. But only poofs are stalkers aren't they?"


  "Not if they're stalking chicks, Anvil." Spag really was quite insightful.


  "Do we look like chicks, Spag? Ya fucken moron!"


  "No Anvil," Spag said, almost condescendingly. "But, we weren't speaking in specificness, were we Kit?" He strolled over to answer the ringing phone they'd all been ignoring.


  "No, Spag, we certainly weren't doing that," Kit smiled.


  "Maybe we weren't," Anvil said defensively. "But we Tombsters only have two categories of fans. The guy fans, who like our music; and the birds who wanna root us."


  "Jesus, Anvil man, you exaggerate," Mule declared.


  Kit really wanted to go home, but she persevered with the pointless questions. "Don't women like your music?"


  "Dunno. Don't care," Anvil proclaimed. "As long as they introduce themselves like this," he slapped the tattoos on his chest, "I don't care want they think. How bout you? You wanna bit?"


  Kit put on a very thoughtful face, as if she was giving his offer serious consideration. "No, I don't think so," she replied finally. "Not even if the future of the human race depended on it."


  Mule gave a knee-slapping laugh; Anvil told him to shut the fuck up; and Spag announced: "It was your little girlfriend on the phone, Anvil. She's on her way over."


  "Oh yeah? Which one?"


  "You've only got one," Mule stated. "And she's a can short of a six-pack."


  Okay, Kit thought. There are obviously no bonded males in this room.


  Anvil gave a short laugh. "Hey, dork features, don't you dare be rude about her. That chick is stress release, pure and simple. She's a neat little something to shoot my load into."


  "Charming," Kit remarked. "But you know, you can use a milk bottle for that."


  "Wow, make a note for me guys," Anvil said, reaching for his guitar. "Dump the chick, get a milk bottle. It's not a bad idea for a song as well, eh?"


  "Speaking of songs, Anvil, can I stick around while you play something?" Kit asked sweetly.


  "S'pose. What do you wanna hear?" Anvil oozed to his feet and nodded at the other Tombsters to make like musicians and follow him.


  "Well, it'll have to be your choice, because to be honest I've never heard you play," Kit winked at Spag as they left the room. "But I am curious as to whether your music compensates for you being such a nauseating lifeform."


   


  Kit drove slowly down Swan Street, for once not caring about the traffic jam. She hadn't even cared about the idiot who'd nearly swiped the front off her car five minutes earlier, by trying to squeeze her snazzy white sports thing into the parking space Kit hadn't quite vacated yet. Must've been Anvil's 'chick', she thought. No one else would be in such a hurry to get into the Diabolic sound studios. Now, there was a match made in, well, not heaven. But it was a very appropriate place for the Tombsters to be making noise. Kit wound the window down to let the cacophony of peak hour cars and trams flush the sounds of purgatory out of her head.


  For the life of her she couldn't fathom why Rebecca had interviewed Anvil. The man was a moral and cultural vacant lot; and his band, musically, was awful. Actually music as a concept didn't seem to be part of their world. There was a slim chance that Anvil had decided to untune his guitar to Mule's very off beat, but Kit doubted it. The Tombsters were a very bad garage band that someone had forgotten to shut the Rollerdoor on. They should have been locked in long ago; and then bombed.


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  "The purple shirt or the green shirt? Green or purple; that is the question. Whether 'tis better to stay at home or go out for dinner is a question not even worth tossing a coin over. You don't like cooking, you have no food in the house, your kitchen hates you."


  "Who are you talking to?"


  "Aaah!" Kit leapt back out of her wardrobe. "Shit, Del! What the...?" Kit just stood there, her green eyes wide, hoping her wits would jump back into her skin. Soon.


  "Well? Who are you talking to?"


  "My clothes," Kit explained, flailing her hands around. "My shirts in particular; oh, and the emergency dyke I keep in my wardrobe. Why are you in my bedroom?"


  "Because you weren't answering me from where I was in the lounge."


  "I didn't know you were in the lounge," Kit said. "Was I expecting you to be there?"


  "No."


  "Are you alone?"


  "No."


  "So, who's out there?"


  "Brigit and your mother."


  "Oh my god," Kit moaned. She glanced at her watch. "Five thirty," she said.


  "What's five thirty?" Del asked.


  "It is," Kit replied. "Now is five thirty; Alex will be here at six."


  "Oh," Del stated. "Do you want us to leave?"


  "Yes. No." Kit made an executive decision in that moment to wear her black shoes but could only find one of them. She handed it to Del. "I don't know," she finished.


  "You're nervous," Del grinned.


  "Of course I'm nervous. Purple shirt, do you think?"


  "Depends what you're wearing on the bottom," Del noted.


  Kit looked down at her bare legs. "Yeah, right. Um, grey trousers."


  "Purple shirt then," Del agreed. "What's with you? You've already had lunch with the woman."


  "Didn't have lunch," Kit said struggling into her trousers.


  "Ohh-oh," Del said, delivering the word via rollercoaster. "I see."


  "No you don't, Del. Nothing happened. Except for Carol."


  "Carol? Who's Carol?"


  "Carol bloody Thing. You know the ex-mayor of whatsit." Kit frowned. "Webster, Brinlea. We didn't have lunch because they had an appointment," she finished.


  "So you haven't been doing the hoochy all afternoon?"


  "The hoochy?" Kit laughed. "No. There was none of that. I did some surveillance, some spying and then spent an hour with a human virus named Anvil instead." Kit took a deep breath. "All I had with Alex was one amazing, totally amazing kiss."


  "Well no wonder you're behaving like a baby dyke at Mardi Gras. Here, let me do that, you've missed one." Del handed Kit her shoe, moved her hands aside and rebuttoned the shirt for her.


  "Please don't call me names, Miz Hoochykins. I'm way too old to be a baby dyke."


  "Oh, but you've got it really bad, haven't you girlfriend?"


  "Got what?"


  "The love thing, honey."


  "No, that's not it," Kit shook her head. "Well, yes it is. I mean I am, I do, I have - whatever! But that's not what this is. This is fear and pheromones."


  "Kit," Del remarked, putting on her best 'I'm telling you this because somebody should' face. "As far as I'm aware, you can't detect your own pheromones."


  "They're not mine, Del. They're Alex's. I'm wearing my fear and her, her..." Kit held out her hands helplessly. "I'm wearing her."


  "What's this fear nonsense? What are you afraid of?" Del asked.


  "That she won't really want me," Kit replied softly.


  "But you just said you had an amazing kiss. Who kissed who?"


  "Whom. She kissed me. Well she started it," Kit admitted.


  "What the hell are you worried about then?"


  "I don't know," Kit grizzled. "That she mightn't like cats or movies or my shirt or my bedroom."


  "Hasn't she been in here?"


  "No," Kit stated. "Oh hang on, yes she has. But she was seriously taken aback at the time; and I wasn't in here, Quinn was."


  Del rolled her head a couple of times, either to relieve tension or to decide whether to investigate the last statement. Kit put her shoe on and limped over to the mirror so she could check out the end result of dressing in a state of heightened sexual anxiety while being cross-examined by a best friend. Everything looked fine except her hair, but then that always went in every direction at once anyway.


  "If she is into movies," Del finally said, obviously choosing to ignore the Quinn reference, "then she'll like this room. If she's not, then she may still like the room but only if she doesn't mind being watched by all these people," Del said waving at the gallery of framed movie posters that adorned the walls. "Though I must admit even I like the one of Catherine Deneuve and Susan Sarandon over the bed. But, if Lady Worst comes to town, you two can always make love in the bathroom."


  "No," Kit said sheepishly, bending down to look under the base of her futon bed for her other shoe. "I've got Xena and Gabrielle in there now."


  Del shook her head. "Has it occurred to you, if this thing with Alex becomes what you seem to want it to be, that you may just have to reconsider your concept of interior decorating?"


  "I would? Why would I?" Kit demanded, as she crawled around the raised platform that her bed rested on. No black shoe, but she did find the hot water bottle that she'd been missing since the period before last.


  "Sexy vampire characters aside, posters of Xena, Ripley and Katie Hepburn are not 'works of art' just because they're framed."


  "Really, Del?" Kit said, trying to look ingenuous.


  "Sorry; unfair dig," Del admitted. "What I mean is that, one of these days, you may just have to grow up."


  "And the reason for that would be...what?" Kit asked.


  "Um," Del began.


  "If it's only to discover that real grown-ups don't know how to compromise," Kit smiled, "then call me Peta Pan. I mean, there should still be a place for what I like; right?"


  "You are hopeless Katherine O'Malley," Del laughed. "You're right, but you're hopeless, and I thank all the mythical deities for that fact. If you weren't so consistently you, I'd have to question my own reality. Now, do you want us to leave or shall we stay to give you sister-courage for the big arrival, and then leave cause I'm sure we have somewhere else to be?"


  "Stay please," Kit smiled. "But could you make sure that Mum leaves with you?"


  "Absolutely," Del agreed. "Now come on out, you look gorgeous. We'll send Thistle scouting for your other shoe."


  "Bad idea. I think she's the one who hides them in the first place," Kit said, following Del out into the lounge, where her mother and Brigit were clinking their champagne glasses together from opposite sides of the kitchen bench.


  "Ah, there you are darling," Lillian pronounced. "Goodness, the time it takes you to get dressed one would think you'd been doing your face too. But you haven't, have you? There's not even a skerrick of make-up."


  "No Mum, you know I don't use," Kit asserted, giving her mother a kiss on the cheek. "But how did you know I was getting dressed?" she asked, only slightly distracted by Brigit who was doing a little jig - or maybe kickboxing - around in the kitchen. She was also raising her eyebrows and looking expectant.


  "Simple deduction darling," Lillian stated. "You look nice, and pressed. Except for the bruise."


  "Gee thanks, Mum," Kit smiled. "Aren't you going to ask what happened?"


  "No. I'd rather not know, then I won't have to worry," Lillian pronounced. "Which is exactly what you'd tell me to do, or is it tell me not to do? Anyway, not asking definitely saves time and worry. But you could have put a bit of something on to cover it."


  "Nothing but a paper bag could hide this shiner," Kit stated, observing that Brigit was now looking deflated, obviously by the lack of gossip that Del had just whispered in her ear. Kit shook her head in amusement at the only person she knew who visibly thrived on the lowdown. Juicy details were like liquid fertiliser to Brigit Wells.


  "By the way Katherine," her mother said, handing Kit a glass of champagne, "you could have reminded me that I have met Sheila before. I was taken by surprise."


  Sheila who, for god's sake? Kit wondered. Oh! She smiled sweetly at her mother while she searched her memory for something that she realised wasn't there. "Had I known that fact, Mum, I'm sure I would have told you."


  "Who's Sheila?" Brigie asked.


  "Marek's mother," Kit explained.


  "What's wrong with Jonno's mum?" Brigit asked.


  "Nothing, that I know of," Kit replied. "Sheila lives in Bundaberg. I've only met her once and that was seven years ago, in Queensland. She's currently in Melbourne while her husband Archie, who is Marek's step-dad, goes to Saudi Arabia. Sheila and Mum were meeting for golf."


  "Well, it turns out," Lillian said, and then hesitated while she stared at the floor for three seconds, "that we not only met at Joan and Rex's wedding but we, and a few others, had lunch together again the day after. You're only wearing one shoe Katherine."


  "I can only find one." Kit glanced desperately at Del and Brigit before explaining that the aforementioned wedding was not a recent happening. "This couple, the Dugans, had a hippy ceremony in the sixties, then travelled the world and have lived in Canada for yonks." Kit turned back to Lillian. "Mum, do you know how long it's been since you've seen Joan and Rex?"


  "It wasn't the sixties; they got married 1973," Lillian corrected. "And it's only been eight...oh dear, fourteen years since I went to Calgary. We all got stoned and had a picnic on the beach."


  "You what?" Kit rubbed her forehead vigorously. "I didn't think Calgary had a beach."


  "Must have been good dope," Del commented, as Brigit snorted her champagne all over the kitchen bench. Del stood in front of her, with her back to Lillian, to hide their laughter.


  "No, no," Lillian said with a dismissive wave. "I gave up smoking everything in the early eighties. I meant the day after the wedding. All us girls got stoned on the beach at Byron Bay, and then went skinny-dipping. There was Sheila Marek, Josephine and Susan Brody, Emily Peters, a couple of others whose names we couldn't recall, and me. Are you two all right?" Lillian asked, turning towards the kitchen. Del turned and she and Brigit both nodded and smiled, and held their breath.


  The doorbell rang.


  "Mum," Kit said, heading towards the door, "I'm not even going to wonder how you and Sheila worked out, during one game of golf, that you went to the same wedding three decades ago."


  Kit opened the front door. Distracted as she was, she wasn't prepared - at all - for the body rush that flung itself out to her nerve-endings as her eyes met those of Alex Cazenove.


  Kit's first instinct was to grip the door - which she did; her second was to push Alex back into the dark, away from their audience, and kiss her all over - which she didn't. Both were very sound decisions, made quite unconsciously. Well, almost. She had resisted the kissing idea partly because she had no desire whatsoever to have sex on her landing, but mostly because Alex was not alone.


  She was, however, looking gorgeously apologetic - again; which was more than could be said for Carol bloody Webster.


  "Evening O'Malley," Alex said warmly. "You remember Carol?"


  "Yeah, hi. Come in. What's up, Alex?" Kit asked, standing back to wave them both inside.


  "Long story," Alex whispered in Kit's ear, as she brushed by her on the way up the stairs. A little tingle sped its way from ear to crutch, where it nestled quite happily. Kit shook her head. She would have wiggled her bum too if she hadn't been worried what everyone would think about that.


  In the meantime Alex was exchanging the 'hi, how are you alls' with Lillian, Del and Brigit, and then politely introducing Carol - no other details - to the trio of women who seemed nearly as surprised as Kit that Alex had brought another woman with her. Well, Del and Brigie looked baffled; Lillian was already pouring two extra glasses of champagne.


  Twenty minutes later, after Del had finally convinced Brigit and Lillian that they needed a good Thai meal, Kit closed the front door on her mother and friends and returned to her lounge to find out why Carol Webster was relaxing in it. She didn't even have to ask. Alex got right to the point.


  "Carol has a problem and she'd like to hire you to fix it, hopefully," she said.


  "Hopefully she can hire me, or hopefully I can fix it?" Kit asked. And why couldn't it wait for office hours tomorrow, she wondered, as she sat down again.


  "Both," Carol replied, with a smile. "I am extremely on edge about this, which is why Alexis insisted that we see you tonight. I do feel awful though. I messed up your lunch plans and now this. I'm sure you would rather be out having a curry with your friends."


  "No, actually. That wasn't what I had in mind for this evening at all," Kit said. She widened her eyes at Alex, who smiled warmly and then absently pushed her hair behind her left hair.


  Oh dear! Kit thanked whoever that she was already sitting, as that dead-sexy habit of Alex's would have buckled her knees. She dragged her attention back to Carol. "How can I help?"


  "My husband and I live in a double-storey terrace house in Willow Street, Elwood. Ours is one of four of the kind that has a front garden no bigger than a Holden station wagon. You know the type?" When Kit nodded Carol continued. "This morning, someone," she spat, "delivered a truck load of manure right onto my garden and porch. I discovered this at 7.30 a.m., when someone else was ringing my bell - from the footpath, using a very long stick. I opened my door to find myself knee-deep in cow shit."


  "Who was ringing your bell at that hour?" Kit asked.


  "A courier. Delivering this," Carol replied. She took a green plastic lunch box from her briefcase and placed it on the coffee table, then added "It was wrapped in brown paper."


  Kit leant forward. An envelope, taped to the lid, had been scrawled on in black texta. It said:


  Behind the bullshit of every power-hungry woman is a wimp-arsed man.


  His won't be any use to you, so try these!


  Oh no, Kit grumbled silently. Déjà vu. Please, no more nutters with cryptic notes. "I have a feeling I don't want to know what's in here," she said, carefully opening the lid anyway. "Oh yuck, that's disgusting. What is it?"


  "Balls," Alex said.


  "Lamb's testicles, to be precise," Carol said, when Kit raised her eyebrows.


  "And how is it that you can be so precise?" Kit asked, making sure there was nothing else in the box before replacing the lid.


  "My vet, who's also a dear friend, brought my cat home from post-op about half an hour after the courier had been. So I asked Max what they were."


  "I assume Max is the vet, not the cat," Kit grinned.


  Carol laughed. "Actually, they're both Max, but I asked the human one."


  "Is this the first time that, um," Kit searched her memory for a conversation that wasn't even a day old yet. She gave an 'aha!' snap of her fingers. "Mercury. Had he contacted you before this?"


  Carol's double take, as she pulled a postcard from her handbag, included a glance in Alex's direction.


  "I told you she was good," Alex remarked.


  "You did?" Kit asked, both surprised and delighted. Alex raised her eyebrows.


  "This came yesterday," Carol said, handing Kit the postcard. "But Kit, the box with balls doesn't mention Mercury. How did you know?"


  "Jack Higgins," Kit replied. Her new client's face did a quick impersonation of a stone statue - grey, frozen and trying not to 'show' anything.


  The postcard, of Parliament House, said:


  If you run for the State you'll be late, and lamented. Regards, Mercury.


  "Regards," Kit said. "That's a strange word for a threatening-letter writer to use."


  "Don't tell me you know Jack the bastard," Carol asked, as if that was the important issue.


  "No," Kit replied. "I have a journo friend who wrote about the shitload of manure that was dumped on the councilor's front lawn last week. I gather you're the ex-Mayor of the council that he's on."


  "Yes," Carol nodded.


  "Jack the bastard, eh? My friend doesn't like him much either."


  "Nobody does," Carol declared. "Except Jack himself."


  "Do you have any idea who this Mercury is?" Kit queried.


  "None at all. And why I would be targeted along with Jack Higgins, I also don't know."


  "Was this postcard the only other thing you've received from him?"


  "Yep. Just that and the manure."


  "How long has Higgins been on the receiving end of Mercury's disgruntle?"


  Carol shrugged. "If it started before last week, he hasn't mentioned it in council. But then he'd be the last man on earth to admit he has a problem."


  Kit closed her eyes for a moment wondering how the hell she was going to work this one out. And what's with the poison pen epidemic? she asked herself. It's bad enough that letter writing is a dying art - sadly going wherever the actually-not-missed-at-all lace doily went - but when it's only used by banks to inform you of an interest rate hike, or by defective bastards to threaten harm and death, then something is truly awry.


  "O'Malley?" Alex was obviously repeating herself.


  "Yeah?"


  "Do you think you can help?" Alex asked.


  "I can but try," Kit smiled. "Okay Carol. What I need from you is a list of anyone, that is anyone at all, who might have a grudge against you." When it looked like Carol was about to do the standard 'I can't think of a single person,' Kit held up a shushing finger - politely. "Sorry, but you don't have to have an old boyfriend on the rampage, or a crazy neighbour who expects you to weed your garden more often. You're a public official Carol and, sometimes, that's all it takes.


  "Even if you think you've only done good, or at least done nothing that would put some fool offside, there will be someone out there who's pissed off simply because they are. I'm sure most municipalities have a resident whinger, or band of militant complainers who always want, or don't want, something or other. And if this is a fruitloop, then the campaign against you could simply be because he doesn't like your new haircut or because you voted the wrong way on an issue."


  "I'm aware of all that, Kit," Carol admitted. "The thing is, I can't think of a single instance in the recent past when Jack Higgins and I voted the same way on anything. So how could this Mercury person be upset with both of us?"


  "That is a very good question," Kit agreed, "but it's also a good thing. The fact that threats have been made to someone else indicates that they're not entirely personal. So I will start my investigation with Cr Higgins, specifically, and Brinlea Council in general."


  "The postcard threat was about Carol running for parliament, though," Alex reminded her.


  "I know, and that just gives us a second ballgame to consider," Kit acknowledged and then, quite suddenly, wondered whether she even wanted to. Why can't people hire me to find their lost old auntie or their missing millions? Two psycho-scribblers in one week was at least one crazy person too many.


  Kit glanced longingly at Alex, who was now brushing her fingers thoughtfully across her own mouth. Oh, please! You have to stop, Kit begged silently. That did it, though. Bugger making a living. As soon as they were alone, Kit was going to suggest they forget work and run off to Turtle Cove for at least a month.


  "What else do you need?" Carol was asking.


  Kit inhaled deeply. "I'd like you to find out if other Brinlea councilors have received threats or manure, and/or if any of them have even a clue who Mercury might be. Meanwhile, I will endeavour to find out if he is targeting any of the other State by-election candidates, although it's my guess that this is a local issue. Unless...? Jack Higgins is not standing for Nareen too, is he?"


  "No!" Carol was appalled at the suggestion.


  "Didn't think so," Kit said. "Do you know which courier company delivered the lunch box?"


  Carol shook her head. "I didn't pay any attention. The cow shit on my porch was looming quite large in my mind at the time."


  "Can you remember if it was a motorbike or van courier?" Alex asked.


  "A motorbike courier," Carol nodded. "He was still wearing his helmet."


  "Did you keep the wrapping off the box?"


  "Yes, Kit. I can drop it off here tomorrow, if you think it will help."


  "No, it's okay, I'll pick it up from you. I'd like to see your place, Carol, and have a word with your husband if that's all right."


  Good thinking, O'Malley; this time, Kit nodded mentally. You are never going to overlook the partner, spouse or nearest-and-dearest again, are you? There's a good girl.


  Whoa! Back up; sidebar. You ning-nong, O'Malley, Kit remonstrated loudly - in her head. What about the ex-husband of Rebecca Jones? Did you check to make sure he really was on a cruise with his fiancée? No, by jingo you didn't!


  Kit realised Alex was staring at her as if she was wondering what she was on, so she tapped her right temple to indicate she'd just thought of something really important, but irrelevant to the present situation. Alex continued to look puzzled, which made Kit wonder whether she'd accidentally used secret sign language to say: 'yes I am completely mental, but don't worry because I do remember that Crocodile Dundee is President of Australia'.


  In the meantime Carol was being agreeable. "That's fine. My schedule is all over the place at the moment because of the campaign, but I will be in until about eleven in the morning. And Andrew works from home, he's an architect, so he'll be there anyway."


  "Great, that's all I need for now then," Kit said, standing up. "I'll bring my standard contract for you to go over in the morning as well," she added with a smile, which all but faded when she glanced at Alex. Why was the love of her life looking like that? Again!


  "I have to be going too," Alex said, her grey eyes expressing what looked like disappointment.


  Or demon possession, Kit speculated vaguely. After all, there was no rule that said possessed people had to spin and spew like Linda Blair; or even had to be evil. Buffy had put paid to that hoary assumption. Ooh. Which version of Alex had kissed her in the lift then? What's going on here?


  "I have to run Carol home," Alex explained. "We drove here in my car."


  "Really?" Kit uttered somehow, as her wellbeing experienced a peculiar unravelling sensation. Does that mean she's not coming back? she wondered. Why did they come in one car? Can't the ex-mayor-now-wannabe-MP drive herself? What's the world coming to?


  "I'll just go to the loo before we leave, Carol," Alex was saying to the other woman before jogging up the stairs from the lounge room to head down the hall.


  Kit rummaged around on the shelf under the coffee table, found a piece of scrap paper and placed it on the table in front of Carol bloody Thing.


  "I'll need your actual address in Willow Street and your phone numbers at home, work and mobile. I'll just get you a pen," she said, strolling into her office area.


  "I've got one Kit," Carol said opening her briefcase again.


  "Good," Kit said. She searched her desk for a business card instead. She'd just handed it to Carol when Alex called out from the general direction of the bathroom.


  "This is new," she said.


  Kit raised an eyebrow to her herself. How would Alex know new, from old, from Cardassian? Actually, come to think of it, there wasn't a single thing in her bathroom that could possibly fit that description; unless she was referring to the Xena poster - which was not very likely.


  "What's new?" Kit called back.


  "This...thing here," Alex said in a beckoning tone.


  "Excuse me a sec, Carol," Kit said, heeding the call without hesitation.


  Alex was leaning in the doorway, waiting, until Kit got within arm's reach. She grabbed Kit's shirtfront, in a strong-womanly manner - with an inviting growl and wicked smile - and all but dragged her into the bathroom, where she shut the door behind them.


  "I am so sorry, O'Malley," she said, running her hands up and down Kit's arms.


  Kit pushed her fingers through Alex's hair, clasped the back of her neck and kissed her passionately as if there was no...tonight - which by all the clues gathered so far looked like a depressing possibility.


  Alex's tongue found hers and Alex's hands pulled her close, as she also pushed her right thigh between Kit's legs.


  Oh - my - god! Kit thought. Heaven on a stick; heaven in a bathroom; heaven, uh-oh, in a dead faint. She broke free of the kiss and turned Alex so that her back was against the door.


  "You're not coming back tonight, are you?" Kit said.


  "No," Alex admitted, catching her breath as she bent her lips to Kit's neck.


  "Are you avoiding me?" Kit asked, moving so she could cup Alex's face in her right hand.


  "Look at me Kit," Alex whispered. "What do you think?"


  Kit thought that Alex's beautiful grey eyes were wild and dark and unbearably erotic. And, okay, they were filled with desire - for her. That fact was, right now, undeniable and exhilarating.


  "I guess you're not," Kit smiled. "And I suppose," she added, as she kissed Alex on the corner of her mouth, "that trying to slip your hands," she kissed the other corner, "into my pants," she ran her tongue along Alex's bottom lip, "could not actually be classed as an avoidance tactic." Kit pulled back, just a little. "Are you teasing me though?"


  Alex laughed. "Not deliberately."


  "Good. So there is something going on here," Kit waved her hand back and forth, "between us I mean."


  "That's a definite yes, O'Malley."


  "But you can't stay, and you're not coming back."


  Alex shook her head regretfully. "I didn't plan the Carol thing, but I wouldn't have been able to stay anyway."


  Kit raised her eyebrows, then ran her fingers down to the opening of Alex's blouse. "Why not?"


  "Because the Immigration people have been investigating Enzo; so I have to stay at home tonight."


  "Oh shit! How long is that going to last?"


  "Until the wedding at least."


  "That's not for three days, Alex. I may go mad before then."


  "We'll figure something out. I promise," Alex said through the kisses she was pressing into Kit's neck.


  "Stop this then," Kit begged. "There's a strange woman waiting for you in my lounge; we can't ignore her. Oh dear. You have to stop Alex, please, or I will have no choice but to relieve you of your clothing and..." Kit ran her hand up the inside of Alex's thigh.


  Alex laughed, deliciously, pushed Kit gently away and, without taking her eyes off her, opened the bathroom door and took one decisive step into the hall. Then she stopped and inhaled deeply.


  "I missed you too," she said.


  Before Kit could drag her back into the bathroom, she was gone. Again.


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Kit pulled up in the marina carpark and wound the car window down to better enjoy the sights and sounds of Port Phillip Bay beyond the swaying, singing masts of a multitude of moored yachts. Sipping a perfect cappuccino beneath a sky of unending blue before a glittering even-tempered sea of deepest green was such a far cry from her last visit here that it was hard to imagine she'd been on the same planet then, let alone in the exact same parking spot. Four weeks before she'd sat, wet and bedraggled, drinking cold coffee while she carried out surveillance on an errant husband during a wild, wild summer storm. She'd watched Mr Can't-Get-Enough and one of his three mistresses make a dash through slashing hail from his rolling yacht to the St Kilda Marina carpark. The howling wind that vibrated through the rigging that day had sounded like a hundred screaming banshees. Mr CGE should have paid attention to those howls for, while they didn't foretell his death, they did herald his absolute financial ruin at the hands of his vengeful, but otherwise adoring now-ex wife.


  Kit sighed. Today the breeze through the masts played a gentle sea nymph song of tranquil autumn and love regained... "Oh, icky-cupidness!" Kit snarled. "Get a grip, O'Malley."


  Kit picked up her phone, scrolled through the permanent residents of her autodial index and bounced a signal onto a digital wave to call Erin who was hopefully hard at work in the St Kilda Star office.


  She ignored the mental prod that said 'yoo-hoo, the Star office is only a few streets away; take a walk you lazy tart'. This has nothing to do with being lazy, she told herself. It's time management. If Erin's not there, I've saved time by not walking all the way to Acland Street to find that out.


  "St Kilda Star, Erin Carmody's phone," said a voice not Erin's. "Simon speaking."


  "Hey Simon. It's Kit O'Malley. Can..."


  "Aagh," the permanently-stressed Simon wailed. "I've got four calls happening to me. I swear I'm on the next boat to nowhere. Erin and Terry have just gone on a job, Kit. Try her mobile."


  "Okay, thanks," Kit said to vacant airspace.


  Now, there's a thing to think, Kit thought as she hit the second of three numbers she had stored for Erin. She wondered if a residual signal from that little chat with Simon was still hanging around in the atmosphere somewhere. And if it was, how much space did it take up? More to the point, how much space did the signal occupy when the call was still active?


  As she sat waiting for connection Kit speculated on the feasibility of getting thousands of people with mobiles to form chat groups, each with fifty people who'd get together in strategic locations. Then, simultaneously, every second person in every group would dial an idle mobile in one of the other groups, so that a huge thatch of signals would cover the area between them all. Et voila! They might just plug up the hole in the ozone layer with useless conversations.


  "Not to mention useless thoughts," Kit said.


  "What? Hello, is someone there?"


  "Oh, sorry Erin. It's Kit. I was talking to myself."


  "That is truly perverse Kit. If you'd waited for me to answer, you could have talked to me."


  "I am talking to you, Erin."


  "Ha! So you are. Talk away then. I am in the middle of directing the world's most useless photographer but, as per bloody usual, we're already at the stage when my middle finger, rudely raised, is the only thing that gets a response from him. There, you see? You stop screwing around Terry, and take the damn photo. Sorry Kit, did you want something?"


  "Yeah, but if your finger's busy, I can wait. I just need the lowdown on Jack Higgins."


  "Really? Then this small world just shrank another size, because his place is where I am, and his business is exactly what I'm here about."


  "Really indeed," Kit noted. "Can I join you?"


  "Is this a back-scratching deal?" Erin asked. "Not that it matters, sweetie. You can join me, regardless."


  "That's nice and thanks, because this is more like a future exchange deal," Kit replied. "You scratch my back now, and I swear I'll get to your hard to reach spots as soon as I can."


  "Spiffo, and I love it when you talk dirty. I'm in Begonia Court, North Caulfield, number eleven. Not that you need that last detail at the moment; and you'll see why when you get here. But come now, if you want to catch the pigs while they're still here. Toodles."


  Erin disconnected while Kit's skin had a little crawl at the insult. All these years out of the force and she still hated the term 'pigs'. She looked up the court in the Melways directory and figured that Dickens, to the bottom end of Chapel Street, then a right onto Carlisle was the best way to go at this time of the day.


  Sure! As she joined the stop-start lunchtime traffic, Kit had plenty of time to mull over the definitely newsworthy stuff that she could pass on to Erin. She weighed this and that, and then filed it all in the 'not yet' basket. None of it was currently exchangeable. Having advised Carol Webster to keep her manure delivery quiet for the moment, Kit couldn't very well turn around and give the news to a news hound. A promise of things to come would have to do, for now.


  Besides, apart from the fact that Higgins was not a lone victim in Mercury's campaign, Kit didn't really have a whole helluva lot to give - or to go on, for that matter. Her morning visit to chez Webster had produced nothing new, except a bad smell up her nose from the residual stench of yesterday's delivery, made worse by whatever had been used to clean it away.


  The brown paper wrapping from the box of lamb goolies provided not a single clue about anything. In fact, not only did it not bear identification from any courier company, it didn't even have Carol's name or address on it. This suggested four things: a) when it came to accepting strange and unexpected packages, Carol Webster was a particularly stupid public official; or b) the manure on her porch had seriously waylaid her usual common sense; c) the motorbike rider was obviously not a bona fide courier; and therefore, d) the biker may have been Mercury himself.


  Carol could remember nothing more about the alleged courier, except that it was definitely a man; and Andrew Webster had seen nothing at all until his wife's bellowing had brought him downstairs to look at the 'oh my god' on the porch.


  Kit had shared coffee and biscuits with the Websters while Carol signed her contract and Andrew filled her in on what he hadn't seen. It took Kit no time at all to decide that if Andrew was doing a Gaslight on Carol by using Mercury as a cover to send his wife mad, then he was either a better actor than Charles Boyer or a much less malevolent spouse. Besides, it was fairly apparent that this sort of shit did nothing but make Carol really, really annoyed; which is the wrong kind of mad, if you're trying to get someone institutionalised.


  Another truly obvious thing was that theirs was a match made by Perfect Partners Inc. This fact wasn't offered up by any word or deed of theirs, nor did Kit have to ask about the state of their marriage; she could feel that Andrew and Carol adored each other. A thirty-year marriage, without the binding glue of kids, had to mean that their wildly opposite temperaments were either a complementary asset, or they cancelled each other out.


  Kit was, however, now questioning the theory that old married couples, like people and their pets, eventually grow to look like each other because, barring cosmetic surgery or a weird mutation, there was not even the remotest chance it could happen to the Websters. Andrew was a tall, gangly, balding, studiously thoughtful and calm SNAGey support-structure; while Carol was a short, robust and garrulously intelligent redhead, with a bird-like face and a passion for open and inclusive community-driven politics.


  Kit laughed. Yeah, a 'bird' like a wedge-tailed eagle, with a serious bad-arse gleam in the eye.


  Thinking of animals, she thought, as she flicked on her indicator and made a right turn into Begonia Court, the 'people growing to resemble their pets' theory was still viable. Kit couldn't help but notice that Carol's ginger cat Max was a stocky, voluble showoff; and their Boxer dog Ali-Doodle looked like, well, he looked just like Andrew Webster.


  "Well I'll be damned!" Kit laughed, as she parked her car. "Pigs, indeed."


  Erin had been quite right. Given even the little that Kit knew about Brinlea Council's least-favourite son, no details at all were needed to single out the house that most likely belonged to Jack 'the bastard' Higgins. It was a double-fronted brick veneer, with a two-storey weatherboard extension at the back and a huge lawn, mowed to within an inch of its life, in the front. The focal point of the front garden would, ordinarily, have been the rose-arch and the huge pond, complete with pissing boy, but today their effect was eclipsed by thirteen large live pigs tied to the front fence. Tied inside the front fence; on the nice manicured lawn.


  Kit wandered over to where Erin was standing, under a small gum tree on the nature strip, with a guy who was undoubtedly her photographer Terry.


  Startling deduction, O'Malley. It's not like the loud shirt and nine cameras weren't a dead give-away.


  "Well, hi honey," Erin said. "What do you think?"


  "I think it looks like the councilor has taken up animal husbandry."


  The photographer snorted derisively but Erin grinned, broadly, as if the whole thing was her idea. "It's a lovely sight isn't it?" she said. "Jack doesn't know about it yet. Well that's not true, 'cause his wife rang and told him, but he hasn't seen it yet."


  "I don't wanna miss the look on his ugly mug when he gets here," the wiry-haired photographer said. "So I'm goin over there."


  "Okay Mr Sadler. Thanks for your time," Erin called after him as he took up a new position near the front gate.


  "Mr Sadler?" Kit repeated. "You call your photographer Mr Sadler?"


  Erin looked puzzled, and then she looked around for something. "No," she replied. "I call my photographer You Fool. That's him, Terry Jones, over there." Erin pointed to a slim, short guy in a grey suit who was wandering among the pigs armed with only one camera.


  "So who's Mr Sadler?" Kit asked, thinking Erin had pointed to the wrong fool. Well! she thought, anybody could have mistaken Mr Multi-Cam for the photographer, instead of...


  "A neighbour," Erin replied. "Lives at number fifteen and hates the guts of Councilor Jack."


  "Why is he taking so many photos then?" Kit asked, as she watched Sadler switch cameras to get a different shot of the same thing.


  "Beats me," Erin admitted. "Maybe he likes pigs, or loves to hate Jack in the privacy of his own darkroom. Ah, I know what you're thinking, but he's not Mercury. I already asked him."


  "You think he'd admit it?" Kit laughed.


  "I guess he wouldn't confess out here on the street, no," Erin conceded. "But he doesn't sound anything like the guy who keeps tipping me on Mercury's deeds."


  "You mean the snitch who didn't turn up at the Gallery on Tuesday night?" Kit queried. "The same one who hasn't actually claimed to be Mercury."


  "Yeah, him," Erin laughed. "He rang the office an hour ago to let us know these porkers have been here since six this morning."


  Kit glanced at her watch. "It's noon. How come they're still here? And where's Higgins?"


  "Jack apparently didn't come home last night and it took his wife Barbara a while to find him. She declined to comment on the situation except to tell me, off the record and I quote, 'Jack can clean up his own bloody mess this time'. I don't think Barbara is too fond of her lesser-half this morning, and she implied that Mercury was probably just a jilted bonk; also her words."


  "Interesting," Kit noted. Not likely, she thought. "So, what about Mr Sadler, did he witness the piggy drop?"


  "Yep."


  "Did he photograph that too?"


  "I believe he did," Erin smiled. "He wanted to sell me the pics for a hundred bucks. Each. But he's a yacker, who made the mistake of mentioning that it had still been dark-ish and that he'd taken the photos from his front window." Erin pointed at the residence behind them which, being further around the court, placed it diagonally opposite the Higgins house with a direct line of sight that a sniper would kill for - except for the fact that Sadler's bushy front garden ruled-out the possibility of an unobstructed view.


  "He also said the nondescript truck was driven by a guy - just a guy," Erin emphasised the latter by, descriptively, clenching both fists in front of her. "A guy in a beanie, no less. So I suggested he get his film processed first to see if he really had anything to offer."


  "How long has Higgins been getting the Mercury treatment?" Kit asked.


  "Two weeks, that we know of," Erin replied.


  "And has it just been the manure and the pigs, or has he had threatening notes as well?"


  "Threatening notes?" Erin repeated, giving Kit the eye. "Now, I'm guessing here that you've not read my newspaper but that you do know something. Don't you, Kit?"


  Kit pulled a maybe, maybe not face. "Possibly. But I cannot tell you - now."


  "But you will tell me. I have dibs on...on whatever it is; right?"


  "Absolutely," Kit agreed. "So gimme the dirt on Higgins. Does he do the extramarital bonk or is Mrs H. bad-mouthing him for being a bastard of the hackneyed variety?"


  "Barbara Daley-Higgins has never been one to mince or misuse words," Erin stated. "If she says jilted bonk she means that they are still out there."


  "Who?" Kit asked.


  "A legion of women without taste and lacking the good sense to say no to a card-carrying reprobate like Jack. They've only been married for two years but Barb's statement implies that she's had no more luck than his previous wives in insisting on being his sole catchment area."


  "Ick," Kit laughed. "That doesn't mean an ex-screw is responsible for this piggery," she noted.


  "True," Erin agreed. "But it wouldn't surprise me. One of those bimbos had to get testy sooner or later; the man is your classic root rat."


  Kit eyed Erin thoughtfully. "He tried it on you, didn't he?" she said.


  "Yes he did," Erin admitted, "at the Council Christmas party three years ago. His penis was saved from severance by two things: one, the fact that I am a fucking lady and wouldn't stoop so low (which was precisely what he'd wanted me to do - stoop low, and suck); and two, because one of those tasteless women I mentioned earlier overheard his proposition and dealt with him for me.


  "I suppose, technically, she dealt with him for herself but I did enjoy watching as she summoned up a surge of very flouncey high dudgeon and kicked him in the gonads. Councillor Higgins was the jilted bonk on that occasion. Oh, except for his previous wife who he'd taken out for an airing that night as well."


  "How many wives have there been?" Kit asked.


  "Three. No, sorry, Barbara makes four. And god knows how many floozies in between and trifles on the side. What else do you want to know?"


  "The names of any of those floozies and trifles, if you know them," Kit raised her eyebrows hopefully. "But first, has he received any letters?"


  "Yes. One was delivered by a courier just after the manure last week."


  "And you've discovered, no doubt, that the courier was a phony," Kit smiled.


  Erin gave Kit the frustrated eye. "This is not fair, O'Malley. You know too much. Egad, you might know more than I do! I hate that thought; it's very disturbing."


  "Sorry," Kit shrugged. "Are you going to tell me what the note said? Or do I have to read all the back issues of the Star for that info?" she asked, realising she might be pressing her luck.


  "That would be particularly mean of me, seeing we didn't print it. The cops asked us to hold that detail to assist their investigation," Erin explained. "Not that I think they're actually investigating. But let me think, it said, 'Bastard Higgins, all is shit, get ready for ruin'. It was signed 'Yours sincerely, Mercury' and came with a plastic container of really rank meat and rotten eggs."


  "The cops came last week, but not today?" Kit queried. "And why wouldn't they investigate?"


  "Been and gone today," Erin clarified. "And Jack told them last week it was probably a prank."


  "Did you call them?"


  "Don't be silly," Erin snickered. "Mercury called them. He not only wants to dump on Jack; he wants the world to know that Jack is being dumped on."


  "But you don't know why?" Kit asked. "And this Mercury, or the caller, hasn't told you?"


  "No I don't know; and he hasn't told me," Erin confessed. "I suspect Jack might know, but he hasn't told me either. And you'd have to be a professional exsanguinater to get blood from that stone. He's always a tight-lipped bastard until he works out how to turn a situation to his advantage or someone else's dis. I think he has a cellar full of goats every-ready to be scaped."


  "Does everyone think that Higgins is a bastard?" Kit asked.


  "Yes. But I'd love to know who your everyone is," Erin hinted. When Kit didn't bite, she continued: "It's a universally-held opinion because it's true. Jack is an A-grade bastard; and he revels in it. I've never known anyone else who actually relishes being such a complete arsehole. The man is lecherous, sexist, racist, politically and ideologically incorrect, obnoxious, devious and... here. Hello Jack."


  "I might have known you'd have your nose in the trough, Carmody. Who's your cute friend?"


  Jack Higgins was tall, maybe six-two, with broad shoulders, a thickening waist and a full head of what appeared to be his own hair, touched with enough grey to be distinguished. Kit put him in his early fifties; and noted that he probably used to be fit; that he was gruffly handsome, like he'd gone to the Oliver Reed School of Manliness; that his eyes were blue; and that, yes, he was leering at her.


  "Don't know who she is," Erin had said, casting a glance at Kit. "But the lady and I were just admiring your kids over there. You really shouldn't tie them up like that Jack. You'll have Child Services down on you asking all sorts of questions that you may not want to answer."


  "Jack Higgins," the big man said, ignoring Erin as he introduced himself and the half bottle of Old Spice in which he'd obviously bathed, to Kit.


  "Katherine O'Malley," she replied, choosing not to explain herself further, as she shook his hand and offered an ambiguously curious smile. The curious bit was prompted by an odd prickle of recognition. She'd also decided to be courteous to him, partly because it was unfair to judge a bloke on hearsay but mostly because, in order to help Carol, she may need to talk to him officially.


  Well, it would be as 'official' as a private eye can get when hired by someone who can't stand him. Someone else, that is, apart from Mercury and Mr Sadler and Erin and god knows how many others. Kit noticed that, since Jack's arrival, several people had emerged from other houses in the court to mingle on the footpath and watch the show. And most of them were sniggering.


  "I was just telling, er Katherine is it?" Erin smiled, "about the civic mindedness of your council, Jack. How you sponsor the Gay Festival and the Multi-cultural Bazaar, and the parks..."


  Jack groaned an interruption and gave Erin a 'don't insult me' look. "Do not lump me in with the namby-pamby clique on council, Erin. You know bloody well what I think about wogs and pooftas and souvlakis," he proclaimed, then suddenly looked worried. He glanced at Kit. "No offence meant, if you happen to have any in the family."


  It was truly amazing that, instead of killing Jack Higgins where he stood, Kit said, thoughtfully, "No souvlakis, but I do have a distant cousin who's a born again felafel."


  Erin clapped her hand over her mouth and inspected the leaves on the gum tree; while Higgins gave a snorting laugh, which prompted Kit to ask, "Shouldn't you take your pigs in out of the sun?"


  "They're not mine," Jack denied. "This is some dickhead's idea of a joke."


  "Did you get a note this time, Jack?" Erin asked, turning back to face them.


  "I don't know, Carmody, you tell me. What did Barbara say? I assume you've already been in and harassed her."


  "Oh, harass my arse, Jack," Erin retorted, with a waggle of her head. "Unlike the dross you give us on other people's minor stuff-ups in council, or your re-zoning triumphs that always happen to benefit your stores, this is news. Like it or not, Mercury, whoever he is, is really pissed off with you. Unless he's simply saying - in his own inimitable fashion - that you're a bullshitting pig."


  "What do you want Carmody?"


  "I want to know what's going on, Jack."


  "I don't know. And that's the truth," Jack declared.


  "Give me a break, Jack! You wouldn't recognise the truth if it turned into thirteen pigs and shat on your lawn," Erin remarked. This time Kit tried not to laugh.


  "Don't you listen to her, Katherine," Jack smoozed. "She's a journalist; ipso facto she's a born liar." He turned back to Erin. "I do not know who this Mercury is and why he appears to have a grudge against me. But when I find out, you will be the last to know."


  "That's very generous. Thank you Cr Higgins," Erin smiled.


  "This is a love hate relationship Erin and I have got here," Jack felt the need to explain to Kit.


  "Ooh Jack, I just thought of something wonderful," Erin declared. "What if we find out what Mercury's story is, before you do? I mean, do you want us to let you know first, or should I just go ahead and print all the gory details?" Erin Carmody did a groovy little shimmy to indicate how much pleasure she derived from just the thought of that possibility.


  "Mr Higgins," Kit said sweetly, "if the practical joker person did send you a note about your pigs, then maybe that's what that is."


  "They're not my pigs," Jack repeated, then added, "That what?"


  "That thing sticking out of your letter box," Kit pointed.


  "That's probably junk mail," Jack shrugged, but he started to back away from them. "If you'll excuse me, I'm going to pop inside and have lunch with my wife now."


  "Where's Terry?" Erin whispered desperately.


  "Over there, on his knees," Kit whispered back.


  "Oh my drunken Aunt Mary!" Erin hissed. "What's he photographing the bloody pond for? How am I supposed to get pics of Jack with his mail when my so-called lensman is bum up in a fountain? I swear I'm going to drown him. Come on, let's stroll that way; we might get a look see."


  They'd only taken about three steps, however, when Erin stopped and drew Kit's attention to the cute ears of the closest pig. Jack had stopped, with his arms akimbo and his chest all thrust out, in front of Mr Sadler who was probably only wearing his brave front because there were witnesses.


  "You seem to be finding this quite amusing, Barry," Jack snarled at his neighbour, "but if you don't bugger off right now, I'm gonna call the other pigs and tell them you did this."


  "They already know I didn't, you prick," Sadler huffed.


  "Yeah? One phone call from an upright citizen like me and the boys in blue will be back to question you as a soon-to-be widely-known pervert. Yes, you Barry. Now piss off, ya ponce."


  Sadler cricked his neck defiantly, sidestepped Jack and then rolled his eyes at Erin on his way by. He then propped himself on his own front fence and inspected his nails.


  "Hey Carmody!" the upright citizen shouted.


  "Yes Jack?" Erin bellowed back unnecessarily. They were only fifteen feet apart.


  "Tell your bloody photographer to get off my property; oh, if you'd be so kind."


  Erin hooked her thumb at Terry, who had luckily stood up to find out what the noise was about. When Jack bent over his fence to get his mail, however, Erin started gesturing madly for Terry to keep taking pictures on his way out.


  Kit meanwhile kept her eyes on Jack Higgins who pulled a large and thick padded bag from the letter box and, acting as if it was mail as usual, strolled up his driveway without giving the pigs or their spectators any further attention. As he walked, he ripped open the package and inspected the contents. Then he stopped dead in his tracks, made a strange involuntary sound and hurried inside.


  "Woo! I wonder what it was," Kit said.


  "Terry, Terry," Erin beckoned urgently. "Did you see what he had?"


  "A video cassette, but the thing that nearly made him puke was a Polaroid photo."


  Woo again, and incongruous! Kit thought, trying not to stare at Terry, who was a very thin little man with a very thick butch voice.


  "Speaking of photos, did you...?"


  "Yes Erin," Terry rumbled. "You'll have them in an hour."


  "Goody," Erin smiled. "You run along then Terry and I'll catch a ride with O'Malley here. If that's okay, Kit? I think we deserve cake in Acland Street."


  "Don't we always," Kit grinned.


   


  Melbourne, Kit decided, as she drove back to St Kilda, was the absolute best place in the country - maybe even the world - to live if you were a food lover who hated cooking. Personally, she couldn't have chosen a better place to live than Richmond, which offered Thai, Indian, Italian, Vietnamese, Greek, Malay, French, healthy, junk, cheap, expensive and pub food.


  It was only a short drive from home to the Italian café strip of Lygon Street; or the foodie's mecca of Brunswick Street, where she'd just finished the Traders' security gig. There was also the nearby tantalising food court and restaurants of Southbank alongside the Yarra; and of course Fitzroy and Acland streets in St Kilda, which had everything else a girl could want. God, no wonder her fridge was always empty.


  In fact if food was your thing, your reason for travelling the world, then you could do it all just by taking a trip around the inner suburbs of Melbourne. She suggested as much to Erin and, after finding a lucky parking spot in front of Cosmos Bookshop, and resisting the temptation to go in and spend money, they zigzagged their way along Acland Street and fantasised about starting their own business: 'World Food Junkies'. They'd promote luxury (of course) two-week sojourns in Melbourne where travellers, or even locals, could do Europe, the Mediterranean, Africa, India, most of Asia (including Mongolia) and even a few parts of South America, restaurant by restaurant; and then go to Acland Street for cake.


  Kit and Erin dodged other pedestrians, who kept stopping to drool at the window displays full of cakes, slices and pastries filled with, or made of, chocolate or custard or fruit or cream or - oh dear - until Erin finally made a choice and charged into Rosie's. She chose a courtyard table and ordered a cappuccino and a wicked éclair for Kit and the world's largest lamington and a macciato for herself.


  Twenty minutes later they hauled themselves up the stairs of the St Kilda Star office and into the official disaster zone that had been declared by a now completely unhinged Simon Veducci. He had stuck a warning sign on the door and was apparently conducting some kind of elevated commando training exercise.


  Erin adopted a very professional-looking samurai stance - just in case her offsider was possessed by something other than Thursdayitus and decided to plunge at her from his crouched position on top of a metal storage shelf - and then surveyed the office to make sure there wasn't a really good reason for him to be up there.


  "Simon!" Erin snapped. "What the fff...?" She glanced at Kit. "Did I tell you that I am trying to cut down on my swearing? Well I am, and I've gotta tell you it's harder than giving up the smokes. I mean what the f... Damn! How on earth am I supposed to react to this?"


  "Depends how often he does it, and why," Kit said.


  Erin raised her eyebrows and turned back to Simon who continued to glare at nothing in particular and rub his balding head. "What are you doing up there, Simon?" Her tone was sweet and calm, but just a tad patronising.


  "What do you care?" Simon snarled. "You're always going out and leaving me alone with the general walk-in-off-the-street public; you know Erin, the people, the loony ones. Not to mention the non-stop phones and the nogglers and the really scary rats."


  "Oh dear," Kit muttered. "He seems to have lost his plot."


  "What the hell are nogglers?" Erin asked.


  "That's right, pick out the nogglers," Simon complained. "At least they were funny. What about the crazy people and the bloody scary rats?"


  "Are the rats still here?" Kit asked, clambering up on a chair.


  "Of course they are," Simon said, nodding approvingly at Kit's decision to get off the floor.


  Erin stared wide-eyed at Kit. "What are you doing?"


  "Humouring him," she whispered. Getting out of rat-reach, she thought.


  "Oh my grandmother's blister!" Erin declared. "Enough with this nonsense Mr Veducci. Get down please before I have to, I don't know, send Kit up there after you."


  Simon gave a hysterical, laugh-in-the-face-of-danger type cackle.


  "Or," Erin said, casting a backwards glance at something, "I'll get a cop to drag you down."


  Kit was about to categorically not offer her services in the climbing any higher than a chair department, when someone else did it for her.


  "O'Malley is absolutely no use to anyone above floor level."


  "Hey!" Kit exclaimed in mock indignation. "Don't you go spreading nasturtiums about me, Jon Marek, or I'll have your badge." She grabbed his shoulder so she could jump confidently to the ground, then added, "I'm quite capable of doing the chair thing."


  "Yeah, until someone says boo!"


  "Ha! You're the one who looks like they've had a serious case of the frights, Marek. Can your hair get any whiter? You can't blame this on working with me anymore you know."


  "It was still grey when I left the station," Marek grinned. "I must have known you were here."


  "Very funny dear," Kit said patting him on the arm. "Ooh-ah, hang on a sec," she added, rubbing her hand back and forth across Marek's chest. "You've been working out again. Who are you trying to impress this time?"


  "No one, Kitty." His tone was stern, pointed and unquestionably defensive.


  "And I am Queen Victoria," Kit stated.


  "Well I'm impressed," Erin muttered, with a...a...


  Oh boy, Kit exclaimed to herself. Was that a suggestive eyebrow raise or what? Was Erin's statement loaded with a 'ready whenever you are, big boy,' tone, or was that just Kit's imagination? Erin and Marek? she thought. Well I'll be damned.


  She also couldn't help herself. "I suppose he is quite gorgeous, isn't he," she observed, clutching Marek's arm as she grinned at Erin. "With his stunning eyes, his athlete's physique - well it is at the moment - his way-handsome visage, and his manly, um, man bits. He's also quite smart, Erin; and he like dogs and cats, Die Hard and The Sound of Music, opera and Cold Chisel..."


  "Shut up, O'Malley," Marek begged. "And do you think you could stop fondling me. I'm actually here on official business," he added, swapping the black plastic bag he was carrying, from one hand to the other.


  "That's right, you lot," Simon wailed from his eyrie. "Just carry on with your lives down there."


  "You can join us whenever you're ready, Simon," Erin reminded him.


  "That's what you think, Erin. What if I just dived head-first off this thing?"


  "You'd hurt yourself," Erin replied.


  "A lot," Kit added.


  "Yeah, but it would make you feel guilty wouldn't it?"


  "Not really, Simon. My first reaction would be this," Erin threw her hands up. "Then I'd say, 'oh blimey, he's probably broken his neck'. Next I'd laugh, one of those spontaneous, inappropriate uncontrollable kind of laughs that are, quite perversely, designed for situations that are funny but at which you're not supposed to laugh."


  "You wouldn't" Simon insisted.


  "You know I would. Then, because I'd be beside myself, to the left and right, with improper mirth. Kit or Detective Marek would have to call the ambulance, hearse or white-coated blokes - whichever was the most appropriate - to come and take you away, ha-ha. And then we'd all adjourn to the pub."


  "You are insufferably insensitive Erin Carmody."


  "I am, aren't I, Simon Veducci. But I do make good lasagne, don't I?"


  "Really? Did you bring me some today?" Simon asked.


  "Yes. And you can have the rest of the afternoon off and take it home with you for dinner."


  "Wonderful." Simon clapped his hands. "Do you think you could put the ladder back up so I can get down from here then."


  CHAPTER NINE


  "What kind of personal business did you say you were here on?" Kit asked, as she and Marek waited for Erin to finish helping Simon pack his briefcase to go home.


  Marek, who'd propped on the sill of the window overlooking Acland Street, had been not-very covertly watching Erin fuss over her assistant. He rubbed his very recently and very closely shaved chin and then turned his attention to Kit, as if he'd been about to do that anyway.


  "Official. I said 'official' business, Kitty; and, before you ask, none of yours."


  "None of my what?"


  "Business. It's none of your business."


  "Oh," Kit pulled a face and shrugged. "Tell me again why you're here."


  "I'm following up a lead," Marek smiled.


  "That's what you usually do," Kit observed, dropping into Erin's chair behind her desk. "But why are you doing it here?"


  "Because here's where I got the lead in the first place."


  "It's not about the shit, is it?" Kit queried, moving the mouse aside so she could put her arms on the desk. The screen-saver on the monitor, which sat on the desk between her and Marek, dissolved revealing the front-page layout of the paper's next issue.


  "What shit?" Marek asked.


  "The cow shit," Kit replied, frowning at the world's tackiest headline.


  Frozen Stiff, it screamed in huge type, over the subhead: Bagged body found in Elwood freezer.


  "No," Marek stated. "I don't do shit; you know that."


  "Sorry about that, guys," Erin said, sashaying back to her desk. "Simon's a little fraught at the best of times, and today was not one of his best times. Scoot please, O'Malley, you can have that chair there." Erin pointed behind a bench overflowing with back copies of the Star. Kit dragged the chair around and sat down again.


  "Now, Detective Marek," Erin pronounced formally. "What can I do for you today?"


  Marek glanced at Kit and, as it was obvious she was not going to leave voluntarily, he gave a resigned sigh. "Two things. First, we would very much appreciate it if you did not, for the time being at least, use the bubblewrap on the body in any of your stories. Second, can you remember anything else about the call or anything unusual about the voice?"


  "On the first point - damn, but okay," Erin nodded. "On the other - no, not that I can recall."


  "On the first point, thanks," Marek smiled. "On the other, damn! You're sure there weren't any background noises or...?"


  Erin shook her head. "Don't think so."


  "Is this the body in the Elwood freezer?" Kit asked.


  "How the hell did you know that?" Marek demanded.


  "Whoa, steady," Kit said, raising her hands in surrender. "My new client told me."


  "You've got another client involved in a murder?" he asked.


  "No Jonno, I've got a client who reads the newspaper. And sometimes I even watch the news myself; like on Monday night when I saw you so patiently keeping the media uninformed about a body in a freezer in Elwood."


  "We did not mention the bubblewrap, O'Malley," Marek scowled. "And that detail has not been given to the media." He threw a glance at Erin. "Has it?"


  "I am the media, Jon. But I'm certainly not going to give my information to anyone else, when I can use it. Which I can't now."


  "So how did you know about it?" Marek asked Kit.


  "I didn't know about it, Marek. I haven't mentioned it at all, yet. But you have - twice, no thrice, so far."


  "Oh," Marek said sheepishly. "Sorry."


  "I think you should try the government's new anti-paranoia pills," Kit suggested. "I believe they come in your favourite flavours - raspberry and half-cocked. You will have to tell me all the gory details now, Detective-Sergeant, because that is the only way you'll know where my information comes from. Not that I need it for anything, but you started this."


  Marek closed his eyes for a moment. "Shit. Okay, but I'll tell you only what Erin knows."


  Kit gave him a 'whatever' shrug and then glanced at Erin, whose face was saying, 'I probably know more than you think I do', until it morphed into a professional-looking nod when Marek looked at her for confirmation.


  "Erin received an anonymous phone call on Sunday arvo to the effect that something awful had happened at, um, this particular house in Elwood over the weekend," Marek explained.


  "Are you using euphemisms Marek?" Kit asked.


  "No," Marek replied, doing a left, right left with his eyes. "I don't think I am."


  Erin laughed. "That's what the caller said, Kit. He said 'something awful' had happened. He implied there was a dead person, and that I should also call the police."


  "Which you obviously did," Kit smiled.


  "Yeah," Marek snorted. "After she got to the house and couldn't get in without us."


  "Hey. The guy rang me," Erin reminded him.


  "It wasn't Mercury was it?" Kit asked.


  Erin shook her head. "No, different voice all together."


  "Mercury? And who might that be?" Marek queried.


  "The cow shit guy," Kit replied.


  Marek sighed. "Would you care to explain or elaborate?" he asked Erin.


  "He's the cow shit guy," Erin confirmed. "I've been getting tips from someone who is either the irritable and irritating ratepayer who's been sending one of our local councillors loads of cow manure and pig shit, avec la pigs; or he is Mercury's mouthpiece. But he's not the freezer guy."


  "Then what happened?" Kit asked, using her professional winding-up finger to prompt Marek to continue. "With the freezer body," she added when he looked blank.


  "Oh. The uniforms answered Erin's call; we answered theirs. The back door was unlocked and there was blood on the kitchen floor, which is why they went in. We found, in an otherwise empty house, a deceased woman's naked body bundled in bubblewrap in a large chest freezer. We still don't know who she is; the house, which was a rental, was supposed to be empty. That's it."


  "If the back door was unlocked, how come you couldn't you get in?" Kit asked. Marek too raised his eyebrows and looked at Erin.


  Erin raised her brows right back at him and then turned to Kit. "The side gate was bolted from the other side. One of the nice young officers jumped it and unbolted it."


  "A chest freezer, Marek? Was it on?" Kit queried.


  "Yeah," Marek replied, as if it was a stupid question.


  "An unoccupied rental house, with the power on?" Kit said quietly.


  Marek sniffed. "I'm sure we covered that fact."


  "Of course you did, dear," Kit grinned. "But why have you asked Erin not to mention the bubblewrap?"


  "Yeah! Good question, Kit."


  "Because it's, it's..." Marek made a strangled gargling sound. "Damn it. If it's part of the killer's MO, we don't want to advertise the fact."


  "If it is?" Kit repeated. "You mean it is. This wasn't the first body, was it Jonno?"


  "Kitty," Marek grumbled.


  "It's not? There are other bodies?" Erin asked, sitting bolt upright.


  "Think about it, honey," Kit grinned. "You can really only have a recognisable modus operandi if you do something more than once. Otherwise there's no pattern."


  "Oh yeah," Erin said.


  "Bloody hell, O'Malley. You and your big mouth," Marek complained.


  Kit wanted to roll about laughing. She'd been Jon Marek's partner while on the force plenty long enough to know exactly how he worked; how to recognise the little techniques he used to get, give, or avoid giving information. She also knew that Marek knew that she knew that; and that he never made mistakes of the kind he'd apparently just made, which meant only one thing. He had just used her to allow something to slip.


  "What are you up to, Marek?" she asked.


  "God, it was the one in Brighton," Erin interjected. "Right?"


  Marek gave Kit a look she hadn't seen for years. It was a 'secure in the knowledge that your partner can work intuitively with you, even though you're both winging it and have no idea which way the plot is turning' kind of symbiotic looks. Kit offered a half nod and smiled at him.


  He turned seriously to Erin. "You cannot use that Erin. Please. I shouldn't have..." he hesitated dramatically. "Look, the death in Brighton last week is not related to this case. Okay? It does not fit the MO of this bloke, this killer. At least we assume it's a bloke."


  "Why do you assume it's a bloke?" Erin asked.


  "Because it usually is," Marek frowned. "But, O'Malley is right; as usual. The woman we found on Sunday wasn't the first. There have been two previous murders. The other bodies, also encased in bubblewrap, were found after phone calls had been made to the police."


  "The MO's not quite the same if the killer didn't call Erin first," Kit noted.


  "Yes and no," Marek agreed. "The first body was found two months ago in an empty house in South Caulfield, but had been there a while; the second, was two weeks ago, in Prahran. It's possible the killer may have rung newspapers in those areas; we're checking. Or, and this is what our shrink thinks, the sick bastard wasn't getting any recognition so he opted for direct publicity."


  "There's also the possibility that the person who rang me wasn't the killer," Erin suggested.


  "There's that too," Marek agreed. "Or he is the killer and he did ring you on both previous occasions, but he caught your mate Simon in the middle of one of his fits of la-la."


  "Oh dear! God only knows what stories I've missed out on," Erin grumbled.


  "Yeah," Kit laughed. "Like the nogglers. Did you find out what they were?"


  "No, I didn't pursue that one," Erin replied. "I'll wait until he's back to his ordinary frantic self before I ask. But, speaking of stories Jon Marek - this is a very big one."


  "I know. You can have the exclusive Erin, I promise; if you promise not to use anything I've just told you until I give it to you officially."


  He still wants something, Kit thought, as she watched him fidget. It's either a favour or a date.


  "You're asking a bloody lot of me Jon; I'm a journo for heaven's sake. If there's a story's here, I've got to chase it."


  "I would hope so," Marek said. "But..."


  Aha! Kit thought. He's going to give out just enough info to get her on the scent too. Different approaches to the same problem.


  "...until I give you the say-so, you can't, I mean please don't, print anything. I'll give you the lowdown, everything I can, if you will hold off. And if you find out anything, I'd really appreciate it if you could run it by me first." Marek looked hopeful, he looked charmingly beseeching, he looked like butter wouldn't melt in his mouth.


  Erin narrowed her eyes and shook her head slowly. "God, you'll be wanting my soul next. You know him better than I do, Kit, can I trust him?"


  "I don't know," Kit said glancing from Marek's blue-eyed, almost boyish trust-me expression, to Erin's green-eyed, sultry and suspicious one.


  Sultry? Marek didn't want Erin's soul; he wanted her body. Oh, and her co-operation. And damn it, she was giving in, on both fronts, without so much as a struggle.


  "Come on, O'Malley," Marek flipped his palms over to imply he wasn't hiding anything.


  "Has he offered to take you out to dinner?" Kit asked, as if that was a no-no in this equation.


  "No," Erin declared, as if she wouldn't countenance a proposal that would interfere with any kind of professional working arrangement.


  "Pity. Because I would not trust Jon Marek with anything," Kit said, "until he had taken me to my favourite restaurant."


  "Really?" Erin smiled.


  "Absolutely," Kit stated.


  "What is...?" Marek began.


  "Exactly," Kit interrupted. "What is the other thing that you want her to do for you, Jonno?" "You mean apart from dinner?" Erin qualified.


  "Yeah," Kit nodded. "Apart from, and as well as, dinner."


  "I am going to get you for this, Kitty." Marek promised.


  "Oh, I have no doubt about that, Jonno."


  Marek slipped off the windowsill and picked up the black plastic bag he'd placed on the corner of Erin's desk. He removed a plain cardboard box, about the size of a touch-tone telephone, opened it, and pulled out a touch-tone telephone.


  "I noticed when I was in here the other day," he said, "that your phone is last century's model. This one features the numerical display thing, on the top here, that indicates the number of anyone who calls you."


  "Unless their phone is coded with the bar-thingy that prevents their number from showing up on your display-thing," Kit said.


  "I've often wondered who would bother with that," Erin said.


  "You would, if you were a serial killer," Kit said. "You probably would if you were a journalist too, or a PI. Sometimes I don't want people to know who I am when I call."


  "Hmm. Obviously I hadn't wondered about this as much as I thought I had," Erin admitted.


  "And most crooks would use the bar-thingy, even when they're ringing their Mums, in case the cops are listening," Kit expanded. "So would prank callers, debt collectors, phone survey people - when they're ringing you, not their mothers. As would a serial informant of the anonymous kind..."


  Erin chuckled. "Or a serial dumper of the animal ka-ka..."


  "Enough already, you two," Marek snapped. "This is serious. And this is a serious bloody phone; okay! This has a special, official encryption device that unbars your bloody bar-thingy."


  "Oh please," Erin begged. "Stop with the techno-babble. This already has the better of me. Obviously, Jon, you want me to plug this in and then give you the number if and when, or should, the freezer bloke ring me again. Yeah?"


  "Yes," Marek nodded. "Please."


  "Fine. I'd be happy to. And, as I have a witness to your promise of an exclusive on this story, I'm happy about that deal too. As for dinner," Erin hoisted a shoulder bag, big enough to pack her desk into, onto her lap. She pulled out a matching mammoth-wallet and handed Marek a business card. "Pellegrini's would be nice, or Vlados. That's my personal card, with my home address and number."


  Marek did a lot of head waggling, mostly nodding, but with a bit of the old 'how the hell did this come about?' thrown in. "I'm really tied with this case," he said. "But Saturday night would probably be okay for dinner, unless..."


  "Unless shit happens?" Erin finished for him.


  "Yeah. Couldn't have said it better myself." Marek grinned, broadly. "Now, I've gotta go. Will you be right with that?"


  "There's two of us Jonno. I'm sure we can work out how to plug a phone in," Kit said.


  "Oh! Wow!" Erin exclaimed as soon as the Star's front door closed behind Marek.


  "How long has he been beating around the bush?" Kit asked.


  "On and off for about three weeks," Erin said. "Thank you for making him jump."


  "You could have done the inviting you know."


  "Yeah, but I got the feeling he needed to do it."


  "Probably. It's been a while since he had a relationship of any kind," Kit said. "And no, I am not going to fill you in on anything until after your date."


  "That's not fair, Kit."


  "It's totally fair, Erin," Kit said, shaking the cardboard box till the phone cord fell out on the desk. "When Jonno rings me to ask about you - which believe me, he will - I won't be able to tell him much at all."


  "Why not?"


  "Because I don't know much. We've only known each other for a couple of months, remember."


  Kit plugged the cord into the new phone and waved the other end around until Erin pointed over her own shoulder at the wall behind a huge potted plant. Erin lifted her feet and Kit pushed her and her chair out of the way, then bent down to swap the new plug for the old.


  "He is a good guy though, isn't he?" Erin asked.


  "Yes, he is that," Kit agreed. She pulled out her mobile and dialled Erin's number.


  "Couldn't you just tell me... Hang on a sec," Erin flung out an arm and picked up the receiver of the ringing phone. "Erin Carmody, St Kilda Star."


  "Tell me why I get the feeling I know Jack Higgins, when I don't get your paper and don't live in his municipality," Kit said.


  "What? Hello!"


  "What do you mean 'what, hello'? It's me, you goose," Kit laughed. "See if my number has come up on your display."


  "Hey, wow there it is!" Erin exclaimed, pretending she hadn't just made an idiot of herself; before continuing to do just that. "Knowing my luck though it's probably a crossed line."


  "I don't think so, Erin," Kit laughed, disconnecting the call.


  "You'd be surprised. Technology hates me. I can't even program my VCR."


  "I know university lecturers who can't do that. Now, Jack Higgins," she prompted, as she flopped back into the chair opposite Erin. "Why should he be familiar?"


  "You are kidding, aren't you?" Erin said, hanging up her phone. "Sportiz."


  "Sport is what?" Kit asked.


  "Okay; you're not kidding," Erin said wide-eyed. "Sportiz, O'Malley, not sport is. Jack Higgins is Mr Sportiz."


  "And?"


  "Oh god. I thought you watched a lot of television."


  "I do," Kit said.


  "I can't believe you don't know who he is then. Up until about five years ago, when he got onto council, he was star of all the ads for his chain of sporting shops. He was Mr Sportiz," Erin said in her special TV announcer's voice. "He still is; he just doesn't do the ads anymore."


  "Ads? Well that explains why he's only vaguely familiar," Kit said. "I try not to watch commercials, so he wouldn't have registered consciously."


  "But Kit, he was also a runner and a really well known cricketer," Erin declared.


  "He's not well known to me," Kit avowed. "And I am quite passionate about cricket. I hate it - passionately."


  Erin shook her head in disbelief. "I honestly do not know how to respond to that revelation. So I'll just suggest that you take any copies of any edition of the Star, from the last few months particularly, to fill you in on Higgins the councillor. Then, go talk to - um - Susie Prentice, hairdresser and owner of Cut-Cut in Chapel Street."


  "And she is?" Kit asked, scribbling in the notebook she'd yanked out of her bumbag.


  "One of Jack's more recent ex-bonks. You could talk to Councillors Carol Webster or Frank Turner, because they don't like him, and Cr John Porter, because he might say something good about him. Um, let me see..."


  "Carol Webster?" Kit said casually. "Is that the same Carol Webster standing for um, Labor, in the by-election that's coming up?"


  "Yeah, except she's not Labor, she's an Independent candidate," Erin nodded, as she absently studied her front-page screamer.


  "You have to change that, you know," Kit stated, nodding at the monitor.


  "I know. I have to lose the bag and bubblewrap reference," Erin said grudgingly.


  "I didn't mean that," Kit said. "I meant the Frozen Stiff nonsense."


  "What's wrong with that?"


  "Oh come on, Erin. When they find out who she is, you or your stories will have to, I hope, relate to her as a real person. And if I was related to her, the deceased, and found out you'd called my mum or sister a 'frozen stiff' I'd be paying you a visit. And it wouldn't be friendly. This is a good story; it doesn't need a sensational headline."


  Erin sighed. "I suppose. I'm just so accustomed to beating up the facts to make them interesting or different."


  "These facts are already interesting; not to mention tragic. You shouldn't be making people laugh, or groan, just to get them to read it. Because this they will read. People are like that: they're voyeurs or vultures."


  "I didn't know you were so pessimistic," Erin noted.


  "I'm not," Kit denied. "That be the truth, honey; you can't change it. Voyeurs and vultures is what they are. And Frozen Stiff, I'm afraid, is the witty, clever-pants headline that proves it."


  Erin sighed again, deeply. "Are you always right Kit O'Malley?"


  "It's a terrible burden," Kit grinned. "I'm constantly having to change my mind to suit the facts, or new information. Speaking of which, facts and info I mean, tell me why the Webster woman doesn't like Jack Higgins."


  Erin folded her hands in her lap. "She is a charming woman; he is a sexist wanker."


  "That can't be the only reason," Kit said.


  "It's a good enough reason," Erin stated, "but you're right, again. Carol is a sensible, practical, forward-thinking, broad-minded human being who understands that she is a servant of the public; Jack is an unaware, bigoted, scarcely-evolved life-form, who is nothing but self-serving. Carol Webster is a visionary; Jack Higgins has his head up his own arse."


  "I see," Kit nodded. "And Cr Turner? What's his story?"


  "Frank is everything that Carol is, except of course he's not a woman. He is a human being of the homosexual variety however, which in Jack's eyes makes him rather less than a woman. That opinion gets him into trouble in chambers all the time though, as Frank is more than a match for him, even when Jack's at his most vitriolic.


  "I must admit council meetings will not be the same when Carol leaves. The verbal jousts were always a highlight: with the calm, clever and eloquent Carol and Frank on one side; and the boorish and sometimes cleverly-offensive but always unacceptable Jack on the other."


  "This by-election thing," Kit said, "why is Carol Webster, who is obviously a political paragon in your eyes, standing for it? In it," Kit shook her head. "I mean, why is it happening?"


  Erin narrowed her eyes. "Have you been out of the country?"


  "No."


  "Everyone gets a go at Nareen now the seat is empty."


  Kit narrowed her eyes at Erin. "I understand that, but why is it empty?"


  "Have you been interstate?"


  "No Erin. I haven't been anywhere," Kit declared. "Nareen is not my electorate though; so basically, or frankly my dear, I don't give a damn."


  "But that's not the only..." Erin looked totally perplexed. Even her hands looked perplexed as she waved them around and stretched her fingers here and there, and generally gave the impression that she was lost for words and her hands weren't helping her to find them at all.


  "Do you remember, about twelve weeks ago," she finally said, "one of the State Independents was being questioned in parliament about funny financial dealings?"


  When Kit looked blank, Erin rubbed her forehead, then continued. "A couple of weeks later he was also being investigated by the federal police over a possible money laundering scam, and for allegations of other criminal activities including some that involved tawdry sexual stuff."


  "I have a vague recollection of three or seven cases like that in the recent past," Kit said. "It's not like nefarious activities amongst our state and federal pollies are exactly uncommon. But I gather, in this instance, the guy stood down or whatever it is they do."


  "You could say that." Erin tried not to smile. "But only if you'd liked my 'frozen stiff' headline. He, Barry Page, stood down off the balcony at his home in Mt Eliza, with a rope around his neck."


  "Oh," Kit said, "now I remember. And I might have sooner if you'd told me his name earlier."


  "Sorry Kit. I sometimes forget that people who aren't involved in the news business like me, aren't necessarily interested in every single aspect of it." Erin glanced at her watch.


  "Sorry treasure; I hate to work, eat, get a date, gossip and then run, but it's nearly three and I have to interview a ventriloquist. Have I given you enough to go on? Oh, a thought. Depending on her mood today, Barbara Daley-Higgins may also tell you what she really thinks of her hubby."


  "You've been very helpful, thank you Erin." Kit stood up to leave. "Especially seeing it's not really Jack-the-bastard I'm interested in, just the coincidental connection to my case."


  "Uh huh," Erin acknowledged. "Have you told me anything?"


  "No," Kit smiled.


  "I didn't think you had."


   


  So, Kit thought, as she turned into the short and completely treeless Banksia Grove in Windsor, everyone likes Carol Webster, except Mercury, and no one likes Jack Higgins, including Mercury.


  Kit wondered if Mercury had any feelings at all about the other Independent candidate, Malcolm Brody. As she pulled up in front of the mutant-neo-classical monstrosity that was the residence of a grown man who actually let people call him Beaner, Kit hoped that Mercury did indeed have very strong feelings about Mr Brody. The façade of this house of multi-coloured and way-too-many pillars, balustrades, wrought-iron lace, painted fretwork, finials, curlicues and other decorative fiddlygums, was simply begging for an attack of the manures.


  Kit locked the door of her car, after getting out first, and began preparing herself mentally for the horror she just knew lay in the interior of this pocket mansion.


  Her phone rang. She flicked it open and answered the call. "O'Malley."


  "Hey Boss."


  "Hector, please don't call me Boss."


  "Okay Chief. I've got some news and I've got a new thing for your computer."


  "Is it good news? And how much will the thing cost?"


  "It's not good or bad, it's just more news. And it won't cost much 'cause I got a deal for bulk. Just wait till you see what it can do, O'Malley. You'll really want this thing, a lot, believe me."


  "As long as you install it or plug it in, and I don't ever have to know how it works."


  "Sure thing, that's my job."


  "Good. What's the news?"


  "Todd Ferguson..."


  "Who? You've lost me already."


  "Let me finish then, grumpy-boots. Todd Ferguson, aka Darian Wanker-Renault, attended a high school in Parramatta and then a tech school in Wagga Wagga. The lad never went to a religious school, institution or college of any kind."


  "Very interesting indeed."


  "Yeah. Doesn't mean he wasn't a junkie and just invented the back story to make his book more interesting."


  "I gather you've read it already. What do you think?"


  "When it comes to the street life and the drugs the author knows what he's talking about. Which, of course, does not mean that Todd-stroke-Darian is the author. I've got a lead on the Adelaide girlfriend angle too."


  "You're quite good at this, aren't you Hector."


  "I aim to please." Kit could almost feel him grinning. "That's if that was a compliment."


  "Of course it was. Do you want to follow this lead of yours?


  "Hey, yeah!"


  "Can you do it without pretending to be a detective?"


  "Um, yes."


  "Um, you'd better. Or it will be the last time."


  "No worries Boss. I promise that if I need a 'detective' I'll call you. In the meantime can I ask Brigit to let me into your place to do this upgrade on your computer?"


  "Of course you can. Oh, one more thing Hector. Can you run a check on the whereabouts of a Steven Penrith? He's Rebecca's ex husband and he is, supposedly, on a romantic cruise of the Caribbean with his fiancée. He usually lives in Sydney."


  "Will do. By the way O'Malley, that beeping sound is your call-waiting."


  "I know that Hector. And if you go now, they won't have to wait any longer."


  "That's very true, Boss. Bye."


  "O'Malley," Kit said as the second call kicked in.


  "Ah. This is Sally."


  "That's nice. Sally who?"


  There was five seconds of very huffy silence. "Sally Shaw."


  "Oh right," Kit said cheerily. "Hi Sally."


  "O'Malley. I just thought I should tell you, or that you should know, that I have to go to Sydney. I'm flying out in two hours."


  "Really? That's nice too. But why did you think I should know this?"


  "Because... Oh hell! Look, firstly I didn't want you thinking I'd skulked off to Sydney on some kind of absentee stalking exercise..."


  "What?"


  "I do not want you to be at all suspicious of my movements or my motives."


  "Oh. Okay. That's cool. And secondly?"


  "Secondly, and most importantly, I wanted you to know that Rebecca will be on her own and perhaps you could, um, make that not so."


  "I'll see what I can do, Sally." Kit began strolling up the driveway.


  "Thank you, O'Malley. I'm returning on the red-eye so I'll be back by eight in the morning."


  "Fine."


  "Take care of her." The line went dead.


  "Take care of her indeed," Kit said aloud, as she raised her finger to the front door bell. "I'm a private investigator not a celebrity-sitter."


  "You're a what?" came a voice from the other side of the screen door. The actual front door was obviously already open.


  "I'm a, ah..." Kit began. Oh bugger it, you can't keep lying to people, she thought. "I'm a private investigator. My name is Kit O'Malley and I made a tentative appointment to speak with Mr Brody this afternoon. Are you Mrs Brody?"


  "I am," the voice announced, as its owner fumbled with fifty-three locks to open the door.


  "Is Mr Brody in?" Kit asked, to while away some time while she waited.


  "Yeah, he's out at the pool. Sorry about this door; it gives me the shits, I tell you. We're almost there. I actually thought you were the people with the new water cooler, that's why I was lurkin."


  Kit stepped aside to avoid the outward swinging door and then entered the gloom of Chez Brody.


  "I know," Mrs Brody observed, "it's bloody dark here in the entry vestibule isn't it."


  An entry vestie-bool, no less, Kit thought as they headed towards a patch of sunlight scooting through a doorway halfway down the hall.


  "I keep telling Beaner we need a sky light."


  Oh my god, Kit cringed, not a skoi-loit.


  "I'm Charmaine," Beaner Brody's missus announced as she stepped into the, the 'something' room and turned to face her.


  "Of course you are," Kit said, shaking her hand and trying not to stare at the three hair-sculpted finials on top of Charmaine's head.


  While Kit had expected to experience the full tragedy of the shaggiest shagpile carpet, gilt mirrors, trophy-filled cabinets, a vinyl studded cocktail bar, a leather and chrome lounge suite, a huge TV and a full-size pool table, she hadn't actually expected to find them all in the one room. And she had not, even in her wildest dreams, thought that the decorative devices on exterior of the house would be carried onto the summit of the lady of the manor herself. Kit had to stop herself from asking Charmaine if she was starring in a repertory production of Space Babes from Mars.


  Malcolm Brody's hair, which was reclining along with the rest of his body on a banana lounge by the pool, looked like it too had been scared to death by Charmaine's hairdresser - or maybe by Charmaine.


  Kit wanted to go home. She did not want to have to talk to a blonde, spiky-haired, middle-aged male bimbo in Speedos and a crop-top, who refused to make a clothing allowance for the fact that he had lost the muscle tone he'd possibly once had as a quarter-half-back ruck-defence-goalie-hooker - or whatever the hell he'd been when he'd been it.


  "Kate, is it?" he said, leaping to his feet while bits of his body, inside and over his Speedos, wobbled disconcertingly. He flung out a very large hand to shake hers.


  "Kit," Kit corrected him, with a smile. "I won't take up too much of your time, Malcolm. I just need to ask you a couple of questions."


  "Ask away, Kit. And please, call me Beaner."


  Do I have to? she thought. "Sure," she agreed. "I am investigating some unpleasantness that has happened to a couple of the other by-election candidates," Kit half lied.


  "Who?" Beaner asked.


  "I am working confidentially so I can't really say who, at least not yet," Kit shrugged. "But I am concerned that these so far harmless but annoying attacks may be happening to all the candidates."


  "Attacks? What kind? How were they attacked?" Charmaine asked, gripping Beaner's arm.


  "It's okay, Charmaine. No one has been hurt," Kit reassured her. "These incidents have not been physical attacks. They have taken the form of threatening notes and deliveries of strange things to the candidates' residences."


  "Oh." Charmaine let go of Beaner's arm and recomposed herself. "Maybe that's what that thing was about, Beany."


  Beany? Kit thought. "What thing?" she asked.


  "Someone buried a CD player in our back yard," Beaner explained.


  "Backyard?" Kit asked looking around. The pool was the back yard.


  "We have a little bit of garden, the other side of that trellis," Charmaine pointed.


  "I don't think I understand," Kit admitted. "If someone buried something in your 'back yard' how would you know? And why would anyone bury a..."


  "It was playing," Beaner interrupted. "That's how we knew it was there. It was buried under a little pile of dog shit."


  "We don't have a dog," Charmaine added helpfully.


  "It was like this nightmare," Beaner continued dramatically. "We would hear this bloody song playing over and over and over for like ten hours. We thought the neighbours over the back were deliberately torturing us, till they came back from their holiday and came round to complain about the music. That's when we found the dog shit and the CD player."


  "When was this?" Kit asked.


  "Sunday wasn't it, Honey?"


  Charmaine nodded. "You want me to get it?"


  "Yeah. If you wouldn't mind," Kit said, pretty much to thin air as Charmaine had already disappeared inside. She turned to Beaner. "Was there a note with it? Or have you received any odd or threatening notes since?"


  "There was a sticky label thing on the player. You'll see what it says. Oh shit!" Beaner moaned, slapping his hands over his ears. "I swear, if I hear that song one more time I'm gonna spew."


  Kit thought this a strange reaction for a knuckledragger to have to the approaching sound of a bunch of ballsy-sounding boys singing Good Old Collingwood Forever.


  Charmaine emerged from the everything-room with the offending portable CD player and two little speakers. She handed it all to Kit, who switched it off so that Beaner would stop doing his very bad Jimmy Barnes impersonation to drown out the music.


  "Since when does a footballer not like hearing a footy song?" Kit joked.


  Beaner stared at Kit as if she was the stupidest person in Melbourne. "I did not play for Collingwood," he declared.


  "Oh," Kit smiled. The writing scrawled on the yellow label said:


  Beaner Boy, you can't win every bloody thing. Stick to your own field.


  These big boys won't let you play.


  "Any idea who might be responsible?" Kit asked. "Or how they got into your yard?"


  "They probbilly came over the back fence," Beaner said, sitting down on the banana lounge. "But I don't have a clue who did it."


  "Everybody loves Beaner," Charmaine stated.


  "Did you inform the police or tell anyone else about this?"


  "The cops? Of course not, we thought it was a prank. Jacko knows about it though. He's my campaign manager."


  "The Parkers know," Charmaine reminded him.


  "Oh yeah. The neighbours who helped us find and dig it up," Beaner nodded.


  "Are they the same neighbours that you thought were torturing you?" Kit asked. Charmaine nodded, so Kit clarified the point. "I gather you now don't think they had anything to do with it."


  "Nah," Beaner shook his head. "Turns out he's a nice bloke. They just come back from ten days in Surfers."


  Kit pulled out her notebook and pretended to refer to a list. "I'm going to give you some names and I'd like you to tell me if you - either of you - know any of them personally."


  "Fire away," Beaner nodded.


  "Shane Maloney, Garry Disher, Archie Leach, Jack Higgins, Carol Webster, Hector..."


  "I used to play cricket with a Jack Higgins," Beaner interrupted. "If you're talkin Mr Sportiz then it's the same Jack Higgins. Haven't seen him for a couple of years though. Don't recognise any of the other blokes but the name Carol Webster is familiar. I think." Beaner appeared to be seriously searching his memory. "Nah, dunno. Maybe I dated her before Char and I got married."


  Kit sat bolt upright in surprise, but Charmaine Brody snorted with laughter.


  "That's right, Beaner love. Think with your pleasure pole."


  "Huh?"


  Charmaine turned to Kit. "He's a sweetheart really," she insisted. "But he's spent his life in locker rooms inhaling lineament and sweaty jocks with a tribe of aging but never maturing boys."


  "Are you saying I'm not a man, Char?"


  "No, you doofus; of course you're a man. You just haven't grown-up yet - it's why I love you. But you should know that Carol Webster is one of the women running against you in the election."


  Malcolm Beaner Brody pouted, pushed his fists into his thighs and leant forward. He looked remarkably like an offended bulldog. "Doesn't mean I didn't date her once."


  "In your dreams, Beaner," Charmaine laughed.


  In Carol's nightmares, Kit thought.


  CHAPTER TEN


  Kit unlocked and opened the portal to O'Malley Investigations - but only to collect the bag of tinned cat food she'd shoved inside that morning, and to take a quick glance to ensure that everything else in her office was still as it should be. Desk, two chairs, filing cabinet, dying philodendron...


  All present, she nodded, then stepped backwards into the hall, straight into something large-ish that, understandably, jumped away from her. Kit spun around - one hand on her heart in minor fright, and the other up, clenched and ready to hit something.


  "Whoa! On guard."


  "Alex," Kit grinned, trying to untangle the fight versus flight versus lust.


  "O'Malley," the wonderful Ms Cazenove smiled in response. "Is there anyone in your office?"


  "No."


  "Is there anyone in Del and Brigit's office?" Alex asked.


  Kit dropped the bag of cat food and clasped Alex's hand. "We'll shut the door if there is," she said, pulling Alex into her occasional place of business. Aurora Press was empty but Kit kicked the connecting door between her office and Del's closed just in case. "What are you doing here?"


  "I've come to ask you out to dinner." Alex ran the back of her fingers gently across Kit's cheek and down her throat.


  "Dinner?" Kit pulled Alex into her arms and kissed the corner of her mouth. "Really? Just dinner?"


  "Yes, really. Just dinner." Alex slipped her hands under Kit's T-shirt and caressed her back.


  "Oh dear! Oh blimey and wow," Kit crooned, "complete horripilation!" She took a huge breath as her entire body broke out in excitement.


  "Horripa what?" Alex laughed.


  "Horripilation," Kit sighed, nuzzling Alex up and down her neck before pulling back. "Extreme goosebumps," she explained. She undid the top two buttons of Alex's shirt.


  "You'd better not do that, O'Malley, because I can't stay."


  Kit ran two fingers down between Alex's breasts and shook her head. "You absolutely have to stop throwing yourself at me, when you can't stay. Why can't you stay?"


  "I've got someone..."


  "Please don't tell me you've got Carol Webster in your car again," Kit begged.


  Alex laughed. "No darling, but I do have an appointment in Hawthorn in twenty minutes."


  Oh joy, oh fandangle, oh afternoon-delight, Kit's mind was singing. "You have to point where?" she asked vaguely, while her mind processed and registered and replayed the 'darling' bit. She called me darling, she thought. "You called me darling," she said.


  "Did I?" Alex asked, smiling her special drop-dead gorgeous quizzical-type smile. "I have an appointment in..."


  "Yoo-hoo!" came an all-too-familiar voice displaying extremely bad timing. The door of O'Malley Investigations swung open a moment before Kit and Alex stepped away from each other.


  "Ah, you are there, Katherine."


  "Oh fu..." Kit swore.


  "I thought I heard your voice," Lillian announced, her eyes wide as she pretended not to have noticed anything. Not a single thing.


  "Fffar, far-off great Aunt Mary on a metal hinge!" Kit finished.


  "Just say 'oh fuck' sweetheart, it saves time," Lillian suggested. "Hello Alexis, dear."


  "Lillian," Alex acknowledged, casually clasping her own left shoulder with her right hand to cover the fact that she was not quite properly dressed.


  "I just called in for a cuppa. I'll pop back upstairs with young Hector and make you one too, shall I? Do you want a coffee? Or would you prefer tea, Alexis? I'll make a pot if you like."


  "I can't stay Lillian," Alex apologised. "Maybe next time."


  Lillian shrugged and nodded. "Definitely. Are you coming up, or going out again, Katherine?"


  "I'm coming. In a second, Mum," Kit said. Unfortunate choice of words, she thought.


  Lillian left the room and closed the door, using a definitely-closing-the-door-now movement, then she sang her way up the stairs so that Kit and Alex, who were falling all over each other in laughter, would know exactly where she was.


  "I really do have to go," Alex said, doing her buttons up. "Can you join us for dinner?"


  "Us?" Kit frowned. "You said you; you didn't say us. Who's us?"


  Alex pressed her fingers to Kit's lips. "Stop babbling. Enzo and I would like you to join us for dinner at the Banana Palm in Chinatown. Please."


  Kit pouted. "Okay. What time?"


  "Half past seven," Alex kissed her, just below the right ear, then opened the office door. "Bring someone with you."


  "Bring someone? Like who?" Kit asked.


  Alex shrugged as she strolled casually towards the front door. "A friend. Bring a friend."


  "Bring a friend," Kit muttered as she locked the office and headed up the stairs. "You're my friend."


  "Moolack," Thistle announced from the open doorway of her apartment.


  "Moolack right back at you," Kit purred as she picked The Cat up, kicked the door shut and jogged up the inside stairs. "And yes, furry-face, this is your dinner."


  "Hey O'Malley," Hector called out from the midst of the one-thousand-and-one pieces of stuff that only a few hours before had been her computer.


  "G'day mate; still here I see," she replied. "I trust you know what you're doing."


  "Of course. Not sure about your Mum though. She's suddenly doing the weird in there."


  Kit dropped Thistle and the cat food on the kitchen bench and tried to gauge just what kind of weird that might be. Her mother was opening every canister on the bench for no apparent reason.


  "Are you okay Mum?"


  "I'm a bit flustered that's all," Lillian confessed breezily.


  "That's a first; you never get flustered," Kit noted, trying to keep a straight face. Hector chortled, and then made himself look busy with a very important-shaped plug.


  "Well, some things are... are fluster-making, Katherine."


  "What? Like me and Alex?"


  "Oh no, not you sweetheart; I got used to you a long time ago. Alexis however... Now I admit that is different. I just didn't realise that she was one of your mob that's all."


  "Does it bother you?" Kit asked.


  "Of course it doesn't bother me, darling. I like Alexis very much, and if she likes you then I'm very happy indeed. That is, of course, if you like it that she likes you."


  "I do Mum, very much."


  "Well good. Everything's fine then. I just needed a few seconds to realign my cogs, that's all. I simply hadn't given any thought to Alexis in that regard, so I was unprepared. I mean, I hadn't considered her at all in that way; in any variation of that way."


  "You mean you hadn't thought of her sexually," Kit smiled.


  "Of course not! Oh. Yes, no I hadn't."


  "I had," Hector muttered from somewhere under Kit's desk.


  Lillian suddenly eyed Kit suspiciously. "I do hope you're not recruiting though."


  "Don't be ridiculous Mother."


  "Ooh, the 'Mother' word."


  "Well, honestly!"


  Lillian flung her hands around like a flustered queen. "Honestly yourself! You see what happens when I'm kept in the dark: I say silly things. In future just tell me who's in your mob, and then I'll know."


  "Okay, Mum, I'll remember for next time," Kit nodded, rolling her eyes. "But what's with this 'one of my mob' stuff? You make me sound like an Aboriginal."


  "And what's wrong with that?" Lillian asked, and then frowned.


  "Nothing, I suppose," Kit shrugged. "Apart from it not being accurate, that is."


  "Why does it make you sound like an Aboriginal?" Lillian asked.


  "Because the Kooris et al, or at least some of them, refer to themselves as 'our mob'."


  "What do they call us?"


  "Um, 'your mob' - I think."


  "Is anyone actually following this conversation?" Hector queried.


  Lillian, for one, looked lost. "Well what do you and yours call your lot then?"


  "I call them my friends."


  "Katherine darling, they cannot all be your friends."


  "Why not?"


  "Just because someone is gay doesn't mean you have to call them your friend. What if they're gay and don't like animals? Or they're gay and rude, or gay and insufferably boring, or..."


  "I get your point, Mum," Kit laughed. "But I was talking about my friends being my friends, not every gay person in the world being my friend. The fact that a lot of my friends are gay is just a happy accident. Some of my best friends are also straight."


  "You mean they're bisexual?" Lillian looked completely flummoxed.


  "No. What?" Kit said. "Who's bi?"


  "I don't know, Katherine. You said it."


  "No I didn't."


  "Yes you did," Hector chimed in.


  "You said some of your best friends are also straight," Lillian reminded her. "That means..."


  "No it doesn't," Kit interjected, picking up her mother's cup to make sure it was just coffee she was drinking. "I have some really good friends, male and female, some of whom are gay and others who are straight," she explained. "I may or may not, I'm not sure, have some bi-type friends. I also know a room full of transvestites, including at least thirteen gay drag queens and two straight ones; as well as four transsexuals; one drag king, a pansexual and bomb disposal expert."


  "A drag king?" Lillian repeated. "Is that what I think it is?"


  "I've no idea what you think it is."


   


  The Banana Palm in Little Burke Street was one of the very-many best Chinese-Malay restaurants in Melbourne. The specialty of the house was rendang, but their crispy chicken was mouth-watering and they also served some the best dim sims this side of the Kun Ming café - which happened to be just up the street, and had been since 1942.


  Kit inhaled deeply to let the spicy aromas tantalise the epicurean centre of her brain and, as the door closed behind her and her friend, she searched the room for Alex and her consort. Ah there they were, she smiled, taking delight in her darling's astonishment at her choice of dinner date.


  "I was beginning to think you'd forgotten, O'Malley," Alex said, her eyes still wide as Kit approached the table.


  Enzo leapt to his feet, his flabbergasted reaction camouflaged by the fuss he was making with one of the empty chairs for this most unexpected of dinner guests. The man looked splendid, but then Kit figured this man would look good in his pyjamas on his worst hair day. Tonight he was wearing dark green trousers, a cream shirt and red braces - not his jarmies - but he had done something different to his hair. No, not his hair, Kit amended; it was still collar length, grey on the sides and thinning on top. Ah! He'd shaved off his burnsides, leaving only the moustache.


  "What happened to the long hairy things on your face?" she asked him.


  "Kit, darling, it's wonderful to see you too," Enzo enthused.


  "Ditto." Kit kissed him on the cheek, offered hers to him, and then bent to do the same - very chastely - to Alex before taking a seat between them. "And I must say you're looking very SeanConnery tonight, Enzo."


  "Thank you my dear," he crowed, managing to raise an eyebrow and squirm with anticipation.


  Kit finally put him out of his misery. "I'd like you both to meet my friend Rebecca Jones," she announced. "Rebecca this is Alex Cazenove and Enzo McAllister."


  "I'm thrilled to meet you both," Rebecca said warmly.


  "You're thrilled?" Enzo schmoozed. "You are my absolute most favourite person on the telly. Really, you are."


  "Believe him, you are," Alex smiled. "And I apologise for my friend and the likelihood that he will, at some point this evening, throw himself at your feet."


  "He wouldn't be the first," Kit observed. "You should have seen Muriel and Barb making fools of themselves over Rebecca in the middle of Collins Street the other day."


  "That was only yesterday, Kit," Rebecca said.


  "Was it? Seems like days ago."


  "Champagne?" Enzo offered.


  "Are we celebrating something?" Rebecca asked pointedly.


  "I don't think so," Enzo said hesitantly, as he filled their glasses. "We could, if you like, but personally I need no reason to open a bottle of bubbly."


  "I'm sorry, I thought Kit said you were getting married," Rebecca said.


  "Oh yes, ha, so we are." Enzo covered Alex's hand with his, and flounced his shoulder.


  "Heavens-to-Dorothy, you're a hopeless strai... fiancé, Enzo," Kit laughed, checking the room for suspicious Immigration types.


  "It's okay, O'Malley, we think they're across the road," Alex reassured her. "By the way, who are Muriel and Barb?"


  "Perfect strangers," Kit replied. "They accosted Rebecca on the street, just as Enzo would have done had he been there."


  "I would not," Enzo insisted. "I do not fawn in public, darling. And I am now going to change the subject, by suggesting we look at the menu before they throw us out for loitering."


  A favourite-everything discussion, ranging from movies and books to music, accompanied the Banana Palm's curry puffs, lombok and satay. The entrée conversation was followed by a general railing against the tax on books and a consensus of dislike about the dangerous 'so-called' policies of AusFirst and a table-top crowded with beef rendang, chilli prawns, spinach belachan and gado gado. A debate on Arts funding, and the program line-up for Rebecca's series on high and low culture in Melbourne saw out the rest of the wine and the decision that dessert was not an option.


  Kit was on cloud nine and ten in seventh heaven. The company was perfect - given that there had to be company; the food and too much wine were excellent; the conversation was lively and funny; and Alex's hand, every now and then, wandered up and down the inside of her thigh. Kit's thigh; not her own.


  "I really need to know why - no, let me rephreeshe that," Kit said. "Or perhaps, I'll even say it a different way."


  "Are you drunk, O'Malley?" Alex grinned.


  "Never," Kit swore. "No more than you are, anyhoo."


  "Anyhoo?" Enzo snorted.


  "RJ," Kit pronounced, trying to get herself back on track. "I need to know what possessed you to consider including Hammer and the Scuzbuckets on your program?"


  "Oh my god! Who?" Enzo asked.


  "Anvil and the Tombsters," Rebecca laughed.


  "I say again: Oh my god! Who?"


  Rebecca straightened her shoulders and tried to look like an authority on...any subject. "The Yucksters are this city's most-promising band on the road to obscurity. They are the worst, really truly badly the worst group in the country," she declared, giving a dismissive wave that knocked Alex's glass. Kit caught it, without spilling a drop, as if she was a completely sober person. Everyone stared at her, then the glass, then at her again before Rebecca continued her explanation. "But they are not, as it turns out, going to be on my show."


  "Do they know that?" Kit asked. "I mean if you informed them of your most sensible and, I hasten to add, probably career-saving decision then maybe it is Anvil who's been sending the things. You know, the things."


  "What things?" Alex queried politely.


  "Don't be silly, Kit," Rebecca stated. "I had to shower and decompress after one visit; do you think I'd ever voluntarily talk to that man again? I'm not obliged to you know, and I don't care who says otherwise. Chisel will find out from his own actual non-appearance that he and his slugs are not on my show."


  "But why, why...?" Kit began.


  "...why Delilah?" Enzo sang. "Ooh, hey! We could..."


  "Don't you mean, och aye?" Rebecca interrupted, implying that Enzo's accent was, in fact, getting thicker by the glassful.


  "Noo," Enzo shook his head. "I actually meant what I said. And I'll go there again: Ooh hey! We could do a My Best Friend's Wedding restaurant sing-along right here. Why, why, why Delilah..."


  "Oh no," Kit raised her hands. "Katherine Frances O'Malley does not sing. Ever."


  "Sit, Enzo. There's a good boy," Alex instructed. "Frances?" she half whispered in Kit's ear.


  "Yes. And you?" Kit whispered back.


  Alex's expression implied that some things are best left unknown, but it was accompanied by a little sigh of resignation. "Jordan," she said.


  "Alexis Jordan Cazenove," Kit stated. "Lovely."


  Alex shrugged. "It's a family name; a maternal family name from way, way back. All us women folk get it."


  Kit ran her hand up Alex's thigh and grinned, like an idiot, for no reason at all. Ha! I have every reason, she thought. I am most definitely in love with Alexis Jordan Cazenove.


  "If this band was so bad why did you do whatever it was you did with them?" Enzo asked.


  "That was my question exactly," Kit stated. "Thank you, Lorenzo."


  "My pleasure Katerina Francesca."


  Rebecca sighed. "One of my new staff members just happens to think that Weevil and the Dumpsters are the next, in his words, 'rooly biggest thing'. Go figure."


  "Who thinks that?" Kit screwed up her nose.


  "Barnaby, Colin Barnaby. You know my little wee gofer."


  "Doesn't have quite the same effect as 'Bond, James Bond' does it?" Kit noted.


  "Are you makin fun of my wee speech impediment?" Enzo asked.


  "It's not a speech impediment Enzo, it's an accent," Rebecca stated.


  "That's what you think my sweet bonny lass," Enzo stated, laying it on as thick as he could. "It be a great impediment when the laddie at your own corner shop does nae understand you."


  "Enzo." Alex pulled a face. "The laddie at the corner shop does nae understand you because he's a very, very old Lebanese person who can count but not converse in English. It has nothing to do with you being a confused Scottish-Italian."


  "He's going to be a confused Australian Scottish-Italian soon," Kit pointed out.


  "I will be, indeed."


  "Are you going to become Mrs Alex McAllister?" Kit joked.


  "I most certainly am not," Alex asserted.


  "Sounds like a character in a country song," Enzo said, jigging his shoulders to an imaginary beat. "The Ballad of Alex McAllister - the fastest lawyer in the west."


  Sexiest lawyer in the west, Kit amended silently.


  "Enough, Enzo," Alex laughed. "Look at him, would you take this man's name?"


  "When is the wedding?" Rebecca queried.


  Alex and Enzo glanced at each other, then Rebecca. "Saturday," he said. "You want to come?"


  "Yeah right," Rebecca said, momentarily taken aback. "You can't just fit an almost stranger into wedding plans two days before the event."


  "Why not?" Alex asked.


  "There's no actual 'fitting' to do," Enzo stated. "We're having a sort of ceremony in the gardens near Alex's place and then we're, we're... What are we doing after that Alex?"


  "We were going to wait to see who turned up and then decide where to go to celebrate."


  "Am I missing something?" Rebecca queried. "How many people are you expecting?"


  "Let's see," Enzo mused. "Quinn can't make it back from London, so that leaves Kit and Rick and you - if you'll come."


  "Oh Enzo, don't be silly," Alex remarked. "There's at least three other people coming."


  Poor Rebecca, thought Kit. The woman looked like she was in pain. There she was, a professional garnerer of information, if that was even a word, who was getting nowhere fast on this particular superhighway. Three dinner companions who were just as inebriated as she was did not help at all in the making sense of anything department.


  "What I'd like to know," Alex enunciated, "and I'm not changing the subject I'm just returning to an unfinished one - is, who is sending you what, Rebecca?"


  A waiter, who'd been about to float by, turned on his heel and returned to their table when Rebecca waved. "Coffee please," she requested. "We would like, we actually need, four very strong coffees and another jug of water. Thank you."


  "My pleasure," said the waiter before floating off again.


  "I think she's avoiding your question on purpose, Alex," Enzo said.


  "What?" Rebecca said vaguely. "Oh sorry. I'm not really. It's just that I don't think I'm really supposed to talk about it. Am I Kit?"


  Kit shrugged and glanced around the restaurant. "It's up to you, RJ. But I don't think we were followed here."


  "I don't mean that. I mean should I be talking willy-nilly about my problem?"


  "Definitely not willy-nilly, no," Kit pronounced, realising she suddenly felt on the slippery side of woozy. "Goody; water, thank you," she said to the returning waiter. She poured and downed a glass of water, then filled everyone else's glass. "You can tell them if you want to, RJ."


  "Well they're your friends Kit, so I'm sure my story is safe with them."


  "Ah, well now, you be careful." Kit smiled and waved an accentuating finger. "I have to admit that I don't really know them well enough to guarantee that they're not spies or in cahoots."


  Enzo flounced both shoulders. "Spy? Who told you I was a spy?" he demanded. "I swear, I'm a historian not a spy."


  "You're a piano player not a historian," Alex said.


  "I'm a doctor, Jim, not an astrophysicist," Kit muttered.


  "What did you say, O'Malley?" Alex asked.


  Kit waggled her head. "Sorry, you had to be there."


  "Where, for god's sake?" Alex asked, bafflement making her look even more delicious.


  "Space, the final frontier," Kit grinned. "Anyway, Miss Jones, my point was - and I did have one, I think... Oh, right. Given that your Sally accused me, albeit in jest - I think - of writing the notes to you, so that I could spend my time investigating myself, then there's no telling what my friends might get up to when I'm not looking."


  "Oh, wow," Alex widened her eyes - twice. "Is someone writing you notes too?


  "What do you mean 'too'?" Rebecca asked. "Have you been getting threats, Alex?"


  "No, not me. But..." Alex closed her mouth and glanced desperately at Kit; then, apparently, forgot what she was desperate about and just smiled at her instead.


  "Alex has a friend, who is also my client so I can't name names," Kit explained, "who has also been getting nasty notes. They are, however, completely unconnected - yours and hers I mean - apart from the coincidental fact of their very existence and, I suppose, the concurrentness of their timing."


  "Concurrentness?" Enzo repeated.


  "Yes," Kit said slowly, adopting a 'and what's wrong with that?' expression, as her thoughts wandered onto a sidetrack. If Muslims could say 'I divorce you' three times and have the deed done, she wondered how often a word had to be uttered before it actually became one. Oh dear, she thought, I think I've had a too much to drink. But...


  "Yes," she repeated aloud. "The concurrentness of the notes, as in their simultaneous synchronous happening. Ooh, now that I think about it, there is another curious thing about this whole thing - which still in no way connects the notes, or rather the receivers, to each other."


  Kit gave a flourish and picked up her glass. Everyone else appeared to be waiting for something - with bated breath. "Oh," Kit said. "Sorry. Their juxtaposition to me of course."


  "You have juxtapositional notes now?" Enzo's eyebrows remained in the 'up' position.


  "No sweetie," Kit bantered, trying to get herself out of this linguistic mess. "I have concurrent notes and juxtapositional clients." That did not help!


  "O'Malley," Alex fondly, but with an inflection that suggested Kit was ceasing to make sense.


  "It's okay, Alex honey, I'm going to shut up now."


  "Good idea," Alex agreed. "And I think it might be about time for as all to go home."


   


  The ball-topped tower of Dimmey's department store in Swan Street had been such an integral part of Kit's physical landscape for so long, that she really took personal exception to the fact that some bastard had decided to paint it marmalade. Kit hated marmalade. And what kind of colour was marmalade anyway?


  "Oi!" she yelled to the man on the scaffolding. "Who said you could do that?"


  "My grandmother," he replied, leaping down to stand next to her and admire his handiwork.


  "What are you doing now?" Kit demanded, marvelling at how far he'd jumped without injury.


  "You said oi, so I came," he explained.


  "Marmalade is not a good substance to use as an exterior finish," Kit stated, as if she knew what she was talking about.


  "Maybe not, but the bats love to eat it. Hey, you wanna see my legs?"


  Before Kit could say 'they wouldn't do a thing for me,' the guy ripped open his shirt to show the four little cancan dancers who were actually cancan-ing across his chest. She watched intrigued as they disappeared into his armpit... then she sat bolt upright.


  "Whoa!" she exclaimed, and then groaned as her now conscious mind slammed into the inside of her skull. "Oh dear, oh god, oh shit," she swore. "And oh crikey, where the hell am I?"


  "You're awake then?"


  "Maybe," Kit replied cautiously. "It depends."


  "It depends on what?" Rebecca Jones asked as she entered the sitting room and opened one of the window shutters.


  "On how I got here," Kit said, lifting the blanket to discover that, phew, she was clothed. Mind you, undies and a T-shirt did not exactly qualify as a lot of clothes.


  "Oh dear, the old selective memory thing?" Rebecca smiled. "It's okay, Kit. Alex and I put you to bed there on the couch after your second glass of port."


  "And then?"


  "And then Alex and Enzo went home. Well, they left about an hour later, and then I went to bed.


  In there," she added, pointing towards hotel suite's mistress bedroom. "There's coffee a-brewing if you want to join me."


  "Oh, yes please," Kit sighed. "Just as soon as I locate my decorum." Kit found her bra, socks, jeans and jacket on the chair in front of the window. She put everything back on except the jacket, which she threw over the arm of the couch on her way through to the bathroom. Splashing cold water on her face did nothing but make it wet, so she stuck her whole head under the tap. That did the trick!


  "Awake now," she said to her startled reflection. Kit shook her head over the bath to get rid of the excess water, ran her hands through her hair, dried her face with a hand towel, then took a deep breath with which to face the day.


  "I may just lay down and die later on," she said to Rebecca as she slouched onto the couch.


  Rebecca grinned and pointed at the coffee table between them. "Berocca and coffee," she said. "The bacon and eggs are on the way."


  "You're an angel," Kit smiled. "But does that mean I've already died?"


  "Maybe. You certainly went out like a light last night."


  "It must have been the shock of listening to Enzo sing 'I'm just a girl who can't say no'," Kit grimaced. "That did happen, didn't it?"


  "Oh yes," Rebecca nodded. "He has a lovely voice but his choice of material leaves a lot to be desired."


  "Did I miss anything really entertaining?"


  "No. Oh, we did re-plan their wedding. They are, on my insistence, now going having to have a soiree in the small function room in this hotel. And I'm booking a few suites."


  "Really?"


  "Yes," Rebecca affirmed. "What's the point, I ask, of having a wedding if it's not going to be memorable? It matters not that it isn't a real wedding. Neither was mine. Well, Steven thought it was. Anyway, Enzo and Alex are now having a slap-up do and they're going to invite everyone they know."


  "That could be..." Kit began.


  "It's okay, we settled on fifty people, some of whom you have to get together."


  "Me?"


  "Yes. Alex said she'd call you about it later."


  "Why me?" Kit whimpered.


  "Because you are the Best Woman."


  "What's the Best Man going to do?"


  Rebecca gave an expansive shrug. "In this case, probably the table decorations."


   


  Kit stood waiting, waiting, waiting for the lift. If there'd been a convenient chair she would have sat down and whiled away the smidgen that was left of her youth. If she'd known she was going to have to wait three years for the lift she'd have brought a camp bed and rations.


  Kit glanced at her watch. Aaaghhh! Even without a slowly-receding hangover it was way too early for any kind of activity at all. Eight-fifteen ante-bloody-meridiem was too early to be doing anything, trying to do anything, or thinking about doing anything. It was certainly too early to be waiting for a bloody....


  "Ah," Kit cheered, as a ping announced the arrival of the lift.


  Barnaby, Colin Barnaby shuffled out. His snazzy leather briefcase did not make him look any more 007-ish, mostly because he had it clutched to his chest rather than handcuffed to his wrist.


  "You're up early Mr Barnaby," Kit said, holding the lift doors open by leaning heavily on them.


  The young man cleared his throat, looked incredibly guilty about something - kind of like a dog that had just raided the bin - reconsidered that look when he probably realised he had nothing to be guilty about, and then smiled wanly at her.


  "Sorry, um Ms Turner, I didn't recognise you for a second."


  "That's okay Barnaby, I didn't know who I was myself half an hour ago. Tell me something, though, does the entire Heart and Soul team get up at sparrow's fart?"


  "My Grandad used to say that," Barnaby noted sullenly. "And I don't know about everyone else, but I haven't been to bed yet. I sort of crashed at my brother's place after we went to see some bands last night, but his girlfriend kept me awake by playing loud Nintendo all morning."


  "Did you see Anvil's band last night?" Kit asked.


  "Yeah! Saw 'em Wednesday too," Barnaby replied, suddenly showing a spark of... What was that? Sparkiness? It was worrying, whatever it was and he was still raving. "They were so, so, like hot and down. It's a pity too 'cause I asked Sally and the others to come with, but um she had to go to Sydney last night."


  I would have gone to Antarctica to avoid seeing a hot and down Anvil, Kit thought.


  "Have you seen them?" Barnaby asked. "Aren't they awesome?"


  "Yep, most definitely," Kit agreed. "In the archaic sense of the word, they do inspire awe." Of the fear and dread kind, she thought as she let go of the door.


  The lift stopped five times to pick up no one on its way down, which explained why it had taken so long to get to her. Kit was, therefore, quite surprised to find someone waiting when the doors finally opened on the ground floor. And there she was - a passive-faced, whoops, an extremely taken-aback personal assistant.


  "My god, you're here early," she said.


  "I'm just leaving," Kit stated as she stepped into the lobby, probably looking as unnecessarily guilty as Barnaby just had.


  "Obviously," she said, getting into the lift. "Hey, when..."


  "You asked me to take care of her," Kit shrugged. Then she smiled, suggestively - she just couldn't help herself. "She is exhausting! I am going home to get some sleep."


  The doors closed between them.


  Sally Shaw's expression had been like thunder in a tempest.


  "Yes!" Kit cheered.


  You are such a bitch, O'Malley, she thought.


  True, but that was worth getting up early for.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  "Oh for god's sake, this is not difficult!" Kit growled. "Let go!"


  Pulling it made no difference at all. How someone's jacket could get wedged between a pipe and a concrete pillar of it's own free will and volition, just because the person had been casually squeezing between said pipe and a large white van was, was... well right now it was completely fucking irrelevant. Why it wouldn't come out as easily as it went in was the issue! Not to mention the now indisputable fact that inanimate objects were starting to pick on her wherever she went.


  "Shit shit, you bastard shit!" she swore, then finally managed to get herself out of the jacket.


  "Okay," she announced half-calmly and feeling only a little stupid. She straightened her shoulders and braced herself to work out how to set her jacket free while thinking it was lucky that she didn't know anyone in these here parts; certainly no one who would frequent this particular city-centre car park at this ungodly hour of the day.


  "For every action there's an opposite and equal reaction."


  "Really?" Kit snarled, turning to face Friday's first smart aleck and, oh dear, to discover that she did in fact know someone in this neck of the woods.


  "Oh, hi," the woman said in surprise. "Katherine isn't it?"


  Kit rested her head on the pillar for a moment. "Yeah. And here I was just thinking how great it would be if someone I knew saw me fighting with my clothes. How're you doing Paula?"


  Paula Bracken looked very spiffy, in a tailored kind of way, and was also fresher-faced and less hungover than when Kit had met her at Tori's schoolgirl luncheon on Tuesday.


  "I'm fine thanks," Paula replied. "But um, given the circumstances, would it have been any better if I'd been a perfect stranger?"


  "Probably not," Kit smiled. "But I reckon you are either very brave or quite foolish to say anything at all to an obvious lunatic in a car park. What are you doing here so early anyway?"


  "Strange as it may seem Katherine, I'm parking my car," Paula replied. "What about you? Are you just here to argue with the superstructure?"


  "No," Kit laughed. "I'm actually collecting my car after..." Kit gave a dismissive wave to stop herself from saying anything about Rebecca. "You don't want to know."


  "I gather we're not likely to bump into each other here again then."


  "I doubt it," Kit acknowledged. "Are you on your way to work at, um, wherever it is?"


  "Yeah. I'm an accountant with Davis and Hull in Burke Street. And I'm late."


  Kit looked at her watch (8:35 a.m. it complained) and shook her head in pity.


  "Hey," Paula shrugged as she sauntered away. "It beats your nightshift. See ya."


  "Nightshift?" Kit queried. Oh, der, she thought. Undercover private investigator masquerading as a lab technician. Life was confusing. She had to give up the lying or pick one story and stick to it.


   


  Two hours later Kit strolled into Cut-Cut, hot on the heels of the trendy young thing who had just unlocked the front door. Trendy young things who work in multi-coloured, strangely-furnished salons in Chapel Street apparently didn't open up shop before 10:30 which, as far as Kit was concerned, was a right and proper time to start the day. That previously unknown fact, however, meant that Kit, rather than going away to come back later, had spent over an hour in the cafe next door to Cut-Cut having serious coffee-coffee, while she smoothed her psyche and give her errant decorum a good talking to! In the end she had to agree with herself that caffeine was definitely her favourite lifestyle fuel.


  "I'm looking for Susie Prentice," Kit explained, after the trendy young thing had recovered from having the wits scared out of her by someone she hadn't known was right behind her.


  "I was her, a second ago," the girl confessed. "But I'm not sure who I am now."


  "Funny," Kit noted, while thinking: bloody hell! Erin had said Susie was one of Jack's ex-bonks. That means Higgins is not only a bastard, he's a cradle-snatching bastard. "Don't panic," Kit added, "I think there's a 'not-quite-yourself bug' going around today."


  "Oh, that explains a lot," Susie laughed. "Do you want a haircut?"


  "No, I..." Kit began.


  "I could do wonders for your bruise," Susie interrupted.


  "With a haircut?"


  "No silly, with some makeup."


  "No, it's okay, really," Kit stressed.


  "It is a rip-snorter! What happened?" Susie asked, strolling behind her front counter so she could fiddle with some paperwork.


  "I missed the 'dickhead alert' by one second," Kit replied. Like it's any of your business!


  "That'll do it every time," Susie stated. "So, you want to know about Jack then?"


  "Wh, what?" Kit asked, looking all around to see who the hell was spying on her and sending out forward scouts.


  Susie stopped grinning just long enough to raise an eyebrow, and then went back to grinning.


  Kit narrowed her eyes. "I fear a soon-to-be ex-friend has set me up for something."


  "That's no way to talk about my favourite cousin."


  "Cousin? I see," Kit smiled. "And is Cousin Erin playing a prank one me for getting more gossip than I give."


  "That's entirely possible," Susie conceded. "Who is Jack, anyway?"


  "You don't want to know. And given how young you are, I'm very glad you don't."


  Susie ripped a page off a notepad, handed it to Kit and pointed to the writing. "She does know something though."


  "Sandra Fallon," Kit read aloud. "Do you know her?"


  "Me? Nope. Erin does. She said to tell you the joke ends with me; that Sandra is the real deal; but that she doesn't know that Erin knows about her. That's her work address in Toorak, she's an estate agent."


  "Thanks Susie, you've been a real sport," Kit smiled. "And if you ever want to play the funny on Cousin Erin, you can count me in." She stuffed the piece of paper in her pocket, headed for the door, then stopped. "Hey, how did you know I was me?" she asked.


  "What?" Susie scoffed. "You don't think that beautiful green and purple smudge on your face is a valid form of identification?"


  "Oh ha!" Kit said. "You're the second smart arse I've met this morning; must be my lucky day."


  "You should quit while you're ahead then," Susie suggested cheerfully.


   


  Why am I sitting here? Kit wondered, as she continued to do just that. Why am I waiting? Again! She was starting to believe that, from just about every angle, today was a serious mistake. Her nerve endings were doing the lack-of-sleep vibrating thing, and she marvelled that the people around her couldn't hear the hum.


  Dammit, she thought, this feels like Twilight Zone space, where time is being stretched to infinity and there's a big chance you'll never return to whatever passes for normal.


  She glanced at the woman next to her. Yes, that was a fox head on the end of that fur stole. And this was not a dream. This was Melbourne, in autumn, in the twenty-first century, and the middle-aged Toorak matron beside her was wearing the head of a deceased animal around her neck.


  "Ms O'Malley?"


  "Yeah," Kit said, leaping to her feet with relief that she didn't have to tell the woman off.


  "Mrs Fallon can see you now," the receptionist said.


  Kit followed her pointing finger to the second office on the right and found Mrs Sandra Fallon sitting in one of two club chairs giving her attention to a very swish pamphlet that she'd probably read a hundred times. It produced a très professional effect though, as she glanced up casually to gaze at the prospective mug, er client, over the top of her classy half-glasses. She removed the eyewear with a neat movement and stood to shake Kit's hand.


  Boy, are you going to be disappointed, Kit thought. Even if I had money I wouldn't be investing in your swanky 'conda-minyum', as the receptionist had called Mrs Fallon's pet project.


  Kit took the seat that was offered and explained who she really was before any breath was wasted on the marketing spiel. Sandra Fallon responded with one of the strangest reactions Kit had ever witnessed in someone who had just been informed they were talking to a private eye. The woman sat there ashen-faced but otherwise expressionless, as if her molecules had reacted to the timbre of Kit's voice and turned her into a wooden plank.


  "Sandra?" Kit said. "Are you okay? Are you even breathing?"


  "Am I being investigated?" Sandra squeaked, demonstrating that she was in fact holding her breath.


  "No," Kit assured her. "Not by me, anyway." But yikes lady, she thought, what on earth have you been up to?


  "So, why are you here?"


  Kit gave that query a passing thought and realised she didn't have a clue why she was about to interrogate the alleged ex-bonk of Cr Jack Higgins, when he was only related to her case with Carol by default. It's a bloody good question, that! But you are here, O'Malley, so you may as well ask her something.


  "I have a client," Kit began, "who currently has a similar problem to one that is bothering someone who is, I believe, an acquaintance of yours."


  "I beg your pardon?" Sandra said, as her initial torpor morphed into an air of peevishness.


  "Sorry, that was a bit obtuse," Kit said, waggling her head. "I believe you know Jack Higgins."


  With the slightest twitch of her chin the peevish look was transformed back into - nothing. Kit wondered if Sandra Fallon practiced a form of instant mind-vacating meditation as a way of maintaining her cool in the face of an uncalled-for situation. Or maybe it was narcolepsy and she was sleeping with her eyes open.


  "Oh Christ!" she finally exploded. "I knew this was going to come back and bite me. What has he been telling you?"


  "He hasn't been telling me anything."


  "You mean it's common knowledge?" Sandra sneered, as if Kit herself was the common part of that notion. "I suppose that little frigid-slut secretary of his has been spreading rumours."


  Frigid-slut? Kit thought. Not exactly an oxymoron, but definitely a sharp and stupid observation.


  "Given who I got the information from, Sandra, I'd say everybody knows," Kit confided, putting on her extra-special 'so sorry to have ruined your day' face. Oh dear, she thought, it was obviously time to take her mean, spiteful alter ego home to bed.


  Well! her other self said indignantly. I don't like this woman, and neither should you.


  "Whatever you've heard," Sandra declared, "it's probably exaggerated."


  "To be honest, all I've heard is that you're an ex-bo..." Kit circled her hands pensively. "An ex."


  Sandra Fallon pulled a face that definitely went against the grain of the surgically-induced one that she usually wore. "I can't be an ex," she snarled. "I was only a once."


  "Oh sorry, Mrs Fallon," Kit said politely. "I didn't realise there was a minimum requirement for the 'ex' classification."


  "Are you always this rude?"


  "Not usually," Kit smiled. "But I haven't had much sleep."


  "Well get to the point, and then get out."


  "Sure," Kit nodded. "My client, a couple of other people, and Jack Higgins have been receiving threats and deliveries of manure. Jack has had the most."


  "Manure?"


  "Yep. Cow shit."


  "I know what manure is."


  "Of course you do," Kit said. "Did you send him any?"


  "No I did not!" Sandra Fallon was emphatic. Then she sprang up and began pacing the room wearing a definite revenge-plotting expression. "Mind you, Ms O'Malley," she growled, "I really wish I had."


  "Steady," Kit held up her hands. "Don't even think about doing anything to Jack. Apart from the fact that he has nothing at all, I swear, to do with me being here, if you so much as make a prank phone call now, the cops will think you're it."


  "The police are involved?" Sandra Fallon seemed to be getting overexcited.


  "Yes, of course," Kit stated. "Someone's delivering cow shit and pigs and nasty notes..."


  "What on earth possessed you to think it might be me?" Sandra demanded, losing touch completely with the control mechanism for her nice, calming Tantric-narcolespy. "And, you little pipsqueak, if I was doing anything to Jack, why would I also do it to people that I don't know?"


  Pipsqueak? the alter ego shouted. "How do you know you don't know them?" Kit asked.


  "That's a stupid question."


  "It may well be," Kit agreed, "but if you answer the next three stupid questions then the cops won't ever have to be involved in your private business, and I will leave you to it."


  "Fine," Sandra Fallon snarled.


  "Date," Kit said. "When did you and Big Jack make with the..."


  "Oh puhleese! No tacky euphemisms," Sandra snapped. "Three weeks in February. The one that's just gone."


  "You said it was once."


  "I lied," Sandra stated. She stretched her neck. "Five weeks, February into March. Next."


  "Where?" Kit asked.


  Sandra narrowed her eyes, paced the floor and then flopped back into her chair. "The Hilton, the Sofitel, the Hyatt and in several houses I was showing for clients."


  "Charming," Kit noted.


  "Quite arousing actually," Sandra admitted.


  "That's if Jack does it for you in the first place." Kit really couldn't help that one.


  Sandra actually cackled. "Precisely!" she declared.


  "Um," Kit began, thrown by the last response. "When did it end; when did you last see him?"


  "That's questions four and five."


  Kit gave a short laugh. "I take it that means one answer won't do for both."


  "Jack and I had one last screw on March fifteenth. Then I saw him, from the gallery, at a council meeting the next night."


  "You remember the exact date?"


  "Give me a break! It was only a week or so ago. And it is a memorable date."


  Kit looked left, right and up; wondering if she'd missed the Queen's birthday or Skippy's ascension - again!


  "Beware the Ides of March," Sandra intoned as a reminder.


  Oh yeah, Kit thought, like that's a really significant day in Melbourne this year.


  "My husband had just returned from Canada so Jack dumped me for a bimbette he could flash around town with," Sandra finished.


  "Are we not just a little pissed off with him then?" Kit asked.


  "No - we - are - not." Sandra accentuated each word with forward-leaning sneer.


  Kit had a horror flashback of the very big scary girl on the grade six netball team, who could always knock her out of the way by glaring - just like that.


  This time, Kit just raised an eyebrow. "What were you doing in the council meeting?"


  Sandra stood up again and made shooing motions at Kit with the backs of her hands. Kit stood up too but moved no further.


  "I answered your questions. Now go."


  "Your answers raised two more questions. Sorry," Kit shrugged. "Jack ends your screw-fest and you turn up in public to... to what?"


  Sandra patted the back of her bobbed auburn hair. "To nothing. One of my colleagues and I were there for a planning decision that was being tabled that night. I am not stalking Jack Higgins, if that's what you're implying."


  "Heaven forbid," Kit said throwing up her hands. "Who's the new bimbette?"


  "Don't know. Don't care. She looks like a stick insect, so she might be a model."


   


  Kit decided to make one last pass through the tacky business that was Cr Jack Higgins, before giving up on his private life to concentrate on the things he had in common with Carol and Beaner and any others she had yet to uncover. It was time to acknowledge that her dislike of Jack Higgins did not make him the pivotal point of whatever it was that was fuelling Mercury's grievance.


  The Mr Sportiz store in Toorak was, according to the Yellow Pages, one of four in 'convenient locations around Melbourne'. It was also a monument to the big sell and the even bigger ego that was doing the selling. The huge front window was plastered with variations on the theme of 'Mr Sportiz, the all-round sportsman' - man being the operative word. The cartoon caricature of a beefed-up Jack Higgins engaging in every manly endeavour from sprinting, weight-lifting and pole-vault, to basketball, boxing and rugby was hysterical given the 'going slowly to seed' version of the man himself that Kit had met the day before.


  Kit offered up a little wish, to any deity responsible for life-lessons in hubris, that this window be the next target of Mercury's disgruntle. The implication that not a single woman in town would even be interested in purchasing a cricket bat, golf clubs or javelin was insulting enough, even to the un-sporty Kit. But right now, this morning, that insult was on a par with the irritating fact that Jack and/or his signwriter could not spell.


  As she couldn't see any point in actually entering this, or any, Mr Sportiz establishment Kit decided that home, shower and fresh clothes might help brighten her day. She started her car, but her first attempt to pull out into the Chapel Street traffic was aborted by the sudden appearance of a huge dark-green 4WD that had emerged from the side street behind her. It cruised dangerously close alongside, then pulled a screeching U-turn in front of the only oncoming car, and stopped across the driveway access to the off-street parking bay of Mr Sportiz.


  And lo and behold, who should step out of the passenger side but Mr All-Sporty-Spice-Man himself. Kit pondered, for all of ten seconds, the co-incidence of Jack Higgins turning up at the one shop out of four that she'd chosen to sus out. Then she shrugged. The man had to be somewhere at some time; why not here and now? It's not like it's strange that he would be here; or super-coincidentally-convenient because she wanted to talk to him or anything. It was just a fluke.


  Hello? Why was Julie Andrews, somewhere in the movie-musical sub-section of Kit's brain, suddenly singing: 'nothing comes from nothing, nothing ever could'?


  Kit grabbed her notebook and made like a stenographer, ready to write down the rego number of the vehicle that had deposited Jack and was now pulling out again. She couldn't see the driver through the window tint but - "I just love these vanity plates," she said; and wrote, OZONE 4.


   


  Kit braced her hands against the wall as fifty exhilarating slightly-too-hot water needles blasted from her shower rose and massaged the seedy dregs of the hangover out of her body and down the plug hole. When the revitalisation was complete, Kit turned off the taps, shook her head, and stepped out into her steam-filled bathroom.


  "Damn! Can't see a thing." Kit turned on the exhaust fan, which she should have done before her shower, grabbed her towel and leant over the hand basin to wipe the mirror.


  She had but a moment to register the sight of movement, where movement shouldn't be, then something lurched out of the bath at her. In the next four seconds, apart from throwing herself against the wall, Kit's perception and common sense left her body at the lightening speed of fear, hit the roof in total confusion and leapt back into her body in a brief, but complete, fit of terror.


  "Woo Naang-ang Wakh!" the commando howled.


  "Aaaagh," the human bellowed back. "Bloody hell, Thistle!"


  As Kit peeled her composure off the bathroom wall and proceeded to dry herself she became convinced, as the steam cleared from the room, that The Cat was actually sniggering.


  Half an hour later, dressed in black jeans and a green polo shirt, fortified with another coffee and a piece of toast and vegemite - the latter to be shared with Thistle - and armed with a pair of scissors, Kit approached her dining table and the pile of newspapers she'd taken from Erin's office the day before.


  She didn't give much for her chances of finding any answers within their pages, but Erin's nose for a good story might at least give Kit an insight into the local council and the issues that a ratepayer might get sniffy about - apart from the rate paying itself of course. Kit attacked six months worth of local news, cutting out anything that mentioned her client, or anyone she'd come across in the course of this investigation, as well as any on-going contentious topics that might provide a clue.


  Just going by the headlines on pages one, three and five it seemed there were an infinite number of 'issues' for a suburban weekly newspaper to cover, that any number of people could get anxious about. Sixty percent of the news stories in the Star covered political shenanigans of some kind, either local council or state government. Even the federal government got a look in occasionally; but usually only pre or post election, or with the announcement of a local funding boost or cut -which was usually pre or post election.


  The bulk of the political stories involved state or council self-promotion, pats on the back, official openings, new approaches to old problems, radical reforms and exciting new projects; or put-downs, back-stabbing, serious question-raising and calls for official inquiries - either from or by concerned or angry ratepayers, voters, fellow councillors, politicians or the narky Opposition.


  Feature stories chronicled the activities of sports heroes, artists, musicians, colourful festivals, successful businesses, apprentices of the month, productions by local theatre groups, as well as travellers tales, restaurant, movie and book reviews


  On-going whinges from the general public were printed in the 'Bite-Size Complaints' column, and were headed, boldly, with things like Danger Pole Must Go; Killer Intersection; Dogman versus Catcher; Move this Pole, Or Else; Feral Cat Problem; Catcher beats Dogman; Parking Rules Unfair to Elderly; Council Warns Dog Owners; Pole Gone, You were Warned; Cats Are People Too; Intersection Claims Fourth Victim; Pole Found in Council Chambers.


  The 'Nobody Does it Better' column, on the other hand, praised the actions of good-hearted, generous or helpful citizens for returning lost property, helping stranded motorists, rescuing wedged ferrets, or raising money for young runners or old bowlers.


  Jack Higgins featured so often that Kit took to drawing horns or warts on his head every time she cut out an article about him. There he was, at least once a week, announcing new street repairs in his ward, new funding for a sports pavilion in his ward, increased patrols to combat stray dogs and feral cats in his ward, or the closure of a loud rock venue in his ward.


  Carol Webster featured much less in the self-promotion guise and more often in the 'teamwork leads to better service' mode. She provided insight into council matters through her Mayor's column and was generally regarded - along with Councillors Frank Turner and Jocelyn Marks - as being an all-round good egg.


  While Carol had stated that she couldn't remember a single issue on which she and Higgins could have agreed, there were in fact many instances witnessed in Erin's coverage of council meetings where they had, along with others, voted the same way for or against matters that came before them. Noise pollution, dog controls, traffic flow, building height limits and beach recreation projects were among them.


  Other articles, clipped out for cross-reference, included pieces on the transformation of Malcolm Beaner Brody from footballer to political candidate; the growth of the unsound, offensive and politically naïve AusFirst party, led by the jingoistic and frighteningly charismatic Carter Walsh, with whom Kit had yet to speak; and stories on the alleged corruption and subsequent suicide of Independent MP Barry Page.


  Kit had just finished clearing the table of the piles of newspaper that she didn't want so she could sort the clippings, when the phone rang. She was half way to her desk when the doorbell rang, so took a quick left and headed down the three inside stairs, and flung open the front door.


  Del and Brigit were hovering with a bag of something that smelt suspiciously like hot donuts.


  "Goody. Come in. Phone. Answer, me," she mumbled as she leapt back up the stairs, then ran and skidded across the polished floorboards and into her office space. She grabbed the receiver on the ninth ring, just in time to hear Sally Shaw saying, "I don't think she's there, RJ."


  "Yes I am, don't hang up," Kit said.


  "Oh good," Sally stated, uncharacteristically.


  "It is? Hang on a sec could you, some friends just walked in," Kit said. "Brigie, there's fresh coffee in the pot." Kit pointed to the kitchen and then returned to the call. "What's up, Sally?"


  "RJ got another note."


  "When?"


  "It arrived sometime in the first hour after I got back."


  "Was it shoved under the door again?"


  "Yeah. But we weren't in the room at the time. Rebecca and I went for breakfast downstairs about five minutes after you left. We got back to the room at about 9.30 and it was there. You didn't double-back and leave it, did you O'Malley?"


  Kit heard Rebecca's 'don't be ridiculous' exclamation in the background, but this time it seemed Sally was actually joking. Kit also detected even more than the usual concern in her tone.


  "No I didn't double-back, Sally, but perhaps you accidentally dropped it behind you on the way out?" Kit didn't wait for an retort. "I sense that this note is worse than the others."


  "Yeah. It's a bit scary actually. RJ is trying to laugh it off, but..."


  Kit sat down in her desk chair, facing her computer which, unlike Humpty Dumpty, was all back together again, complete with some strange new bits protruding from the top.


  "What does it say Sally?" she asked.


  "Bleeding, bleeding," Sally began, then swallowed audibly. "Love lies bruised and bleeding."


  "Oh dear," Kit said.


  "That's not the worst. The envelope was full of pieces of paper cut in the shape of hearts, but with different sections cut out of each, and..."


  "And what?"


  "Well, it looks like they've all been smeared in um, like actual blood."


  "Right. Okay," Kit stressed. "I'll be over soon to take a look and see if I can get it analysed. Do not, no matter what she says about it, leave Rebecca unattended. She can still do whatever she has to do today, but nothing by herself."


  "I won't leave her side," Sally promised. "and we're staying in this arvo. The only thing we have on today's work agenda is Carrie Burdett's opening in the George Fairfax Studio at the Arts Centre tonight."


  "Oh, yeah." Kit said. "It's Friday today isn't it? What being opened?"


  "A contemporary feminist musical production of The Taming of the Shrew."


  "Sounds like Kiss Me Kate, to me."


  "No, much more contemporary; more rock and jazz and realistic cussin'."


  "Blimey, it sounds dreadful. But I'll still go with you."


  "Great. Will you meet us there or... hang on. What RJ?" There was muffled talk then Sally came back on line. "Rebecca said to bring Alex with you."


  "Maybe," Kit said. "I'll see you soon-ish. Bye."


  Kit hung up and peered at the thing that was peering at her from the top of the monitor. "Brigit?"


  "Yes, sweetie?" Brigit replied, strolling towards her with a plate of steaming sugar-sprinkled, jam-filled donuts.


  Kit took one and used it to point with. "What do you make of this thing 'ere?"


  "Ooh! Looks like a one-eyed eye. Hey, the ultimate Cyclops."


  "Seriously."


  "It's a camera, Kit"


  "Hector, my sweet young geek," Kit said, raising her hands to the ceiling. "What the hell do I want with a camera?"


  "Cyber-sex," Brigit nodded sagely.


  "Not bloody likely."


  "Don't knock it till you've tried it."


  "You haven't tried it, Brigie." Kit scoffed.


  "No, that's true. But I'm not knocking, neither," Brigit declared, already on her return trip to the kitchen. "Would you be wanting coffee with your dough-round-a-hole?"


  "No thanks, I've got one on the table over... there," Kit said changing her tone, "where your girlfriend is checking out my secret women's sleuthing business." Kit sauntered over to join Del.


  "I gather, Miss Marple, there's a bloke out there that you don't have much time for," Del noted, ignoring the suggestion to remove her nose from stuff that didn't concern her by waving one of the pictures of Jack Higgins, avec horns, under Kit's nose.


  "Point me at him. I'll ka-choonker him in the soft bits for you," Brigit called out. "In the dangly external genital things," she added when it seemed her friends hadn't understood.


  "We got that bit, my love," Del frowned.


  "It's the kachoonk reference that needs explaining," Kit said.


  Brigit emerged from the kitchen and crouched, just a little, with her hands balled into fists in front of her ample bosom. About three centuries later she swivelled on her left foot, kicked out with her right and yelled "ka-choonker!" Then she returned to the donuts.


  Kit raised her eyebrows. "Is that a real word? I mean, is it actual terminology?" she asked, trying desperately not to laugh.


  "I doubt it's a real move," Del muttered through clenched teeth.


  "Mangle says in order to project a presence, we have to create our own fighting mantras," Brigit explained. "So, make with the fun if you want you two, but it's like duck off a water's back to me."


  That did it. Del and Kit laughed until Del managed to regain some of her composure by slapping the photo back onto the table and stabbing at it with her finger.


  "That bloke is a lying, cheating, sexist, racist, gay-phobic bastard," Kit managed to say.


  "Says you?" Del snickered.


  "No, everybody thinks he is. This is the councillor Erin told us about at the Gallery Bar the other night. Remember? But I had it verified, to my face, just yesterday by the man himself."


  "Do you have a case that involves him?" Del asked, finally in control of her laughing gear.


  "Not directly, no," Kit admitted.


  "What is it with you, Kit? Do you think it's your duty to deal with every cheating no-good son-of-dog that crosses your path?"


  "Why not, I say," Kit declared. "Especially if they're also leery and egotistical. And Jack Higgins is on wife number four and he's still out there using all these other women, and..."


  "Honey, there's something you have to face," Del said seriously. "Some women actually like that whole scene. They like what a bloke like him does for them."


  "Well what's wrong with them?" Kit asked, baffled beyond comprehension.


  "Nothing, O'Malley. And it is their choice. So unless they hire you because he's hurting them, or stealing from them, or something along those lines, then it's not your concern. They're all grown-ups aren't they?"


  "I suppose," Kit said.


  "They're just part of life's rich tapestry," Brigit noted, admittedly in a silly voice.


  "Indeed," Del gave a crooked smile. "And you got that straight from the official Tao of the Guru of Kachoonk."


  "Ha-bloody-ha," Brigit remarked.


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  Kit sat on the corner of an absent police person's desk, swinging her legs, and waiting for Marek to get off the phone. She'd waved at him through the window, so he knew she was there, but waiting for everything seemed to be her lot for this particular Friday.


  Kit had also spent longer than she'd intended with Rebecca and Sally because it was obvious that the latest threat had finally dented RJ's protective armour. The cutout hearts did indeed appear to be smeared with blood, and the note while offering no threat, gave the first insight into the toxic mind of the writer, rather how the writer felt about what Rebecca was doing. Whatever that was.


  Kit had finally convinced RJ and Sally that they were just as safe (she hadn't added 'or not') as they'd been yesterday and had arranged to meet them at the theatre an hour before the show started.


  "O'Malley," Marek bellowed, startling Kit right off the desk and onto her feet.


  "Have you scared all your team back into the woodwork?" she asked, strolling into his office. "Is that why there's no one out there?" Kit pointed to the empty squad room.


  "There's no one out there, because they're all out there," Marek waved at the outside world, "looking for a scumbag psychopath." Marek dropped his shoulders. "This is a really ugly case."


  "You want to 'debrief' as they say?" Kit offered.


  "No, but thanks. And believe me, you don't want to know more about this than you already do."


  "I take it you are referring to the bubble-wrapped bodies," Kit said, nodding at pile of photos on his desk and resisting the urge, raised by automatic curiosity, to take a closer look. The glimpse of a bruised and bloody leg, half covered by plastic was enough.


  Marek frowned, dumped a blue folder on the photos and then dismissed the topic. "Now, what can I do for you? I assume that's why you're here, so that I can do you a favour."


  "Well, I was wondering if you could run something through the labs for me?"


  "Sure, why not?" Marek shrugged. "It's not like I've got anything else to do."


   


  At four o'clock Kit pulled up outside the electoral offices of AusFirst - 'the party with the honour of the past for a nation of the future' - and contemplated tossing a coin to decide whether she really needed to go inside. If Mercury was making dung deliveries to Carter Walsh or any of his cronies Kit had to admit she'd be more than happy to help shovel the shit.


  What the hell did that slogan mean anyway? she wondered. That the alleged 'good old days' will see us through the wicked present into the murky future? Or, the tried and true family values of the 1950s will do us proud in the new millennium? Or, we don't have a clue or a policy or a shred of political anything, let alone correctness, so we'll bandy around a dippy slogan and preach against gays and jobless ratbags and single or working mothers and Aborigines and Asians. While we're at it we'll put the blame for the social inadequacies of disenfranchised Aussie battlers (whoever the hell they are), squarely where it belongs, at the feet of the artists, writers, Uni students, opera singers, and other smarty-pants intellectuals.


  Hang on, Kit thought, don't you be too quick to judge something new. AusFirst do have some stated policies. They intend to cut funding to the Arts and to Aboriginals and for any non-English-speaking immigration. They also plan to shove all those useless street kids into the army, where they'll learn a trade, or at least how to shoot straight, and maybe develop a collective backbone.


  The really truly frightening thing was that people were joining up in droves. They were saying, 'At last, someone who thinks like we do. And who are we? We're racist, homophobic, classist, anti-cultural, right wing, ultra-conservative, neo-Nazi, all-in-favour-of-guns Wankers. And it's Mr and Mrs Wanker, to you - you bunch of over-educated, poofter-lezzo, slantey-eyed-Abo socialists. We can be it, and we can say it, loud and proud now, thanks to Carter Walsh, because we're paid-up, card-carrying AusFirst-ers. We belong to 'the party with the honour of the past...'


  Kit really didn't want to set foot in that office.


  She put off the moment for a bit longer by ringing Angie to invite her and Julia, at Alex's request, to the new improved wedding reception at the Sofitel on Saturday night. She'd already invited Del, Brigit, Hector and her mother, also at her inamorata's request. That tactic didn't delay the inevitable at all, as only the answering machine at The Terpsichore was talking to callers.


  So, she took a deep breath, girded her loins, fortified her mental defences, climbed into her prejudice-repelling armour and got out of the car. It was time to enter the enemy encampment.


  The cavernous headquarters of AusFirst was bristling and bustling with the energy and industry of about fifty hard-working and determined-looking bigots. They looked like ordinary people but their minds and their hands were employed in the work of the devil himself. They didn't know that. They believed they were on the path to a future where everyone had the right to speak freely about their desire to be against anyone who was different from them.


  Kit unscowled her face and tried to look benign, as she waited and waited for any one of the minions of hell to notice her.


  Now, you steady on there O'Malley! she admonished herself, as she wondered whether her intense disapproval of everything these people stood for was any worse than their stand against everything she was and stood for. Pah! She reminded herself that she was on the side against hate and dissension. She had right on her side because she didn't curse them for who or what they were, only for what they believed. Ooh, touchy. Okay - she disagreed with the extension of their belief that they had the right to espouse hatred by dressing it up as a political strategy.


  Don't you go thinking you're perfect, Katherine O'Malley, Kit thought as one of Beelzebub's maids approached. It simply means that you're a reasonable human being - and they're not.


  Hello, are you listening O'Malley? That means you can be polite!


  "Can I help you, dear?" Mrs Very-Normal-on-the-Outside asked.


  "Oh yes please," Kit smiled. "I rang earlier and was told that Mr Walsh would be here about now. I was wondering if I might speak to him."


  "My dear, Carter's a very busy man," she clucked, just like a fussy old chook. "If you..."


  "It is very important," Kit said in a gravely serious tone. She took out her wallet and flashed her PI licence, hoping the woman would assume it held more authority than it did.


  Mrs Way-Too-Cheerful paid it only scant attention and didn't actually stop talking. "...had an appointment it would be different. You may have to wait a while."


  "My name is Katherine O'Malley," Kit said, in a commanding-type tone, hoping that the gist of what she was saying would distract from what she was actually saying; in much the same way as most politician-speak did.


  "I'm a detective, investigating threats to some of the candidates and I really need to speak with Mr Walsh about the possible danger."


  "Danger, you say?"


  "Possible danger," Kit stressed.


  "Yes of course - possible danger. They're in the room, but I'll go tell them, Detective. I'm sure they'll put their agenda on hold to speak to the police," Mrs-Jump-to-Conclusions said.


  "They?" Kit queried, wondering what was special about the room.


  "Carter, Adam and Mrs Walsh. Please wait here one second."


  That second stretched and stretched, so Kit perused the AusFirst propaganda leaflets. She found out how much it cost to join, in time and money; how she'd have to rethink her attitudes to love, life and reason, in order to 'qualify'; and how the organisation was organised. The whole deal, while camouflaged in patriotic humbug, was clearly modelled on the pyramid-marketing concept.


  Kit sat down on a decrepit overstuffed couch as the waiting game sucked another fifteen minutes of Friday into the space time continuum, never to be seen again. Sandra Fallon's Tantric-narcolepsy might be quite useful right about now, she thought, although Brigit's kachoonk fighting mantra was much more to her liking.


  Meditation was a knack that Kit had never been able to master on any level, let alone as a way of using the time that other people or mechanical devices insisted on taking from her. Besides she had enough trouble keeping her mind on the issue, any issue, at hand when it was supposed to be occupied; so forget ever emptying it completely. Like now for instance. Waiting, for Mrs Rush-Off-Madly to bring back a political candidate she didn't want to meet was making Kit think of spiders.


  She shrugged. There was a certain logic in that connection. Politics, politicians and political promises lived in Kit's official Nightmare Box, along with such things as religious doorknockers, her fear of heights and her arachnophobia.


  The god-pedlars she dealt with by claiming she was either the President of Dykes Against Patriarchy or God Herself; and the height thing she just avoided, whenever possible. Her completely irrational arachnid-fear mostly only applied to the large hairy Huntsman variety - oh, and the big ugly Funnelwebs and Trapdoors, who were seriously poisonous (that's not why she was scared of them) but not often found in Victoria. In order to deal with the Huntsbastards, Kit had initiated the Special Spider-Friend Team who could be relied to rush to her place should one of the eight-legged hairy-scaries intrude into her domain. A phone call to Del or Hector would result in the creature's safe, intact and rapid removal to elsewhere.


  Pollies and their lies, on the other hand, could only be dealt with by trying to ignore them completely until it came time to vote for the party which least offended her. This was virtually impossible and some things about them did intrude, most rudely, into her politics-free-zone. Things like a prime minister who couldn't say sorry; or the frightening anti anti-discrimination ravings of a fledgling party of lunatics.


  One of the impinging facts about the latter group, was the rumour that Carter Walsh, an expert in manipulating the cult of personality and hailed as the founder, leader and driving force of AusFirst was, in fact, merely the public and very charismatic face of an unholy trinity.


  Adam Goddard (ex-public servant, ex-political analyst, ex-bankrupt) and Mrs Virginia Walsh (ex-TV game show sidekick, ex-accountant) were the outside prongs of Walsh's political trident.


  "Miss O'Malley?"


  "Yeah, sorry," Kit said, realising Mrs Finally-Back-From-Beyond was repeating herself.


  "They'd like to see you now. Please follow me, and I'll take you to the room."


  Oh no, not the room, Kit thought as she followed her escort to the back of the hall. They passed this way and that, between and around the desks staffed by the new believers who were personning the phones and passing on the good word about AusFirst to all who called. And those phones were running hot, so Kit caught lots of fun facts on her way through.


  


  "Absolutely! Welfare scum will be dealt with. Yes, of course you can come down and help."


  "Oh yes madam, we believe most strongly in our tax policy. We do have money people on our team too you know. Well they would be saying that. They've been robbing us all blind for years."


  "You can't expect to get voting rights straight away Mr Fisher, you have to earn the honour. You pay your membership, work as a volunteer, then you get an honorary position, and eventually..."


  "I'm sorry, only Mr Walsh and the committee have say in that area at the moment."


  Oh dear, Kit thought as they meandered towards the inner sanctum or the back room or wherever it was they were going. How many people are falling for this shit?


  Mrs Now-Completely-Hushed-and-Reverent finally ushered Kit into the serpent's lair and then left her there, undefended, to face a tall, angular, well-preserved, red-ish-head, who strode forward purposefully. "Detective Mallory was it?" she said, shaking Kit's hand vigorously. "I am Virginia Walsh. This is my husband Carter," she waved, "and Adam will be back in two shakes."


  "O'Malley, and it's nice to meet you," Kit lied, as she turned in the direction of the wave.


  The personification of every concept she despised - the antithesis of civilised attitudes, the opposite of reasoned opinion, the proponent of the always-unjustifiable prejudice - was pacing the room like a regular human being, wrapped up in a body that was hale, hearty and strapping.


  With that much hate festering inside him, Kit felt that Carter Walsh should look like a shrivelled, snarling hobgoblin. But he didn't - not at all.


  That was the other problem with this offensive snake-oil salesman - he was handsome. And for some strange reason a lot of people automatically believed what good-looking people told them. Especially when it was the kind of 'good looking' about which envious types say, "Look! He or she can act, sing, dance, write or understand E=MC2 - and they're good looking. It's not fair."


  Carter Walsh was endowed with a 'trust me, would I lie to you?' demeanour; a smooth soulful voice, with just enough of the ocker; and a remarkably innocent expression in his eyes. He was, most definitely, the Antichrist. He was also, as it turned out, not terribly smart.


  Kit explained why she was there, claiming she was representing two of the other candidates in the matter of certain threats that had been made against them.


  "I thought you were the police," Virginia said, implying she really did not like being misled.


  "No, Virginia," Kit said sweetly. "I'm a private detective. I did tell your whatever she was."


  "She said you said there was danger," Carter stated.


  "Possible danger, yes."


  "What do you mean danger?" Virginia demanded. "You're a private detective."


  "Ah, yeah," Kit acknowledged. "The possible danger is there, Virginia, whether I'm a private detective, a homicide cop or an astronaut. I am not the perpetrator, I am simply the messenger or, more specifically the inquirer. As in, I have questions."


  "Homicide? Has one of the candidates died?" Carter Walsh asked in alarm.


  "You mean been murdered," Kit corrected, allowing just enough time for Carter to sit, heavily, before continuing. "Not unless it happened in the last half hour, while I've been waiting to see you."


  Kit could tell by the amount of oxygen that Virginia Walsh sucked out of the room that she was about to give a lecture on how busy they were so they couldn't just drop everything when any old person dropped by to warn them of imminent danger. The possible tirade was aborted when everyone's attention was snatched towards the door on the far side of the room, which swung open dramatically. In stalked the troll that Kit had been expecting to encounter in Carter Walsh.


  "Adam," Virginia snapped at him. "She's a private detective not a police officer."


  "Really? Then we'll be asking her to leave, won't we?"


  "Why?" Kit asked.


  "You may have finagled your way in here, but if you don't leave now, I will call the police."


  What a peculiar overreaction, Kit thought as she gave the man the once-over.


  Okay, so Adam Goddard, really only resembled a troll when his face and form were compared with the extremely handsome visage and fit physique of his boss. Granted, he was much shorter than Carter Walsh, had a bigger nose than Carter Walsh and a lot less hair than CW, but that didn't make him ugly - just unfortunate looking. He also had a whiny voice and hardly any lips but still - to be fair - he was only grotesque when compared with Carter Walsh. His personality, however, was obviously that of your classic shrivelled and snarling hobgoblin.


  "The police?" Kit smiled in surprise, waving towards the bank of telephones on the table behind them. "Be my guest, Mr Goddard. But you may be surprised when they laugh at your request. You obviously have no idea who am I, or you wouldn't have made such a pointless threat. Mind you, that is understandable as you did walk into the room rather late in our conversation and therefore you can't be expected to have a clue as to what's going on here.


  "But, if you would like me to leave before I explain the threat that your friend and colleague here may be under, that is your prerogative. Quite frankly, it may also be your mistake."


  Having laid her own manure on thick and slick, Kit shrugged and turned to leave. She was half way back to the door before Carter and Virginia muttered to Adam to 'stop her'.


  "Please, Detective O'Malley," Virginia finally urged.


  Kit turned and met the flinty gaze of Adam Goddard instead. He rolled his head a little, then gestured towards the large meeting table. "I apologise. Please have a seat and explain the reason for your visit and tell us how we can help."


  You can help by disappearing back under your rocks, Kit thought as they all sat down to face each other around the table. "To be honest I don't know whether you can," she admitted. "Some of the other candidates in the forthcoming election have been receiving threats of a quite specific nature.


  "Now, I am aware that as the newest party in the political stakes you have been generating great interest, that you have been inundated with positive support and, shall I say, negative publicity."


  "Publicity?" Carter snorted. "I don't think I'd call a hundred rotten eggs 'publicity'. I'd call them a physical assault."


  "Be that as it may," Kit smiled, "but what I need to know is whether you have received, either here or at your private residences, any unexpected deliveries. Particularly if they were accompanied by a courier-delivered note with a threatening tone."


  A triangular consultation, involving serious squinting and possible psychic communication, resulted in the unanimous decision that Virginia would answer that question.


  "We assume you're talking about manure," she said.


  "Good assumption," Kit stated. "When and where?"


  "Our house. The weekend before last, and yesterday morning."


  "Was there a note?"


  "Yesterday there was. It makes no sense, though," she glanced at Adam, who nodded. "I have it in my bag." Virginia reached over to the desk behind her and dragged a briefcase onto her lap. She opened it, and then removed a small handbag from which she pulled a piece of yellow paper.


  "Did you call the police?" Kit asked, unfolding the page on which was scrawled:


  There be blood on the stone from your glasshouse.


  "No, we did not," Virginia stated hurriedly.


  "I wanted to," Carter declared, despite his wife's apparent attempt to get in before he said anything.


  "So why didn't you?" Kit asked, noting Mercury had not signed his name to this note.


  "As you implied earlier," Adam volunteered, "we have had our share, more than our share, of adverse publicity. The police have been, on occasion, less than helpful."


  "I find that hard to believe," Kit said.


  "Oh they turn up for all the public stoushes," Carter said. "The ones covered by the media, where they have to be seen keeping those feral protestors away from our meetings. But..."


  "Darling."


  "I'm talking, Ginny," Carter pointed out. "Where was I? But they've been completely unhelpful when it comes..."


  "Carter," Virginia urged softly.


  "...when it comes to cowardly attacks like the rainbow nonsense those pansy-arsed sodomites painted on our front window last week."


  "Really?" Kit raised her eyebrows and sent a hoo-bloody-ray out to all the pansy-mites in town.


  "Carter," Virginia snapped.


  "Stop interrupting me Ginny. I can speak for myself, sometimes."


  "Yes Carter, but the detective does not need to hear about those homos. Okay?"


  Oh please Athena, Scathach, Xena - anyone, Kit begged. Smite them now! Smite them good! I really don't want to be arrested for murder.


  "I suppose not," Carter agreed.


  "Who else has been subject to this treatment?" Adam asked.


  "I'm sure you'll understand," Kit smiled, "that I can't divulge the names of my clients."


  "What do you mean?" Adam demanded.


  "I mean I can't tell you who they are Mr Goddard," Kit shrugged. "But rest assured neither will I be talking to them about you - specifically I mean."


  "There's only five of us," Adam declared, as if he personally was one of the candidates. "It shouldn't take much to figure who they are."


  "Figure away Mr Goddard; be my guest. I am simply trying to ascertain how widespread the attacks are; to inform you that you are not alone in this; and to warn you that in my experience - which is considerable - these situations quite often get much worse before they go away.


  "I will say, to aid you in your figuring, that your case does take the tally to three candidates definitely under siege," Kit said dramatically. "Oh, there's also a local councillor, who is strangely unconnected to your by-election, who has already received considerable media coverage about his dung problem."


  "You mean the fellow in the local rag? Is that connected to us, I mean Carter?" Adam queried.


  "Yeah, and possibly, and do you know him?" Kit replied and asked. She was looking at Carter who opened his mouth, then closed it again as Virginia and Adam took turns to speak - for him.


  "No, we don't."


  "Not personally, no."


  "Fine, good. That's all I need then," Kit said, as she stood up. "Thank you for your time."


  The AusFirst triumvirate got to their cloven hooves in surprise.


  "Wait," Virginia requested. "What can we...? I mean is there anything we should or can do about this person or people?"


  "I suggest you do inform the police if there are any further incidents," Kit smiled. "They may not help you deal with the shit, but at least the attack will be on record." Kit reached into her jacket pocket, pulled out a business card and placed it on the table, in the reach of no one in particular.


  "Feel free to inform me of any other suspicious happenings if you wish. It would give me a more complete overview of the problem. Alternatively, and you'll no doubt want to talk this over, you could retain my services to investigate this on your behalf as well."


  What are you doing, O'Malley?


  "I assure you I have no political alliances," she continued, regardless of her own objection. "My clients take precedence over all personal considerations."


  You complete liar, Katherine O'Malley.


  "As you suggest, we will talk that one over," Adam said smarmily.


  Yeah right, Kit thought. As she approached the door out of the room, she executed a standard three point Columbo-turn and said, "Oh, there was one other thing. I don't suppose the name 'Mercury' means anything to you?"


  Adam made a peculiar movement with his non-lips, then shook his head.


  Virginia rolled her eyes around thoughtfully, but possibly to hide a reaction. "Should we?"


  "No. Just wondering," Kit said, noticing that Carter looked like a stunned mullet. A handsome stunned mullet but a fish face nonetheless. Kit had no way of knowing whether it was his official 'I don't know' look; or the expression he wore when there was something in his mind that he knew he shouldn't say.


  "Thanks again," Kit said cheerily and shut the door. She headed back through the phone people, and gleefully did not scream out to tell them they were part of the biggest con since the one that made the Sex Pistols famous.


   


  Carter Walsh was a cardboard cutout; a face with a voice, who obviously learned his 'public stuff' by rote. She could see now why he never did an interview alone. He was leader in name only; a frontman with no substance; the product of a pair of backroom Svengalis. It was blatantly obvious, to the unblinkered at least, that the true power of AusFirst lay with the Machiavellian double-act of Mr Adam Goddard and Mrs Virginia Walsh.


  Kit had entered the enemy's stronghold in trepidation, worried about facing the demons of hate made manifest. Now she just wanted to laugh a lot - in their faces. In relief.


  AusFirst was top heavy with a greedy, self-interested, power-hungry, fascist troika masquerading as the 'deliverers' of a true people's party - one with absolutely no communist or socialist tendencies, of course.


  But the rank and file would discover they'd been conned, and that the three-cornered party hat worn by their masters shaded a nasty animal in a malignant propaganda coat, and trousers filled with secrets and lies. And when they found out they'd been used, and that they had no say at all in their own party - they would turn. And the turn would be vicious.


   


  Kit sang I Am, What I Am, joyfully and badly, all the way through the shitty late afternoon peak hour traffic on her way, uninvited and appointmentless, to North Caulfield and the home of Mr Sadler - pig-photographer extraordinaire.


  "And what I am, needs no excuses. I'll bang my own drum, sometimes in space, and talk to gooses," she sang. "It's my life and...oh, shut up O'Malley. Time to get sensible."


  She clambered out of her car and sashayed up the driveway to Mr Sadler's front door, where she didn't even get to press the buzzer button before the interior door opened. Kit's olfactory bulb was then seriously assaulted by a billow of old smells comprised of approximately 3123 grilled chops, lamb and pork, and at least 564 roast chickens.


  "Yes?"


  "Mr Sadler," Kit smiled, trying not to chunder all over him through the screen door. "I don't know whether you remember me, but..."


  "You were here with the journalist, Ms Carmody, yesterday."


  "Yeah, I was. Good memory."


  "I pride myself on it," Sadler stated. "How may I help you?"


  "Well," Kit said, looking over her shoulder as if she was worried that 'you-know-who' would see her, "it's about Cr Higgins. My name is O'Malley, I'm a private detective and I'm trying to find out..."


  "Ah, please you must come in," Sadler urged. "If you want the dirt on that man, on him, I can give it to you. I can give you everything."


  Kit did not want to get stuck inside with this strange man and his personal vendetta, especially if it meant inhaling too much of the internal air.


  "This is just a preliminary visit, Mr Sadler," she said. "I merely wanted to touch base, introduce myself and hopefully arrange a more convenient time to return and get the complete lowdown."


  "Of course, yes," Sadler nodded. "Though I am free at the moment."


  "Sadly I am not," Kit sighed. "I was merely passing, en route to another meeting, and took a punt on you being home.


  "Perhaps though, if it's not too much trouble," she said, "I could take a very quick look at some of the photos you took yesterday. I don't want to take them away, until we've had a good chat, but I'd love to get an idea of whether there's any that would be worth purchasing."


  "I am sure you'll find them all interesting and very useful," Sadler declared. "Please, come in and take a look. I promise I won't keep you from your next appointment."


  Twenty minutes later Kit had exchanged one single note for one single photo and was on her way home. It was definitely the best value she'd gotten for her client's money so far. A photo of a truck, complete with pigs, rego and business-name-on-door (der!) was worth every one of the fifty bucks it had cost her.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  The Theatres building, part of the Victorian Arts Centre complex, was one of Kit's favourite city structures - from the outside. The interior was fine too but she seldom had cause to venture inside.


  The main feature of The Theatres, apart from its perfect situation between the National Gallery and the Melbourne Concert Hall near the Yarra River and opposite two of the city's finest public gardens, was its crown - a 115-metre high tower, which served no other purpose than to be a tower. It had been the butt of many 'useless edifice' jokes but Kit loved it - especially at night when it was lit with a soft and subtle purple glow. Sometimes it was green, blue or red, and occasionally it changed over the course of the night, but the purple was the best. It was a calming, creative colour and Kit liked to think it reflected what was going on under the roof over which the tower straddled.


  While she loved the purple Kit was highly suspicious of the red. Red was definitely a bad mood, bad vibe colour. What's more it was also tonight's colour, and so far it did not bode well.


  The atmosphere in the foyer of the George Fairfax Studio where Kit was loitering, to watch over Rebecca and wait for Alex to turn up, was peculiar indeed. There was a tense and pensive current whizzing about the place, causing some people to talk way too loudly, others to stare vacantly or glare contemptuously, and the remainder to pretend they knew everybody.


  This was probably normal for an opening night of anything, but Kit felt strangely out of place and out of sorts. She stood her ground however, trying not to be buffeted by a throng of the fashion conscious, as well as several fashion victims and one or two accessories, who were all desperate to get a drink before they went into the theatre. They were all either unusually thirsty or one was supposed to stand around clutching a glass of champagne, or a champagne glass. There was certainly no way one could get a refill before the curtain went up (if it still did that, in these rather more modern times).


  Oh, look! Kit noted, in a poshly pronounced thought. That's how one meets the demands of de rigueur, or avoids dehydration; one simply asks for the whole bottle! It's not very couth though. Aha! her thoughts kept thinking, as she glanced at the colourful show poster. I get it. One needs artificial fortification in order to sit through something billed as 'The Shrew for a new millennium'.


  Kit, now regretting she hadn't brought a flask of bourbon, was trying her damnedest not to be separated from Rebecca while, at the same time, staying on the lookout for any furtive characters. Actually she was looking for the suspect, the easily recognisable person already on her list and known to her. The obvious person who shouldn't be here - whoever that was.


  Wishful thinking, she sighed. But that scenario was so much better than the alternative of trying to spot, in a crowd of devious-looking culture vultures, any as yet unknown to her but shifty-looking dude, or dudette, who was behaving suspiciously towards Rebecca Jones. It was a next to impossible task. (The impossible one being Kit's deeply secret ambition to be Captain Janeway.)


  The Spotters, who hadn't already moved on to the next celebrity, did not make her task any easier. These people were very weird and they formed separate packs with different spotting rituals. Some would point covertly at RJ and whisper; some would pretend they weren't staring; while others stared blatantly, but as if they didn't care who she was. Then there was the sub-species of nervously-bold critters who intruded on Rebecca's personal space for an autograph.


  Kit's anthropological studies were suddenly derailed by an extremely delicious tingling that spread out from her back and wrapped her body in sensations that were only about six degrees to the left of orgasmic. She wondered - vaguely - whether it was pheromones, the split-apart theory or simple female intuition that informed her senses, beyond all reasonable doubt, that the hand that had just pressed into the small of her back belonged to the sublime and adorable Alex Cazenove.


  Kit half turned, so the hand could stay in place, and thanked her lucky stars that the sheer number of possible suspects in the foyer were making it difficult to do anything other than stand very close to whoever was beside you.


  "You look gorgeous," Alex whispered in her ear.


  Kit grinned broadly but then came over all embarrassed. "It's just a..." she gestured helplessly at her little black dress.


  Alex smiled. "Just say 'thank you Alex'."


  "Thank you Alex," Kit said obediently. Alex was wearing black slacks and a jacket of shimmering deep crimson, over a white shirt. She looked stunning and smelt divine. If Kit hadn't already been completely smitten, she would have just fallen face first into the serious love soup.


  Kit inhaled slowly and took the plunge. "You, my love, look delicious."


  Oh my, what a reaction! Alex graced Kit with one of her extra-special enigmatic looks. The truly tantalising one that combined curiosity, amusement, pleasure and the 'whatever it was' that made it ultimately unfathomable but physically exciting.


  "I should say hello to Rebecca," Alex proposed.


  "Good idea," Kit breathed.


  "Darling!"


  Oh dear. Not again!


  "What are you doing here?"


  "Fly fishing, Mum," Kit replied. "How about you?"


  "I'm here with some of my theatre group. Hello again, Alexis."


  "Hi Lillian."


  "I didn't think you liked live theatre, Katherine. And why aren't you out group crawling?"


  Kit frowned, looked questioningly at Alex and then showed her mother her baffled face. "Whatever you think that is, Mum, I doubt I've ever done it."


  "Katherine, you do know what I mean. You go from pub to pub listening to musical bands."


  Kit laughed. "No Mum. People, not me, go on a pub crawl to get drunk. They don't care about bands, musical or otherwise."


  "Really? I'm glad it's not your scene then," Lillian said, flinging out her arm to capture a passing grey-haired and willowy woman. "Constance, Constance."


  "There you are, I've been looking all over. Hello Kit dear."


  "Connie," Kit said warmly and gave her mother's best friend a big hug. As she did so, she noticed that Sally Shaw, who was being ignored by the fan who was rabbiting away to Rebecca, appeared to be suffering from social desperation. It must have been a bad case because she rolled her eyes at Kit, begging to be rescued.


  "Connie, this is my friend Alex," Kit continued. "Alex this is my honorary auntie, Constance Forest."


  "It's my pleasure," Connie pronounced, offering her hand to be shaken. "I mean, I assume you're..." Connie suddenly looked unsure of something, which was not at all typical. Her gaze flicked from Alex, to Kit to Lillian. "You are, this is, oh dear. She is the Alexis I gather."


  Alex chuckled, but Kit groaned loudly and contemplated hiding out with Sally somewhere until the strange people had all gone home.


  "Mum. Have you been spreading rumours?" she asked.


  "Who, me?" Lillian asked.


  "Who, her?" Connie guffawed.


  "Am I the Alexis?" Alex teased.


  Oh my god - not in public! Kit wanted to die.


  And then she was saved by completely the wrong kind of distraction.


  A growling, blood-curdling "you fucking bitch!" ripped through the babble of conversation. It stopped all chatter and made everyone in the immediate vicinity take a step back from trouble.


  As it would.


  "You want everything, don't you?" the screeching harridan demanded. "Here. You can fucken have this too."


  Kit had already reacted, by barging passed her mother and throwing herself between Rebecca Jones and the rushing, flailing form of Bree Fisher.


  Voices around them were now saying: "Aaah," "What the?" "Bloody hell!" and "Watch out, she's got a weapon!" "Shit!"


  Kit's hand flashed forward to try and block whatever it was.


  Too late!


  Well, almost too late. She knocked the glass out of Bree's hand but the contents kept coming - over her, but mostly down the front of Rebecca's elegant evening dress.


  Kit grabbed Bree's right wrist, spun her round and twisted the captured arm up behind her back.


  "Ow," Bree screeched.


  "Shut up!" Kit commanded.


  "Christ!" a nearby someone exclaimed. "Blood! Is that blood?"


  "Hey, that's the bimbo from Boardwalk," someone else noted.


  "Oh my god! RJ?" Sally cried out.


  "It's okay, Sal," Rebecca reassured her. "It's juice."


  Kit nodded at Alex, who did the same to the other Lady Musketeers then she, Lillian and Connie stepped up to flank Rebecca. Between them and Sally, nobody would get near RJ now.


  "Did someone say blood?" asked a way too-cheerful member of the now encroaching throng.


  "Yeah, you moron! It's a Bloody Mary," Bree snarled. "Lemme go, you bitch!"


  "Not bloody likely!" Kit snapped. "Could everyone, please, take two steps back. Now!"


  Surprisingly everyone did as she asked, except two blokes in tuxedos who did the oppposite.


  "Oh my goodness," one of them said. "Miss Jones. Are you all right?"


  "Well I'm soaked," Rebecca gave a palms-up shrug to draw attention to the fairly obvious once-in-a-glass now all-over-them tomato juice. "I am, however, unhurt."


  "Thank god!"


  "God had nothing to do with it," Kit noted, gripping the struggling (in at least two senses of the word) actress even tighter. "And who are you?"


  "The manager Philip Dresser. Miss Jones is aware of who I am. So who, might I ask, are you?"


  Ooh, aren't we Mr Snooty Britches.


  Kit beckoned to 'the manager Philip Dresser' in a manner that indicated he should lean in close to be 'informed' on the q.t. She also pulled Bree even closer, to stop her wriggling.


  "I am the body guard of Miss Jones," Kit whispered, in her best posh accent. "And I should inform you that 'awareness' means fuck-all when you're a celebrity. Miss Jones is also aware of just who this young lady is, and look how badly that's turned out."


  Philip Dresser stretched his neck - a long, long way - as he straightened up again. "Point taken. What can I do to help?"


  "You could call the police," Kit said quietly. "My name is O'Malley. You can tell them I have already restrained the offender but require assistance."


  "Certainly. Did you get that, Stefan?" Phillip asked his offsider, who nodded. "Off you go then."


  "What the hell are you doing?" Bree protested. "It was just a drink. You can't call the cops."


  "Yes we can, young lady," Philip declared.


  "Also, Philip," Kit continued, "perhaps a private room or a small cupboard, away from your other patrons, in which to secure this 'little rascal' until the police get here."


  "A cupboard?" Bree squealed.


  "Absolutely!" Philip smiled. "That is an excellent idea. Follow me."


  "You want to come Rebecca?" Kit asked.


  "You bet!"


  "Not without me you don't," Sally declared.


  "Or me," Alex added.


  "What about us?" Lillian asked hopefully.


  "Thanks Mum, but you and Connie can go enjoy the play thing now."


  "Your plaything looks much more interesting," Lillian observed.


  "Nah, she's just an actress," Kit said. "Walk now, follow the nice man."


  "I'm not bloody goin anywhere," Bree hissed.


  "Yes you are, you little shit! And you'll do it quietly or I'll find the nearest tabloid photographer and get him to snap you like this," Kit tweaked Bree's arm, "and Rebecca like that. And, believe me, you cannot put a positive spin on publicity like that."


   


  The waiting room, or rather Philip Dresser's office where they waited for the police, was cosy, comfortable and very elegantly furnished. Kit strolled around its spaciousness as if she had all the time in the world.


  "Are you going to interrogate her?" Sally asked, with a glint in her eye.


  "Oh yes," Kit smiled, with her own glint.


  "You can't interrogate me," Bree sneered. "You're a magazine writer."


  "No I'm not," Kit said.


  But Bree kept on talking. "Just 'cause Mr Gullible-Pants believed you're a bodyguard, doesn't mean shit. You wait," Bree threatened, curling her lip for emphasis, "when the cops do get here I'm gonna get them to charge you with fraud. I am a star. Who do you think they're gonna believe?"


  "Me," Rebecca smiled. "She is my bodyguard and ah, you're a star-let honey. Having three pouting scenes in each episode of a soap opera does not an actor make."


  "Hey! You bitch," Bree huffed, then turned back to Kit. "Anyway, you still can't interrogate me. You're only a bodyguard. That's even lower than a magazine writer."


  "Actually I'm a private investigator," Kit said, twirling a chair around and dumping it in front of the little miss on the couch. She straddled it, the wrong way round, so she'd appear more daunting and then continued. "But you're sort of right. If I were still a police officer, like I used to be, then I wouldn't be able to interrogate you. Well, I would but not without your lawyer.


  "But as I am just a lowly Private Eye, I can interrogate the shit out of you if I want. You don't have to answer of course, but people tend to get hurt that way. These two," Kit waved at Alex and Rebecca, "would probably choose to leave the room before things got messy, but my other mate there, and I, really enjoy the PI inquisition. Don't we Sal?"


  Sally Shaw gave the best menacing look she could muster. It scared the hell out of Kit.


  "Christ almighty! What do you want? All I did was chuck a drink on the bitch," Bree whined. "I mean, you know, she's got a job to do but she ignores me completely."


  "What on earth do you think my job is?" Rebecca asked.


  "A culture promoter," Bree stated, obviously wondering why she had to explain the obvious.


  "What on earth is a culture promoter?" Alex asked.


  "Beats me," Rebecca shrugged.


  "Oh don't be stupid," Bree remarked. "It's your job to make us all look good."


  Rebecca looked flummoxed. Kit laughed: "Are you incredibly thick or just mildly misguided?"


  It was Bree's turn to look bewildered. "What are you on about?"


  "Do you even know who Rebecca is, or what she really does or are you just making an assumption based on, on... Actually I can't imagine what it might be based on."


  "I just told you who she is. She does one of them shows that promote actors and films and stuff."


  Rebecca started chuckling, and was soon joined by Sally and Kit. Alex didn't seem to get the joke but smiled a lot in order to help present a united front.


  "What the fuck are you all laughing at?" Bree demanded.


  "Rebecca hosts the country's highest rating cultural arts program, you little ignoramus," Sally pronounced. "She does not get paid by sponsors or TV networks to say good things about bad shows; and she never panders to churlish, tantrum-throwing, conceited no-talents like you."


  "Oh that's charming, that is. And who are you - the secretary?"


  Sally threw herself onto the couch, crowding Bree into the corner. "Doesn't matter who I am, Sweetie. The police aren't carting me away."


  "This is not fair," Bree insisted. "After all she's done, you're gonna sick the cops on me. It was only a Bloody Mary." Bree tried to move away from Sally but there was nowhere to go.


  "Let me give you a little inside info, Bree," Kit offered. "First - celebrities hate being stalked. If you ever get to be one, you may find that out for yourself. Second - the cops hate stalking cases; especially if the person who's being stalked is well liked. And everybody, except you, loves Rebecca. Third - the cops don't care who catches a stalker as long as they get to prosecute."


  "Hey whoa, what are you talking about?" Bree looked worried for the first time. "What sort of bullshit are you cooking up here? It was just a drink. What's stalking got to do with anything?"


  "You don't think threats and nasty name calling makes you more than a nuisance drink-thrower?" Kit queried.


  "So? I called her names. She," Bree pointed at Sally, "called me conceited and untalented."


  Sally laughed, got up and strolled over to Rebecca. "That was the truth Bree, not an insult."


  "See! Listen! How come she can get away with that and you think I'm a stalker?" Bree waggled her head, with her mouth open, to emphasise her inability to understand where everyone else was coming from.


  "I don't think she's misguided," Alex noted. "She is a prime example of extremely thick."


  "Don't you start, whoever the hell you are," Bree complained, obviously deciding it was time to try and get up; maybe make a run for it. "I've had enough of this. I'm pretty sure I don't have to stay here and take it either."


  "Sit," Kit growled.


  Bree sat. She glared at Kit and pointed at Rebecca. "That bitch, excuse my French, ignores me and then she tries to take my man. So who's stalkin who, eh?"


  "What?" The question was asked in unison by Kit, Sally and, not surprisingly, Rebecca.


  "Who? Dylan?" Kit snorted. "You think Rebecca's interested in him?"


  "Dylan," Bree began.


  "I hate to burst another bubble Bree, but Dylan Thomas does not know he's your boyfriend."


  "Well he's not. Who said he was?" Bree frowned.


  "Who is your boyfriend then?" Alex asked.


  "Mark Kincaid is my man, not my boyfriend."


  "Aaagh" Rebecca screamed with laughter.


  "What?" Kit asked.


  Rebecca lost it completely but, in between raucous guffaws and gasping for air, she managed to say, "Anvil".


  Kit and Sally looked at each other, at Rebecca, at Bree; then they exploded in hysterics.


  "And just what is so fucking funny?" Bree asked.


  They all kept laughing. Sally got down on the floor to laugh.


  "What is so funny? Alex asked. "Is there something more funny that the obvious funny thing?"


  "Yes," Kit blubbered. "Anvil and the Tombsters! Remember? The Yuckster band? We were talking about them at dinner last night."


  Alex looked blank so Kit continued. "Hammer and the Scuzbuckets?"


  Rebecca took over. "Chisel and the Slugs? Weevil and the Dumpsters? You know, the really truly worst band in the country."


  "Oh, I get it," Bree said, as if she'd had a revelation. "You think I've got no talent, and Anvil and his band are no good. Well, let me enlighten you on something, old lady. Hundreds of young people happen to disagree with both those opinions of yours. So what does that tell you?"


  "I don't know Bree. I give up," Rebecca smirked, "what does it tell me?"


  "That your taste is in your bum."


  "That's very eloquent," Alex remarked.


  Kit slapped her hands on her knees. "Tell me something Bree."


  "What?"


  "Are you completely deranged?"


  "I beg your pardon."


  "Well, is this your normal state or are you only temporarily unhinged."


  "There's nothing bloody wrong with me," Bree proclaimed.


  "There isn't?" Kit said in surprise. "You do realise there isn't a sane woman in this world who would have sex with Mark Anvil Kincaid."


  "That's your opinion."


  "And mine!" Rebecca was adamant.


  "And mine," Sally agreed.


  "Probably mine, too," Alex stated.


  "You lying bitch, Rebecca Jones," Bree spat. "Mark and I nearly broke up over you."


  "What on earth for?" Rebecca asked.


  "Coz I confronted him about you."


  "Why would you do that?" Rebecca asked, completely confounded. "We had a three hour session at his studio with his entire band and my complete crew. What's the problem?"


  "I confronted him because I saw the way Dylan perved at you. I figured it was a man thing, even though Dylan's just a boy, so I asked Mark. And he said you were screwable. So I asked why he needed to think like that when he had me, and he told me I wasn't enough for a man in his position. As a rock star, he meant. Then he said he'd bonk anyone he pleased, any time he felt like it, and that he'd do you again in a second."


  "Again?" Sally snorted.


  "Actually he said something similar to me," Kit said reflectively. "Not about you RJ, but about screwing. Let me see. First he claimed there was no such thing as a chick who's too ugly to pork, then he asked me if I wanted a bit," Kit shook all over in disgust. "And then Spag, who'd answered the phone, told him his girlfriend was coming over, and Anvil said something like, 'that chick is stress release, a neat little thing to shoot my load into'." Kit stared thoughtfully at nothing, as if she was recalling something more pleasant. "Hey wow, Bree. That must have been you in the white sports car. Yeah. You remember? It was Wednesday arvo. You nearly rammed into my Rav."


  Bree either didn't remember, because she always drove like that, or she chose to ignore the accusation. "Are you saying Mark was telling me a white lie?" she asked quietly.


  Alex laughed. "As a lie, that would rate in the blue zone."


  "Bree, I'm going to be completely honest with you. Even if I wasn't..." Rebecca held her breath for a second, "...in a relationship, your man would be the last thing in creation I would turn to for... for anything - at all. Even conversation. Especially conversation. Quite frankly, I'd rather sprout warts on my face and turn green than have sex with your man."


  "Okay. I get the picture. There's no need to be rude. I'm sorry."


  "What? So everything's okay now," Sally asked in disbelief.


  "Does that mean your vendetta is over? Just like that?" Kit added.


  Bree Fisher looked tired and bewildered and almost sorry. "Whatever."


  "Just so we've got all the facts before the cops get here," Kit continued. "Your boyfriend, sorry man, lies to you about having sex with Rebecca, so you go all postal and start stalking her. But now you know the truth, you're going to be on your best behaviour. You'll stop sending rude notes and refrain from throwing drinks on her in public. Is that right?"


  "What notes?" Bree asked.


  Rebecca frowned. "The lovely notes you've been sending me for the last couple of weeks."


  "No," Bree shook her head. Now she looked worried. She stood up. When Kit didn't tell her to sit down again, she just stood there and stared at each of them in turn. "I swear I don't know, I didn't. No. No way." She began shaking her head and pacing to and fro.


  "You haven't been sending threatening letters?" Kit asked in disbelief. "It'll be a snap to check them for your prints, Bree."


  Bree held up her hands in surrender. "I really don't know anything about any letters. The drink, that was it. I swear on... fuck, on anything you like."


  "How about on your career?" Sally asked.


  "Yes," Bree said. "Coz it would be my career, wouldn't it?"


  "Jail would have a detrimental affect on your future celebrity, yes," Rebecca stated.


  "God! At least that explains why you've all been so mean, anyway. Boy am I dumb. But I swear I am telling you the truth. I have not been stalking you, Rebecca. I haven't sent you a thing. Please, believe me."


  "What do you think, gang?" Kit asked.


  "We probably should believe her," Sally proposed, "because ordinarily she isn't an actor's bootlace; so if she's lying it's certainly the most convincing act I've ever seen her perform."


  "That's a bloody back-handed compliment, you bitch," Bree noted sullenly.


  "It wasn't a compliment of any kind, Bree. And don't push your luck. I'm nearly on your side."


  "I'd like it to be her," Rebecca admitted. "Sorry Bree, but if it was you then this would be over."


  "Well it's bloody not," Bree snapped, and then looked apologetic. "Sorry."


  "Okay, I have a suggestion," Kit said. "When the nice policemen get here, I will ask them to take Bree to the station where she will agree to have her prints taken and checked against the ones on the nasty letter I gave my ex-partner Marek today. If there is no match, your prints will be destroyed Bree; and Rebecca, you will not press any charges over tonight's little attack."


  "Sounds fair enough," Rebecca stated.


  "Unless she wiped her prints off the letter," Alex noted.


  Kit shrugged. "We only need a partial for her to be in truly deep shit. With a partial you get the right to request DNA and that can be left on a page by sweat, or spit on the envelope. Anything."


  "Stop trying to freak me out," Bree begged. "I don't know nothing about any letters. So no one will find anything and I'm happy for you to take my spit or my blood, if you want to, to prove it. But please, keep this out of the newspapers."


  "You've got a definite deal there," Rebecca promised.


  "Do you suppose Bree Fisher was the template for 'The Shrew for a new millennium?" Kit asked Alex as they cruised slowly through the Arts Centre car park en route to the exit.


  "Without a doubt," Alex replied, hunching over the steering wheel to peer at the car in front.


  "What are you looking at?"


  "Two grey heads and a bowls hat," Alex stated. "That explains why we're proceeding at half the speed of walk."


  "Oh shit! Look out Alex!"


  "What? Oh shit, no!"


  Kit yanked her legs up, wrapped her arms around them and waited. That moment felt like the longest wait she'd had all day. The collision with the rapidly reversing vehicle was inevitable, but not as bad as it could have been. Kit felt the automatic snap-back going-nowhere feeling of the safety belt locking her into the seat as Alex slammed on the brakes.


  From five to zero in half a second! Amazing! But the jolt and bang of metal on metal, as the offending and quite vulgar blue convertible met Alex's red Celica was short, sharp and very loud.


  "You okay, O'Malley?" Alex asked.


  "Yeah, are you?"


  "Yes. No, I'm annoyed - really angry in fact," she snarled, and then whimpered, "my poor car."


  Kit smiled, half in amusement, most mostly to reassure her. "It's not your fault Alex. It's his, or hers or theirs or...Bloody hell!"


  "What? What now?" Alex asked looking about.


  "Him! Them," Kit said pointing to the tall, broad-shouldered bloke and the stick insect in stilettos who had gotten out of the other car. He was already shouting, and pointing at the back of his car, and waving at them; and she was trying not to fall off her shoes.


  Alex and Kit got out to enter the confrontation that he had started all on his own.


  "A woman! I might have bloody known it. What do you think this is? A goddamn speedway?"


  "I was travelling at five kilometres an hour," Alex stated calmly and for the record. "I could go no faster, sir, as I my progress was being impeded by Ma and Pa Kettle and their valium-mobile."


  Kit snorted and then slapped her hand over her mouth.


  "Sure thing," he shouted. "How do you explain this then?"


  Alex widened her eyes. "Would you like a legal explanation, or a description of the physics involved in a collision like this?"


  I love this woman, Kit thought. Madly.


  "Well bugger me," he said. "A driver who thinks she's a smart bitch. There's nothing worse."


  "Oh yes there is," Kit piped up. "She's a lawyer as well."


  "Marvellous! But you don't know who I am, sweetheart."


  Alex shrugged nonchalantly. "It does not matter who you are, sir. You were, are in the wrong."


  'Sir' made a farting sound with his mouth. "You'd have to prove it."


  "Were you not travelling in reverse?" Alex asked as if she might have been mistaken about the facts. "Did you not reverse out of a parking spot at speed, without looking? Did you not collide in reverse with the side of a passing vehicle? Wrong is wrong. Is wrong."


  "We'll damn well see about that, you smart bitch. You were speeding, you obviously can't control that flash car of yours, and you hit me," he shouted.


  "Now there's an odd thing," Kit noted, quietly. "I've always wondered about this, but perhaps you could explain it to me - mate. Why is it that blokes get arrogant, belligerent and abusive when they're in the wrong or when they've just done something totally fuckwitted?"


  "Another comedian. Very funny! Well, your friend there may be a lawyer but I'm..."


  "Councillor Jack Higgins," Kit finished for him. "And drunk, if I'm not mistaken."


  Both Jack and Alex stared open mouthed at Kit who shrugged and pulled out her mobile phone.


  "I am not drunk. Am I Crystal?"


  Crystal? You've got to be kidding, Kit thought, as the stick insect almost shook her head and said "no" in a not very convincing voice.


  "See?" Jack stated.


  "Sure Jack. It's very reassuring that your mistress can speak," Kit said.


  Jack did a double take. "You stay out of this, girlie. You weren't driving, so I'll just exchange details with Suzie Coulthard here and we can all be on our way."


  While Alex and Jack exchanged names, addresses and insurance details, Kit made a call and got patched through to Constable Wickney, who had remained upstairs in the foyer at the request of Philip Dresser - just in case a different crazy person decided to attack one of the other celebrity patrons of The Shrew.


  "Thank you Constable," she said loudly, ending the call just as Jack and Alex finished their business.


  Jack eyed her suspiciously and then took a really good look. "Do I know you?"


  "No," Kit fibbed. She took her wallet out of her clutch purse, removed a business card and handed it to him. "But I've just made..."


  "You're a Private Investigator?" Jack interjected. "Well that's made my night. That's really funny." Jack thrust the card at Crystal as a way of discarding it without actually littering. "Come on Sweetcakes, let's go."


  "You didn't let me finish, Jack," Kit called out. "I just made a call to the police constable upstairs, who in turn has put out an APB to patrol cars everywhere to keep an eye out for that rather overstated vehicle of yours. If they see you driving, they will pull you over and breathalyse you. Being who you are won't help you with them either; because those cops are my friends."


  "You bitch."


  Kit shrugged. "I just wouldn't want to put your passenger or anyone else on the road at risk."


  Jack handed the keys to Crystal who looked more than a little surprised. "Can you drive?"


  "Of course I can Jack. Jeez!"


  "All right. Get in. Let's get out of here."


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Kit pulled up outside Erin Carmody's beachfront hacienda in Elwood and tooted her car horn. In truth, Erin's place was more like a 'beach-smell bungalow' but it was definitely in Elwood, and it would have had a great view of the beach if it wasn't for all the things in the way - like the road and the thickety vegetation. Kit assumed the latter had been planted, or left, as a sensible environmental-type precaution to prevent the beach itself from being blown by a westerly away from the water's edge and into people's front gardens.


  The many suburbs along the Esplanade, Marine Parade and Beach Road - the variously named route down the east side of Port Phillip Bay - featured some of the most sought-after pieces of real estate in Melbourne. Especially those houses from which you could view the bay and which had double-glazing to block out the constant traffic noise. Kit supposed, though, that if you couldn't actually see the sea, the next best thing would be to live in walking distance of it. And a hundred yards or so was not too much of a hike.


  "I'm here, I'm ready, fill me in," Erin exclaimed flinging open the passenger door, and throwing herself in beside Kit. She was wearing jeans, something Kit had never seen her in before, and a startling crushed velvet coat-thing of black and green.


  Kit turned and leant back against her own door as she watched Erin flailing around with her shoulder bag, her long and very wild auburn hair, her seat belt buckle and, by all appearances, her entire morning so far.


  "Calm down woman," Kit suggested. "What's with you?"


  Erin looked staggered. "You ring - in the middle of my three cat cat-worming session, I might add - to tell me you can let me in on your investigation if I'm ready half an hour ago. Meanwhile, and concurrently, I'm still in my nightie, Lady Godiva has pissed off out the gate and up the back lane, my mother rings to beg me to go to Mass with her tomorrow even though she knows I'm a born-again-and-again pagan, AND I've got the absolute worst PMT ever. My hormones are chucking hissy-fits all over my mind and body."


  "Dong Quai," Kit said.


  "What?"


  "Dong Quai. It's a herbal thing for menstrual gremlins." Kit checked her mirrors, then executed a U-turn to head back the way she'd come, past Shelley, Thackeray, Dickens and Wordsworth streets. "It's Angelica sinensis or some such. The liquid version tastes like shit, but you can get it in tablets. Who's Lady Godiva?" Kit asked, trying to remember which dead English writer also provided access to Willow Street. Aha! she thought, a right into Shakespeare, and then double back.


  "Angelica some such indeed?" Erin said, as if she was impressed. "Diva's my whiddle-pooppet."


  "A poo pet?" Kit laughed. "What in Darwin's name is a little poo-pet."


  "Wh-iddle, O'Malley," Erin enunciated, trying not to smile. "As you can hear, I know how to pronounce my double-ewes and my ells."


  "So, what is it you're trying to say then, Erin?" Kit asked, making another right turn then a quick left into Willow, where she pulled up opposite number four.


  "Lady Godiva is my dog. She's a whippet poodle cross - hence the whiddle and/or the pooppet."


  Kit raised her eyebrows. "I can't imagine why I didn't figure that hence out on my lonesome," she said, and then cleared her throat. "Do you know where we are?"


  Erin looked all around them and then back at Kit. "Carol Webster's? What are we doing here? Oh my! Is she your informant?"


  "Nope, she's my client. She's been getting the Mercury treatment too."


  "Well blow me down with a large-lipped stud muffin!"


  Kit frowned and then gave her the benefit of the laugh. "Erin honey, your euphemisms are going to get you in trouble one day. I think you should go back to swearing."


  "Too easy," Erin professed. "So what gives with Carol?"


  "Early Wednesday morning, the one just gone, Mercury dumped, or organised the dump, of a huge load of cow shit onto that tiny front porch. Carol found it at 7.30 a.m. when a motorbike courier turned up to deliver her a box of lambs testicles and a note about being her power hungry and needing more balls than hubby could help her out with."


  "That would have pissed Andrew right off," Erin laughed.


  Kit grinned. "If you're interested, Carol assured me it was not the case; that His-Hubbiness is exceptionally well endowed. I told Carol, however, that was way more info than I ever needed."


  "Okay, so how come you're telling me today, but couldn't yesterday, and why are we here?"


  Kit shrugged and got out of the car. Erin followed suit, in a hurry, and caught Kit half way across the narrow street.


  "Katherine O'Malley. You're not setting me up for something to get me back for..."


  "For Susie? Moi?" Kit asked. "Your cousin was charmingly insulting and eventually set me on the right path. We do have a pact to get you back when you least expect it." Kit opened the gate of number four and walked the long walk - all six steps of it - to ex-Mayor Webster's front door.


  "So why..."


  Carol opened her front door, looked quite surprised to see Ms Carmody, but smiled at Kit.


  "Why indeed?" she queried.


  "Morning Carol," Kit said. "I thought it was time for reinforcements."


  "If you think so, Kit. Good morning, Erin." Carol sighed. "Come to think of it, there's nothing good about it so far, but come on in anyway."


  Carol led the way into the kitchen-family room, which was occupied by Andrew, who nodded, and the rest of the family who did their own thing. Ali-Doodle untangled himself to give Kit and Erin some much-needed Boxer dog slobber, and Max meowed a friendly ciao on his way out the cat door. And then repeated the greeting upon immediate re-entry.


  "I will pour the coffee," Carol announced, "Andrew will show you the thing."


  Andrew Webster untangled his long legs from around his chair, so he could reach a large plastic box on the other side of the table. He removed the lid as Kit and Erin stepped forward.


  Kit gagged on the smell alone. "Oh my..."


  "Oh fuck!" Erin exclaimed.


  "Precisely," Kit agreed.


  "Sometimes that is the only word that will do," Erin stated, through the hand that covered her nose and mouth. "What is it?"


  "Maggots on a very dead something," Andrew explained. He replaced the lid, and shoved the container back across the large table away from them.


  "Where did you find it?" Erin asked, taking a seat next to Andrew.


  "On the front porch this morning," Carol said. "The doorbell rang. Andrew went to answer it..."


  "I did use the spy hole this time, Kit," Andrew smiled. "But there was nothing, no one, so I opened the door. It was just sitting there on the mat."


  "And you just brought it in and opened it up?" Erin pounced. "What if it had been a bomb?"


  "Then we'd be dead, Erin," Andrew replied, slowly, as if explaining the obvious to a child.


  "Are you mad?"


  "No, just sick of being harassed. We refuse to live in fear, or even trepidation. And if we'd been blown to pieces," he shrugged, "well, at least it would have been quick."


  "And we would have been together," Carol added. "I've told him not to open anything unless I'm here too."


  "You are mad," Erin rolled her eyes.


  "You probably should have waited for me to get here," Kit pointed out.


  "Oh bloody good plan, O'Malley," Erin observed. "You too could be in smithereens all over the walls. If there were any."


  Carol placed four mugs and a pot of coffee on the table. "I have to say Kit, that your idea of reinforcements is proving to be a tad hysterical."


  "It's just pre-menstrual horrors, she'll be okay," Kit assured her. She gave Erin's shoulder an affectionate squeeze as she sat on the bench beside her. "Was there a note this time, Carol?"


  Andrew slid a plastic sleeve, from a folder, across the table, spinning it around in front of Kit and Erin so they could read the note inside.


  You're taking too long. How many hints do you need?


  "Strange," Kit frowned.


  "Yeah," Andrew nodded. "What does he think we are - cowards? Does he really imagine that Carol would be so intimidated by a postcard and some garden fertiliser that she'd give up the race?"


  "No, I didn't meant that - exactly. It's strange that this is just a question. There's no threat," Kit said, flipping her hands to the mystified, palms-up position. She then turned the note over to make sure it didn't say 'die you bitch' on the back.


  "You don't call that deceased maggoty thing a threat?" Erin asked.


  "No. I call it smelly and disgusting," Kit replied. "Don't you think the tone of this note is odd, Carol, especially given that it is only the third incident?"


  "I suppose so," Carol agreed.


  "In that case the last one, about my physical specifications and qualifications, wasn't exactly intimidating either," Andrew pointed out, with a half smile. "It was rude and inaccurate but not threatening."


  "What was the first incident?" Erin asked.


  "Just a postcard," Carol explained. "It said, 'If you run for the State you'll be late, and lamented. Regards, Mercury'. Quite a friendly threat, when you think about it."


  "There's nothing bloody friendly about it at all," Erin snapped. "Good grief people. Granted Mercury is polite, but I doubt his intentions are neighbourly. It just means he's a well-mannered disgruntled possible psychopath.


  "The note he sent Jack Higgins, the one I saw at least, was also politely threatening. He signed it 'yours sincerely' but called Jack a bastard and told him to get ready for ruin. Put that together with the cow shit, thirteen live pigs and an obviously disturbing photo and video, and I don't think that what we've got here is a novel way to win new friends. Jack is certainly rattled."


  "How nice," Carol smiled.


  "Erin, we have no way of knowing for sure if the stuff in Jack's letterbox on Thursday came from Mercury," Kit pointed out.


  Erin gave an exaggerated 'I suppose so' waggle of her head. "We have no way of knowing for sure if Jack has a brain either, but the odds are that there is something helping to coordinate his walking and talking."


  Everyone laughed until the doorbell rang and then, for some peculiar reason, laughed even harder after their accidentally-synchronised, three-second silence.


  Carol threw her hands up and headed off down the hall, saying "Don't worry I won't open before looking."


  "Andrew, I'm truly sorry," Kit said seriously, placing her hand on his arm, "but I think someone should tell you, that this is the world's most useless watchdog." Instead of escorting his mistress to the door, to protect her, Ali-Doodle had put his cute and dopey head in Kit's lap.


  "I know, it's sad isn't it?" Andrew said. "He can't tell the time to save his life."


  When Carol returned she was being followed by a strange blue-eyed, grey-haired man carrying a cake on a plate.


  Okay, obviously not so strange, Kit thought, as she watched Ali-Doodle lollygag over to the bloke and then sit, perfectly poised, in front of him. Then he wagged his stumpy tail and smiled. The dog wagged and smiled not the bloke.


  The bloke, who stood about five-foot-eight and was probably in his early sixties, said, "Sorry I'm running a bit late, but Irene wouldn't let me come without the cake this time."


  "Thank you Max, and tell Irene she's a darling," Carol said accepting the plate, while she directed his attention towards her other guests.


  "Max, this is Kit O'Malley and Erin Carmody. Kit is the Private Investigator that we've hired over this Mercury business, and Erin is..."


  "The editor of my local paper, if I'm not mistaken," Max finished. "Nice to meet you both."


  Kit stood and shook his hand. "And you are?"


  'Oh god, sorry," Carol apologised. "This is Max, our dear friend and almost neighbour, who's also Doodle's and the other Max's doctor, which is partly why he's here."


  "Ah, the house-calling vet," Kit smiled.


  "Only for very special people," Max clarified.


  "And he is not talking about us," Andrew explained. "Dr Doolittle here doesn't have much time for humans, do you Max?"


  "Oh you two are all right. I suppose," Max nodded. "And I quite like what you've done with the Star since you've been in charge, Miss Carmody."


  "Why, thank you. And please, call me Erin."


  "As you wish," he bowed gallantly. "And, Kit, is it? Have you solved this nasty business affecting my friends and their humans yet?"


  Kit chuckled. "We're working on it Max. The fact that it's not just their problem makes it that much harder to work out."


  "Yes, I gather from my reading of the Star that the charming Cr Higgins has a similar problem."


  "Yep. So has Malcolm Brody and..."


  "Beaner?" Erin interjected, and then growled, "well, dang, Kit! Have I been kept in the dark or what!"


  "Or what," Kit agreed.


  "You said 'and'; who's the and?" Carol asked.


  "Carter Walsh got his second shit load on Thursday morning."


  "Blessed be the cows!" Carol grinned.


  "Hallelujah!" Andrew cheered.


  "Amen to that," Erin agreed, and then pouted. "I am a mushroom in the dark."


  "That Walsh character, and his people, are very dangerous I think," Max mused.


  "You're not wrong there, Max," Andrew declared.


  Kit put her fingertips together, to appear more prophetic. "They will fail," she intoned.


  "Do you know something that the rest of us are only hoping for?" Carol asked.


  "I ventured into the enemy stronghold, right to its very core, to a room known as - the room," Kit recounted melodramatically. "And I came out insulted and defiled but otherwise unscathed.


  "And, I am here to tell you that AusFirst will founder. Maybe not this week but it will implode; it will sink; it will be stripped from the inside out, eaten away by its own intestinal worms."


  "Oh my Granny's Toothbrush, O'Malley!" Erin snapped. "What on earth are you on about?"


  "I'm talking about the moment when the little people, the so-called members of AusFirst, find out that their party is not theirs, and that they are not being led by one charismatic man working for their future. It will dawn on them that Carter Walsh is not only a fool but the lesser part of a pernicious triad which is out for itself - themselves - alone. And when that happens, those people - already disillusioned with the lies and bullshit of the other parties - will be baying for blood. Carter Walsh will be history in sixth months; or he and his cronies will have stripped the coffers and skipped the country, probably to set up house in Majorca next door to Christopher bloody Skase."


  "What did you do, go undercover with them or something?" Andrew asked.


  "No," Kit gave a dismissive wave. "I heard the phone jockeys yesterday and I spent twenty minutes with Carter the ventriloquist dummy, and his two operators."


  "That's it?" Erin mocked. "Sounds like vain hope to me."


  "No, I can see where Kit's coming from," Carol said. "We've all been concerned about what Carter Walsh has been saying and its impact, but it has no substance. AusFirst may have grown bigger and faster than any other party - and mostly through luck and timing - but it is top heavy."


  "My point precisely," Kit nodded. "It is an artificial construct that has worked so far only because their approach is so bloody, I dunno, low-fat. That's the attraction. Virginia and Adam are working the KISS principle, they..."


  "The what?" Max asked.


  "The 'keep it simple, stupid' approach," Kit replied. "You blather on about how the other parties never tell the truth or keep their promises, you offer the average punter a say in their future, and you take away the barriers of political correctness and voila! you've got an instant, grass-roots people's party. A bunch of suddenly vocal citizens who think they can say what they like about anything.


  "But these people are not stupid, the members I mean. In fact underestimating them was the Federal Government's biggest mistake. Actually it's only one of them...but I digress. These ordinary people," Kit continued, "joined AusFirst for all the right reasons - regardless of what we might think of their prejudices and ridiculous polices and all their offensive notions. Previously unpolitical, in any active sense, they joined for their right reasons.


  "The AusFirst Tripod have used that whole 'you can't ignore us now' approach to the hilt - but use is the operative word here. And when the members find out they've been taken for a serious ride - they are going to be extremely pissed off."


  "Wow, O'Malley. I had no idea you were political," Erin noted.


  Kit looked horrified. "I'm not," she denied. "I hate politics. Who the hell got me started on that?"


  "Mercury," Carol laughed. "Did he send Carter some rude notes?"


  "Only on Thursday. It said, 'There be blood on the stone from your glasshouse.' How's that for a non-threatening threatening note?"


  "Sounds more like a revelation, a disclosure, a divulgement."


  "Have you been eating the thesaurus again Andrew?" Max asked.


  "I'm an architect Max. You know my life is full of lines, and angles and precise measurements. Please allow me some frivolity in my social life. I do get so excited when I get to use more than one word in the correct context."


  "You don't get out much do you, dear boy," Max noted. "Speaking of 'dear boys' where is my namesake? He needs his medication and I have to get home because Irene has invited some ferocious people for lunch."


  "Animal people?" Carol asked, in all seriousness.


  "No, humans. Unfortunately," Max replied, also in all seriousness. "Max," Max called out.


  Max the cat bounded into the room and wound himself around Max the human's legs. The latter picked the former up, placed him on the kitchen bench and said something in his ear. Max the cat sat perfectly poised, just as Ali-Doodle had done, and waited.


  "Do you have a theory on this Mr Mercury's motive?" Max asked Kit.


  "No actual theory, as such," Kit admitted. "The motive is as clear as mud. Mercury is not harassing the Liberal or Labor party candidates; or they're denying he is. But he is targeting all three Independents, and Cr Jack Higgins who has nothing to do with the by-election.


  "Maybe he's just a mischief-maker," Max said, tickling the cat under the chin.


  "Some kind of bloody mischief this is, Max," Andrew remarked. "This guy is more than a little irritating."


  "We are also only assuming he's a guy," Kit stated.


  "The man who rang me was a man," Erin pointed out.


  "The male-type man who rang you, my dear, is also a little unreliable," Kit reminded her.


  "Only in person," Erin said defensively. "His tips have been spot on."


  "Who's been ringing you?" Carol asked.


  Erin sighed. "A snitch. An informant, who I happen to think is Mercury, but Kit has her doubts."


  "My sweet, I don't mean to point out the obvious but... Actually, I have to point out the obvious. If it is Mercury calling you how come you didn't know about Beaner Brody and/or Carter Walsh?"


  Erin opened her mouth, inhaled deeply, and then sagged. "I am a tiny little toadstool."


  "Did Beaner Brody get manure too?" Max asked.


  "No he didn't actually," Kit replied. "Mercury buried a CD player under a pile of doggie doodoo in his back yard."


  Everyone pulled adult-type strange faces that said, "oh yuck, but so what?"


  "The CD player was on repeat, playing the Collingwood Football Club song..."


  Kit felt completely left out. For someone who hadn't got the significance of the insult the first time, at Beaner's house, she now had to wait while everyone who did get it, had a good laugh.


  Kit felt completely left out. For someone who hadn't got the "His note," she began. "His note implied that he couldn't win everything. That he should stick to football because the big boys wouldn't let him play."


  Kit felt completely left out. For someone who hadn't got the "I dunno," Carol said. "Perhaps we should just ignore Mercury. His threats aren't really, are they? And maybe he'll stop sending all this manure when one of us gets elected."


  "Cr Higgins is not going to get elected," Max stated, bending to say something else to the cat.


  "Of course not, Max. Jack's not running," Andrew reminded him. "Oh."


  "Oh exactly," Erin pronounced. "Bastard Higgins has nothing to do with the by-election. So we have to work out the connection between Jack and Carol, Beaner and Carter Walsh."


  "Believe me I've been working on it," Kit said. "Oh, I did get a lead from Mr Sadler."


  "We could still ignore Mercury," Carol insisted.


  "No," Kit said. "It's never a good idea to underestimate the seemingly harmless person."


  "That's what I always tell my human clients about their goldfish and canaries."


  Kit grinned. "Good point Max. They could be closet piranha."


  "Or little yellow eagles," Max almost smiled. He then reached into his pocket, placed a pill on the palm of his other hand and held it out to the cat. "Here my boy. Take your medicine."


  "Heavens to murgatroid," Erin exclaimed. "Did you see that?"


  "He's a cat whisperer," Andrew explained.


  "Look at me," Erin said, pushing her sleeves up to show off both arms. "Worming day, today. Three cats worth of scratches."


  "They're quite artistic, your cats," Kit smiled. "But why did you have bare arms, Erin?"


  "I didn't. I was wearing a suit of armour. Makes no difference."


  "You have to explain to them why they should take the human medicine," Max said gently.


  "Easy for you to say, St Francis," Erin laughed.


  "You could try being less excitable too, my dear, especially at pill time. Cat people are greatly affected by human anxiety."


  "I'll try," Erin said, as if Max had calmed her by magic as well. "Sadler!" she added suddenly.


  "Yep," Kit nodded. "Jack's neighbour with the camera who witnessed the piggy drop. I checked his photos."


  "And?" Erin asked.


  "And we got lucky. Hector's chasing the details for me, as we speak. I have to ring him," Kit checked her watch, "about fifteen minutes ago."


  "The phone is just there," Andrew pointed to the kitchen wall.


  "I'll be taking my leave folks," Max said, as Kit stepped by him to use the phone. "I hope you get good results from your endeavours."


  "I'll see you out, Max," Andrew said.


  "Don't be silly. I'm not likely to get lost going down your hall. Sit Andrew; stay Carol. Remain with your other guests."


  "Nice to meet you Max," Kit called out, after she'd stopped concentrating on the number.


  "Yep, this is me," Hector answered.


  "That's not a very professional way to answer your phone, Hector."


  "It's Saturday, Boss."


  "Don't call me, Boss. Two things, mate..."


  "Yes, I have got an address for you. Got a pen?"


  "An address, good. Hang on," Kit said, fishing around in her bumbag.


  "Repeat it," Carol suggested, standing poised with a pen and pad.


  "Fire away, Hector," Kit said.


  "The truck belongs to a Bobby Dukes, 6 Mulberry Lane, East St Kilda," he said.


  Kit repeated the information to Carol who wrote it down, frowning as she wrote.


  "Thank you very much Hector. That seems to have sparked something here."


  "What's the other thing, O'Malley? I need some time today to go buy a new shirt for the wedding this evening."


  "This is a simple request, you'll have plenty of time for shopping. Remember that snazzy little spy camera you showed me a few weeks ago?"


  "Of course," Hector replied.


  "Could that be used to film activity outside someone's hotel door?"


  "Cool!"


  "I take it that means yes."


  "As long as I have access to the interior so I can set up the video equipment."


  "I'll arrange it. Meet me with the camera stuff, concealed, and your wedding clothes in the bar of the hotel at 4 p.m. Is that okay?"


  "Hunkey! See you then. Bye Chief."


  "Don't call me Chief," Kit said - to the empty line. She turned to Carol. "You know this guy?"


  "He's a legend in these here parts," Andrew stated, looking over Carol's shoulder.


  "Who is?" Erin asked.


  "Bobby Dukes," Kit said. "The owner of the pig truck."


  "I doubt it," Carol said.


  "A legend? I've never heard of him," Erin confessed. "This is not my day," she added sadly.


  "Don't be too hard on yourself, Erin," Carol laughed. "Bobby Dukes is an old legend. He's also a dead legend."


  "How dead?" Kit asked.


  "Killed by a tram."


  "I meant how long dead," Kit said.


  "Oh. Maybe ten or twelve years ago."


  "Oh thank goodness. Long before I arrived here," Erin said with relief. "Sorry. That wasn't very nice of me, was it?"


  "Bobby was a bookie and an ex-boxer, who ran a gym for young kids in Fitzroy Street, and an illegal two-up school and poker club for older blokes, here and there. He was a good-hearted but not completely legit local hero." Carol shrugged. "He'd give you the shirt off his back if you earned or deserved it, but you wouldn't ever want to cross him."


  "Sounds like a real charmer," Erin noted, fumbling with her ringing mobile phone.


  "He was actually," Carol smiled. "He was a real working class gentleman crook."


  "They don't make them anymore," Kit said.


  "Oh, okay. No I understand Jon," Erin was saying. "Yeah, of course we'll make another time."


  "Excuse me Carol," Kit said. She stood in front of Erin with her right hand on her hip and the other out in front, the fingers wiggling. "Is that Jon Marek making some kind of piss-weak excuse?" When Erin nodded Kit said, "Gimme that, Erin honey."


  "Jon, I am handing the phone to O'Malley," Erin stated.


  "Where's your note, Jonno?" Kit demanded.


  "Not that it's any of your business, Kitty, but I am absolutely flat chat with this damn case. I couldn't do justice to a decent evening out so I thought it best to postpone."


  "You are hopeless, Jonno. There'll be humans living on Mars before you get your act together. I, however, have a suggestion.


  "I bet you do."


  "Alex is getting married this evening and I am now going to invite Erin to the small wedding and reception that is being held at the Sofitel from 7 p.m. till stumps. Should you find time in your hectic schedule to join us for all or any part..."


  "Stop, hang on, back up, O'Malley. Are you talking about your friend Alex? I thought she was...um. Am I out of the loop here or something?"


  "No, dear. You're in the loop and still going around."


  "What does that mean?" Marek whimpered.


  "I've no idea, you started it. Suffice it to say that you are right about my Alex, okay. But it's a long story, Marek. I will explain it to you this evening when you join us for however much of the function you allow yourself to enjoy. Deal?"


  "We'll see. By the way, that was blood, human blood, on those charming little cutout hearts you gave me. What gives?"


  "Just as I told you, one of my clients is being harassed. The uniform boys told her she should expect it, though, coz she's a celebrity."


  "Yeah? Do you want me to have a word to those uniforms to get them to follow up?"


  "No, it's okay, Marek. I'll get back to you, though, if I need help."


  "Okay. It's your call. But real blood, Kitty - that's more than a few bad notes."


  "Yeah. I know."


  "Give me back to Erin now. Please."


  Kit handed the mobile back to Erin, who listened, smiled, nodded (!) and then said, "Yes, I'd love to. I'll see you then. Bye."


  "Well?" Kit asked.


  Erin squirmed on her chair. "He said he will make sure he calls into the hotel even if it's only for long enough to buy me a drink." She grinned - like a schoolgirl. "Yes!" she exclaimed.


  "Don't get too excited, Pet," Kit smiled. "You and I have a lot of work to do today first. We're going to start with a trip down Mulberry Lane to find out how, or why, a truck registered to a dead gentleman boxer is being used to make early morning deliveries to people who didn't order anything."


  "Will you let us know the outcome?" Andrew asked.


  "Of course," Kit said. "Come on little mushroom, it's time to go out into the light."


  "You're in for it, Katherine O'Malley. Later though, after I score with Jon Marek."


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  The name Mulberry Lane not only evoked in Kit's imagination an idea of how it should be, but very strangely turned out to be exactly that. Unlike Beaner's home turf of Banksia Grove, which didn't have trees of any description let alone a grove of Banksias, Mulberry Lane was lined on one side with actual Mulberry trees - and ghost gums, wattles, pines and willows. It was also very lane-like. It wound here and there and was first bitumen, then cobblestones, then pot-holed dirt and tree roots. An awesome oak tree, at least 150 years old, stood smack in the middle of what would have been the thoroughfare, if Mulberry Lane hadn't been a dead end street - with a tree in it.


  Once the bitumen ran out Kit was very pleased she was driving a four-wheel-drive. Ha! she thought. A definite ha to the critics who ask why anyone needs such a vehicle in the city because here they were, only eight kilometres from the GPO, on a farm track and seemingly going back in time with each slow and bumpy revolution of those four wheels.


  The old but sturdy paling fences on either side of the lane, gave way to a dilapidated corrugated iron version on their right and a disused concrete building next to a small fenced corral on the left. Beside that, and entwined with rusty wire and pickets to deter access or escape, was a huge natural hedge of privets and very, very tall Norfolk pines - ten in all.


  "Mulberry Dairy. Eleven pence a pint!" Erin read from the building's fading sign. "Fu-nny furs, Kit! Did you take a wrong turn through the time tunnel?"


  "Weird, isn't it," Kit acknowledged, reclassifying the potholes as pits or cauldrons, as she maneuvered through and around them. She parked under the oak, outside the gate of number six. "Maybe we've passed into another realm where Bobby Dukes 'the gentleman crook' is still alive."


  "More likely he's haunting the place," Erin said, clambering out of the car. She hung back as Kit opened the gate. "I don't know about this, Kit," Erin warned. "When I was a kid in Yackandandah there was a spooky place just like this, up on the hill near our house."


  "And the local witch lived in it, right?" Kit said, clasping Erin's elbow and dragging her through the gate so she could shut it again.


  "Yeah! How did you know?"


  "Most kids grow up near a rickety old house inhabited by a crone, Erin."


  A low growling then a scuttling sound to their right forced Erin up on her toes and behind Kit. Actually, she was only behind because she'd grabbed Kit and put her between herself and the noise.


  "What are you doing?" Kit demanded.


  "We don't have an appointment. We didn't ring the bell."


  "What bell?"


  "Any bell. That dog, or whatever that growling thing is, has the right to eat us."


  Kit laughed. "It does not, you idiot."


  "Doesn't mean it won't," Erin insisted. "And no one knows we're here. They won't have a clue where to start looking for our remains."


  "A lot of people know where we are, it's okay."


  "But, what if when they go through the time tunnel they end up at the Crusades or in Ancient Egypt?"


  "Because, you nong, a time tunnel takes you somewhere else in time, not geography, otherwise they'd call it an atlas tunnel, or a time and place machine."


  "Good point," Erin nodded, still hanging onto Kit for dear life as they walked.


  "You're a fraidy cat, Erin Carmody," Kit noted.


  "I am, I admit it. I'm spooked."


  "Boo!"


  "Aagh!" Erin screamed. Even Kit jumped.


  A smirking, mustachioed, tall and lanky guy emerged from behind a tumbledown shed. "Sorry," he laughed, "but I couldn't help myself."


  "Yeah right," Erin said, automatically indignant. "Were you the one who was growling?"


  "No," he said. "But as I wasn't expecting you, I do have the right to eat you."


  Kit smiled and held out her hand. "I apologise for my friend. My name is Kit O'Malley."


  "David Dukes," he said, hanging onto what was left of the shed door as he leant forward to shake her hand. He had a gentle, weather-beaten face and, although he looked much older, Kit guessed he was probably only in his forties.


  "David Dukes?" Kit repeated. "I'm a private investigator David and, I realise this may sound odd, but we're looking for a guy called Bobby Dukes."


  "That is odd," David nodded. He twisted around, to reach for something, and gave a low whistle.


  Erin, who was still holding Kit's left arm, reacted quite forcefully to the sound of something undoubtedly evil approaching through the shadowy undergrowth.


  "Ow," Kit said.


  "Sorry, O'Malley. Yikes!"


  "Stand, guys." David Dukes, who now held a walking stick in each hand, was also now surrounded by a very motley pack of dogs. A baker's dozen of them to be precise.


  Not that she'd ever assume anything where a dog was concerned, but none of them gave Kit the impression of being potentially vicious girl-killers. There certainly wasn't a pedigree within cooee of any of them, but by golly they were an obedient bunch of mutts.


  "You're a bit jumpy for a private investigator."


  "She isn't a PI," Kit stated. "Erin is a journalist and they are, by nature, very nervy people."


  "They, we are bloody not," Erin pronounced.


  "I was just about to put the kettle on. Youze wanna join me for a cuppa."


  "Sure, if it's not too much trouble," Kit said.


  "No trouble," David shrugged. "Run on you lot," he commanded, and all but two of the thirteen hounds ran off towards the house - or houses. There were actually several buildings, each with verandahs and windows and doors, all arranged around a huge packed-earth yard.


  "What is this place exactly?" Erin asked.


  "It's just me home these days," David replied, using both walking sticks for support as he walked, although he leaned more heavily on the right one. "Used to be kinda like school for train'n boxers and jockeys. Strange combination, I know, but I'm talking twenty to forty years ago. We had a couple a racehorses, the stables were over there, and we had some kids who were like sure things for the ring. So they worked the stables and the horses, got bed and board in the cottages there, and boxing lessons."


  "Was that with Bobby Dukes?" Kit asked.


  "Yeah, it was. Now, if you were actually wanting to talk to Dad, you're outa luck I'm afraid, coz he's a bit dead."


  "We had heard that," Kit admitted, throwing David a sideways glance to discover that, yes, he was smiling. The dog beside her, on his left, gave a warning growl however. Kit had obviously strayed too close.


  "S'okay Juno," David said. He stopped walking. "Friends, okay." He said this to the dogs, not to Kit and Erin, although he reached out to touch Kit's arm. "You know how to say hi to a dog?" he then asked Kit.


  Kit slowly held out her hand, relaxed but with her fingers towards her own body.


  "Good. Show Juno, then give her a pat."


  Kit did as she was told. Juno, whose parents had obviously already been crossbreeds several times over before they got together to produce her, sniffed Kit's hand and allowed the pat, then cast a glance at the other old dog who stepped forward for her turn. "And who are you?" Kit asked.


  "That's Hera," David replied.


  Kit smiled. "The queens of the gods."


  "Round here they're queens of the dogs," David chuckled, and kept walking. "After me, these two are boss around here. All me mongrels have got Greek and Roman names. Dad had a book on them old gods, so it was like a tradition. Also it makes em feel special."


  "They tell you that, do they?" Erin asked, as David opened the door of the largest of the cottages and waved them in.


  "You're a cat person aren't you, um, Erin? I'm definitely getting the cat vibe off you," David said, grinning at Kit as he pointed at the cat hair all over the back of Erin's coat.


  "I've just learnt she's also got a whiddle," Kit said.


  "Yeah? My uncle once had a whiddle. Youze want tea or...oh, sorry, there's only coffee."


  "Suits me," Kit said. "Can I help?"


  "Pass me the milk from the Kelvin, and then sit yourself down."


  It took five minutes of fussing and more small talk for the three humans to finally sit facing each other around David's red-speckled laminex-topped table. Juno and Hera sat like bookends, or temple guardians, on an old couch in front of the kitchen's wood stove; and three other very large deities, Apollo, Poseidon and Athena, had been allowed to join the party.


  "So, what was it that you wanted with my dead old Dad?"


  "A truck, registered in your father's name, delivered something unwanted to an acquaintance of ours," Kit explained.


  David looked bewildered. "Yeah? It's taken your acquaintance a bloody long time to complain about it."


  "Well, it's taken us till now to find out who delivered it," Kit said.


  "Eleven years?" David was flabbergasted.


  "Eleven...? No," Kit shook her head. "It's only taken us two days."


  "Wow. You must be a damn good detective then."


  "No, David. What Kit means is that the truck made the delivery two days ago."


  David got to his feet, grabbed one of his sticks and limped over to a small grimy window near a cluttered table. He beckoned to Kit, who went and stood beside him, and then pointed outside. "You mean that truck?"


  "Yep," Kit said. "That's it. A big old red truck with that number plate."


  "It's not Dad's truck," David stated, returning to his chair.


  "But..." Kit began.


  "Well, it was Dad's truck. Now it's my truck. Only I don't drive. I can't drive. So it's registered in my daughter's name."


  "Your daughter being?" Kit queried.


  "Bobby Dukes," he said, as if it should be obvious. "Roberta. But she's not, um she's not 'ere."


  "Where is she? I mean, where could we find her?"


  David looked suddenly uncomfortable and not very happy. "She's...Bobby's gone - missin."


  Kit looked puzzled. "I don't understand, David."


  "What do you mean you don't understand?" David snapped. Juno and Hera, instantly on their guard, growled a duet. "Lie down, peace," David raised his hand to them in a placating gesture and the dogs instantly relaxed.


  "Sorry," he said to Kit and Alex. "It's been hard. Bobby was going to university. First in our family. She was doing real good, studying zoo-ology - I mean zoology, she was always pickin me up on that. Anyway she met this geezer, this older bloke, and she, well she just went and never came home."


  "Why? Didn't you approve of him?" Kit asked. "Oh god, I'm sorry, it's none of my business David. Tell me to but out."


  "Nah, it's okay. I didn't approve of him. But I also never met him and I'm not one to make judgements about a man I haven't looked in the eye. Bobby knew that, but I dunno, I guess..." David wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. "She just left, so I think of her as missin."


  "Maybe she is. Missing I mean," Erin said. "Did she leave a note or anything?"


  David shrugged. "No. But I hired an ex-copper, a mate of a mate, to track her down. Nothin."


  "Strange," Kit said. "Did you get on well?"


  "Oh, yeah," David sniffed. "And I ain't just saying that. Bobby was me pride and joy."


  "So when did she go?"


  "End of December, last year. That's why the truck's still in her name."


  "Oh the truck, yeah," Kit said, recalling why they were really there. "So if you don't drive it, and Bobby's not here, then who, how?"


  David scratched his face thoughtfully. "I gotta tell you that just about anyone could have used that truck, and I'd never bloody know. I leave the keys in it; I've told half me mates they can borrow it any time; and only they would know how many people they've told. Also, I hardly ever look out that window, as you can see by how nice and clean it is.


  "I may, or may not, have heard it coming or going coz I wouldn't care either way. I actually sleep in the end cottage," he pointed to the far side of the yard. "Yeah, I know. It's strange to eat here and sleep there. But I've got bantams in a chook house behind the bedroom of this one and them bastards carry on like, like bantams I s'pose. They're noisy little shits."


  "What makes you think the truck was used while you slept?" Erin asked skeptically.


  "I don't think," David shrugged. "Man, a suspicious and jumpy cat-lady journalist. You get much work done?"


  Erin curled her lip at him. "It's a valid question."


  "Wouldn't the dogs kick up a ruckus if someone was taking it?" Kit asked.


  "Yeah. But if it was a mate, the ruckus wouldn't last long. And the truck's in a separate part of the yard with it's own gate."


  "Could you, or rather, would you ask around your mates to find out who's used it?" Kit asked.


  David peered at her. "Depends. I might ask, but then I mightn't tell you. Who was it who got something they didn't want? And what was it?"


  Kit took a punt on everybody who knew of him thinking a certain councillor was a bastard. "Jack Higgins," she said.


  "Yeah?" David grinned broadly.


  "A humungous load of manure last week," Erin said gleefully. "And thirteen pigs on Thursday."


  "You're kiddin? How good is that! He's a prick, that bloke. Excuse my language, ladies."


  "Please don't apologise, David," Erin said, obviously finally warming to their host now they held one opinion in common. "He is most certainly a prick!"


  Kit reached into her bumbag, pulled out a business card and handed it to him. "So, David, mate, will you ask around your friends?"


  "Maybe," he shrugged. "But what are you going to do with the info? And why do you care what anyone does to Higgins?"


  "We don't care. And what we do with any info depends on their reason. Also on whether he or she is the person we're looking for; or just someone who's done that person a favour."


  "Who are you actually looking for?"


  "Someone who goes by the nickname of Mercury."


  "Yeah? That's uncanny, don't ya think? Messenger of the gods, he is. Don't have one of them in me family," David glanced down at dogs on the floor. "Might be a good name for one of your next lot though, what do ya think Athena?"


  "Of course, the name might refer to the other Mercury, as in quicksilver," Erin mused. "Or, hey, maybe this person is a Queen fan. Yeah, he might have named himself after Freddie."


  "Righto," David said, frowning at Erin, but obviously coming to a decision. "I will ask around for you. If I find out anything that I feel okay in passing on to you I'll give you a call."


  "Can't ask for anymore than that," Kit said, getting to her feet.


  "Yes you can," David said, grabbing his sticks. "Eggs. You can ask for some eggs. I've got some beaut little layers out the back. I'll get you both some nice fresh eggs."


  "Oh you don't have to do that."


  "Yes I do," he said, hesitating near the door for a second with Kit's card still in his hand. "Stick this up over there on me board near the phone, would you Kit. Ta." The screen door slammed behind him, as only a flimsy wooden and wire door can.


  Kit found a spare pin and stuck her card dead centre on the cluttered board amongst cards or ads for things like Figgins for Hinges, Renny's K9 Retreat; Qwai Doh Vietnamese Take Away, Mick's Pizza, Barrymore-Sutton-Trent Animal Specialists, Barbie's Escorts, Sherry's Girls, Tina-on-Call...


  Kit stopped prying, and making unfair judgements, a second before the door slammed again as David struggled back inside with a bucket.


  "So what do you think?" Kit asked Erin, as she steered the Rav back down Mulberry Lane.


  "It's a very sad story about David's daughter pissing off like that," Erin said. "Hey, perhaps you could try and find her, Kit."


  "If he hires me to look for her I'd be more than willing to try," Kit said. "Or you could do a missing person piece in the paper. You'd have to ask his permission first though."


  "Hmm," Erin said thoughtfully. "I might do a bit of digging on Bobby Dukes junior."


  "Why not? In the meantime, what do you think of David Dukes as a likely suspect?"


  "I think that if we can believe that everyone, and their mates, has access to that truck, then we can believe most of what David said," Erin noted. "That's assuming, of course, that he really can't drive it himself. He could have been lying about that."


  "Yeah," Kit agreed, but only half-heartedly. "Not being able to walk real good does not necessarily mean you can't drive. But it's a big, heavy and very old truck. I doubt he'd find it easy to get thirteen pigs out of it."


  "True. He didn't seem very disgruntled either, did he. Strange, and a bit feral, but friendly and open enough," Erin said.


  "On the other hand, he doesn't seem to like Jack," Kit pointed out.


  "Nobody likes Jack."


  "True," Kit agreed.


  "Not even his wife likes him anymore," Erin gossiped. "I heard on the grapevine that she's started proceedings."


  "For divorce?"


  "For a hitman, I hope," Erin sniggered.


  As Kit pulled out of Mulberry Lane, onto the first of the three streets connecting it to the main road and the twenty-first century, both their mobile phones started ringing. After looking at each other in surprise, and then laughing, Kit handed hers to Erin so she could pull the car over.


  "Erin speaking, hang on a sec," she said to her own caller; then, "Kit's phone, who may I say is calling?" She listened, with raised eyebrows, then hand the mobile to Kit. "Sandra Fallon," she said.


  It took Kit a second to place the name. Ah, Jack's ex-bonk. "Hi Sandra. I didn't expect to hear from you."


  "I bet you bloody didn't!"


  Uh-oh, one pissed-off real estate agent. "What can I..."


  "You can shut up and listen. You tell that bastard that if he comes near me again I will take out a restraining order, a supreme injunction, and anything else I can, and then I'll sue him for sexual harassment or whatever is appropriate."


  "Sandra, I'm pretty sure I explained that I was not there on Jack's behalf."


  "Yeah? So, how do you know who I'm talking about then?"


  "Well now there's a stupid question," Kit stated. "Him being the only topic of conversation that you and I have in common. Unless you're planning to tell me about all of the other bastards you've been screwing."


  Erin snorted. Kit smirked, but then pointed to the phone, on hold, in her friend's lap.


  "My god, you're a rude little tart. Do you get much work as an investigator?"


  "Yeah, I do actually," Kit said cheerily. "But I do have a strict policy not to take on ill-mannered and uppity clients, so I rarely come across your kind."


  Sandra grunted. "Well shit! Are you going to help me or not?"


  "Is that what you want me to do? You want me to help you with something?"


  There was silence for a second, then a less-hysterical Sandra continued. "Jack came by my office this morning. He told me, not asked, told me that if I ever talk to anyone about our fling and where we did it, that he would ruin me. He got physical as well. I have a very sore wrist."


  Kit shook her head. Life's rich tapestry indeed! Women only like what a man like Higgins does for them, until he oversteps the line. Then they either, sadly, put up with it, or they get mighty angry. More of them should definitely get mad.


  "You don't actually want to hire me, do you Sandra?" Kit said.


  "Not really. I mean I hope not - yet. I don't think he's going to come back."


  "So I was basically the only person you could have a good old rant and rave at - about him."


  "Yeah, I guess. I'm sorry."


  "I can't tell him to back off, unless you hire me to, Sandra. This is partly because it's not kosher and partly because it would interfere with my investigation. Doing so, in an unofficial capacity, might also send him straight back to your door. But, how about this: I will see if I can find out why he's suddenly so concerned about anyone knowing about the two of you. How's that?"


  "That sounds, um, mutually beneficial."


  "Good. In that case can you do me a favour."


  "I guess."


  "Email me a list of all the places did two did do the fling-thing, along with the dates if you can remember."


  "You mean do exactly what he told me not to do." Sandra laughed. "I love that idea."


  "Great. Also, don't go anywhere alone for the next week or so. And I mean anywhere."


  "You don't think..."


  "It's just a common sense precaution, Sandra."


  "Right. I'll make that list now. Gotta go. Bye."


  "Well, well," Erin commented profoundly. "Our Sandra sounded just a little annoyed. Has Jack been playing the heavy?"


  "Yeah. Who was your call from?"


  "My mother. Again. I accidentally disconnected her. Your call sounded much more interesting."


   


  Kit strolled casually around the corner into the other corridor, verified that there wasn't a soul in sight then turned back and waved at Erin who was checking out the other end. She gave the thumbs up, so Kit nodded to her other offsider.


  Hector dragged the chair out into the doorway of Rebecca's suite and climbed onto it. "Pass me up the camera and the sticky-tape," he whispered to Sally.


  It took him all of a minute to align and secure a miniature marvel of modern technology to the top of the architrave. He stuck his head inside the room and a second later Sally squeezed past the chair and stood as if she was about to knock or enter.


  "How's that, Rebecca?" he asked in a whisper-shout. "Yeah? Is it on a good line? Stay there please Sally." Hector leapt from the chair into the room and then a moment later, obviously on his instructions, Sally began walking to and fro, standing on tiptoes and bobbing down as if she was shoving something under the door.


  Kit heard the ding of the lift, gave a low warning whistle, and loitered just long enough to see that a couple, in matching overcoats, had gotten off and were heading in their direction. She met Erin in the middle, and they grabbed Sally and the chair and moved inside.


  "How goes it?" Kit asked Hector, as she entered the suite's sitting room.


  "Terrific, see!" Hector boasted, pointing at the TV, which was screening a live wide-angle performance of Mr and Mrs Longcoat walking by Rebecca's suite.


  "He's very useful your Hector," Rebecca noted. "Can we take him home with us?"


  "He costs a lot to run," Kit replied solemnly. "Besides I can't give away my chief spider remover. And he changes all my lightbulbs now."


  "Man, if only women I had a chance with would fight over me like that," Hector grizzled.


  "There's champagne over here, for them as wants it," Sally said.


  "Hector does have a couple of low spots. Like he tends to talk back a lot," Kit said, following the sound of the bubbles. "And I'm not altogether sure he's house trained."


  "That's charming, that is, Boss. Especially considering you wouldn't have enough hours in the day for all your work if I wasn't helping," Hector stated. He accepted a glass. "Thanks Sally."


  "Is that so? Have you read those books I gave you yet? I said there was going to be a test."


  "You give him tests?" Rebecca asked.


  "I'm going to the loo, if anyone cares," Erin announced, wandering out of the sitting room.


  "You know I've read the wanker's book, Chief, but I'm only half way through The Iliad coz I spend all my spare time tracking down car regos and holidaying ex-husbands for you."


  "And?" Kit asked.


  "What's The Iliad got to do with anything?" Rebecca asked.


  "After hours of a little hack here and a little wedge there," Hector waved his hands like a belly dancer, "I discovered that the only OZONE number plates are registered in Queensland."


  "Does it teach him strategy? Or maybe deception? Ah! Strategic deception - that's what the Trojan horse was," Rebecca persisted.


  "But these were Victorian plates, Hector, I saw them myself," Kit said. "The Trojan horse wasn't in The Iliad," she added, as an aside to Rebecca.


  "Methinks that what you saw was not ozone but OZ-ONE. Possible?"


  "Yeah." Kit raised her eyebrows. "I guess."


  "Whose holidaying ex-husband?" Sally asked.


  "Rebecca's," Kit replied, and turned back to Hector. "Mate, please stop milking this for all its worth and tell me about the plates," she said and then experienced an 'Oh, I know!' flash of insight.


  "My ex-husband?" Rebecca exclaimed. "Why are you after Steven?"


  "There are five OZ-ONE cars registered to the proprietors of Merit Enterprises, who are also..." Hector smiled at Kit. "You know now don't you."


  "AusFirst?" Kit posed.


  "AusFirst," he verified. "And I am running a deeper check on Merit Enterprises for you."


  "You get an elephant stamp for initiative. Do you know who drives car number four?"


  "No. I think they're like pool cars," Hector said.


  "Damn, but surprise surprise, someone in the AusFirst echelons does know Cr Jack Higgins."


  "Steven, Steven, Steven," Rebecca chanted.


  "Sorry, yes, Steven," Kit turned to face Rebecca. "I'm not after your ex, RJ. I just wanted to make sure that he was in fact where you were told he was."


  "And is he?"


  "I don't know," Kit replied. She glanced at Hector. "Is he?"


  "Yep," Hector replied. "He's right where he should be at the Twin Bays Resort in Montego Bay. I got into a chat room with a guy called Julio who's a barman there."


  "My goodness Hector," Sally said in amazement. "How did you manage that?"


  Hector polished his fingernails on his chest. "It's not only what and who you know," he said quite sagely, and then broke out in a grin, "it's sometimes also a pure fluke."


  "Well I did say this little vendetta was not Steven's style. And he has no reason," Rebecca reminded Kit. "It was his sister who told me where he'd taken his latest fiancée."


  "He might have taken her there," Hector said, "but he's alone now. Apparently they had a huge fight and she flew out three days ago."


  Sally rolled her head around and growled. "Honestly, that man is impossible. I know you still have a soft spot for him, RJ, but I really think you'd be doing him a favour if you had him put down. They can do it quite humanely these days, I've heard."


  "What's this about?" Kit asked.


  "Steven is..." Rebecca looked strangely apologetic. "Sally's right. Steven is quite impossible. He's a serial fiancé. This latest woman, whoever she was, was betrothed number seven."


  "Nine," Sally corrected her.


  "Oh," Rebecca pulled a face. "Really?" she sighed. "Steven is a sweet, generous, vague, rich, very good looking, middle-aged child who can't commit to anybody. And it's all my fault."


  "It is not, Rebecca, don't be silly."


  "Hey, I'm the only one he married," Rebecca waved her hands at her chest. "And look what I did to him."


  "You didn't do anything, darling," Sally enunciated.


  "You don't call leaving him for a woman something? Honey."


  "RJ," Sally sighed, "you could have left that man for a bald flatfooted accountant or a body-builder, male or female, and he'd still be the same hopeless human being he is today. I agree with you he is sweet, but Steven Penrith is a fruitcake. He was always a fruitcake. And, you mark my words, he will meet the woman of his dreams, model number ten, in Jamaica."


  "Is anyone going to answer that phone?" Erin asked re-entering the room.


  "Feel free," Sally waved.


  Erin picked up the receiver. "Hello. I've no idea who I am; and the names of the strange aliens who hold me captive are unpronounceable, so don't try any tricky questions."


  "Erin," Kit moaned. "I'm disowning her now."


  "Oh hello," Erin continued. "Are you the about-to-be bride Alex, or a different Alex?"


  Kit leapt to her feet, and snatched the phone from Erin. "Alex?"


  "Who was that?"


  "An escaped mental patient. Can she come to your wedding if I promise to take her back and lock her up straight after."


  "Why not? The more the merrier."


  "Where are you?"


  "Well, in some universe you could describe it as the bridal suite. That would be Enzo's universe, by the way. But here I think it's called a Special King Huge Suite. I tell you, Rebecca has gone completely overboard with these arrangements."


  Kit glanced at Rebecca, who was smiling broadly. "Does she like the room?" she asked.


  "Alex is overwhelmed, RJ," Kit said.


  "That's an understatement," Alex said. "Enzo and Rick are here, want to join us? We're on the fiftieth floor."


  "So am I and I'll be right there."


  "Tell the others, if they're not already ready then they should start getting ready for this marvellous charade of ours. Ask them to meet us in the Tower suite banquet room on the thirty-fifth floor in an hour."


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  "I, Lawrence Antonio McAllister take you Alex to be my lifetime friend and cherished wife."


  "I, Alexis Jordan Cazenove, take you Enzo to be my lifetime friend and cherished husband."


  "Lovely," the celebrant said enthusiastically. "And now, having exchanged rings and vows, by the power vested in me I pronounce you husband and wife. You may...do what you like."


  Kit swallowed the huge emotional lump in her throat as she watched Alex and Enzo kiss and embrace. As Enzo lifted Alex off the floor and spun her around, thirty-four friends, and no family, cheered and laughed; and Rick put his arm around Kit and gave her a good squeeze.


  This is ridiculous, Kit thought. Imagine getting all mushy and teary over a totally legal and binding but unreal wedding between your woman and her gay best friend. She gave the lovely Rick, best man and the reason for this marvellous charade, a hug in return.


  "Always the bridesmaid, never the bride," Rick sighed.


  "Rick honey, no matter how good you look in a frock," Kit whispered, "there is no way on earth that you would look as perfect as Alex does in that outfit."


  "Sad isn't it?" Rick grinned. "But you're right, she does look splendid."


  "Oh yeah," Kit agreed, and then smiled admiringly at Alex, as she and Enzo turned to allow their best people to congratulate them in the appropriate manner. "You look extraordinary," she said.


  "You think so?" Alex whispered back, crinkling her smoky-grey eyes into a disbelieving smile.


  "Oh yes," Kit sighed. Still holding Alex's left hand, having given her a chaste kiss on the cheek, she drank in the moment. Alex's wavy red-auburn hair was pushed casually back behind her right ear to reveal a drop earring of amethyst, which complemented the pearl-white of her just-above-the-knee length dress and short matching jacket.


  "It's very strange though," Kit whispered, "how the fact that you look absolutely stunning in that outfit, just makes me want to take it off you."


  "You look very dashing and undressable yourself," Alex smiled.


  Rick in the meantime was shaking Enzo's hand in a manly manner, and giving him the kind of hug and back slap usually reserved for winning sportsmen. He was, however, saying, "You are all mine, Mr McAllister. Those government men are not going to come between us now."


  "You'd better stop this same-sex fondling then," said Del, who along with Brigit, Rebecca and three guys who looked fit to burst - into song or out in sequins - had formed a congratulatory front. "Because they're still out there," she added.


  "You'd think they'd get the idea by now and crawl back in their filing cabinets," Rick said.


  "It's very strange behaviour for Immigration types," Kit noted, glancing through the glass doors to the adjoining Tower function room, which was occupied by all kinds of normal looking people and two suspicious men in suits. "Did you do something to personally offend those two, Enzo?"


  "Not that I'm aware of."


  "Hugs and kisses from the unwashed after the documents are signed, please," the celebrant announced, trying to shoo everyone away from the official wedding party.


  Rebecca rounded the guests up and directed them to the open bar where drinks were to be had before the sit-down dinner.


  In less than five minutes the whole shebang was signed, witnessed and official. Mr and Mrs McAllister-Cazenove gave each other another kiss to seal the deal, then Enzo asked a passing waiter to draw the curtains and hide them all from prying eyes.


  "I trust you are staying for the celebration, Miss Patricia," Enzo asked the celebrant.


  "Darling! I thought you'd never ask," replied Miss Patricia, who looked a lot more like a Bruce or a Frank to Kit, but he no doubt had an entire wardrobe of Patricia-clothes at home.


  Alex linked her arm through Kit's, as they followed the other half of the wedding party, who were holding hands, over to join their guests.


  "I just love weddings," Brigit exclaimed, wiping an emotional moment from her face. "It's such a pity they so often turn into train wrecks."


  "Aye," Enzo nodded, giving Brigit a curious look. "Tis just as well, that my wife and I catch trains on different tracks then, isn't it?"


  "Oh, he's adorable Alex," Brigit pronounced.


  "He is that," Alex said.


  "He's certainly quick with the wit," Kit said in admiration.


  "Katherine O'Malley, I must say you scrub up very well," Del commented.


  "Why thank you, Miss Delbridge," Kit said, affecting a southern accent. She tugged sharply on the front of her black tails, and lifted her chin in a proud manner. "The cummerbund is of Clan McAllister tartan. Enzo had them made special for us, his best people."


  "Well! I don't know," commented the nearby mother. "Trousers and tails on a girl. You could have worn a dress just once, Katherine."


  "Are you kidding, Mum? It's too dangerous!" Kit exclaimed. "If you recall, I was wearing a dress last night, and that hysterical female threw tomato juice all over it. Remember?"


  "Oh yes. I think I was just about to comment on how lovely you looked when that creature of the night attacked, and you dashed off like Boofy to protect Rebecca."


  "Buffy, Mum," Kit said. "It's Buffy - the Vampire Slayer."


  Lillian pursed her lips. "What happened to the creature?"


  "She got hauled off by the cops, told off by the cops, then taken home by the cops."


  "You didn't throw charges, Rebecca?"


  "No, Lillian," Rebecca smiled. "I didn't throw charges. It was just a major misunderstanding."


  Alex squeezed Kit's arm. "No matching prints?"


  "No," Kit replied. "It seems we're back to square one on that."


  "Square one, with hold-ups and hiccups all over the place," Erin declared, joining the circle and then holding up the waiter with the tray of champagne in glasses. They all took one.


  Alex looked questioningly at Kit, who nodded and said, "Yes, she is the escapee."


  "Don't you like me anymore, O'Malley?" Erin pouted. "Is it my mushroom status?"


  "I love you to pieces, Erin. And you're a perfectly lovely fungi. Alex Cazenove, this is Erin Carmody and vice versa," Kit waved.


  "The journalist," Alex stated.


  "I am," Erin affirmed. "It's a pleasure to meet you Alex, and you look fabulous."


  "Thank you, Erin. What's with the mushroom reference."


  "Erin thinks I've been keeping her in the dark," Kit explained.


  "And feeding me on bullshit. Don't forget that bit," Erin frowned. "And I would very much like to be formally introduced to your mother, Kit, before either of us drink too much to care."


  Kit did the honours, and then a clink, clink, clink of metal on glass attracted everyone's attention to the divine Enzo, who reached over for Alex's hand and drew her towards him - 'only for a moment' he assured Kit.


  "Enzo," Alex warned. "We agreed, no speeches."


  "Uh oh. Warning Will Robinson - first fight," someone called out.


  "It's not a speech, it's a thank you," Enzo explained. "Friends and...friends," he began.


  "It sounds like a speech," Miss Patricia said.


  Enzo ignored the commentary. "Before we sit down to eat, and drink lots more, my charming wife and I - ooh - would like to thank you all very much for joining our nuptial celebrations - never thought I'd get to say any of those words. Anyhow, we're doing this now, because there's no telling how messy the rest of the evening will get."


  "May the Goddess Dorothy protect us from ourselves!" Rick stated.


  "My sentiments exactly. There is to be no seriousness here tonight, at all," Enzo proclaimed. "I am also giving notice that we will be dispensing with the tradition of the best man's speech, mostly because these two might fight over who gets to give it, and there are no telegrams so..."


  "There is one," a soft-faced man, who resembled a giant cupid, announced. "There's a very special one from the Queen-z. Their royal higharses wish you a gay and frivolous life."


  "They would," Enzo laughed.


  "There's also an email from Quinn in London," Kit said. "She said to have fun and do everything she wouldn't do."


  Alex and Enzo looked at each other, then at their more likely prospective partners, then back at each other and grinned wildly.


  "That shouldn't be too hard," Alex professed.


  "We would also," Enzo continued, trying to be serious for a moment, "like to thank Rebecca and Sally for their amazing generosity, and their very good sense in insisting that this occasion be properly celebrated. So here's to my 'little woman'; my new family, comprised of the best friends a man could ask for, including my missus; and our new lives."


  "I ditto that, with bells on," Alex declared, and then thumped Enzo on the arm.


  "So how are your living arrangements going to work exactly?" Erin asked.


  "Exactly the way they have been," Alex said, raising her voice over the Village People, who were doing a smashing pre-recorded rendition of their hit YMCA. "For a while at least."


  "And how is that, exactly?" Erin asked, handing cups of coffee across the table so the waitperson didn't have to negotiate the scattered chairs.


  "Are you after an exact answer, or just a general idea of some of the specifics?" Brigit asked.


  "Yes," Erin replied.


  "I do believe they're both a bit pissed," Del observed.


  "Does that mean we don't have to answer any more questions?" Sally smiled an actual smile.


  "I'll have you know I am not inebriated," Erin declared. "I always talks like this. It's my question, to ask jobs. I mean it's my job."


  "Ah, well it's my job to be evasive," Sally sniggered.


  "Oh my lordy-doody day!" exclaimed one of the adjacent slightly-screaming queens. "This is a wedding, darlings! Who has got their phone on?"


  Kit slumped down in her chair, retrieved her mobile from her pocket and answered it.


  "It's okay," Alex called out. "It's an official Best Woman phone call."


  "Yeah?" Kit laughed. "No it's okay, of course you can let them in." She hung up.


  "Who?" Enzo asked cautiously.


  "I really hope those Immigration blokes have gone," Kit said, "because there's a Barbra Streisand, a Sister Pious Puss, and a police detective wanting to get in and party."


  "The party's nearly over," Enzo said. "Hang on - I don't know any police detectives."


  "It's okay Enzo, I do."


  "At last," Erin crowed. "I mean, is it the same detective I know Miss O'Malley?"


  "It is, Miss Carmody."


  "Ah, speak of the devil," Kit said, flinging her arm up behind her head so Marek could clasp it hello.


  "Kitty," he said. "Evening folks. Hi Alex, nice to see you again. I gather congratulations are in order - don't understand why - but I wish you and yours, um, whatever you want."


  Kit pointed as she spoke. "Enzo the groom, Alex the bride, Rick and I, the attending Best People, thank you muchly, Jonno. For those who don't know him, this is my dear friend Jon Marek."


  "Lovely to meet you, Jon," Rick said, leaping to his feet. "But we'll talk later, right now my man and I have to dance. Come Lorenzo."


  "Oh, right," Marek drawled, to demonstrate his dawning comprehension, as he watched Rick and Enzo fling themselves onto the dance floor and try to compete for arm-waving space with ten others including Miss Patricia and a bouncing nun. "Do I get it?"


  "I think so, mate," Kit said. "Here take a seat here next to me. I believe you already know the lovely Erin."


  "I do indeed, and I am sorry I'm so late Erin."


  "I'm just glad you could make it, Jon," Erin smiled, almost bashfully.


  "Jon, sweetie!"


  "Lillian O'Malley," Marek hailed. "My, my, don't you look spiffy."


  Lillian, who had just returned from the bar, twirled to show off her shimmering bottle-green evening dress. "Thank you my dear boy," she said, then glanced around the room. "Because, given the preferences here, you're probably the only man in sight who has even noticed my outfit."


  Kit, Alex, Del, Brigit, Rebecca, Sally, Erin and Marek burst out laughing.


  "I didn't think that was particularly funny," Lillian said.


  "Oh god, she's serious," Del hooted.


  "What? I don't get it. I hate it when I don't get it."


  "Mum, see the guys at that table there," Kit pointed.


  "You mean Enzo's friends of Dorothy," Lillian said, in all seriousness. "Enzo explained what that meant, you lot, so there's no need to snigger."


  "Well," Kit continued, "if you were to go ask them what they think of your outfit, we probably wouldn't get you back until morning."


  Lillian eyed her daughter suspiciously, then looked questioningly in turn at everyone else, each of whom nodded.


  "Go on Mum, I dare you."


  "That's all very well for you to say Darling, but what will they do with me until morning? No. On seconds thoughts don't answer that. I might just throw caution to the wind and find out for myself." Lillian turned on her heel and strolled, like a catwalk model, towards she had no idea what. She stopped half way, glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was calling her back, and then proceeded valiantly on.


  "What's she saying?" Del asked.


  "God only knows," Kit said.


  Whatever it was, it caused eight grown men to do a Mexican wave and then shuffle their seats around to make room for her.


  "I think I might be embarrassed," Kit noted.


  "Your mother is truly amazing," Alex said.


  "Yeah," Kit agreed. "She is, isn't she."


  "Do you want to dance?"


  Kit glanced at Alex in surprise and trepidation. "I don't..." she breathed.


  "You don't?" Alex asked, taken aback.


  "No. I mean, yes I do. But I don't think it's a good idea."


  "Why ever not?"


  "Because, Alex, I'm having enough trouble keeping my hands off you as it is."


  "Really?" Alex raised an eyebrow, grabbed Kit's hand and dragged her to her feet.


  Just as they reached the dance floor, the safe throw-your-body-around-the-room music gave way to a slow hold-on-close-and-sway-a-bit song. Alex slipped her arm around Kit's waist. "You can do this," she said.


  "Alex, do you realise that I hardly, really, know anything about you," Kit said softly, as she melted into the arms of the woman she... Stop thinking that! she thought.


  "Shh," Alex said, and held her even closer.


  Kit wanted to kiss the 'shh' right where it lay, on those lips. "Oh, help," she whimpered in Alex's ear instead.


  "You are hopeless, O'Malley," Alex laughed.


  "I know. But it's all your fault. And this..." Kit slipped her right hand under Alex's jacket, to caress her bare back, "is driving me crazy. It's also not fair that you and Enzo the Divine have to stay in that damn suite tonight just in case Bill and Ben the flowerpot Feds are still watching you."


  Alex leant back to search Kit's face, an act that produced an arousing sensation that took Kit completely unawares. The little lust sprite just poured sparkling mineral water all over her body.


  "This nonsense will be over tomorrow, and we..." Alex hesitated, obviously amused by Kit's expression.


  "You are truly exquisite," Kit murmured.


  For one brief and luminous moment Alex Cazenove actually looked self-conscious and therefore, naturally, even more gorgeous. Then her grey eyes darkened, and she gazed at Kit with that wild and unbearably erotic look, meant for only her - for Kit.


  And Kit had no idea if Alex knew she was doing it; or what affect it had. She did clasp Kit's hand more tightly and she opened her mouth to say something but then, apparently, changed her mind - or found herself speechless.


  This is too much, Kit thought, as her insides fairly tumbled around. She felt herself falling, actually physically falling, further into whatever this wonderful falling feeling was.


  "Alex," she said, "I really need to sit down before you make my knees give out completely."


  "Yes," Alex nodded. "This was a bit ambitious."


  "Really?" Erin was exclaiming, as Kit and Alex returned to the table. "Where, and when, did you find this one?"


  Marek moved closer to Erin, to make his conversation a little more private and less for the enjoyment of the entire room. "In a house in Port Melbourne this afternoon."


  Kit rapped her index finger sharply on the table between Marek and Erin. "I hope you two aren't talking shop."


  "Shop is very, very interesting, Kit," Erin stated. "Our mutual friend has discovered another you-know-what wrapped in..." she widened her eyes "...in also you-know-what."


  "I gather she's not talking about ricotta in filo pastry," Alex commented, pushing her chair right up against Kit's. Under cover of the tablecloth, she slipped her hand between Kit's thighs, just above the knees.


  "Whoa!" Kit exclaimed. "I mean, really? Another body?" she whispered.


  Marek pulled a face.


  "Jonno, if you didn't want us talking about it you shouldn't have brought it up."


  "A body," Alex queried. "Wrapped in what, did you say?"


  Marek raised his eyebrows. "You don't miss a trick do you, Alex," he said. "But, sorry, this is one of those 'need to know' basis things."


  "Well, I need to know," Alex said.


  "I'll explain later, Alex," Kit said. "For here and now, Jonno simply has a complicated murder case on his plate. And this kind of shop talk, guys, is much too gruesome for a wedding."


  "What's too gruesome?" Enzo asked, falling into the chair next to Erin.


  "Jon's murder case," Erin explained.


  "Erin," Kit snapped.


  "What? I didn't divulge anything, O'Malley. He's a homicide detective, that's what he do."


  "He do?"


  "Yes, smarty pants. The work he does do involves murders. Does it not, Jon?"


  "Yes," Marek smiled, without any sign of rufflement.


  Blimey, Kit thought. Marek has a seriously bad case of the Erins. Normally he wouldn't stick around for this type of conversation.


  "Is it a particularly gruesome murder case?" Enzo asked. When everyone looked at him, he shrugged and said, "Sorry, just trying to make small talk."


  "All murders are gruesome," Marek said. "Some more than others. And this one, as Kit said, is very complicated. It's also very sad."


  "Oh, please," Enzo sighed. "It's not that young girl who went missing from Footscray?"


  "No, it's not," Marek replied. "But I really can't say any more about it, if that's okay."


  "How about a dance then, Jon?" Erin asked.


  Kit was about to dash Erin's hopes of ever doing the jitterbug or disco inferno with Jon Marek, by revealing that whatever lame excuse he gave, it was simply to cover the fact that he never danced, when he made a pre-emptive strike on all her assumptions.


  "I'd love to," he said.


  If Alex didn't have hold of her leg, in a madly stimulating fashion, Kit would have fallen clean off her chair.


   


  Kit sat alone - opposite Del, Brigit and Rick - and sulked into her port glass. Lillian had been given a lift home by the only sober queen at the party; Erin had gone 'for coffee' with Marek; Hector had retired along with Rebecca and Sally, as he was bunking on their couch; the bride and groom had done the grand retiring to the bridal suite in a flourish thing, because Bill and Ben were still loitering with some kind of intent; everyone else had gone home, or out on the tiles; and, more than likely, Elvis himself had probably left the building.


  "Come on, Smiley, I'll walk you to our suite," Rick offered.


  "You play scrabble, Rick?" Kit asked, getting to her feet.


  "Does that mean we can go up to our room now? Finally," Del asked.


  "Thank you for staying with me," Kit pouted.


  "You make it sound like forever," Brigit said. "She's only been gone five minutes."


  "It's all relative," Kit said as they left the lounge and walked towards the bank of lifts.


  "Looks like Starks and Hootchy have finally gone - somewhere," Rick noted.


  Del and Brigit got out on the forty-second floor; Rick and Kit continued on to the fiftieth.


  "Come on Treasure," Rick said, opening the door of their suite. "Stop shillyshallying, girlfriend. Go take a hot bath or something." He waved Kit through the door first, and then threw his hands up dramatically. "Ooh, I left my thing downstairs."


  "What thing?"


  "My very important thing," Rick replied. "I'll be back in a mo."


  "Fine. I'll warm up the scrabble board," Kit muttered, strolling into the sitting room of the suite.


  "You certainly took your time."


  "Whoa!" Kit exclaimed. "Uh-oh. Am I in the wrong room?"


  "No," Alex said, gracefully uncrossing her legs. She stood and walked, leisurely, like a very smart and very smug cat, towards Kit.


  "No. I think I must be," Kit grinned, idiotically. "I believe, that I was to share this room arrangement with a Mr Rick Beaumont."


  Alex slid her fingers through Kit's hair, pushed her back against the wall and ran the tip of her tongue down Kit's neck from her ear. "If it helps, you can believe anything you like," Alex said.


  "Oh okay, if you insist," Kit said helplessly, as Alex's fingers brushed her mouth.


  Every single fibre in Katherine O'Malley's body sat up and took notice. Her cells were poised, ready to leap off something very high and, strangely, for once in her life her vertigo was a quite delirious addition to all the other tantalising notions and sexy supercharged particles that were surfing her senses.


  "My god, woman!" Kit exclaimed, pushing Alex back, but not letting go of her. "Hey," she said, taking a moment to find her emotional bearings, "does this mean that nice young man is not coming back?"


  "That nice young man," Alex said, pushing Kit's coat off her shoulders, "has run off to spend the night with my new husband."


  "Does this whole thing," Kit kissed Alex on the corner of her mouth, both sides, "strike you as being just a little bizarre?"


  "I love this little bizarre," Alex growled, and then smiled against Kit's mouth as their tongues met in tingling exploration. Without losing contact with the kiss, Kit removed Alex's jacket and caressed her bare arms.


  "I'm actually very glad you're here, O'Malley," Alex said, allowing Kit's mouth to wander down her throat. "Because, for the life of me, I can't get out of this dress."


  "Turn," Kit laughed. As she slowly slid the zip of the dress down, down to her lower back, Kit kissed Alex's neck, her left earlobe, her shoulders, her spine. Alex reached behind to pull Kit against her, so she could throw her head back.


  Kit wrapped her right arm around Alex, caressing her left breast through the fabric of the dress, while her other hand held Alex's face, as their mouths came together again in a long, slow, deeply passionate kiss.


  Kit wondered - somewhere in her mind - if it was possible to die of extreme joy and pleasure; then decided she didn't care, as the sound Alex's erratic, arousing breathing sent shivers to every corner of her body that wasn't already buzzing. When Alex began writhing, slowly and ever so sensually, against her body, Kit realised she was wasting valuable strength trying not to fall in a heap on the floor.


  "Bed," she suggested.


  "Oh yeah," Alex agreed. "Good plan." She untangled herself and led Kit, by the hand, into the bedroom where the biggest bed in the universe awaited them.


  "Good heavens, you could play hockey in this thing," Kit said.


  Alex began undoing Kit's shirt, and didn't stop until the undoing was done and the shirt was cast into the semi-darkness. "I warn you, O'Malley, I plan to using every inch of this bed tonight."


  "I warn you, I am a deeply trusting person, Alex," Kit stated seriously. "And I trust that you mean what you say." Kit used her index fingers, on each strap, to sweep the wedding dress off her shoulders, down her arms and onto the floor.


  The vision that was the stunning Alex Cazenove - who now stood beautifully and surprisingly naked before her - literally took Kit's breath away so she just stood there, until...


  Alex smiled, and traced a line with her finger from the corner of Kit's half-open mouth, down her throat and between her breasts. She undid the front clasp of Kit's bra, pushed it aside and brushed two fingers around one erect nipple, then bent her head to take the other in her mouth. Kit groaned in delight; and Alex sighed, and said, "I have been dreaming about this."


  "You and me both," Kit nodded, reaching out to linger, with the lightest of touch, over Alex's breasts. Her own body was shaking now with the desire to have this woman inside her, and on her and all over her, but Kit realised that her longing, her craving, to taste Alex and revisit that delicious wild spot was much much stronger.


  Wild spot? she laughed to herself. Well - she had to call it something befitting the way it made her feel to go down... Kit dropped to her knees. She trailed her hands all the way down Alex's back, and her tongue all the way down Alex's front.


  When Alex tried to move back towards the bed, Kit cupped her buttocks, and pulled her gently forwards to her mouth. She then slid her hands around the inside of Alex's thighs and slipped her thumb into the incredible wetness, inhaling-exhaling a short-sharp breath of rapture in the same moment that Alex did. Kit's fingers slipped inside, as her tongue began searching, and found...


  "Oh yes," Alex moaned. "Oh - yes - most definitely! O'Malley - can we lie down, please."


  A thrill-a-second was surging through Kit's own crutch and spiraling around the inside of her thighs. She pulled Alex gently down, to the edge of the bed and back onto her fingers.


  "Oh my - Kit! " Alex gasped.


  Kit moved in between her legs, ran her hands up to Alex's breasts and returned her mouth and tongue to Alex's wildly aroused clit. Alex began rotating her hips, to give and take the pleasure from Kit's mouth, as her breathing became stormier and her hands gripped the edge of the bed. Then suddenly she stopped moving, ran her hand through Kit's hair and then clasped her shoulder so she could half sit up.


  Kit kept on stroking with her tongue but Alex was shaking her head. "I am...not...doing this... alone," she gasped. "Come here. Come with me, Kit."


  Alex's beautiful breasts were heaving and her eyes shining as she ran her tongue across her bottom lip - all in all, a totally irresistible combination. Kit smiled broadly and slid herself up Alex's body and onto the bed beside her.


  Alex took Kit's right hand and placed it where her mouth had been, then reached between Kit's legs, gazing at her with such yearning that it made Kit marvel at how one could swoon in ecstasy without actually fainting.


  Alex whispered, "I do believe, Katherine O'Malley, that I adore you."


  That was all it took.


  Well, that and the fact that it had taken all of two seconds for Alex to find Kit's absolute best spot. They were breathing together now, hard and fast. Alex stroked Kit's face with her free hand; and Kit held Alex as close to her as she could, with hers. In between each ragged breath, Alex passed the tip of her tongue across Kit's lips and into her mouth; and Kit let her, because it felt so fucking fantastic.


  They came, completely together, in one heaving, long awaited, body tingling, mind exploding, screaming shudder.


  Then they began laughing, uncontrollably, as they rolled entwined around the biggest bed in the universe.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Kit stood leaning in the bedroom doorway drying her hair absently as she watched Alex stretch, reach out to where Kit had been, for some of the night at least, and then frown.


  Alex opened her eyes. "What are you doing over there?"


  "Wondering whether you got up early this morning to do your hair and make yourself that gorgeous, or whether this is your natural waking state."


  Alex looked puzzled. "Um, I haven't done my hair."


  "That's what I figured." Kit threw her towel over her shoulder onto the floor and took a running jump onto the bed. She straddled Alex and looked down on her.


  "What are you grinning at?" Alex laughed.


  "You," Kit replied. "And me," she shrugged. "Because if I don't, then when I look at you I just come over all queer. Can't help it. And I get this kind of overflowing feeling, like I'm a waterfall - overflowing. And what's more, as you can no doubt tell I start to babble. So, in order to avoid making a complete idiot of myself I'm now going to return to the grinning position and shut up."


  Alex frowned in amusement, or worry. "Lovely bathrobe," she noted, running her hands up Kit's legs. "Can I take it off?"


  "Nope. I have just ordered breakfast," Kit said, sitting astride Alex and running a finger down the inside of her arm. "And I wouldn't want the room service person to interrupt us."


  "Interrupt us with what?" Alex asked, opening Kit's robe so she could slip her hands inside to caress Kit's thighs, her stomach, her breasts. "Strong coffee, I hope."


  "Can't remember; don't care," Kit declared, as Alex pushed the robe off her shoulders and she shrugged her arms out of the sleeves.


  Alex sat up, pushed Kit back into her lap and slid her arms around the small of her back. Kit closed her eyes and sighed with pleasure, then Alex's mouth was on hers, their tongues circling and - the door buzzer sounded.


  "Damn! That was quick," Kit said in surprise.


  "What did you order?"


  "Everything on the menu, just about, because I didn't know what you'd like. I'd better go let it all in." Kit pushed Alex onto her back, kissed her again, then rolled off the bed and headed towards the door.


  "Kit darling you'd better put your robe back on."


  Kit stopped dead in her tracks, hesitated, then slowly returned to the bed and gathered up the robe. "Did you call me darling?" she asked.


  Without taking her eyes off Kit, Alex sat up, propped a pillow behind her back, smiled and waved her hand at the doorway. "Someone is very impatient," she said.


  Room service in this hotel obviously ran on a tight schedule. Having buzzed the buzzer three times, the RS-person was now beating the door in a demonstration of his/her knocking skills.


  "I'm coming already," Kit said, struggling back into the bathrobe as she walked. A delicious little thrill followed her as she just caught Alex saying, "Don't be long, darling."


  The second she was decently covered, Kit flung open the door to the hallway. "Okay!"


  The person outside jumped in fright.


  The person outside had, for some reason, been standing very close to the door with his right arm straight out, but to one side so that Kit could not see what, if anything, he was holding.


  "Christ O'Malley! Excuse me, while I chase after my wits! And what took you so long?"


  "What took me so long?" Kit repeated. "I swear, Hector, if you ask me what I was doing I will treat you to some very harsh language. What do you want, anyway? I mean what do you want now, that couldn't wait?"


  Hector glowered at Kit, but only for a second, then he stepped back and yanked his right arm towards himself. And lo and behold who should be dangling at the end of it, by his collar no less, but Barnaby, Colin Barnaby.


  Kit smiled. She didn't know why she did, but she smiled. "Are you collecting strange young men Hector? Or is this one for me?"


  "This one is, most definitely, for you," Hector replied. "I wouldn't know what to do with it."


  "What the heck's going on? Could someone explain what's going on?" Barnaby protested, as Kit stepped to one side so Hector could shove him inside. "Did you have to squash my face against the wall, mate? Ya nearly broke me nose."


  "I'll bloody break more than that mate, if you can't answer O'Malley's questions to my complete satisfaction." Hector directed Barnaby into the sitting room and onto a couch.


  "O'Malley? Who the hell is O'Malley?"


  "I am," Kit confessed, assuming that Hector had a good reason for blowing her cover.


  "But..."


  "But nothing," Hector snarled fiercely. It almost intimidated Kit too until he strolled behind the couch, danced a little mambo and pulled a big cheesy grin. He converted, in a flash, back to Menacing-man, however, when Barnaby turned to see if what she was looking at accounted for her strange expression.


  "So," Kit snapped, to get Barnaby's attention back to her again. "Who is going to explain?"


  "Wingnut here, will explain what he was just doing outside Rebecca's suite," Hector prompted.


  "Before we go any further, Hector, you are aware that this young man does work for Rebecca."


  "Oh yeah," Hector nodded. "He told me that. Doesn't explain why he dropped by just long enough to attempt to nudge this under the door." Hector reached inside his half-zipped jacket and handed Kit the envelope he'd been keeping warm there.


  Kit turned the envelope thoughtfully over, and over, in her hand. It was the same all right; same colour, same size, same writing on the front. She glanced up at Barnaby and considered him, in stony silence, for so long that he started squirming where he sat.


  "What'd I do?" Barnaby asked.


  Kit ignored him and cocked her head at Hector instead. "You catch this happening on your..."


  "No," Hector interjected. "Caught it in person, I did, on my return from the hotel gym. You know there was a sauna here too, O'Malley?"


  "No I didn't, as a matter of fact," Kit said. "Doesn't surprise me though."


  "Hey."


  "Hey yourself, Colin. Why don't you tell me what you did," Kit requested, then suddenly felt very unthreatening standing there in a bathrobe. Not to mention unprofessional and almost naked. "Second thoughts," she said. "Hold that explanation for a moment. Hector, keep an eye on him."


  "You bet," Hector said.


  Kit strolled out casually, then ran down the short hall, through the ensuite and into the bedroom.


  "What's going on out there?" Alex asked.


  "I'm not exactly sure yet," Kit admitted. She tore off the robe, rolled across the bed to kiss Alex on the mouth, and then rolled back again. "But it's not breakfast."


  Kit picked up her bag, tipped the contents onto the bed and began rummaging for underwear.


  "How long were you planning on staying here, or being away from home?" Alex asked.


  Kit snapped her undies into place and opted for a singlet instead of a bra. "I always pack like this," she said, pulling on one of the pairs of jeans and waving her hand over three shirts until the green one took her fancy. "I tried packing light, only once, and had a clothing crisis for the entire day because, as it turned out, I did not want to wear the only shirt I'd brought with me."


  "That's very strange, O'Malley."


  "Yeah, I know. I am just a little bundle of idiosyncrasies."


  Alex smiled. "Will I get to meet all of them?"


  "Definitely. But it may take a very long time," Kit said. "Do I look presentable?"


  "Not quite." Alex motioned for Kit to sit next to her. She ran her hands back through Kit's hair, used a finger to do something to her fringe and then held her face gently.


  "Did it make any difference?" Kit asked in amusement.


  "To your hair? No. But it felt good. And now," Alex kissed her mouth, "you look perfect."


  "Wow. Uh-oh, here comes that waterfall thing again. Gotta go, before I don't."


  "What did you say was happening out there?"


  "I didn't. But I believe that Hector and I are about to interrogate Colin."


  "What's a colin?"


  "Possibly a new euphemism for a stalker. Come join us. But get dressed, my love."


  The door buzzer sounded again. "I'll get it," Hector called out.


  "Ah," Kit added, on her way out of the room. "That might be breakfast."


  When Kit re-entered the sitting room, Colin Barnaby was loitering nervously near the window.


  "You won't get that open," Kit said. "We are hermetically sealed into this room. Besides, it's a bloody long way down."


  "I don't want to jump, I just want to get out of here. Are you two crazy or what? Is this some kind of weird sex thing?"


  Kit snorted. "Only in your sick little mind, Sunny-Jim."


  "Shit! Another one," Barnaby exclaimed.


  "Morning," Alex announced, strolling to the table. She pulled out a chair and sat down.


  "Have you got worms or something, O'Malley?" Hector asked as he reappeared with a huge tray. "There's enough food here to feed and army of..." he stopped dead. "Alex?" he said in surprise. He took the last few steps to the table and deposited the tray. "Now I know why you took..."


  "One more word Hector, and I'll give Colin an escape route by using you to open that window."


  "Yeah right," Hector scoffed, turning the cups the right way up on their saucers. "Who, apart from Wingnut, wants some coffee?"


  "Me, please" Kit said.


  "Me too," Alex said, getting up. "I'll get another cup for you from the wee kitchenette, Hector."


  "That was a tautological statement, Alex," Kit pointed out, as she lifted the lids on the food plates, looking for the toast. "A kitchenette, by its very name, is already wee."


  "You have a point there," Alex agreed, returning to the table. Once Hector had poured their coffees, Alex picked up a plate of bacon and eggs and indicated that they should leave Kit to it. She and Hector retired to the couch - to watch.


  Kit in the meantime was buttering her toast and spreading it with vegemite.


  "Look, if you lot are going to ignore me, I may as well leave," Barnaby suggested.


  "I don't think so," Kit said, picking up the envelope addressed to Rebecca Jones. She ripped it open and emptied the contents onto the table: one folded piece of paper, and one resealable plastic coin bag containing something white and gooey. Kit ignored the bag for the moment and picked up the paper. Again it was covered in words formed from letters cut out of something colourful.


  Crush my chance at love - no way.


  Time to leeve witch lady.


  Screw you long and hard and the broom you ride.


  Kit rested her chin in her hands and stared at the note. Finally, when even Alex or Hector were probably about to cut into her deliberation, she said, "What I'd like to know is, where have all the clever psychopaths gone? In fiction, you know, they're always geniuses, with the kind of astonishing intellect that meant they were destined to be great and good, or mad and bad. Nothing in between, no half measures. They're either a brain surgeon or they eat brains."


  "That's a charming thing to say while I'm eating scrambled eggs," Alex noted.


  "Sorry, but I'm pissed off. Because what do we get?" Kit queried, shaking the note. "The half measure, that's what. A poor confused wee thing, who can't write a decent threatening note; can't get across what he might really want; and, what's worse, he doesn't spell real good."


  "That, my dear, is a sad indictment of our education system if you ask me," Alex observed.


  "Or maybe he didn't even finish school," Hector suggested. "If he had an ugly stepmother, or a bad-arse father who whooped him every night and would let him go to school with the bruises, then he may not have been able to achieve his geniushood."


  "Geniushood," Kit repeated, trying not to laugh. "No, I'm afraid that kind of mind is something you're born with. Underprivileged childhood or not, a genius can still grow up to be a saint or Hannibal Lecter. We, however, got the runt of someone's litter."


  "I am outta here," Barnaby declared, puffing up his chest and threatening to take a few steps. "I don't know what you guys have been smokin, but you're making no sense and I don't want to be here any more."


  "Sit, you dickhead," Kit ordered, pointing to the chair opposite her. Barnaby sat.


  "Can I have something to eat, O'Malley?" Hector asked, standing up. "I'm starving."


  "Sure, help yourself."


  Kit placed the note back on the table and slammed her hand down on it, mostly to make Barnaby jump. Which he did. Then she picked up the plastic bag, dangled it from her fingers and stared at him. "Righto, Colin, tell me why you've been sending these sick little memos to your boss."


  Barnaby, Colin Barnaby looked mortified, as if he'd just worked out he'd been found out; then confused, as if he didn't have a clue; and then just plain blank. His eyes swivelled left and right, but that action didn't appear to be helping him process anything.


  "Earth to Barnaby," Kit snapped, realising that the gofer boy was actually quite stoned.


  "I do not know what you are talking about," Barnaby said, slowly and carefully.


  "Oh Man!" Hector grimaced. "Is that what I think it is? Oh yuck! You gross little prick."


  "What?" Kit said. She looked at the bag, because that's what Hector was looking at.


  "Put it down, Boss. You do not want to be holding that."


  "I don't?" Kit frowned, dropping the bag immediately.


  "No, you don't. You, especially, don't."


  "Is that...?" Kit peered at the contents of the bag. "Is that?" she repeated.


  Alex joined them at the table. "Is it what? Oh," she cleared her throat. "Yes, Kit, it is."


  "Is that what it looks like?" Kit screwed up her nose. She flashed a look of disgust at Barnaby, then frowned and glanced back at Alex. "How did you know?"


  Alex widened her eyes, innocently. "I saw a very strange and explicit French movie recently."


  "What, and you recognised this from the subtitles?" Kit joked.


  "It was very explicit. And very boring, I might add."


  Kit slapped her left hand over her right fist - twice. "Okay, enough mucking around. You," she rounded on Barnaby, "you started off just being a peculiar little annoyance. A thing to worry about, yes, but a thing like a bug that might bite but won't hurt. Your notes have been pathetic - even the bloody hearts - but this, this is one step towards the serious wacko ward."


  Barnaby looked horrified. "Shit me! I was just doing the lady a favour."


  "What lady?" Kit laughed. "You think Rebecca got a kick out of this?"


  "I don't know," Barnaby stated. "The lady asked me to deliver it nonymously, like a surprise thing, so I did." He shrugged. "If I'd known this was gonna happen, I'd a shoved it in her face."


  "A-nonymously," Kit said. "What lady?"


  "The lady friend of Rebecca's friend."


  "The who who of..." Kit shook her head. "What?"


  Barnaby was starting to look frustrated. "She's the friend - well they were having an argument the first time I saw them - but, I think, she's like the affair lady of Rebecca's old friend who stays here in the hotel."


  "What's her name?"


  "Um, I dunno."


  "What's his name?"


  "Dunno that either. They didn't introduce me the night they were having drinks in the bar."


  "So Rebecca had drinks with this couple?"


  "No. Just Rebecca and Sally and him."


  Kit took a very deep breath. "Okay, let's get this straight. Rebecca and Sally had drinks in the bar with a guy who's staying in this hotel, who has a woman staying with him, who gave you an envelope to stick under Rebecca's door."


  "Yeah."


  "And, you didn't think that was strange?" Kit asked.


  Barnaby raised his eyebrows. "No."


  "Why not?" Alex asked.


  "I figured they knew each other."


  "But she told you to push it under the door, not hand it to Rebecca in person," Kit verified.


  "Yeah. She said it was like a mystery."


  "It's a bloody mystery all right," Kit nodded. She tapped the note. "Is this the only one?"


  Barnaby frowned and cricked his neck. "No. There was one other on, ah, Wednesday I think it was. Look, I wouldn't a done this if I thought this would happen."


  Hector leant across the table to Barnaby. "That what would happen? That you'd get caught, Spoofman?" he snarled. "Don't tell me you believe him, O'Malley?"


  "I don't know yet, Hector," Kit admitted. "You don't think I should?"


  "Are you kidding? Why the hell would a lady friend of Rebecca's bloke friend be sending all this shit to Rebecca?" Hector started pacing.


  "That's a good question O'Malley," Alex agreed. "Even though I don't know the full story yet, I'd have to agree with Hector."


  Hector loomed over Barnaby from behind forcing him, as he picked up a butter knife and used it to poke the evidence, to lean uncomfortably into the edge of the table. "The contents of this coin bag raise a big question too." Hector was really enjoying himself.


  Kit looked baffled. "Does it?" she asked.


  "Oh yeah," Hector asserted. "I mean most men could fill four or five of these bags," he winked at Kit, "but what do you reckon we've got here? About fifty cents worth?"


  Kit watched Barnaby's eyes as Hector teased him. There was a flicker of anger, or maybe fear. His eyelids certainly narrowed, but Kit could not tell whether the lad was insulted or confused.


  "For a jerk-off stalker he's not much chop is he?" Hector commented, and then snapped to attention and wandered back to the couch as if he couldn't care less.


  "Right," Kit said, "let's get back to your story shall we Colin?"


  "First don't you try inferring that I am not a man, okay," Barnaby blustered. "Coz I am. But that is not my, not my stuff. Okay? None of this has anything to do with me."


  "We'll see," Kit said. "What room are they in, this friend of Rebecca's and his lady friend?"


  "Not sure of the number. It's down on our floor, at the other end from us on the left. But I don't know whether they're still there."


  "Now, why doesn't that surprise me?" Kit asked, glancing at Alex and Hector who shrugged.


  "Oh, shit. No, I mean, look, she gave me the envelope about," Barnaby pushed up his sleeve to look at his watch, "an hour ago now; around nine-fifteen. She, they, mighta checked out already. I don't think they stay here, if you know what I mean. They just visit."


  "How often have you seen them?"


  "A few times a week. I seen him around more than her though."


  "There's only one way to find out if there's any truth in this," Kit said getting to her feet.


  "What are ya gonna do?" Barnaby pushed himself back in his chair.


  "Nothing to you. Yet," Kit said. "But I am going to check out that room, see who's there - if anyone. I know," she dismissed Barnaby's attempt to speak, as she headed for the door. "But if they have checked out, I'll get their names from reception."


  "Yeah, Mr and Mrs Bruce Wayne," Hector mocked.


  "Or the Invisible Man and his mate," Kit said over her shoulder. "Back in a jiffy."


  Kit took the lift down to the forty-sixth floor, followed Barnaby's directions and pressed the buzzer of a room in which she expected to find no one. Or at least no one who'd be likely to verify Barnaby's story. Not that she could imagine why Barnaby would be doing this to Rebecca but, she thought, it takes all kinds and mostly the reasons made no sense at all.


  Mr and Mrs Just-Down-From-Bendigo, for the weekend, would answer the door, she just knew.


  "It's about bloody time," she heard a man bellowing as he approached the inside of the door.


  Kit took two steps back; which was just as well, as it gave her much more space in which to flail her arms around in dumbfounded flabbergasted-ness - had she been so inclined.


  "You again? Are you fucking following me?" asked the man, who was wearing only a towel and an undone shirt.


  "No! I most certainly am not," Kit replied.


  "Then why the hell are you here, girlie?" he demanded, moving his head like a big old goanna.


  "What am I doing here? I happen to know you have a home to go to, Jack Higgins. And I'll wager you don't have your good lady wife in there with you."


  "I don't have anyone in here with me," Jack said, curling his lip. "Wanna check?"


  "No thank you," Kit declined, with a sneer of her own. "Couldn't think of anything worse than being in hotel room with you."


  "Then why are you here?"


  "Buggered if I know," Kit flung her arms up. "You keep turning up where I am. If you don't stop it, I'm going to have to take action!" Kit turned and started walking away.


  "What?"


  "You heard me. Councillor."


   


  Kit threw herself onto the couch between Alex and Hector and started laughing.


  "What's so funny?" Hector asked.


  "You'll never guess who I found in that room."


  "Should we try?" Alex asked.


  "Cr Jack Higgins."


  "The guy who hit my car last night?" Alex asked. "I mean Friday night."


  "In the flesh," Kit replied. "In the loud, hairy, slightly flabby flesh."


  "But," Hector began, then got up and started pacing. "Correct me if I'm wrong Boss, but doesn't he have a letter-writing and stalking friend of his own?"


  "He does indeed. The same one that Carol's got. It's such a small world, don't you think?"


  "You don't think the two are connected do you?" Alex asked.


  Kit shrugged. She looked over at Barnaby who was sitting with his head slightly on the side and his eyes cast up, as if he was trying to see what might be lurking inside the top of his skull.


  "Mercury," she said clearly, to see if there was any kind of reaction from the gofer boy. Nothing. "Mercury's modus op is quite different."


  "Are you saying it's just a coincidence?" Alex asked incredulously.


  "Stranger things have happened," Kit said.


  "Maybe Mercury," Hector pointed at Barnaby, who was still off with the pixies, "is schizo. Oh shit, that's not polite or accurate. I've got a friend who is, schizophrenic I mean, and..."


  "Hector, drop the PC babble and tell us what you do mean."


  "Maybe Mercury has a split personality. Or multiples! He," Hector nodded at Barnaby again, "might not be either stalker at the moment."


  Alex snickered and Kit just raised an eyebrow.


  "Yo, Colin!" Kit said. Barnaby snapped his attention towards her, but said nothing. "What does this mystery woman look like?"


  "Oh, well, ya know..."


  "No I don't, that's why I'm asking."


  "Well, she's a lady," he shrugged. "She's..."


  "A lady," Alex repeated. "By that you mean she's an older woman."


  "Yeah but not old old; you know, like she's probably a mother."


  "Fifteen-year-olds can be mothers, you moron," Kit couldn't help herself. "Let's see if we can help. Is she about, say, twenty-five, blonde, and skinny like a preying mantis?"


  "Older I said," Barnaby stressed, almost striking an attitude. Either that or the dope was starting to wear off. "I'm twenty-four."


  "God! Are you?" Kit said. "I thought you were about eighteen."


  "This lady," Barnaby persisted, "was older than you, even. More like my Mum."


  "So, she's in her forties, probably," Kit said. "Like Rebecca?"


  Barnaby looked very surprised. "I guess," he said. "But not as, um, nice looking as Rebecca."


  "And she knows Rebecca?" Kit asked.


  "That's what she said."


  "A woman who knows Rebecca and who's having it off with Jack Higgins," Kit mused, then turned the facts around. "Jack Higgins who also, it seems, knows Rebecca, is having it off with a woman who claims to know Rebecca but sends her nasty threatening letters telling her to 'get outta Dodge'. Why?"


  "Good question," Alex said.


  "Jack, Jack," Kit said, thoughtfully. "Jack. Shit!"


  "Jack shit?" Hector laughed.


  "Yes. RJ mentioned having social drinks with two people who weren't on the list of names she gave me," Kit explained. "One of them was her brother-in-law - Jack!"


  "Do you think maybe it's time to go and talk to Rebecca?" Alex queried.


  Fifteen minutes later, having interrupted Rebecca's perusal of the Sunday papers and roused Sally from bed, the six of them sat around looking at each other in bemusement. Well, all of them except Barnaby who was only looking at Kit or Sally - as if he was worried Kit might bite his head off again, but was hoping maybe Sally might protect him.


  "So, I'm thinking," Kit proposed, "whoever she is - this woman who's having it off with Jack - that she might think that you are a threat of some kind to that relationship."


  "You have got to be kidding!" Rebecca laughed. "Why?"


  "That's as ridiculous as my split personality theory," Hector guffawed.


  "Control yourself."


  "Sorry Chief."


  "Come on gang, work with me here for a minute," Kit requested. "A woman, who claims she knows Rebecca, is having an illicit affair with Jack, which is sometimes - if not all the time - carried out in this hotel where you, RJ, are staying."


  "That much I understand, Kit, but, but..." Rebecca threw up her hands.


  "If this woman is even the slightest bit wacko, which her notes would suggest is probably a sure thing, then she's likely to be flippy enough to think that you might either have designs on Jack or are already doing the designing," Kit explained. "Some screwy people only need the slightest of turns to see something where nothing exists; as in she wants Jack, so therefore you'd naturally be wanting to have it away with him too, brother-in-law or not."


  "What?" Rebecca asked. "Kit, Jack Higgins is not my brother-in-law."


  Kit stared at Rebecca then glanced at Alex, who shrugged.


  "Wanna run my split personality theory by her now?" Hector grinned.


  "But RJ," Kit said, "I am sure you told me you had drinks with your brother-in-law Jack."


  "I did - have them and tell you," Rebecca smiled. "With Jack Penrith, Steven's brother. I'm also pretty sure I told you that Sally and I had drinks with an old, old acquaintance; the ex-husband of a dear old friend. Remember? I hadn't seen him for twenty years?"


  "Yeah," Kit nodded. "You called him Donker John."


  Rebecca smiled the kind of smile that reflects an obvious statement.


  "John - uh-huh," Kit nodded. "I see. Johns are often also called Jack. Donker John a.k.a. Jack Higgins." Kit pulled a face. "Can't imagine why I didn't work that out by myself. To whom exactly was he married?"


  "Grace," Rebecca replied. "You met her at Tori's the other day; Grace Markham."


  "Aha!" Kit said, as if she'd just uncovered a great truth. "One of your old school friends who did obviously reclaim her maiden name after a messy divorce."


  "Maybe she thinks you're after her ex-husband," Alex suggested.


  Rebecca laughed. "First up - Grace knows me better than that. Second - she wouldn't care if I was after him because she hates him, passionately. Mind you, if I did show any interest in Donker, she'd be the first to have me committed because she would rightly assume that I'd had some kind of mental breakdown."


  "Could be a case of woman scorned and love gone all sour and festery over the years," Kit noted. "Colin did say they were arguing the first time he saw them. Didn't you?"


  Barnaby nodded. "Yeah. A big fight, they were having."


  "Maybe this Grace has had a mental breakdown and wants him back," Hector suggested. "Or maybe she doesn't want him back but is suffering some kind of twisted jealously and doesn't want anyone else to have him either."


  Alex put her hand over Hector's. "I've think you've been watching too many thrillers."


  "No, I think it's Kit's fault," Rebecca pronounced. "She's got him reading The Iliad for some strange reason. All that Greek drama and tragedy is messing with the boy's imagination."


  Kit and Hector just glanced at each other and smiled.


  "Hey RJ! What about the photos?" Sally suggested.


  "Oh yes," Rebecca leapt to her feet. She rummaged around on the desk and returned with a packet of photographs. "A quick and simple way to clear up your bizarre theories." Rebecca flipped through the pictures, chose one and handed it to Kit. "Do you remember which one she was?"


  "Yeah," Kit nodded inspecting the photo that was obviously taken at the earlier lunch at Tori's that she didn't attend. She pointed out Grace in a group shot that also included Rebecca, Tori, Paula, Carmel and Deirdre. "Who's that?" she asked.


  "Tori's mum. And her Aunt Sylvie took the photo," Rebecca said, swivelling around to face Barnaby. She stood next to him, handed him the photo and pointed. "Is that the woman you saw, with John, Jack? Is she the one who gave you the envelope?"


  Barnaby peered closely at the photo then shook his head.


  "There," Rebecca declared, obviously with some relief. "I told you."


  "It was this one," Barnaby announced.


  Kit leapt off the couch to stand beside Rebecca as Barnaby held the photo out, and pointed to the 'mystery' woman.


  "Oh well," Rebecca said, as if it was bloody obvious. "That's a whole different parcel of neurosis. She might just be twisted enough, and loopy and jealous and rooting Jack and thinking I am too, and festering and you name it."


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  North Fitzroy with its wide and narrow streets, often tree-lined, and its mix of single and double-storey mostly Victorian-era terrace houses was the only inner suburb - correction - the only suburb of Melbourne Kit would choose to live in; apart from St Kilda that is and, of course, ignoring the fact that she was perfectly happy in Richmond. The population mix had changed a lot since the Victorian era - from working class Anglo-Saxon Australians, to working class Greek and Italian Australians, to yuppie Any-kind-of-heritage Australians, to whoever they all were this decade.


  The houses themselves hadn't changed much on the outside though, except for spruce-up paint jobs in the so-called heritage colours, but many an interior had been gutted, refurbished and brightened up.


  Kit parked her RAV under a gnarly street tree opposite a house that, by the looks of it, had once been a pub. A double-storey corner building, it had no front fence because it had no front yard. The large darkly tinted window on one side could be touched by pedestrians walking by on the street, or used by people waiting at the bus stop as a mirror to fix their hair - or pick their nose, as one commuter was doing right now. The front door opened directly onto the street.


  "What if she's not home?" Alex asked.


  Kit shrugged. "I guess we try Tori, to see if she might know where to find her. You ready?"


  "As I'll ever be," Alex acknowledged, getting out of the car. They crossed the street, knocked on the door and waited. And waited.


  "Damn," Kit said. She turned away, just as the door was opened leaving Alex facing a perfect stranger.


  "Yeah? Can I help you?"


  "Yes, you can," Alex said, grabbing Kit's arm.


  "Katherine? How did you, what are you? Um. Hi."


  "Hi Paula," Kit smiled. "I realise this is weird but I need to talk to you about something."


  "Okay," Paula agreed, as if she was thinking it was Kit who was weird not the situation. "Come on in, have a seat," she said waving them into a slate-floored dining room, lined with bookshelves, and furnished with a stereo system, a huge refectory table and benches, a crockery cabinet and a pot belly stove. Paula took three cups down from their hooks and set them beside the coffeepot, which was full and steaming.


  "I must have had a premonition about visitors," Paula stated. "Coffee?"


  Kit hesitated for a second, wondering whether it was entirely appropriate given the reason for their visit, but then accepted graciously. "Paula, this is my friend Alex Cazenove," Kit said, as they all sat down. "Alex this is," - oh shit - "Miranda's old school mate Paula Bracken."


  "Okay, so what gives?" Paula asked. "Not that I don't mind company, but this is a little odd."


  Kit clasped her hands on the table in front of herself. "First of all, I have to admit to telling you a fib; a white lie really. Oh damn it, it was actually a premeditated piece of complete fiction."


  Paula sat impassively, waiting for Kit to make some kind of sense. "You lied to me?"


  "To everyone - nearly everyone - who was at that lunch at Tori's the other day."


  "And what? You feel guilty now, so you're spending Sunday going around apologising to all of us? Is this some kind of religious penance?"


  "No," Kit laughed. "But I had a reason for pretending to be something other than who I am."


  "Is she a good friend of yours?" Paula asked Alex, rhetorically, brushing a few strands of her wispy brown hair back off her broad face.


  "My name is Katherine O'Malley and I am a private investigator."


  "Shit!"


  "Shit?" Alex asked.


  "All right," Paula frowned. "How about, oh golly - are you?" Paula Bracken looked incredibly suspicious, not only in herself, but of Kit as well. "What do you want?"


  Alex had, naturally, been primed to observe the interaction closely but Kit was also on alert for any possible signs of Paula's complicity in the events that Kit was about to recount. "I have a client," she began, "who has been receiving threatening letters and..."


  "Let me guess," Paula interrupted. "If you came a-lying to our luncheon, I'd say your client has to be Tori, Rebecca or Miranda. I can't imagine any of the others attracting that kind of attention."


  Damn! There was nothing in Paula's tone or reaction to give Kit any idea of anything. Which meant she could be a consummate actress; perfectly innocent of all Barnaby's accusations; or a deranged woman, unwittingly carrying out minor acts of terrorism on an old friend for reasons not even known to her own Sunday-arvo self.


  Nah, Kit thought, as she recalled Rebecca saying that if they'd been honest in their year book at school, Paula Bracken would have been described as the one most likely to turn out to be a raving bloody lunatic. She had always been, according to RJ, borderline psychotic, twisted, angry and prone to fits of jealousy. Apart from that, she was a good friend and always great fun.


  Sometimes, O'Malley, the only way to get where you want to go, is to take a screaming run straight up the middle. "Rebecca has been getting nasty notes nearly every other day since her second week in Melbourne."


  "God, has she? Why the hell didn't she tell us at lunch?" Paula asked. "Oh."


  "Yeah. Sorry," Kit said. "It was my idea, not hers. She didn't suspect any of you. I, however, had to work on the oft-proven theory that the perp in cases like these is usually known to the victim."


  "Of course," Paula said derisively, "if the victim was Carmel or me that would make perfect sense. But RJ is a celebrity," she stressed each syllable. "That's how I figured it was her; or Tori because she's loaded, or Miranda because she's, well she's Miranda."


  "Paula, where were you this morning at about nine?" Kit asked.


  "What?" Little Ms Bracken looked like she'd just been caught with a joint, but was going to deny the fact even though she was clutching the still-smoking evidence behind her back. "Tell me again why this is your business."


  "How about you tell me where you were, in general terms, and I'll tell you if it's my business," Kit offered.


  Paula did a few calisthenics while she considered the proposal. "I was at a hotel, having spent the night with a gentleman."


  "A gentleman?" Kit tried not to laugh. "I haven't heard him called that before."


  Paula made a face that should have been accompanied by a grunt of indignation. "Okay, so I spent the night with my occasional fuck. Is that description more to your taste?"


  "Only if it's accurate Paula," Kit smiled.


  Paula didn't seem know how to react to that, so she glanced at Alex. "Don't you ever speak?"


  "Only when I'm spoken to," Alex replied politely.


  "Are you aware, Paula," Kit pressed on, "that Rebecca is staying in the Sofitel?"


  "Oh. I see where you're going with this line of questioning." Paula started absently tapping the edge of the table, as if she was sending Morse code. "Yes Katherine, or whatever your name is, I am aware that RJ is staying in that hotel."


  "And you didn't think to drop in and say hello?" Kit asked cheerily.


  "What?" Paula asked, momentarily thrown by the question, then, "No I didn't," she snarled.


  Whoa, straight back on the horse.


  "I wasn't actually making social calls you silly bitch. I was there for clandestine purposes; something which you, of all people, should understand."


  Kit glanced at Alex, who had already raised her eyebrows at Paula's little flash of anger.


  "So sorry," Paula said forcefully. "Didn't mean to be rude but, well, I mean really."


  "How long have you been seeing Jack Higgins?" Kit asked.


  "Christ!" Paula's demeanour exhibited the full scope of stunned frustrated annoyance. "You even know who he is?"


  "Of course," Kit said. "That's how I knew he wasn't a gentleman. Everyone I've come across calls him a bastard."


  Paula snorted. "He is, most of the time. But he's my bastard."


  "And that is precisely why we are here."


  "Because of Jack?"


  "Because of you and Jack and Rebecca."


  "Oh Jesus H. Christ! She's not sleeping with him, is she?"


  Okay, Kit thought, that was a completely unexpected reaction.


  "Ah shit! I don't believe she's still doing this to me," Paula whinged.


  "Doing what?" Alex asked.


  "Taking my boyfriends. She did it at school too," Paula moaned, suddenly looking just like a sulky teenager.


  Oh dear, Kit thought. Is this the moment when the other personality comes oozing out? "I can vouch that Rebecca is definitely not doing that to you now, and I doubt she did it then," Kit said.


  "What do you mean you doubt? What would you know?"


  "Rebecca is gay, Paula. Always has been," Kit said. And she was not outing her new friend just to score points. Rebecca had indicated it might be necessary to fill Paula in on a few truths in order to get to the truth.


  Paula sniffed, returning to the grown-up version of the jealous type. "Gay? So then she's not sleeping with Jack. Why did you imply she was?"


  "I didn't," Kit answered.


  Paula frowned. "I see," she said, although she clearly didn't.


  As for Kit, she had never had so much trouble picking up on someone's mood, or their veracity, or - god-forbid that she should even think the term - their 'hidden agenda'. She was very glad that Alex was with her as a witness and second-opinion giver.


  Paula had obviously had enough thinking time. "So, you're a private investigator not a lab technician, Katherine, but I'm assuming that you are still, or really are, a lesbian. Is this how you lot come out these days? You send another gay person around to sus out the reaction of their friends?"


  "No," Kit laughed. "It's not a bad idea though. What is your reaction?"


  "I don't care one way or the other, as long as she doesn't fancy me. Even then I don't care, it's just that she wouldn't have any luck with me. But if this really is so," she asked, jumping back on the distrustful wagon, "what is she doing with Jack?"


  "Nothing, she knows him that's all. But you knew that. She also knows you, Paula, and you are doing Jack, and these notes have been quite specific..."


  It took about four seconds for the penny to drop, and register on Paula's face. "For god's sake! Are you saying you think I've got something to do with Jack's cow shit?"


  Whoa, wrong penny! Did that come out of left field or what?


  "No Paula," Kit said. "I'm not talking about Jack Higgins, I'm talking about Rebecca Jones."


  "Make up your bloody mind, woman. I'm getting confused."


  "You are? Are you confused, Alex?" Kit asked.


  "No, not at all," Alex replied. Kit wanted to kiss her for that answer; mostly because she suddenly had the urge to kiss her, but partly because it was very obvious she was fibbing.


  Chase cutting time, Kit thought. "We've got someone who claims that you gave him a letter to give to Rebecca this morning."


  "What do you mean, you've got someone? It sounds like you have him locked in a closet."


  Kit waited eight seconds, while Paula did a repeat of her earlier exercise routine - a stretch of the neck, a roll of the hands, a gathering in of the thoughts. "Did you?" Kit asked.


  "Did I what?"


  "Did you give Colin a letter for Rebecca, this morning?"


  "Colin? Is that what his name was? Yes I did."


  Alex sat bolt upright in surprise, while Kit tried to remain cool, calm and collected in the face of a serious wow-type revelation.


  "Oh please," Paula pronounced mockingly. "Did you read my note? There's nothing bloody sinister about asking Rebecca to meet me for lunch next week."


  Kit laughed. "Oh, nice answer."


  "Thank you."


  Kit shook her head. "Paula, a moment ago you maintained that because of the clandestine nature of your liaison with Jack Higgins, that you weren't into making social calls."


  "I didn't," Paula stated. "I mean," she emphasised, "that I did not make a social call. Did I? What I did do, was give a note to a pimply faced boy and ask him to give it to Rebecca."


  "Had you done that before?"


  "No."


  "You didn't give him a note on Wednesday too?"


  "I said no," Paula stated. She stood up. "Are you going to be leaving any time soon? It's just that I've got a ton of housework and Sunday is my eyebrow plucking day."


  Given the circumstances Paula was more than cordial as she escorted Kit and Alex to her front door. Kit was convinced, however, that Paula was at least a little wiggy, if not actually in two or more minds about something.


  "Oh, one last thing," Kit said, as she and Alex stepped out onto the footpath.


  "Isn't there always?" Paula smiled - frostily.


  "Have you met Crystal yet?"


  Oh very mean, O'Malley!


  "Crystal who?"


  "Don't know her surname, but she was with Jack at the Arts Centre on Friday night. Tall, leggy, blonde, young, skinny, bimbo..."


  "Enough," Paula snapped, as her expression flashed from almost pleasant to barely-controlled fury. She slammed the door in Kit's face.


  "What do you think, honey?" Kit asked nonchalantly as she and Alex strolled back to the car.


  "I think Paula is very strange. I think she's lying, but I'm not sure which part was the lie. I think she'd be capable of sending those notes to Rebecca, but I'm not sure that she is."


  "That's pretty much what I thought," Kit nodded. "She is quite flippy though, isn't she?"


  "Oh yes," Alex agreed, snapping the seat belt into place. "But that goes without saying."


  "Did you think her reference to the cow shit was at all odd?" Kit asked, starting the car and pulling out to make an immediate right turn.


  "Yes," Alex stated. "And no."


  "Uh-huh," Kit nodded, giving way to a tram, before making a right turn onto St George's Road, heading towards the city. "On the no side of that 'place on the fence' it was, as Paula herself said, Jack's cow shit so there's no reason why she wouldn't know about it - her being into this clandestine occasional obviously non-social liaison with her bastard Jack. But why jump to the conclusion that we thought she was responsible for it?"


  "That's the same part that I found odd," Alex grinned. "But you don't really think she's Mercury do you? Because that would be pushing the laws of coincidence, if there are any, to the absolute limit. I mean you wouldn't create that kind of fluke for your detective novel would you? I hope."


  "Of course not," Kit agreed. "Its use in fiction would be regarded as a major flaw, especially in a crime novel, because it'd be seen as a copout device to wrap up the facts and close the case. But, that is mostly because even for crime fiction fans the suspension of disbelief will not extend to the apparently sudden weaving together of random events.


  "In reality, however, coincidence knows no laws and has no boundaries," Kit stated, as if she knew that to be true. "Truth is always much stranger than fiction, Alex. On just about every level it is weirder, sicker, more coincidental and quite often way more inexplicable than anything I could invent," she declared, knowing from experience that that was indeed true.


  "Reality check, Kit," Alex suggested. "It's one thing for Paula to be sending rude notes and disgusting substances to Rebecca - for all the reasons that we think she possibly is - but another thing completely for her to be harassing Jack. For a start, why would she?"


  Kit put on her thinking face and let the possibility circulate for a while. "A variation on Hector's theory about the ex-wife Grace, fits that notion."


  "Which theory?" Alex laughed.


  "The one where Grace suffers from a superior strain of twisted jealousy. In Paula's case, however, even though she can't have Jack all to herself - on account of him being married and all - she's not only trying to scare off any other women, like Rebecca, but she's also making it très difficult for the one who has got him, to keep him."


  Alex chuckled. "So she sends manure and pigs to Jack's house to torment his wife? That would be twisted. What about Carol though?"


  "Same reason," Kit said, making a left onto Victoria Parade to head down past St Vincent's Hospital. "If Paula's capable of imagining that RJ is after Jack, she must be going mental over an attractive woman with whom he works."


  "How does that little theory explain the footballer and that appalling Howard Carter?"


  "Carter Walsh, Alex dear. Howard Carter was the archaeologist who discovered Tutankhamen's tomb. And it doesn't explain them at all, but it was a nice theory while it lasted."


  Kit's phone started ringing just as she pulled into the right turn lane to wait for the green arrow onto Hoddle Street.


  "O'Malley," Kit said, after she'd fumbled unsuccessfully with the stupid earpiece for so long that Alex had answered the call and held the mobile to Kit's ear. She smiled lovingly at Alex as she listened to a voice that was only vaguely familiar.


  "Is that the private investigator?" the woman asked.


  "Yes, I'm Kit O'Malley."


  "Oh hey, hi Kit. This is Charmaine. Charmaine Brody?"


  "Hi Charmaine," Kit said, flashing Alex a speak-of-the-devil look.


  "Do you think you could drop by our place real soon?"


  "Real soon like when? And why?"


  "Like now, Kit. Beaner's gone and caught the bastards who left the tape."


  "Bastards?" Kit repeated. "There's more than one?"


  "Two bastards in all, Kit. Beaner has them locked in the sauna. Do you think you could pop on over and, I dunno, read them their rights or something?"


  Kit laughed. "Or something. I'll be there in fifteen, Charmaine."


  "Terrific, because the sauna's on and these blokes might desiccate or something."


  "She's hung up Alex, thanks," Kit said, moving away from the phone.


  "And that was?"


  "The knuckledragger's wife. According to Charmaine, the great Beaner Brody has caught the two blokes that are Mercury."


  "My goodness, darling, at this rate you might close both your cases in the one day."


  Kit revelled in the 'darling' thrill by puffing up her chest and smiling a lot before she responded to Alex's statement. "Only if we can prove that Rebecca's problem is being caused by Paula."


  "True. So where are we going now?"


  "Well you have a choice. You can come with me to Beaner's in Windsor, or I can drop you at my place on the way so that you'll be waiting there for me when I return."


  "You are not going anywhere without me today, O'Malley."


  "Great," Kit cheered. "In that case could you scroll through my phone numbers and ring Erin and ask her to meet us at Beaner's. Try her home number first."


  "You don't think we should try Marek's place?"


  Kit chuckled, and glanced at the dash clock. It was 3.30 p.m. "That would be an option only if Jonno wasn't a workaholic with a serious murder case on his plate."


  "He might only be a workaholic because he hasn't had an Erin," Alex posed. "Oh... Hi Erin, Kit and I were just talking about you. I realise that's probably obvious, as I am now talking to you. What? Oh sorry, this is Alex."


   


  Charmaine Brody's Sunday do was no less elaborate, or frightening, than her weekday hair arrangement but it wasn't quite as high. It still managed to take the attention of both Alex and Erin hostage, for the entire time it took Charmaine not to explain just how Beaner had "captured the Mercuries - the bloody little shits!"


  "This time they brought plastic bags, you know from the supermarket, full of doodoos over the fence with them. Ten of em they had. Can you imagine that much dog pooh, Kit? I mean, can you?"


  "Not even if I try real hard," Kit said, as she followed Charmaine through the 'everything' room and out onto the patio by the pool.


  "You go on out," Charmaine said. "I was just getting lovey a drink, when you rang the bell."


  Beaner, modelling the latest in his poolside fashion collection (red Speedos, one size too small) was sitting astride a chair that was wedged under the door handle of what was probably the sauna.


  "Hey Kate," he bellowed.


  "Hey Beaner," Kit called back, then turned to Alex and Erin. "It's not hot today is it?"


  "No," Erin snorted. "It's a typical March day in Melbourne. Warm, cold, sunny, calm and windy. Beaner's a poser. If we weren't here he'd be wearing tracky bums and a big woolly jumper."


  "Erin love," Beaner beamed.


  "Beaner mate," Erin nodded. "Why are you freezing your nuts off out here?"


  "I caught the bad guys, Erin."


  "You better let them out Beaner before they disintegrate," Kit suggested.


  "Yeah, right." Beaner got to his feet, hoicked the chair out of the way and opened the sauna door. "Out you bastards."


  Two sopping wet young men, sporting crew cuts and both wearing shiny track pants, runners, and army parkas rushed out into the fresh cool air.


  "What'd you do, Beaner," Erin exclaimed, "throw them in the pool first?"


  "No mate, it's bloody hot in there."


  "Yeah, 'ken oath it is, you prick Brody," said the slightly larger of the two unlikely suspects.


  "Shut your gob, or I'll shove you back in there."


  "No you won't Beaner," Kit said, realising she'd better take charge of the situation. "Let's get this sorted out, right now. Why don't you sit down lads," she suggested.


  "Why don't you go fu...ow!" the smaller one exclaimed, having been cuffed over the back of the head by Beaner.


  "Don't you go speaking that kind of language in front of my lady guests."


  "Thank you Beaner," Kit said politely, "but there's no need to biff these chaps around the head."


  "Oh yeah," Beaner winked at Kit. "Whack em in the torso, coz it leaves no visible marks."


  "No," Kit raised her hands. "Don't whack them anywhere. Just tell me what happened."


  "Right. I was playing pool..."


  "In your bathers?" Erin asked.


  Beaner squinted and sniffed. "Yep. Anything wrong with that, Erin?"


  "No, no. Just getting the facts, all the facts." Erin waved for him to continue.


  "I was playing pool, in my togs, when I heard grunting noises down the back, the other side of the trellis. Turned out it was these two pimples climbing the back fence. I saw em, but I waited to see what they were up to." Beaner paused for effect, then pointed at the bigger guy. "He came first, then junior there handed ten, ten bags of dog pooh over the fence. When he climbed into the yard too, I chased em both with me pool scooper-outera and shut them in the sauna." Beaner gave the thumbs up to punctuate the end of his riveting account.


  "Wow," Alex said.


  "I'm impressed, Beaner," Kit said.


  "It's not dog pooh, you fat head."


  "Don't you fat head me," Beaner warned, raising his open hand again.


  Kit cleared her throat. "What is it then? And what's your name?" she asked. "Don't make me get Beaner to search you for ID."


  "It's bags of bullshit, like his idea to run for gunment. An me name's Poit."


  "Gunment? Kit repeated in a baffled tone, knowing full well what he meant. "What the hell is gunment, Peeete?" she enunciated.


  "Gu-vun-mnt," Pete enunciated right back at her.


  "So where did you get this bullshit?" Erin asked.


  "Why are we talking these chicks?" Pete asked no one in particular.


  "Because us chicks are the ones who will decide whether you get to go home, or get taken away by the cops, or get put back in there and left for a few days," Kit explained nicely.


  Pete cracked his knuckles. "Spose that a good reason."


  "Now, answer the question. Where did you get manure?"


  "From in front of some office just round the corner in Chapel Street."


  "And you brought it here, why?" Erin asked.


  "Seemed like the best place for it."


  "Why?" Kit growled. "You wanna tell me, Short-stuff?" she asked she other guy, who shook his head vigorously. "Pete?"


  "Because Beaner effen Brody decked Richo Maguire in the All-stars match and now Richo can't play for like six matches."


  "Is that it? That is your reason?" Erin was, apparently, appalled. "Cops. I say we give them to the cops. Stupid bloody football hooligans - that's all they are."


  "Um," Kit said, waving her index finger around. "What office in Chapel Street?"


  "The voten place."


  "Votenplace," Erin repeated. "What the fuck is the votenplace?"


  "Vo-ting, Erin," Kit translated. "And, ah, calm down because you might just like the answer to this next question." She turned back to their far-from-prime suspects. "Pete?"


  "What?"


  "Do you mean the offices of the AusFirst Party?"


  "Yeah," he said, as if he expected a prize for that info.


  "You got cow manure from in front of Carter Walsh's office?" Erin positively beamed.


  "Hang on. I dunno who works there."


  "And you and Mighty Mouse here didn't put the manure there in the first place?" Kit asked.


  "God no! There was like a million cows worth of shit there."


  "Pete, do you know who Mercury is?"


  Pete gave that question a lot of serious thought and two seconds later he hesitantly said, "Doesn't he play soccer for them Argenteens?"


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  "Erin Carmody, you look like an ad for Marchant's lemonade," Kit observed, as she and Alex loitered in the street outside Beaner's waiting for the goss.


  "Like what?" It was Alex who asked.


  "Just look at these eyes, Alex," Kit said, draping an arm around Erin's shoulder. "They're all spark-a-lark-alark-aling."


  Alex looked lost. "Am I going to need a special O'Malley dictionary just to understand you?"


  "No," Kit grinned. "Might come in useful for any dealings you have with my mother; but all you need with me is patience and a maybe a lateral mind. Although, obviously, some serious lessons in popular culture - past and present - wouldn't go astray. I have noticed that this is one area in which you seem to be, how shall I put it, just a tad backwards."


  Alex laughed. "That comes from growing up with no television."


  "What?" Erin exclaimed. Kit was speechless.


  "Long story. Tell us about Marek."


  Erin glanced from Alex to Kit and back to Alex. "There's not a lot to tell, especially compared - by the look of things - to what you two might have to tell."


  Alex frowned and Kit tried to look innocent. "What do you mean?" Kit asked.


  Erin gave Kit her best 'you can't fool me' look; and then gave it to Alex too, for good measure. "You are wearing the same aura, my dears," she proclaimed. "And I don't mean similar auras separately, I mean you're sharing the same aura together and it's purple and it's vibrating."


  Alex raised an eyebrow and a shoulder at Kit, who threw up her hands and said, "Don't ask me."


  "As for the scrumptious Jon Marek and moi, we are getting together again this evening at the barbecue when he gets off work; if he gets off work."


  "Yes, but did anything happen last night Erin?" Kit asked.


  Erin raised her eyebrows suggestively, and opened her car door. "As I said, compared to you..."


  "Ah," Alex nodded, "you and Jon are wearing similar auras separately."


  Erin smiled at Alex, then looked meaningfully at Kit. "Your woman is quite good with the lateral thinking thing, Kit. Now," she added, "I have to go home and make myself irresistible." She got in, then straight out of her car. "Oh hey, I forgot to tell you I found out quite a bit this morning about Bobby Dukes, senior and granddaughter; and David as well."


  "Who are they?" Alex asked.


  "A longtime dead guy, a missing girl, and the guy who owns the truck that delivered the pigs to Jack Higgins," Kit explained. "So are you going to tell us, or not?" Kit called out, as Erin got back in her car and started the engine.


  "Yeah, but it can keep until tonight. See you at the barbecue. Toodles," she said and drove off.


  "Barbecue," Kit repeated, unlocking her car. "What barbecue, Erin?" she called out.


  "The barbecue at Del and Brigit's tonight," Alex answered.


  Kit raised her eyebrows. "Did I know about this?"


  "I would have thought so, everyone else does." Alex said, rifling through Kit's CD collection. "Hmm, interesting, O'Malley. I'm sure this little lot must tell me something about you."


  "Something like what?" Kit asked making a U-turn to get them out of Banksia Grove.


  "I'm not really sure," Alex admitted cautiously. "I'll give you a few names and you tell me what is incongruous about your taste in music."


  "That's only my car music," Kit explained.


  "Be that as it may, but these performers form your entire car selection. So, who's the odd one out, of Melissa Etheridge, Judy Small, Filippa Giordano, k.d. lang, Meatloaf and Tina Arena?"


  "Aw-shucks, that's easy, Miss," Kit said. "It's Filippa Giordano, coz she's Italian." Kit flashed her smiling green-eyes at Alex. "So, who's everybody?" she queried.


  Alex paused, thoughtfully, then replied, "Del and Brigit - naturally, Rebecca, Sally, Hector, Erin, Marek - apparently, Enzo and Rick - possibly, you and me," Alex waved her hands to indicate there may be others. "Your mother."


  "Of course, my mother," Kit said, and then shook her head. "I really don't recall anything about a barbecue." Kit made a right turn onto Chapel Street.


  "Aren't you going the wrong way?" Alex asked.


  "Yes, but I need to verify that a million cows really did evacuate their bowels on Carter's front door step. Oh yes! Look at that. Have you ever seen anything more appropriate?"


  The exterior of the AusFirst office was a veritable hive of activity. Adam Goddard was giving the hurry-up signal to the driver of a midget bulldozer who was scooping the mountain of choice fertiliser back onto a truck; Virginia Walsh - there was no sign of Carter - was standing nearby, with her arms crossed, as she shouted instructions to the minions who were using shovels to clear a better path to the front door; and the whole wonderful catastrophe was being filmed by news crews from Channels Seven, Nine and Ten.


  "Oh isn't that lovely," Alex pointed. "There is something more appropriate."


  Kit chortled and beat a little tattoo on her steering wheel as the few dollops of rain that had just plopped on her windscreen were followed by a fast and furious - completely out of nowhere - downpour of an extremely wet nature. The manure began producing an interesting grey-green and watery run-off, Adam and the minions bolted inside, the news crews scurried back to their vehicles, and Virginia answered one of Kit's many unanswered questions by leaping into a dark-green 4WD wearing the OZ-ONE 4 number plate.


  Kit pulled a homeward bound U-turn and began howling, "I'm sing-ing in the rain, we're dri-ving in the rain, what a glor-ious Sunday, I'm ha-ppy again."


  "You were right honey, you don't sing, do you," Alex grinned. "Pity about the barbecue."


  "You have a barbecue in March, you're asking for rain," Kit pronounced. "Besides, we've just been given proof that the sky goddess is on the side of the good guys so this passing Autumn storm will be long gone by dinner time."


   


  It wasn't, but it also didn't matter. When Del had built the rather elaborate brick barbecue for Brigit and to her specifications, the couple had become the brunt of a year's worth of mickey-taking because every single time they had a barbecue it rained. Not one to give in or give up or surrender - even to mother nature - Brigit simply, eventually, asked Del to build her a roof; which she did. The Del and Brigit outdoor dining facility was now a thing of beauty, an all-weather affair that laughed in the face of rain, hail or shine. And, doing her ritual snubbing dance to the inclement weather was exactly how Kit and Alex found Brigit an hour later.


  "Is this normal?" Alex asked.


  "The dance, yes," Del replied, presenting her newest arrivals with their welcome champagne. "The strange Bruce Lee noises, however, are a new addition. Brigie! Every one is here now if you'd like to stop jigging about and start cooking."


  Brigit hopped, one foot to the other, on over to give Kit a hello kiss, and Alex a... hello kiss. "Isn't this rain just wonderful," she cheered, leaning back to wiggle her bosom at the evening sky.


  "Would you like another drink, Brigie?" Del asked.


  "Yes please, my beloved. Your chef for this evening, who is about to roll the food over lots of naked flames, would very much like a cointreau on ice. You two," Brigit added flinging her arms around Kit and Alex, "may watch if you like, or you may wander yonder and join Erin, Hector, Sally and - I still don't believe Rebecca Jones is on my patio. Alternatively, toddle on inside with your mother and the singing fairies." Brigit demonstrated the cha-cha en route back to the barbecue.


  Del shook her head, and then shook her head again. "I don't know what's up with that woman of mine. She's either permanently pre-menstrual or suffering from some kind of manic hilarity syndrome.


  "Maybe she's just insane," Kit suggested.


  "There is that," Del acknowledged, and then sighed. "Whatever it is, she is exceedingly happy and I love her to bits."


  Kit looked at her friend in surprise, as Del wasn't usually prone to such blatant expressions of affection, even for Brigit.


  Del shrugged, said "it must be contagious," and headed back inside.


  Kit and Alex decided, without actually conferring on the subject, to join the non-singing group at the huge table by the enormously elaborate pool - which Del had got someone else to build for Brigit and to her specifications.


  The table was under cover of the roof, naturally, as was one end of the pool. The latter was also illuminated with underwater green and purple lights, which made it look strangely inviting in the pelting rain.


  Over the next hour Kit and Alex gave Rebecca and Sally, in particular, an account of their interesting, but ultimately unsatisfactory, interlude with Paula Bracken; and then, having been joined by Del, the singers, and a to-and-froing Brigit, The Adventures of Beaner and Poit were retold with much colour and mirth.


  "So," Del said, "I gather that means that Beaner Brody has not been subject to Mercury's ire."


  "Not at all," Erin affirmed. "Which means he, Mercury, is only after Jack, Carol and Cart... oh, who cares who else."


  "Mercury does," Alex said. "That was a lot of cow shit outside his electoral office."


  "Really?" Del asked, offering the potato salad around. "When was this?"


  "Today," Kit said, taking the bowl, dishing out some potatoes and passing the bowl on to Alex. "We should watch the news later; it was a wonderful sight."


  "An awful lot has transpired for you and your cases today Kit," Rick noted. "If this much happens to you on a Sunday, you must be run off your feet during the week."


  "Crime, and its many consequences, does not distinguish one day from another, Rick," Kit stated solemnly. "Bugger-all might happen tomorrow, then come Tuesday, who knows," she threw up her hands, "I might have to round up a gang of bank robbers single-handedly, or by myself even."


  "So where are you at? Where do today's exploits, disclosures, clues and misdirections put you with your current cases?" Enzo asked.


  "I think," Kit mused, "I am still right in the middle of a, I don't know, a Gordian Knot. Two of them, in fact."


  "You need Alexander and his lateral thinking mind then, don't you," Erin declared.


  "I do indeed," Kit agreed.


  "Alexander who?" Hector asked.


  "Alexander the Great," replied Erin, Enzo and Rebecca.


  "The original gay icon," Rick embellished. "If you don't count Achilles, of course. But then he did have a silly lapse with that Amazon he'd just run through with his sword."


  "And why?" Hector asked.


  "Why is he a gay icon?" Rick asked.


  "Ah, no Rick. The words gay and icon kind of explain themselves, even to us straight boys," Hector smiled.


  "Who wants another sausage or a lentil burger?" Brigit asked.


  "Me please," Lillian waved.


  "Why does O'Malley need Alexander the Great?" Hector asked.


  "Because, Grasshopper," Kit said, "instead of wasting valuable time trying to work out how to undo the legendary Gordian Knot, notorious for its degree of extreme difficulty, he simply whacked it with his sword."


  "By Zeus!" Hector exclaimed, with genuine admiration, "those ancient blokes knew how to get things done, didn't they? That does it! I'm going out tomorrow to get you a sword, Boss."


  "Ah, my hero!" Kit slapped her hand over her heart. "Thank you, Hector, I was wondering when you'd get the hint."


  "Are you going to give us the lowdown, Kit, or do we have to wait for the movie?" Brigit asked.


  Kit glanced at Rebecca who nodded her permission, while Brigit did the rounds of the table putting extra salad on everyone's plates. "More greens, no arguments," she muttered.


  "Okay," Kit began, "in the case against Rebecca we are a little closer to uncovering the nasty letter-writing culprit, in that we have two possible suspects."


  "One of whom," Alex joined in, "may also be Mercury - if the laws of coincidence and credulity can be stretched to include the possibility of not very likely!"


  "Ah!" Kit bantered back, "but the possibility is more likely than earlier today, when having both Carter and Beaner in the equation made Paula's involvement less likely. However, the moment it was revealed to us that Pete and his mate Dave, a.k.a. Poit and Dive, were working entirely on their own - to get Beaner back for biffing Richo - we had to reconsider Paula in the Mercury stakes."


  "Except for the fact of Carter Walsh."


  "Yeah, except for that," Kit admitted. "So we scratched her off the suspect list again."


  "And the Mercury case itself?" Del asked.


  "Basically," Kit explained, "Mercury doesn't like or approve of Jack Higgins, Carol Webster or Carter Walsh. He or she appears to have no problem with the Liberal or Labor candidates in the forthcoming Nareen by-election; or they simply have a 'deny everything' policy.


  "On the other hand, as Jack is not a candidate, the Nareen political bunfight may have zilch, nada and zip to do with the case at all. There appears to be no matching connection between all three of Mercury's targets, although there are some matching pairs. As in Carter and Carol are both standing for Nareen; Carol and Jack currently work together as councillors for Brinlea; and, although they denied it, Carter, Virginia and/or Adam do know Jack Higgins - in some kind of driving around town in the same car capacity."


  "Hey, I've got a thought." As Brigit was wielding a very large knife no one questioned the statement itself, or her right to speak. "What if this whole ka-ka thing is like a chain letter? You know: Mercury One sends cow doodies to Jack; Mercury Two, or Jack, dumps moo-pooh on Carol; Mercury Three, Carol - are you with me? - delivers befitting bullshit to Carter Ugh."


  "That's a very amusing hypothesis, Brigie," Del said fondly. "But who is Mercury One?"


  "Does it matter?" Brigit asked.


  Kit chortled. "It does matter, Brigie, because 'why Carol?' is the big question for me. She is the strangest thing in the Mercury equation. It's a given that Jack Higgins and Carter Walsh deserve the dumping they are getting, but there is no reason at all for Alex's old friend Carol to be enduring this nonsense. She's a good person, a sensible woman, a - dare I say it - a half-way decent politician."


  "Bite your tongue, Katherine," Lillian scolded.


  "Then there's David Dukes, a perfectly charming man, whose truck was definitely used to drop thirteen pigs at Jack's house but may, or may not, have been used as a manure-mobile. David, apart from having the good taste to agree with most civilised human beings that Mr Higgins is a prick, didn't strike Erin or I as being the Mercury type, whatever that is; and more than likely is not even responsible for driving his own truck, on account of his being physically impaired. I think that's it."


  "Except," Erin said, "for what I found out about the Dukes family today which, although completely unrelated to the case in hand is a sad but interesting tale."


  "Oh, do tell," Lillian requested. She received unanimous support from all.


  "Before we head off on a tangent," Alex said, moving her hand from where it had been resting on Kit's knee, "I feel I should point out, given that we are trying to keep the facts slightly straight, that Carol Webster is not an old friend of mine."


  "She's not?" Kit said.


  "No," Alex shook her head. "I only met her on Wednesday, about an hour before you did."


  Kit was temporarily speechless, while she realigned her standard approach procedures and one or two misconceptions. "I was sure you...I thought," she shook her head. "It doesn't matter of course, because I'm always on my best behaviour with new clients, but I was extra specially nice to Carol, in the beginning, because I thought she was your friend."


  "No," Alex shrugged. "I had just spent my first hour with her when she ducked out of the office to stick some money in her parking meter. She returned just as you performed that magnificent somersault pike with a very novel twist over the couch and onto the floor."


  "What?" Del laughed. "Don't tell me K.F. O'Malley fell over something. Again."


  "We are not going there," Kit warned. "So how come her, you, then her, me?" she asked succinctly, in order to prevent a rehash of any 'Kit tripping over things' stories.


  "Carol is a mutual friend of one of Douglas's longtime clients," Alex explained. All the faces around the table except Kit's looked blank. "Douglas Scott is one of the other partners in my firm, and also my uncle," she elaborated.


  "Who is the client?" Kit asked.


  Alex hesitated for a second and then said, "I don't know. Douglas just asked me to do a favour for him and one of his clients, and talk to Carol who preferred to deal with a woman."


  "So Carol came to see you specifically about Mercury?"


  "No," Alex said thoughtfully. "The subject did take up a lot of our conversation but she was there for other business."


  Brigit tapped her fingers together. "Can we get back to Erin's sad but interesting tale, please."


  Erin held up her hands as if calming an applauding audience. "As I said, this saga is unrelated to my news story or Kit's investigation, but I have discovered a possible - and I still have to run this by a certain homicide detective - but a possible connection between the missing member of clan Dukes and the case on which Jon Marek is currently working."


  "You're kidding?" Kit exclaimed.


  "I kid you not," Erin stated.


  A crashing sound near the back door drew everyone's startled attention towards...


  "Sorry," Marek said, picking up the metal bucket he'd kicked. "Didn't mean to make quite that much noise. But Erin, I'd rather you didn't discuss my case with these scoundrels. Beer, anyone?"


  "Jon, come sit," Brigit said indicating a spot next to her and opposite Erin.


  Marek twisted the top off one of his stubbies of VB and sat exactly where he was told. While Erin proceeded to assure him that she'd had no intention of divulging anything about his case that she shouldn't - which of course made everyone, particularly Lillian and Enzo, all the more curious - Brigit fussed around and filled a plate with food for the latecomer.


  "The night was dark and stormy, the brigands were gathered around, and the Captain said, "Antonio, tell us a story," and this is how it began: The night was dark and stormy..."


  "Lillian," everyone moaned, except Kit, who groaned, "Mum".


  "Just filling in air time until the official storyteller gets her act together," Lillian explained.


  "Right, the Dukes," Erin said. "John Robert Dukes, commonly known as 'Bobby' was, as Carol informed Kit and me yesterday, a St Kilda legend of some repute - or disrepute, depending on whether you were his friend or foe. He was a hard man who had a hard life; a bit of a bruiser but never a bully; who was variously generous, ruthless, kind and cruel.


  "Orphaned at fourteen, Bobby Dukes worked hard to keep what was left of his family together. Still a child himself, he virtually raised his younger brother and sister, David and Renny, with support from the folks in his neighbourhood. He'd do odd jobs in exchange for cooked meals, and he run errands for shopkeepers in exchange for other groceries, food and clothes. It must have been an amazing little community conspiracy because the social welfare people either never found out about the Dukes children or never found them when they came looking.


  "Anyway, Bobby took up boxing partly for the money but mostly because he loved it and was very very good at it. He also loved the horses. He was too big to be a jockey but he did a lot of track work and a lot of betting - for other people."


  Erin patted her throat. "The storyteller's parched, I need a refill, please," she said. "Thanks Alex. Now, Bobby Dukes grew up and made a name for himself - in boxing, in bookmaking, for his gym, and for his stables and boxing school which he started mostly to help keep kids off the street and out of trouble. He did a bit stand-over stuff, and ran a roving two-up school, but he was mostly legit.


  "Then his brother David, whom he loved, ha, like a brother went off to fight in Vietnam and never came home. His sister Renny, married a local nice guy, approved of by Bobby, and has run a boarding kennels for over thirty years now.


  "Bobby Dukes married his childhood sweetheart, Margie Abernathy, and sired one son, David, whom Kit and I met yesterday. A year after David, at the age of eight, fell from a horse and broke his back, Bobby's precious Margie died of cancer. She was only thirty."


  "Oh no, that's not fair," Lillian and Enzo cried out.


  "How on earth did you find all this out in one morning?" Kit asked.


  "Our wonderful community is blessed with an Historical Society that takes its raison d'être very seriously indeed," Erin explained. "It also happens to be run by a group of women and one old guy, who are themselves an historical society and who actually remember all this stuff as if it was yesterday. To a couple of them, I think it might be. Where was I? Oh, yes.


  "Later on Bobby Dukes gets to be a father-in-law, but only for two years because young David's wife runs off with, and I'm not kidding folks, a travelling vacuum salesman; and a grandfather for the rest of his life because apparently Vacuum-man didn't want someone else's kid tagging along.


  "The rest of Bobby's life, however, was only eight years long. He got hit by a tram in Fitzroy Street late one night, twelve years ago, because neither he nor the tram driver were watching where they were going. This was especially silly, as Bobby had just got off the tram that ran him over.


  "So, just as his father had done before him, David Dukes then raised his child, his little girl Roberta also known as Bobby, mostly on his Pat Malone but with a fair bit of help from his Aunty Renny. Bobby Jnr grew up, went to university, studied zoology and did her family proud. Then she met a man, an older man, and on or around December 29 last year she disappeared."


  "What you mean she disappeared?" Del asked.


  "For all these months?" Sally added.


  "She disappeared," Erin stressed. "She went off to Uni one morning and never came home. David thinks she ran off with the boyfriend. David's reasoning being that she thought he wouldn't approve of this older man. But..." Erin looked questioningly at Kit.


  "But," Kit nodded, "by the looks of things, that's probably just wishful thinking on David's part that she's missing in action - voluntarily."


  "You think something's happened to her," Rebecca stated.


  "Yeah. Especially in the light of the something Jon had to deal with yesterday," Erin nodded.


  "Careful," Marek said in a gently warning tone.


  "It's okay Jon. I promise I won't spill anything. But yesterday Jon was called to the scene..."


  "Of a gruesome murder," Enzo interjected.


  "Oh no, not Bobby!" Lillian and Brigit exclaimed in unison.


  Marek looked amusingly perplexed. "Um, no," he said, and then threw Enzo a curious look.


  "You mentioned it in passing last night," Enzo explained.


  "Oh yeah," Marek nodded. "I still can't talk about it. Come to think of it, I wouldn't want to, even if I could. There are some things that you all shouldn't ever have to know." Marek frowned, to himself, and ran a hand through his cropped grey hair. "That's why I'm here. I think."


  Brigit attempted to lighten the mood by offering coffee and dancing her way inside.


  Marek meanwhile glanced meaningfully at his ex-partner. Kit gave him a reassuring smile and a small nod, to let him know she was available if and when he needed her.


  "Anyway," Erin continued, "I have a theory."


  "What's your theory, Erin?" Marek asked, wresting his gaze from Kit and returning it to Erin.


  "Okay. You said, that the young woman you found yesterday had already been identified by her family; and that your team had subsequently discovered that the - I'm trying to be careful in what I say here, folks - that the aforementioned young woman, just prior to going missing a month ago had been seen being picked up by an older man. True?"


  "True," Marek nodded.


  "So, it's my theory, because of the correlation of facts, that the same fate may have befallen Bobby Dukes junior."


  Kit looked from Erin, to Marek who was trying not to laugh. In the ensuing silence she glanced around the table to gauge the possible thought processes of a group of people who were trying to put Erin's 'theory' together with what they didn't know about Marek's possible serial killer.


  Strangely enough, as far as Kit was concerned anyway, it was Lillian who was the first to knock the idea squarely on the head. "Erin," she said, "I think, that as a theory, that is so completely far-fetched that we should probably all laugh now and get it over with."


  Marek cast Erin an apologetic 'nice try' kind of look. "Being picked up by an older man, and running off with an older man is not a correlation of facts, Erin," he said. "It's not really even a coincidence, it's just almost the same words used in different contexts."


  "You're being kindly sardonic, aren't you Jon?"


  "Yes I am Erin, and I apologise," Marek stated, stony-faced. "But um, Lillian is quite right I'm afraid. We should all laugh now."


  Which they all did raucously until they were interrupted by Brigit hollering through the kitchen window. "Come quickly, everyone, now, TV news, after ads, Carter Bullshit!"


  Everyone again did as they were told, once they'd translated the instructions, and scrambled inside in time to catch the late night bulletin. There was Carter Walsh, obviously before Kit and Alex had done their drive by, flailing his arms and complaining to the media about " incidents like this reflecting the sorry state of this good nation".


  "See, look," Kit pointed out. "Adam Goddard has his hand up Carter's back operating the mouth and Virginia is throwing her voice. It's almost clever until you work out their little secret."


  The news item finished off with the heavens opening and turning the manure into a green lumpy river of slime, which made those gathered around the TV break out in rousing cheers of: "Bravo!" "Bloody bonza!" "Fanfuckingtastic! - excuse me Lillian." "You little beauty!"


  "When you've finished your ovation you can all come and collect a dessert," Brigit announced.


  "Ah, ah! Hey, wow! Shit, man, look!" Hector was having a hard time being heard, not to mention actually making sense. Kit, who had got his drift, dived at the TV to turn the sound up. She stared open-mouthed at the picture while Hector achieved complete and sudden silence from everyone else by sticking his fingers in his mouth and giving a screeching whistle, by which time the newsreader was qualifying his original statement by saying:


  "In the latest update from police at the scene, it appears that this tragic accident was possibly the result of a road rage incident. Witnesses claim to have seen a sports car driving dangerously close to the Cadillac, possibly even pursuing it until it was run off the road.


  "Just repeating, that ex-cricketer and Brinlea councillor Jack Higgins, known to most Melbournians as Mr Sportiz, was killed in a car accident in Port Melbourne earlier this evening."


   


  "Well - bugger!" Erin exclaimed.


  "Well said," Kit agreed.


  "Oh yeah," Marek said. "I meant to tell you about that, Erin."


  "You knew?" Erin and Kit demanded.


  Marek hunched up in mock fear. "Yes," he said. "It happened about nine; I heard about it just before I left the office at half past."


  "Do you have a TV in your office, Jon?" Brigit asked, as if that was the important issue.


  "No, Brigit," Marek smiled. "I heard it in on my official police telephone. I had to send a couple of the boys down to the scene, because of the suspicion of foul play."


  "Foul play? You mean he was murdered?" Erin demanded.


  "No," Marek said in surprise, and then obviously reconsidered his position. "Yes. It depends how you look at it. And whether you took into consideration my use of the word 'suspicion' or not."


  "How are you looking at it, Jonno?" Kit asked.


  "I'm not, personally. Apparently, however, the alleged sports car - which was either green or white - was long gone. If it was a case of road rage then, yes, technically 'foul play' is more than just suspected, but we'd probably call it manslaughter rather than murder. If it was an accident, and not road rage, then the driver of the sports car will still be in deep trouble for leaving the scene which, while not exactly foul play, is not very nice either. And it's illegal."


  "Yeah, particularly in an accident that was obviously bad enough to cause a death," Rebecca noted. "Mind you it's hard to imagine a caddie losing out in a tussle with a sports car."


  "So, Jon, what you're saying quite unspecifically, is that you don't think someone set out to murder Jack Higgins tonight," Erin said.


  "No," Marek frowned. "Why would they?"


  "Why?" Sally was flabbergasted. "Jon, we've spent hours discussing why," she reminded him.


  "You lot may have, but I only got here in time for Erin's tall tale, but sad and true, about the boxer, his family and the non-correlation of facts."


  "Jonno," Kit explained, "the very-recently late Jack Higgins was being harassed by the disgruntled whatever he is who calls himself Mercury."


  "You mean someone has been after this guy?" Marek said.


  "Yes," everyone chorused.


  "All right already," he said.


  "Wasn't that why you were going to tell me about him?" Erin asked.


  "No. I just remembered that you knew him, and didn't like him," Marek shrugged, then gave her the suspicious eye. "You didn't bump him off, I hope."


  "Only in my - oh that's in poor taste," Erin said. "But now, dear man, I think you'd better get on your bike and organise some police protection for a few people, because Mercury is also after Carol Webster and Carter Walsh,"


  "Forget Carter," Rick declared, "who cares if Mercury gets any of those AusFirst mongrels."


  "Richard!" Enzo snapped. "Don't you say that about anybody, particularly in front of a cop."


  Marek looked puzzled. "So the shit on TV, at Walsh's office, that was this Mercury's doing?"


  "Yes," Kit said.


  Marek slapped his forehead with his palm. "A word please, O'Malley. If you'll all excuse us."


  "Oh that's not fair Jon," Lillian protested.


  "Mum," Kit frowned.


  "I don't mean to be unfair Lillian, but I need to know this now, and away from this madding crowd that knows the whole story anyway." Marek was already guiding Kit gently out of the room.


  Once out on the front porch, which offered just enough shelter from the rain, Marek plucked a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and asked Kit to fill him in on everything he didn't know.


  Kit obliged, while Marek listened and smoked and asked the occasional question. Then he took out his mobile, dialled his home away from home and asked for 'Gonzo'.


  "Jonno, I thought you said this wasn't your case," Kit said, while they waited.


  "It's not, but the guys who are on it need to know all this crap, Kitty."


  "This crap can wait till tomorrow," Kit said, putting her hand on his arm. "What's with you?"


  Marek shrugged, stretched his neck and let go a heavy sigh. Then he handed his phone to Kit so she would wait for Gonzo to come on line, while he lit another cigarette. "If I don't pass this on now, I'm likely to forget about it by tomorrow. They need to know it, I have to tell them."


  "Gonzo, I believe," Kit said handing the phone back to Marek. She watched him as he recounted the bare facts she had given him. He talked, he paced and he smoked. Not good.


  Oh dear, she thought. This was not her 'solid as a rock' ex-partner working the details. This was a stranger in operation here, a man in overdrive and on the edge of something bad. If he wasn't careful, that something would be out of his control - very soon.


  Marek finished his call by asking Gonzo to organise for a patrol car to keep an eye on Carol Webster. "I don't know her bloody address Gonzo," Marek snapped. "Find it out, and get it done!"


  "What about Walsh?" Kit asked, as Marek shoved the phone angrily into his pocket.


  "Walsh already has half the force at his beck and call," Marek said. "And, quite frankly, I agree with Rick."


  "Okay Jonno, you've taken care of business now tell me what's up, with you."


  "Here's a good question, O'Malley," he said. "How come people like Walsh, and his ilk, don't get got? Why is it nearly always the good ones?"


  Kit was about to say that she didn't that Higgins exactly qualified for the 'good ones' category, not that he deserved to die in a horrible accident, but... when she realised Marek probably wasn't referring to Jack at all. "I don't know, Jonno," she replied, "but if you ask me, it's damn fine argument for the nonexistence of a god of any kind."


  Marek sat down heavily on the steps. "Before you say anything," he said giving a dismissive wave, "I don't care if I'm getting wet."


  "Oh shit!" Kit swore, and sat down next to him. "I think I've been where you are, mate. Talk to me, please."


  "This serial case," he sighed, and then said in a very small, hoarse voice, "is awful."


  They both sat in silence for a few minutes watching the rain on Marek's shoes, as it formed a tiny puddle on top and then spilled over to be lost in the wet of the concrete.


  "It's the pits, O'Malley," Marek finally continued. "The absolute rock bottom of the pits."


  "Tell me about it."


  "You don't want to know."


  "Yes I do, Jonno," Kit insisted, knowing full well she most certainly did not.


  "These women," he began, and then swallowed. "The one yesterday, Kitty, she was only sixteen and he, um..." Marek wiped his nose with the back of his hand.


  "Jonno, this is superior stress, I'm seeing in you. You're scaring me."


  "I'm scaring you? You should see the inside of my head."


  "Is this a case of one body too many?" Kit asked.


  "It's four too many."


  "You have to talk about this, Marek. Don't keep this inside, okay? You are too good a cop to let the bad stuff get you; and much too good a person to allow it take you down."


  Marek let his gaze meet Kit's as he searched for the words he needed. "This guy, this barbarian, is...he's afflicted with some deeply, deeply insane, psychotic, bloody..." Marek rubbed his hand across his mouth, frustrated that he couldn't explain himself.


  "You remember, Kitty, how no matter how bad a crime scene was someone would always find the thing to lighten it for everyone. So we could just get on and do the job."


  "I think they call it gallows humour," Kit said.


  "Really? Well, it doesn't work with this one, mate. This is too far over on the fucking dark side to reflect any light at all. It doesn't allow even the idea of sick joke to help us cope."


  "Us as in everyone, or just you?"


  Marek looked up at her again. "All of us," he said quietly. "All of us. But, I am in charge and I'm fearful that this might be... I think this is him."


  "Who?"


  "The evil one."


  "Oh Jon," Kit shook her head.


  Marek looked confused, as if unwilling to believe what he'd just said. "Evil itself."


  "He will turn out to be just a man. You know that."


  "Yeah?" Marek reached out for Kit's hand, something he had never done before, and held on as if it was the only thing keeping him in the here and now. "He keeps them in a dark place. In chains. He starves them. He rapes them, over and over. And when...and when they wouldn't last one more day as a conscious human being, and while they are still alive, he cuts their hearts out."


  Kit, still holding Marek's hand, leant forward in silence so the rain could pound the back of her head and drown the cold clammy sensation that had just crept over her mind.


  "I'm really sorry," Marek said.


  "Don't be." Kit sat up, wearing her brave and stoic face. "What have you got on this guy?"


  Marek gave a humourless laugh. "We have the usual fucking psych profile. You know how it goes: white male, probably aged between thirty and fifty; probably a loner - der; quiet, keeps to himself but is more than likely pleasant to his workmates or neighbours; and - apart from being a goddamn serial bloody murderer - will be, otherwise, unremarkable and unassuming. Don't you just love that word - 'otherwise'?"


  "Unassuming, in this context, has got warts on it too," Kit noted. "What about evidence?"


  "Evidence we have got up to here," Marek indicated a high spot over his head. "The bodies are a smorgasbord of forensic detail. And he wants us to find them because he either rings someone, like Erin, or leaves the body in a unoccupied house that's on the market, so it will be found sooner rather than later. We have a catalogue of stuff that tells us the kind of place he's doing his thing; and semen and DNA samples that can only be his. If we catch him there'll be no question at all about his guilt. But..."


  "You will catch him, Jonno."


  "Yeah," Marek agreed, with little conviction. He pushed Kit's wet hair back off her face. "Is that why you got out? Was it one body too many?"


  Kit nodded and then wiped the rain off her face on Marek's sleeve. "That, and I got tired of cleaning up the mess when it was already too late. I didn't want to face another stolen life, but it was more the brutality that got to me. Humans are savage and uncivilised beings, Jonno. We are more likely to kill anything, human or animal, just for the hell of it - than any other creature on earth and yet, for some unfathomable reason, we think we are special. We're the top honchos of the food chain, that's all. We're not better, we're just better with the weapons - whether it's our fist or a knife, gun or nuclear bloody bomb."


  "Soap box," Marek grinned.


  "Sorry," Kit grinned back.


  "So why the PI deal if you were that burnt out? And why haven't I ever asked you this before?"


  Kit laughed. "You never had a reason to listen before."


  "That's a bit mean," Marek said, "of me."


  "You did actually ask me shortly afterwards, Jonno, but I gave you my other main reason."


  "Which was?"


  "The fact that I very nearly succumbed to a strong and secret desire to take my gun out and shoot Detective-Sergeant Graham Parker in the kneecaps."


  "Jeez Kitty, we all have that desire. Why the hell didn't you put him out of our misery?"


  "Oh yeah right, take the fall for you lot. Anyway, since you asked, the PI deal gave me a way to keep doing the job, but without the bodies and the grieving families. Now I deal with real live people and their real live problems."


  "But you still see violence. I've even been there when you've seen some of it."


  "Yeah but, with the exception of the Robinson case, I don't see dead people and murderers on a regular basis anymore. As a consequence, my psyche has far fewer stress fractures these days. You should try it."


  "What?"


  "Getting a life."


  "Yeah," Marek laughed. "If I survive this mess, I thought I might start with Erin."


  "Perfect," Kit smiled. "And now that you've finished your entire packet of smokes, shall we rejoin the ladies?"


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  The room was dark and cold and dank. A cellar or something underground. It probably smelt like black fungus, Kit had been in a few places like this that did, but she couldn't quite...there was something heavy, across her throat. It was not helping...


  "O'Malley darling? O'Malley? Kit!"


  Kit opened one eye. "Did you call me darling?" she smiled. "And why can't I breathe?"


  "I think there's something coming between us," Alex said.


  "Glurrp."


  "Oh Thistle! Will you get off my chest please," Kit said, pushing The Cat onto the bed behind her. Kit rolled onto her right side and rested her head on her arm on her pillow. "Is that better?" she asked Alex, who was lying in the mirror-image position, gazing at her.


  "Much. Does she always do that?"


  "What, sleep on my face?"


  "No, come between you and, um, whoever's in the bed with you." Alex widened her eyes.


  Kit ran her index finger along Alex's jaw and across her lips. "There's never been anyone in this bed for her to get jealous of," Kit replied. "Until now, that is." Clever little puss, she thought.


  Alex looked puzzled rather than disbelieving. "What about whatshername? Sam?"


  Kit couldn't have raised her eyebrows any higher if she tried. "You've got a good memory. You never even met her."


  Without breaking eye contact, Alex tried to catch Kit's finger in her mouth. "No, but she might have been competition."


  "Never," Kit shook her head. Ever!


  "So, are you saying that Thistle didn't think this Sam was worthy of her jealousy," Alex asked, with a playful sparkle in her eyes, "or that Sam was never in this bed?"


  "Yes," Kit replied, and then changed the subject. "Are you going to your work today, or are you going to trail around with me?"


  "Is that an invitation to watch you work, or to stay here and play?" Alex ran her hand down Kit's bare back.


  "Work," Kit pouted. "Unfortunately."


  Alex smiled questioningly. "When we first met, O'Malley, you made a huge song and dance about how you work alone, and how you don't need amateurs tagging along screwing up the tagging along process."


  "That's quite true, I did say that and I do work alone," Kit acknowledged. "But mine being, ordinarily, such a lonesome profession I am also - as you well know - easily persuaded, coerced or hoodwinked into accepting company."


  "You mean you don't know how to say no."


  "Yes," Kit said. "Also, in January when I said that to you, I thought that you didn't like me."


  "And now?" Alex queried.


  "And now, I'm thinking that you might like me," Kit smiled hopefully. "A little bit."


  "A little bit," Alex nodded. "And then some."


  The phone started ringing.


  Kit used her index finger to push Alex's hair back behind her ear. "I think I like you very much," she stated. "But I'm going to answer the phone, because it's annoying."


  Kit rolled over and snatched at the receiver. "O'Malley," she said. "Whoo-ah," she added, as Alex's hand slid from Kit's back to her front.


  "Um? Are you the private eye?"


  "Yes, I am the private eye."


  "Well, where are you?"


  "What do you mean where am I?"


  "Well, I'm outside your office and there's no one here."


  "Really? And who are you?"


  "Crystal Blake."


  "Crystal?" Kit repeated, giving Alex an incredulous look. "And why are you outside my office?"


  "Because you gave Jack your card and I didn't kill him."


  "Who said you did kill him?" Kit pulled a face that reflected Alex's look of amazement.


  "The people on the radio. Look can I talk to you in person like?"


  "Ah, yeah sure. Just wait there. I'm hanging up now though."


  "Oh, right. Okay."


  "Is that the Crystal-mantis?" Alex asked.


  "Yep. She's downstairs and, get this, she didn't kill Jack." Kit rolled out of bed, then rolled back in again to kiss Alex four times, and then once again for luck. "I shall return," she said, then rolled onto the floor, picked up and pulled on her black track pants and rummaged through a pile of stuff for a windcheater.


  "I'm going to ring my office and have Margaret cancel today," Alex announced, watching Kit get dressed. "I'd much rather follow you around town."


  "Goody," Kit grinned. "I'll be back in a tick. Oh hey," she added, skidding to a stop in the doorway. "Can you find out the name of Douglas's client, the one who sent Carol to you?"


  "I'll see what I can do. Don't be too long."


  Kit ran down her hall, flashed past her lounge and down the inside stairs. She grabbed her office keys off their hook, won the small argument with her front door and, having got it open, gripped the dear-life railing and made her way carefully down to the ground floor.


  Crystal Blake - sure, and I'm Elle McPherson, Kit thought - was pacing, in very high heels, very tight pants and a pale green angora jumper in front of the door to O'Malley Investigations.


  "Morning Crystal," Kit said cheerily, coming up behind her to unlock the door.


  Crystal jumped, said "at last!" and followed Kit inside, where she continued to pace.


  "Have a seat, please Crystal, you can't afford to burn up any more calories."


  "What? Oh," she said and sat down. "Look, the radio is saying I'm responsible for Jack. I'm bloody not. Really, I'm not."


  Kit frowned in puzzlement. "I don't get it, how would the radio have got your name?"


  "They haven't yet, but it's only a matter of time. All morning they've been saying that Jack died from road rage, but I swear he was alive when I left him."


  "Blimey!" Kit said. "Were you in the green sports car?"


  "No." Crystal got up, walked around her chair, and sat down again. "I was driving that god awful caddie. Thanks to you!"


  Kit was lost; Crystal had quite possibly always been lost. "Back up Crystal, please. Start from the beginning."


  Crystal took a deep breath. "Jack and I were going to go dancing at the Chevron last night. We'd had dinner and we were driving along - I was driving along - and there was this car that was tailgating us, you know crowding right on the bumper."


  "Tailgating, right," Kit nodded. "A white sports car?"


  "No. What's with the sports car? It was a bloody big Toorak tractor thing. It might have been green but it was so close it coulda been pink and white and I wouldn't have known. Anyway, because you had made me Jack's bloody designated driver, he was saying 'go left, go right you silly bitch, slow down, I thought you said could drive, go faster'.


  "I kept shouting at him to shut up coz he was making me more nervous than the dickhead on my tail. But he had to keep yelling, 'left, left, lose the prick, watch out,' all that kinda stuff. So finally when we got to a row of shops, which were like open, I just pulled over, told him to shove his shitheap of a car up his bum, and I got out. No, I thumped him on the arm, and then I got out. I left him there, walked into a shop and called a taxi. Jack drove off himself, by himself, I swear."


  "Have you told the police?"


  "No, I'm telling you."


  Like I give a shit, Kit thought. "Okay Crystal," she said, "first of all road rage usually refers to an altercation between the drivers of different cars."


  Crystal blinked - three times. "What are you trying to say?"


  "The term 'road rage' does not apply to an argument had by two people travelling in the same vehicle. It's not road rage if you're pissed off with the person in your own passenger seat. It doesn't matter what you disagree about or how angry you get, it's just an argument."


  "But the radio's been saying...?"


  Kit held up a calming hand. "Last I heard," she said, "the radio was saying that the police were looking for the driver of a sports car who, and which, may have run Jack's Cadillac off the road. You see the difference?"


  "Yeah," Crystal said, although she didn't sound too sure.


  "After you left Jack, did you find a green or white sports car and then chase Jack around the streets of Port Melbourne in it?"


  "No," Crystal denied, slowly and with a frown. "Last time I saw him was in Clarendon Street, South Melbourne, I swear. And I don't know anything about a sports car."


  Kit resisted the urge to pick up the phone and whack herself in the forehead; and there seemed little point in doing it to the stick insect. "Go home Crystal, you don't need to worry about this."


  "You're sure?"


  "I am almost positive," Kit said, trying to keep a straight face. "Give me your phone number, just in case, and I'll keep you posted. How's that? But you know, even if you'd stuck a meat cleaver in Jack's head it still wouldn't be classified as road rage. Murder - yes; but not road rage."


  "Oh thank god," Crystal said handing Kit a business card. "But you'll still keep me posted?"


   


  A Dream Come True was standing in her kitchen when Kit returned upstairs. Alex, dressed in one of Kit's oversized slouching-around-the-house shirts was half bent over investigating the contents of the fridge. Kit just stood and stared, her body doing the weird waterfall thing again; and then again again, because it wasn't until that moment that she realised how perfect a DCT could be if realised with all the right ingredients. This was not just a gorgeous woman in her shirt in her kitchen; it was Alex in her shirt, Alex in her kitchen, Alex full stop.


  "Wow," Kit exclaimed.


  "You're back, that didn't take long," Alex said, stepping back from the fridge.


  "There wasn't much to work with," Kit explained.


  Alex waved at the interior of the fridge. "Do you just keep this appliance in your kitchen to practice your echoes in, or do you sometimes use it for food?"


  Kit pressed a finger to her lips. "Shh. It's actually a secret portal to another dimension."


  Alex closed her eyes for a moment. "Does this other dimension have a good café?"


  Kit brushed past Alex on her way to the coffee pot. "I'd suggest going to the bookshop café down Swan Street for breakfast if it didn't mean that you'd have to put more clothes on."


  "Hey, I'll go like this if it means breakfast."


  Kit caught Alex around the waist, then trailed kisses down between her breasts, which were barely and seductively revealed by the almost mostly open shirt. "Dressed like this, you are breakfast," she said.


  Alex ran her hand through Kit's hair and moved forward against her mouth. "O'Malley?"


  "Mmm?"


  "If I don't have coffee soon and strong I shall be reduced to a catatonic state."


  "Ooh, not good," Kit said, reluctantly doing up the buttons of her shirt on Alex, to avoid further temptation. She poured two cups of hot consciousness-raising elixir from the contraption that she held to be the best invention on the planet: a coffee machine that turned itself on for your breakfast time. "So, did Margaret let you cancel today?"


  "Barely," Alex smiled. "Oh, Douglas's client who referred Carol on to me is an Irene Sutton. I don't know her, Margaret couldn't or wouldn't tell me anything else, and Douglas is not due in until this afternoon. What did the Crystal bug have to say for herself?"


  "That it was my fault that Jack had been making her drive around town so he could drink; that they were being tailgated by a Range Rover or something, not a sports car; that Jack was back seat driving, loudly and abusively; and that, before getting out and leaving him to drive himself, she'd thumped him in the arm told him to stick his car where the sun don't shine. Oh, and that she didn't kill him."


  "Now why would anyone think she had?


  "Apart from the fact that some woman sooner or later was bound to come to her senses?"


  "Yeah."


  "She thinks her hissy fit in Jack's Cadillac constitutes road rage."


  "As you would," Alex said, thoughtfully. "But, O'Malley, you may be on to something. What if Jack's fatal accident wasn't caused by a random road rager. What if one of Jack's women did run him off the road?"


  Kit put on her definitely worthy of consideration and extrapolation face. "That's a lot of women to consider, Alex. Of the three I've met - Crystal, Paula and Sandra - I'd have to say that the most likely candidate would be...any one of them."


  "Or maybe Erin's right and it was Mercury," Alex suggested.


  "Or a complete stranger," Kit added.


  "Or Jack was the one suffering the rage, until he lost control of his own motor car."


  "Hold the presses!" Kit tapped the bench. "I forgot, I mean I just remembered a potential possibility for the list of aggrieved sheilas."


  Alex threw up her hands in an 'of course' gesture. "The wife," she said.


  "Oh. That makes two possibilities. But I was thinking of Virginia Walsh."


  "We discussed this last night, Kit," Alex said. "Just because you saw her get in the OZ-ONE 4 car yesterday, doesn't mean it was her you saw delivering Jack to his shop on Friday morning. And, even if that was her on Friday, it doesn't mean Jack's been lifting his leg over her too. Maybe Jack is, was an AusFirst member or patron. He certainly had the relevant personal credentials."


  "I'm glad you won't let me jump to conclusions," Kit smiled. "But the thing about conclusions that can be jumped to, is that they must in fact be possible or they wouldn't be in reach."


  "I'm sure that statement makes sense in someone's universe, O'Malley."


  "Crystal Arthropod said she and Jack were being tailgated by a large 4WD that may have been green. And what colour are the AusFirst vehicles?" Kit flipped her hands over. "Green."


  "May have been green?"


  "Or pink and white," Kit said softly. "Irene Sutton you say," she said, changing the subject. "Well your Margaret mightn't be able to tell us who she is, but Carol should be able to."


  "Good thinking. But why is it that we need to know - exactly?"


  "I'm not sure, Alex. No reason in particular, it's just that I find it odd that on the same day she comes to you, not Douglas who is this Irene's preferred legal person, she presents you with a problem that lands her on my doorstep."


  "That's called networking, darling."


  "Yes," Kit nodded, squirming on her stool as the top spill of her waterfall threatened to overflow again. "But why you? Why me? Why now? How come Carol Webster knows Jack and Rebecca Jones knows Jack? How come Jack knows Paula and Paula knows Rebecca? How am I going to figure this out and do you know the way to San José?"


  Alex laughed. "You don't really think for one minute that your two separate case are related by anything more than sheer coincidence?"


  "No," Kit sighed. "But it's all so weird. So I'm going to follow up on all the weird until I find something sensible." Kit headed into her office, and opened her teledex to look up Carol Webster's home number. "By the way, did you call me darling?" she asked, and then nearly spilt her coffee in surprise as the phone rang just as she put her hand on the receiver.


  "O'Malley," she snapped.


  "Thank my Aunt Jemima's socks you're there!"


  "I thought you'd gone back to swearing, Erin honey."


  "I have. It's just that I'm not sure what my present company thinks of bad language and I don't want to piss, I mean annoy them any more than I have to, and I really think O'Malley that I need your help to get out of here because I tried Jon but he's out on a job and I don't think I want to be here any more."


  "Where are you?"


  "I'm in David Dukes' kitchen and I don't like the look of things."


  "What things and where is David?"


  "The things in his kitchen, which seem to have been thrown madly in all directions, and the things outside which won't let me out, and I don't know where David is."


  "Was he there when you got there?"


  "No, O'Malley. That's why I don't know where he is now."


  "And what's outside, Erin?" Kit asked, already with an inkling of what her answer would be.


  "Athena and Apollo and that humungous black boy."


  "Poseidon?"


  "That's the one. O'Malley can you come get me please?"


  "Alex and I will be there in fifteen minutes, Erin." Kit couldn't resist it, "Don't go anywhere."


  "Ha-ha, fucking ha! Oh, sorry boys and girls, your worshipfulnesses. Please hurry Kit, and bring a sacrifice."


  "My goodness," Alex commented twenty minutes later as Kit maneuvered the pits and cauldrons of Mulberry Lane like an old hand. "We should be in a little country town - fifty years ago."


  "The Dukes' homestead, beyond them thar trees," Kit said, parking her car under the old oak tree, "does little to bring that impression up to date."


  Kit wondered, as she stood at the gate contemplating her immediate future, whether she was being in the least bit sensible or downright stupid, okay - both, in venturing onto David's property if he obviously wasn't there to control or lock away the Hounds of Olympus.


  "I think you should stay here, Alex," she suggested.


  "O'Malley, please don't ask me along for the ride and then tell me it's safer to sit in the car."


  "But it is!" Kit insisted. "And also, if we both get stuck in there who's going to go for help?"


  "We'll use the phone, like Erin did."


  "Erin might be dog food by now," Kit muttered, making a flawed-and-she-knew-it judgement call to open the gate. Alex followed her in.


  "If we walk casually in a non threatening and definitely not scared witless manner," Alex said quietly, "the nice doggies will be less likely to rip our throats out."


  "You're just saying that to make me feel better, I can tell," Kit said, glancing ahead to David's kitchen house, where Poseidon, Apollo and Athena stood like sentries by the wire screen door.


  "No, I'm not," Alex was saying cheerily, "I've heard it's quite tru-oh-my-god!"


  Kit and Alex stopped slowed to a stop, and tried their damnedest to appear non-threateningly nonchalant as five of the Dukes' deities, led by Juno, rounded the corner of the nearest cottage at top dog speed, with lips curled, snarling and barking...


  There's no time like the present, Kit thought.


  Growling, drooling, and ready to lunge...


  "Stand, guys."


  Juno pranced to a halt, the other four dogs forming a strategic V behind her, and eyed the intruders with curious suspicion.


  "Well I'm amazed," Alex noted, letting go of her breath but not Kit's arm. "And impressed."


  "That makes two of us," Kit said. "S'okay Juno," she added to the queen of the dogs, and then to Alex, "I didn't actually know whether that would work. Awfully glad it did."


  Juno cocked her head and the other four dogs took one step forward.


  "Ditto that, with bells on," Alex said softly, "but now what?"


  "Just follow me, slowly and quietly," Kit said. She held her hand out, fingers tucked under, to Juno. "Remember me, Juno," she said in a soothing tone. "Friends, okay. David - remember? Friends, okay. Good girl."


  Juno, alone, stepped up to Kit and sniffed her offered hand then nodded - well, it looked like a nod - and allowed Kit to scratch her head. Juno accepted Alex's offer of friendship, or truce.


  "Oh yes, good girl Juno, good girl," Kit praised. "Can we come in then? You run on."


  Juno's forward scouts ran off around the cottage again, but she escorted Kit and Alex all the way up the rest of the driveway by running this way and that but, strangely, with little enthusiasm.


  "I don't believe this Kit," Alex said. "You've got some kind of knack with dogs."


  "No," Kit said. "I just remember what David did and said, and hoped like hell it would work for us. Believe me it depended entirely on Juno remembering who I was. She does seem a bit listless though, so maybe she's only a really good watchdog when he's here to make sure she is, or he's here for her to protect."


  Poseidon bounded off the veranda to show them he meant business, but immediately deferred to Juno's single bark. Athena and Apollo then moved away from the door to allow them passage.


  "Truly amazing, Alex said, "unless of course this is a plot to get us all inside."


  "Erin?" Kit called out. "You still in there?"


  "No, sweetie, I went snorkeling on the Barrier Reef. You really should come in and take at look at this."


  Kit opened the screen door and entered the mess that had been David Dukes' dingy but neat kitchen. The fridge was open, its contents tipped all over the floor; recipe books, canisters and everything else that had been on the benches around the sink had been opened, ripped and thrown around; two of the wooden kitchen chairs weren't anymore, and the leg off one of them had been stabbed into the pantry cupboard.


  In the midst of this disaster area sat Erin Carmody, fearless investigative journalist, bailed into the corner of the couch by a smiling black and white mongrel.


  "Is he keeping you company, or keeping you in your place, Erin?" Kit asked politely.


  "If the guy whose house this is wasn't here, why did you come inside?" Alex asked, pleasantly.


  "And I do hope you're not going to claim that the dogs wrecked the room so they could blame it on you later," Kit smiled.


  "Make with the jokes, why don't you," Erin said through he clenched teeth. "But can you please get Smiley-mutt here away from me."


  "Stand down," Kit said. The dog kept grinning - at Erin. "Yo dog - hop down."


  "Yo dog?" Alex said. "You had better luck outside."


  "I knew her name." Kit held up her special 'I know' finger, pushed the door open and called Juno inside. "Want to help us out, please, Juno?"


  "Erin," Alex hissed. "What are you doing?"


  "Smiley-mutt has a tag, I'm trying to see his name."


  "Wait, I remember," Kit said. "Lie down - peace."


  Smiley-mutt leapt onto the floor and padded over to Juno, who nodded. Yes, Kit thought, I'm not imagining things, that was definitely a nod.


  Erin hadn't moved. Erin was still sitting in the corner of the couch wearing a strange expression. Granted it was a different strange expression, but...


  "Erin, are you paralysed?" Kit asked.


  "M... Mercury," Erin stammered waving a finger in the general direction of most things in the room.


  "Who? Where?" Kit asked, glancing there and back again.


  "Him, there, the smiley-mutt - his name is Mercury."


  "So?" Alex said. "Don't they all have names like Mercury and Athena?"


  "Oh shit!" Kit declared. "I do believe Erin, that we have been well and truly sucked in, chewed up and spat out. That is the last time I believe a guy just because he offers me a coffee."


  "And I really hate it when I like someone who turns out to be a liar," Erin pouted.


  "Fill me in please," Alex pleaded. "Second on the scene here doesn't have a clue what you two are on about."


  "David Dukes told us he didn't have a Mercury in his family," Kit explained. She glanced at the screen door, the exit, just to make sure that Alex hadn't been right about David's mongrel pack herding them into an enclosure. Everything seemed normal. Juno, sitting beside her, almost wagged her stumpy tail at Kit although her attention was primarily focussed out the door and down the drive.


  "Righto, time to leave," Alex decided, making gathering motions with her arms. "Come on kids, we're out of here."


  "We have to find David bloody Dukes," Erin snarled. "I want to give him a piece of my mind."


  "Are you mad, Erin?" Alex asked. "What if he is Mercury and he did kill Jack Higgins?"


  "What?" Erin demanded. "Do you know something I don't know? Again, O'Malley."


  "Don't look at me, it was your theory," Kit shrugged. "Although, the media seem to have picked up on it, possibly because you gave the idea to Marek, who passed it on to only-the-gods know how many cops and therefore journos..."


  "We get the picture, honey," Alex said, linking her arm through Kit's. "Can we go now please?"


  "Alex is right, let's scram," Erin agreed. "It's not a good plan to hang around waiting for a possible road raging murderer to return from the supermarket, or wherever he is, and run us down with his, with his shopping trolley."


  "No," Kit shook her head. "You were right, Erin. We do need to find David."


  "Why?" Alex queried. "Let's just call the police, that's what they're for."


  "There are two reasons we have to find him," Kit said. "First, and most important, I do not want to be the bunny who calls in the SOGGIES to discover that the only Mercury in cooee of this place is a grinning dog. Second, look at this room. Even if David is Mercury, I doubt he did this to his own kitchen."


  "Sloggies?" Alex said.


  "S-O-G, Special Operations Group," Erin explained. "Like a SWAT team," she added and then she and Alex performed a silent consultation that mostly involved eyebrow raising and lip pursing.


  "Good," Kit smiled, without waiting for their affirmative response. "Erin, did you only get to sticky beak in this room before you were bailed up or had you searched the whole cottage."


  "There's no one here but us mice," Erin admitted sheepishly. "And there's only two other rooms. The bathroom's through there," she said, pointing at the door near the couch she'd been on, "and there's a large bedroom, or bunk room rather, in there," she waved at the door opposite the front door.


  "Okay you lot, where's your Dad?" Kit said to the dogs, as she opened the screen door and crowded out onto the veranda with Juno and Mercury. Apollo, Poseidon and Athena were sitting exactly where Juno, it seemed, had told them to stay.


  Kit scanned the yard, the verandas around the other cottages and the shadows in between for any signs of a person of the human variety who might be trying not to be seen. When Alex and Erin joined Kit on the veranda, Apollo took off down the drive by himself.


  "Juno and her bunch came from where that dog just went," Alex stated.


  "That's the cottage that David said he sleeps in," Erin reminded Kit.


  Kit dropped her hand gently to pat Juno on the head. "Juno. Where's David? Find David, girl."


  Juno ran ahead, returned to Kit, then ran further ahead before coming back. She escorted them in this way across the yard to the far cottage on the right; or the first on the left, if one was on their way in to Chez Dukes.


  Kit opened the rickety screen door and knocked on the solid one. She waited, listened and then thumped again, loudly. "David? Are you in there, David? It's Kit O'Malley, can I come in?"


  "No one home," Alex noted.


  "No one answering," Kit smiled at her. "There is a difference." Kit tried the handle, which turned. She pushed the door open a crack and called out again but there was still no response. She could now, however, hear a TV or radio going in the next room.


  "Um, Kit?" Alex said nervously.


  "It's okay Alex."


  "Um, Kit," Erin said.


  Kit turned to find that ten of David's dogs had formed a semi-circle behind them in the yard. Juno was nudging her leg in an effort to get inside, so that meant there were two dogs not accounted for: Hera, who Kit hadn't spotted at all; and Apollo who'd been relieved of guard duty on Erin.


  "I really don't like this any more," Erin said.


  "Okay, we'll call in the cavalry," Kit agreed but, as she went to shut the door, Juno changed her mind back again for her by pushing past her into the cottage. As Kit still had hold of the handle it was Juno's push and her automatic pull-back that helped the door to whack her in the head.


  Alex and Erin laughed, of course, but in the split second view she'd had of the interior, Kit knew there was indeed more than one Mercury around these here parts.


  She pushed the door open again and found Juno and, the missing-until-now, Hera scratching at the door into the bedroom. Kit, with Alex and Erin right on her heels, entered a kitchen sitting room much like the one in the other cottage, except this one had no fridge or stove.


  Apart from the lack of appliances, the main difference in the décor was the feature wall to their right. Covered in cork tiles, the huge pinboard wall was in turn covered by photos - hundreds of photos of Jack Higgins, Carter Walsh, Adam Goddard, and one or two other faces that Kit only vaguely recognised. Some had slashes of yellow or red paint across them, and some had been stuck with darts, in targets that had been drawn on heads and chests.


  "Oh no, a loony-room," Erin whispered. "I never thought I'd get to see one of these in the flesh, and now that I have I realise I could have forgone the experience. This is creepy."


  "Yeah, but where's Carol?" Alex asked softly. "There's no photos of Carol."


  Kit glanced around the room, spotted an open tool box on the floor next to the table, and picked out a very large and heavy shifting spanner. "David," she called out. "Are you here?"


  "Where are you going?" Alex demanded.


  "I am going in there," Kit pointed to the closed door. "Please, please stay right here."


  Kit moved cautiously across the space, hefting the wrench into a useful swinging position. She turned the handle slowly and opened the door just wide enough for the dogs to squeeze by. "David, mate? This is Kit O'Malley. Remember - the private investigator? Are you in there?"


  There was no answer so Kit pushed the door a little further open, then took a precautionary step backwards. She did not want David, or anyone for that matter, taking her by surprise.


  She could see that the PC, on a desk along the wall to her right, and a television, next to it in the far corner, were both on. Juno was now sitting beside the TV, looking from Kit to whatever it was that Hera and Apollo were staring fixedly at. Kit logged the question of how Apollo got into the room, for later consideration.


  Forty-three shivers and a really bad feeling crawled up Kit's spine. She really did not want to go any further. But she swallowed, took a deep breath and held it, then stepped into the room.


  David was lying sprawled in a half sitting position on the floor but up against the couch. His bloody hands lay upturned on his thighs and his head, with its gaping mouth and throat, was resting back on a box on the seat of the couch. David 'Mercury' Dukes was very, very dead and Kit could not remember ever seeing so much blood.


  She backed out of the room and stood perfectly still, her hands hanging by her sides, while she swallowed repeatedly to keep down the bile.


  "What's wrong, O'Malley?" Alex asked.


  That's odd, Kit thought. Alex sounds like she's at the other end of a long, large metal pipe.


  "Kit, what's in there?" Erin asked. Or maybe she said "Kit, that's not fair".


  Shit, Shit, Kit swore silently, I do see dead people. She gave a short laugh, knowing that thought was in exceptionally poor taste, but recognising the hangman's humour for what it was - the sick joke kicking in at the appropriate inappropriate moment. Firm hands on Kit's shoulders, from behind, made her jump and drop the spanner. The noise brought her back from every past horror, to this one.


  She shook her head and turned on the spot. "Do not go in there," she said.


  "Why not?" Erin asked moving forward.


  "Please Erin. Trust me, just this once, you really don't want to see what I've just seen."


  Erin stopped and frowned. "I always trust you, Kit."


  Kit smiled wanly then reached into her bum bag, pulled out her mobile and handed it to Alex. "Could you ring Marek, on his mobile. Tell him that I don't care what he's doing, I need him here yesterday."


  "What are you going to do?"


  "I have to go back in there and try and get those dogs out of that room."


  "Oh my god," Erin exclaimed. "The dogs didn't...?"


  "Oh no," Kit shook her head. "It was a human animal that denied David Dukes his future."


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Two hours later the Dukes' property was a sealed crime scene, with the scene of the actual crime taped-off as the focal point. David's cottage - his place of sleep, obsession and death - was being photographed, videotaped, fingerprinted, DNA-swabbed, and generally put through a thorough forensic sleuthing and gathering. The same was being done to his kitchen cottage.


  Kit watched, impassively now, from the tree stump she was sharing with Alex and Erin. Having managed, with difficulty, to get David's loyal hounds away from his side she'd encouraged them, and all the others, into their run, which Alex had discovered was behind the cottage next door.


  Then, while they were waiting for Marek and his team to turn up, Kit had asked her friends to perform a visual investigation of the 'loony-room' as Erin had called it. She instructed them not to touch anything, not a thing, just to stand, look at everything and take it all in - without speaking.


  Kit had done the same in the lounge-bedroom. Computer, modem and printer on an old wooden desk, no drawers, but covered in paper some sheets screwed up, others just thrown down. Three framed photos on the wall over the desk, of a young sweet-faced woman who, without doubt, had to be Bobby Dukes junior. Two large, framed studio portraits, either side of the TV: one of Bobby Dukes senior (probably), David, and Bobby junior aged about four; and the other much older picture of (again probably) Bobby senior, his sister Renny and his, then, teenage son David.


  The television was sitting on an open-fronted cabinet that contained a VCR and about thirty tapes. Kit had checked the labels and, except for The Maltese Falcon and Raging Bull, they were all marked with things like: H 2/10 or W 3/12. She'd really wanted to stick one of them in the VCR to see what was on it, but there was no way she was going to compromise this crime scene, not even a little bit. And not because Marek would throttle her if he'd found out.


  Kit had then turned to David Dukes himself and from about five feet away - she couldn't get any closer because of the blood on the floor - she shut off everything that matters in life, and tried to work out what kind of weapon had caused his death. A large knife, she decided. Given the depth of the wound on the right - his left - side of the throat, compared to the other side, she guessed that this large knife had been wielded by a right-handed person; or a left-handed person with a strong, deft backhand. David had tried to protect himself; but his hands had been cut to ribbons.


  There was also: a mat on the wooden floor; the lumpy couch against which David was leaning; an empty box, on which his head was resting; an open wardrobe with clothes hanging and shoes thrown in the bottom; and a big old brass bed with rumpled bedclothes, beside an open window with a blood-stained sill. That was it, there was nothing else.


  When she'd heard the approaching police siren Kit had collected Alex and Erin and gone to wait outside, like good little non-interfering citizens. She'd then handed her henchgirls a piece of paper each and asked them to write down, again without conferring, everything they had seen.


  Now, two hours later, after every second cop had stopped bothering them with questions, Kit decided it was time to compare notes.


  Alex went first. "There were a few, maybe four photos of Carol," she said. "But she was only pictured with Jack Higgins and others, and mostly in a car park."


  "The council car park," Erin confirmed. "Jack, on the other hand, had been snapped all over town - outside the council chambers or his Mr Sportiz shops, in his car with a variety of women including Sandra Fallon, a skinny blonde, a darker-haired woman..."


  "Crystal-Bug and Flippy-Paula," Alex chipped in.


  "And his wife, Barbara," Erin added. "Photographic proof that he actually takes, took, her out for an airing now and then. And, you'll love this Kit, Councillor Jack coming out of the AusFirst office flanked by Mr and Mrs Walsh."


  "What, no Adam Goddard?" Kit asked.


  "He was up on that wall a lot but only in one picture with Jack, in the driveway of a house with a for sale sign out the front."


  Something rang a far off bell in Kit's memory. "Ooh, incoming," she frowned, holding up her hands. "I hate these thoughts that you can feel coming from so far off you don't know whether you're going to catch them on the fly past or not. Ah, got it."


  "Was it worth catching?" Alex asked tentatively.


  "Jack and houses for sale," Kit stated. "Sandra Fallon faxed me, on Saturday, a list of the places in which they did the horizontal-hoochy. I haven't given it a thought since. Remind me to call Hector when I get home and ask him to run a check on them for me. Okay, that data is processed; now where were we?"


  Alex was shaking her head. "Hector is in Adelaide."


  "Oh," Kit said. "Did I know that? Not that he can't go wherever he wants whenever... did I?"


  "Um, probably not," Alex apologised. "He asked me, last night, to tell you but I guess I forgot what with everything else we were..."


  "And what were you... exactly?" Erin queried politely.


  "Weren't there other familiar faces on that wall, Erin?" Kit prompted.


  "Oh yeah," Erin grinned. "Familiar and unexpected," she stressed. "Like Barry Page."


  "Barry Page?" Kit repeated still none the wiser but guessing she probably shouldn't be.


  "You know, the one-time honourable now deceased Member of Parliament, Mr Barry Page!"


  "Oh right, of course," Kit said. "What was he doing in the pictures?"


  "Mostly being photographed around town with Jack either in front of the casino, going into a pub, getting out of Jack's car. There were a couple of him with Virginia Walsh, outside his own electoral office; and a few with two different youngish women."


  "Okay," Kit said, "what about the rest of the room?"


  "The table was covered with messy piles of newspaper clippings and photos, including one of you and Erin in the driveway out there, no doubt taken during your previous visit," Alex said.


  "Now that's creepy," Kit said. "Anyone else you recognise?"


  "No, and I did not move the piles to get a better look. There was also a wedge of pizza on a plate, half a can of beer, pens, scissors, a take-away food container with either a sausage or a dog turd inside, and a half-written note, that said," Alex glanced up a passing cloud, 'prepare for the end'. There was nothing to indicate to whom he might have sent that had he not, you know..."


  "Carked it," Erin growled, "the poor bastard."


  "I realise you two had a little fondness going on for that 'poor bastard' but just remember he was Mercury and there is the possibility that he killed Jack Higgins last night," Alex stated.


  "Not likely," Marek said, appearing from the other side of a bushy bush behind them.


  "How long have you been eavesdropping on our private affairs?" Kit asked, in mock annoyance.


  "Long enough to know you're observant and, more importantly, respectful of my crime scene."


  "So why is it not likely?" Kit asked.


  Marek weight-tested a large metal box, then sat on it and lit a cigarette. "Given what you told me last night about the then anonymous Mercury, and what Gonzo found out from Mrs Webster and Carter Shitforbrains, in his follow up, we did consider that Mercury, whoever he was, was most likely responsible for the murder of Jack Higgins."


  "And now that you know who he is?" Erin asked.


  "Now we know, that as probable as it still appears to be, it's not actually possible. Donald Grenville," Marek said, then glanced at Alex and Erin, "he's our forensic pathologist," he explained. "Donald reckons that bloke in there has been dead since sometime late Saturday."


  "Oh my god, poor David," Erin wailed. "Bloody hell, how long would it have been before anyone found him if I hadn't come here this morning and been bailed up by his dogs?"


  Erin's question had been rhetorical but obviously caught Marek's attention. "Why did you come here this morning?"


  "I was going to ask him if he'd like me to do a feature article on Bobby's, on his daughter's disappearance. Maybe see if we could get her to come home or at least find out where she went."


  "Honestly, this family has to be one of the unluckiest I've ever heard about," Alex commented. "I mean, even the dogs are orphans now. Who's going to look after them?"


  Kit jumped to her feet. "I think I know just the person and how to find her."


  "Who?" Marek called after her as she sprinted up the drive to David's kitchen cottage.


  Kit bounded on to the veranda and opened the screen door but didn't go in. A uniformed copper wearing plastic gloves and protective booties, and a woman from the forensics team in the full minimal-contaminant outfit turned in surprise, both warning Kit not to enter.


  "Don't freak guys, I don't want to come in. Not that it'd matter, seeing I already have."


  "You have? When?" the constable demanded. "And who are you?"


  Kit raised her eyebrows. "Ah, about two and a half hours ago, and on Saturday afternoon."


  "And she's Kit O'Malley, you fool," the forensics woman added. "Hi, I'm Jenny Patton," she said, giving Kit a nod. "I'd shake but I can't. What can we do for you?"


  "There is a... oh. There was a pinboard on the wall by the phone. Oh, again. They were both over there," Kit waved to the wall next to the fridge. "Ah, there it is, Jenny. I need one of the cards or, rather, info off one of the cards, please. It's next of kin stuff."


  Jenny lifted the seat of one of the broken chairs carefully off the pinboard, which was lying under the table. "What am I looking for? Hey, I found your card; ooh and Barbie's Escorts."


  Kit laughed. "It's something like Renny's Kennels?" she suggested.


  "Renny's K9 Retreat?" Jenny read out. "You got a pen? Oh, bugger it Kit. If you've already been in here you may as well come and take a look."


  "Ta. I'll be careful where I tread, this time," Kit said. She copied the phone number and the address in Dickens St, Elwood into her notebook twice and tore out a copy for Marek.


  "Thanks Jenny," she said, retreating to the veranda.


  "My pleasure," Jenny said; while the constable demanded, "Who the hell is Kit O'Malley?"


  So, Kit thought, as she strolled slowly back down the drive. David Dukes, alias Mercury - the much-more-than-disgruntled whatever it was he was - had a serious vendetta against Jack, Carter, Adam and, the new bloke on the list, Barry Page. He did not, however, appear to have anything against Carol Webster. So why had he been including her in his hate campaign?


  Kit sighed. Work out what Mercury had on the others, why he had them in his sights, and that might explain Carol's inclusion. Belated inclusion, she noted. Carol was the last to be targeted by Mercury, who'd been harassing Jack and Carter for at least two weeks, but Carol for only six days.


  And what about Barry Page? He'd been dead for weeks, so unless Erin knew whether Mercury had been hassling the disgraced MP, Kit would have to check out his relationship to all this as well.


  Yoo-hoo. Why do you have to do that, O'Malley? Kit asked herself. This is a homicide case now. The person who was harassing your client is no more. Your case for Carol is effectively over.


  But what is the connection? she wondered, ignoring herself as usual. Did Barry Page commit suicide because of the scandal in which he'd been involved, or because of what Mercury had on him? Were they one and the same? If so, was it the money laundering, the tawdry sex or both?


  How the hell did Mercury's aggravating but, comparatively speaking, harmless little excrement campaign end in his murder. Whoa! Did Page really kill himself? Did he jump or was he pushed?


  And where and how did Carter Walsh fit into this jigsaw? Were he and Jack involved in Page's illicit activities? Kit didn't know about Carter, but Jack and tawdry sex, now that was likely. Mercury hated Jack, for some reason, but couldn't have killed him because he was himself already dead. The flipside of that coin, however, was that maybe Jack found out who Mercury was.


  No, that's not it. Wrong approach completely. Kit leant against the rusty, roofless remains of a horse float. Stop calling him Mercury when you know who he is now; and don't pretend that you didn't find the deceased version of that nice guy you had coffee with on Saturday.


  Make it personal, Katherine O'Malley. Figure out what David Dukes had on those men.


  Hang on, just one second! she thought. Detective-Sergeant Jon Marek had actually used the word murder, as in 'the murder of Jack Higgins'. That makes three victims.


  "Alex just brought up a really important point," Erin said as Kit jogged back to the tree stump.


  "Of course," Kit smiled, handing Marek the slip of paper. "Next of kin, David's Aunt Renny."


  "If David died on Saturday," Alex said, "who dumped the manure outside AusFirst yesterday?"


  "That is a very interesting question," Kit acknowledged. "But I've got a curly one for you Jonno, unless my friends here have already tackled you on it."


  "And what would that be, Kitty?" Marek queried, knowingly.


  "How precisely was Jack Higgins murdered?"


  "Precisely with a long sharp knife thrust into his heart."


  "You're kidding!" Alex exclaimed.


  "My great uncle's big..." Erin faltered. "Bloody hell, and shit!"


  "What about the road rage theory?" Kit asked.


  "The caddie's front end was wrapped around a light pole and there was a big ding in the back so it's likely that someone did run him off the road," Marek explained. "We think the same someone, then finished him off with a knife. And yes, O'Malley, possibly the same one that took out your mate in there. We've also had conflicting witness reports about a white sports car and a big..."


  "Green 4WD?" Kit finished.


  "Yeah. How did you know what colour it was?" Marek asked.


  Kit filled him in on Crystal Blake and her side of the story, then said, "Are you sure Jack didn't do himself in, like that other idiot a few years back?"


  "Which particular idiot are you talking about?"


  "The idiot who got so aggro with another driver that he pursued him through the streets at high speed, while holding a large knife that he planned to stab the guy with when he caught him."


  "I remember him," Erin laughed. "He lost control on a tight corner, crashed into a parked car and whammo," she punched her fist into her palm, "he stuck the knife into his own throat."


  "Oh, that idiot," Marek nodded.


  Kit laughed. "Yeah. I often wonder whether his last thought was, 'now look what you've done to me, you bastard,' or 'jeez, I'm a fuckwit'."


  "Well, Higgins may well have been doing the chasing, rather than the other way around," Marek noted, "but he did not fall on his own knife. And he would have seen, up close and personal, just who it was who stabbed him to death."


  "You should probably talk to Paula again then, O'Malley," Alex suggested.


  "Why? I doubt she'd want to kill Jack," Kit said. "I mean actually kill him, rather than probably just feel like it or say she might like to, just because... Oh dear."


  "Who's Paula?" Marek asked politely.


  Alex shrugged, still engaged on Kit's wavelength. "If she is nutty enough to think RJ fancied him and now, thanks to us, she knows about Crystal too, then she might just..."


  "Excuse me, police man here with question," Marek stated. "Who is Paula?"


  "She's a possible suspect in another case I'm on," Kit said. She was trying to be circumspect but then remembered Marek knew already. "She might be Rebecca's stalker."


  "And that has what to do with Higgins? Or this?" he waved at David's cottage.


  "Paula, an old school friend of Rebecca's, was bonking Jack Higgins, mostly in a room at the Sofitel - where Rebecca is also staying."


  Marek thought for a second and then said, "not quite enough info there, Kitty. I still don't get it."


  "Paula is, allegedly, slightly unstable and may have thought because of their shared history that RJ was also having it off with Jack. We postulate that she went from slightly to extremely unstable and, tormented by dumb jealousy, she began sending Rebecca nasty notes, bloody hearts and little bags of sperm."


  Marek looked suitably disgusted. "By shared history, I assume you mean Rebecca and Paula. But this is really an episode from a soap opera, right?"


  "Just about," Alex nodded. "But Kit also meant Rebecca and Jack's history."


  Kit smiled; she loved it when Marek looked confused. "Jack used to be married, eons ago, to another old school friend of Rebecca's. And Paula's."


  "Is she a suspect too?" Marek asked, getting to his feet and shaking the kinks out of his legs.


  "No," Kit said.


  "In a nutshell, Kitty, are you telling me that your cases are connected?" Marek asked.


  "No," Kit replied, and then added, "yes," and threw up her hands. "Yes, no and maybe. It's a huge coincidence that Jack Higgins features in both my otherwise unrelated cases."


  Marek narrowed his eyes and considered Kit, or all that she'd said. "You know my opinion of the word 'otherwise', O'Malley."


  Kit laughed. "Yeah well, apart from a fleeting suspicion that Paula may have actually been Mercury, the two cases only have Jack in common."


  "And you," Marek said, strolling away. "They have you in common, and that's a real worry."


   


  Half an hour later Kit climbed back into her car and handed Alex, who was talking to someone on the phone, a variety box of wicked custard slices, chocolate cakes and fruit tarts that she'd just bought from an Acland Street cake shop.


  "I'll ask her, just a sec," Alex said and then turned to Kit. "It's Rebecca and she wants to know if we could meet them at your place so you can help sort something out."


  "Sure," Kit smiled, wondering if it was a new thing or the same old thing. "Give her my address and tell her we have cake. Oh, ask her if she knows what colour and kind of car Paula owns."


  Alex passed on the information and the question; then, with raised brows, passed the interesting and very suggestive answer back to Kit. "Apparently Paula drives a white Mercedes sports car."


  "Yeah? Is she sure?"


  "Are you sure Rebecca?" Alex asked. "Oh, I guess you are then. See you in about fifteen minutes." She hung up and gave Kit a look. "RJ is quite sure about the car. She and Sally are squashed into it."


   


  Kit stood with her legs apart, her forehead on a drink coaster and her arms stretched out along her kitchen bench. She was in this position partly as a gesture of extreme frustration but mostly because Alex was running her hand up her thigh and she didn't want to move.


  Sally was sitting on a stool on the other side of the bench, her back to them; and Rebecca was still being verbally assaulted by Paula Bracken who was venting her spleen as if there was no tomorrow.


  "Okay, that's enough!" Kit declared, emerging from the safety of the kitchen.


  "You stay out of this you lying cow," Paula snapped.


  "Nope, I've had more than enough of you and your ranting Paula. Sit down, please, and shut up. Now," Kit growled, "or I will make you."


  I don't know how, Kit thought, but I'll give it a go.


  Paula threw herself on the couch, in a superior huff; Rebecca breathed a visible sigh of relief; Sally was heard to mutter, 'thank god'; and Alex offered everyone coffee.


  "Seeing you refuse to let RJ even speak, let alone defend herself, I will explain the situation to you. Ah," Kit said raising a shushing finger. "If you interrupt me Paula, I will have no hesitation in handing you over to the cops on a suspicion of murder platter - just for fun.


  "This is the bottom line: RJ did not think you were sending her nasty letters. You were top of my likely suspect list not hers. And no matter what else you might say, you cannot maintain you didn't think Rebecca was screwing your bastard Jack, when that was in fact the conclusion you leapt to when I used their names in the same sentence to you yesterday. So, dipso-wipso, our assumption about you, and your likely motive, was proven; and until a better candidate comes along Paula, I'm afraid you're it."


  Paula scowled, like she did it professionally. "Okay, I take your point about RJ, I suppose. But, for the record, I haven't sent her anything. And I'll thank you to stop threatening to sick the cops on me, Missy. I did not run Jack off the road so you can't score imaginary points off me on that. Oh yes, I know about the cars; it's been all over the news about the 4WD and the white sports number. But think about it, why the hell would I want to kill Jack?"


  "Let's see," Kit said, counting off on her fingers as she spoke. "You did think he was sharing his equipment with RJ; you had just found out about the Crystal bimbo and, what else? Oh, that's right, you suddenly realised that the woman he returns to, occasionally, was his wife."


  "On top of which, and I don't know whether you've noticed," Sally chimed in, "but none us here believe you're quite balanced, in an emotional sense."


  "Sally," Rebecca moaned.


  "What?" Sally asked. "Come on guys, we've all met the Donker man. Who the hell wouldn't want to kill him? And, apart from being highly excitable, Paula's got a bloody good reason or two."


  "Well I didn't," Paula actually laughed, "but I'm starting to wish I had. Speaking of his wife though," she spat, returning to attack mode, "I assume that you are aware she drives a cream MG?"


  "Yeah, of course," Kit lied, worried that she might be getting good at it. But, oh please, not the 'wife out for a drive in the old car-of-revenge' theory.


  "And, that Adam drives a green land cruiser?" Paula dangled.


  Kit nearly choked on that one, but managed to maintain a semblance of professional order on her face. She managed to say, nonchalantly, "You know Adam Goddard?"


  Paula gave a 'we go way back' shrug, but said, "met him a few times; didn't like him."


  "Oh god, neither did I," Alex exclaimed, as she sauntered down the stairs. "My uncle and I bumped into him at media dinner about two months ago. He was with whatshername."


  Way to go, girlfriend! Kit thought, throwing Alex a winning look.


  "Don't know any whatshername. Ha!" Paula laughed. "But Adam, now there's a manipulating arsehole."


  Oh at last, Kit thought. Paula appeared to be calming down again. Although this was the third time in an hour, so Kit wasn't going to stake anything on her not firing up the anger boosters again.


  "He really creeped me out," Paula was saying, "so after a while I refused to have drinks with him and Jack. They only talked business anyway and I did not want to waste my valuable sack time listening to them argue."


  "Well," Alex said, propping on the arm of the other couch, "I had to endure twenty minutes of him debating prime offshore investment strategies with my uncle and his, admittedly, boring as batshit mate Horrie. I always thought my uncle had a clue, but neither of them realised Adam was trying to sell them something."


  "Adam and Jack were usually fighting not debating," Paula chatted, "and usually over their poxy little real estate empire. Jack was slow on the uptake, I gather; or maybe it was vice versa, I usually tuned right out."


  Strange tales but true, Kit thought. "Um," she began.


  "Hey!" Paula said suddenly, getting to her feet. "You're coddling me. You are leading my conversation, patronising me and coddling me. I fucking hate that. I'm going home."


  Everyone, except Sally, sat in stunned silence as Paula's mood spasm flounced her to the door.


  "You are completely paranoid, but you know that, don't you Paula."


  "Yes, Sally Shaw, I know that. But, as you yourself said, I've got a few bloody good reasons for it; not the least of which is that you lot keep picking on me!" she shouted, snatching the front door open. Oddly, it did not slam behind her.


  "RJ?"


  "Yes Paula?"


  "Do you think you could not tell Grace about me and Jack? Please."


  "I wouldn't dream of it Paula."


  "Thank you."


  Even though they heard the door close, there was silence until Sally gave the all clear.


  "I'm awfully glad we don't have to go back to the hotel in her car," Rebecca said thoughtfully, "or anywhere at all with her, for that matter."


  "That woman is definitely flippy," Kit declared.


  "Without a doubt," Alex agreed.


  "That woman," said Sally, "is mad enough to have had a personality in each of the cars that allegedly ran Jack Higgins off the road."


  "And another to stab him to death with a long sharp knife," Kit added.


  "What?" Rebecca and Sally exclaimed in unison.


  "Oh yes," Kit nodded, as the doorbell chimed and the phone rang. She headed for the phone; and


  Sally offered to get the door, but suggested they all pretend to be invisible if it was Paula again.


  Kit stabbed a finger at the answering machine, which flashed three, three, three messages, and picked up the receiver. "O'Malley."


  "Kit, you're there at last. It's Carol. Carol Webster."


  "Hi Carol," Kit said, sticking her finger in her left ear to block out the hullabaloo up the stairs and into the kitchen, that heralded the arrival of Del and Brigit. The latter was waving an Express Post bag at Kit, until she got sidetracked by...cake.


  "I gather you've heard about Jack, then," Kit said to Carol.


  "Yes, what a terrible, um, occurrence. Do you have any details on what really happened, Kit? I know this probably sounds selfish, or self-something, but was it Mercury who rammed him and made him run into that pole? It's been implied on the radio news all day."


  Shit, Kit thought. Carol was next her agenda but it hadn't actually occurred to her that she would be worried. You idiot, O'Malley, why wouldn't she be? "I am so sorry I haven't spoken to you sooner, Carol, but I've been tied up all day so far with..." she hesitated.


  "This morning I discovered and identified the body of someone that we believe to be Mercury. He has been dead too long to have been anywhere near Jack last night. So no, Mercury did not kill Jack, but it does look like your troubles are over."


  "Really? Thank god," Carol laughed the humourless laugh of sheer relief. "Who was he?"


  "Mercury?" Kit began and then had second, sensible, thoughts. "I can't tell you that until his next of kin have been notified, and the police are sure he really is Mercury. But if you're going to be home around ten in the morning I'll drop in and tell you what I can then."


  "Okay, I understand, Kit. But we are, as far as you know, Andrew and I are..."


  "You're quite safe Carol. In fact I suspect you may never have been in any real danger at all."


  "That's the best news I've had all week," Carol sighed. "We'll see you tomorrow then."


  "Fine. Oh, hey Carol wait. Um, who referred you to Alex in the first place?"


  "A friend of the family, why?"


  "A friend called Irene Sutton?" Kit verified; then thought Irene? as a little jigsaw piece pre-empted Carol's response and tried to squeeze itself into an empty spot in the bigger puzzle.


  Nope, Kit thought, it's an odd shape; it won't fit there. Irene Sutton isn't a clue, O'Malley, she's simply an extraneous bit of info.


  "Yes, Irene is Max's wife. Um, Max is our vet," Carol was saying.


  Of course she is, Kit pouted.


  "What Andrew? Oh yeah," Carol said. "You and Erin met Max on Saturday, Kit. Remember?"


  "I remember the effect that Max the vet had on Max the cat. And that he was a charming fellow."


  "He is that," Carol agreed. "And Irene is delightful. They're both magic with animals. We always leave Max and Ali at their kennels in Elwood whenever we go away."


  "At their kennels?" Kit closed her eyes. "In Elwood?" Okay, the jigsaw piece might just have found its rightful place.


  Don't be ridiculous, O'Malley. It's just another bloody coincidence.


  "Carol, that wouldn't be Renny's K9 Retreat by any chance?" she asked.


  "Yes. Do you know it?"


  "Only by reputation. Ah, I have to go now. I'll see you in the morning."


  Kit hung up and remained where she was, tapping the edge of her desk until there was silence in her space and everyone was looking at her.


  "Kit? You okay?" Alex asked.


  Kit spoke slowly and carefully, processing as she went. "Carol Webster's vet, Max Sutton, is married to a 'delightful' woman called Irene who makes cakes.


  "I am thinking, maybe, that Irene Sutton, in some kind of convoluted way, might have organised for me - through you, Alex - to be hired to investigate the incongruous and, comparatively speaking, belated attacks on her friend Carol by the mysterious disgruntled person known as Mercury."


  "Is she speaking in tongues, or do we understand this?" Brigit asked.


  "We understand," Alex stated. "But Kit, we knew about Carol's referral through Irene Sutton this morning. Oh, wait, I get it. You said 'organised'. Are you saying we are part of a plot? That this Irene woman orchestrated our involvement?"


  Kit grinned broadly at Alex in admiration. She was quick, and she didn't even have all the facts.


  "I don't know whether I'd actually label it a plot," Kit said, still working through the details. "But I might be saying something along those lines. And, although I still have to verify what I'm about to say, this conclusion is so within reach I can stumble over it.


  "I think that before the delightful Irene married Max Sutton she was Irene, or rather Renny Dukes - sister of Bobby Dukes the elder; great-aunt of the missing Bobby Dukes junior; and only aunt of David Dukes who, as we now know, was Mercury.


  "And," Kit announced with a flourish, "I think I might even know what this is all about."


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Kit insisted on coffee, cake and comfortable seats before she presented her theory, mostly because the time it took to arrange all that gave her a chance to run the idea through its paces for a while to see if it made any sense. Finally when everyone was settled in the sitting room she began by filling Del and Brigit in on that events of the day so far, and then proceeded with her hypothesis.


  "Mercury's vendetta has not been a political statement. He was never out to pile shit, literally or figuratively, on a local councillor, a Member of Parliament and two political candidates," she said. "I think he was simply trying to draw attention, anyone's attention, to the nefarious activities - whatever they are - of these three men, or four if we count Adam Goddard."


  "But what about Carol?" Alex asked. "Where does she fit in?"


  "She doesn't," Kit shrugged. "And that's the point - she never did. She is the good guy in this very bad bunch. Nobody liked Jack; only Carter's followers like him, and none of them understand Adam's part in his power; and everyone knows, now, that Barry Page was up to no good. So no one noticed or, more to the point, cared that those blokes were being singled out for something.


  "The AusFirst tripod kept their shit deliveries quiet, assuming they were just larger, smellier protests of the kind Melbourne's more sensible citizens had already been mounting. And Jack only got publicity for his attacks because Mercury finally rang Erin and got it on the front page. Jack, however, refused to give her any information."


  "So you're saying that Mercury added Carol, an innocent, to the list to make people take notice," Rebecca said.


  "Yeah," Kit nodded, selecting a piece of vanilla slice. "Carol was the flag up the pole, the misfit who would go to the authorities because she had nothing to hide and couldn't understand why she was being targeted."


  "Why didn't Mercury just go to the cops with whatever it was he had on these guys," Del asked.


  "Because it was his vendetta," Sally noted. "You don't share something special like that with just anyone."


  "He may have tried to tell the police, but they might not have listened," Alex suggested.


  "Good point," Kit agreed. She glanced around at her friends, marvelling at their level of interest and input. They weren't merely gossiping about an intriguing story, they were discussing and analysing the facts in an attempt to help her solve the puzzle.


  I am a lucky little detective, she thought; felt silly for having the thought; and then continued: "Mercury's motives and his motivation also depend specifically on the reason for his vendetta. And if we apply the personal to the anonymous we get a couple of likely options.


  "One: David Dukes, alias Mercury, was a good citizen - in the tradition of the masked hero - who wanted Jack, Barry, Carter and Adam brought to justice for their crimes against the people.


  "Or, two: David Dukes, alias Mercury - the anonymous avenger - believed that one, or all, of these men had something to do with the disappearance of his daughter Bobby."


  "That's if she didn't just run off with an older man," Alex pointed out.


  "Which, being a definite possibility, might explain why the police probably wouldn't have listened to him if he had gone to them," Rebecca said.


  "Oh that's bloody typical," Brigit snarled, disapprovingly. "Of course, the cops would naturally assume the innocence of 'respectable' businessmen and politicians over the wild accusations of the son of a small time crook. Goodness me, you'd think we'd be well and truly over the silly notion that money and power equals an assumption of respectability; especially seeing most of our best known jailbirds are corrupt politicians and bankrupt businessmen!"


  "Brigie," Del said sweetly. "Can we stay on track here."


  "Yeah, sure. But, I'm just letting you know my love, that when I've perfected my fighting technique, I'm putting a team together to go drag you-know-who, by his short and curlies, back here from his luxury villa in Spain."


  "I'd be happy to sponsor you in that endeavour, Brigit," Rebecca smiled. "But in the meantime, I think you implied, Kit, that Mercury, I mean David, chose Carol because she'd go to the authorities. But she didn't, she turned to you."


  "Yes, she chose someone better," Del smiled. "She chose someone who'd work specifically for her. If she'd gone to the cops they would have had to divide their time and resources between Carol, Carter and Jack."


  "But, hang on," Sally said, "Kit has been investigating those blokes, too."


  "True Sally, but only because they shared Carol's problem," Kit said. "And 'investigating' is the operative word when it comes to those blokes. I had to find a common denominator to explain why Carol was being targeted, in order to find out who was behind it."


  "And there wasn't one?" Del asked.


  "No. Not one that warranted a load of crap being dumped on her doorstep. And, except for the fact of the fact that Carol got dumped on, there was no connection between her and them that wasn't above board. Her involvement, however, got me involved."


  "But, she didn't go straight to you, O'Malley. She came to me," Alex reminded her. "I brought her to you and, as much as I hate to throw a spanner into your intriguing deductions, it was actually my idea."


  "Yeah well, that's the bit of my theory that's stretching my theory," Kit grinned. "Except that she didn't just go to you, Alex, as in pick your name out of the phone book. She was sent to you by David's Aunt Renny."


  "Are you suggesting that Carol Webster is in on this thing you haven't labelled as a plot, but sure is looking like one?" Brigit queried, offering the cake plate around again.


  "No," Kit laughed, "but I'm pretty sure Aunt Renny is. Your point earlier today, Alex, about who delivered the manure to AusFirst yesterday if Mercury was already dead can be explained just like that," she snapped her fingers, "if we assume that David Dukes was not working alone."


  "But if David, alias Mercury, wanted action to be taken it still makes more sense to go to the cops, or rather have Carol go to the cops. Why divert her to a lawyer and, at a real stretch in your logic, to a private eye?" Del asked.


  "As a plan, even a cockeyed one, it's worked out quite well," Alex smiled. "Look how much Kit has achieved since Wednesday."


  "Yeah," Sally laughed. "One dead Donker, and a murdered vigilante thing."


  Kit pouted. It was a cover, to mask a sudden urge to be alone in a cupboard somewhere, while the unbidden stomach-turning vision of the murdered David Dukes took its time to pass through her memory.


  Alex casually picked Kit's hand up and held it between hers in her lap.


  "Sorry O'Malley," Sally said. "I didn't mean to imply you were responsible or anything, just that your investigation has had kind of a serious fallout effect."


  "It's okay Sally," Kit smiled. "And you have prompted another very pertinent question."


  "How did whoever killed David find out he was Mercury?" Alex said.


  "Precisely."


  "How did you find it out?" Rebecca asked.


  "I got hold of a photo of the truck that delivered the pigs to Jack, and Hector traced the rego to Bobby Dukes - junior, as it turned out. But we only found out that David was Mercury because Erin went back when she did and needed to be rescued. It was a fluke, so how anyone else found out, I don't know."


  "On your first visit you two only went to his kitchen cottage, right?" Alex asked.


  "Yeah," Kit replied.


  "And, having been won over, and diverted, by the charms of this friendly guy with his walking sticks and the sad story of his missing daughter, you assumed his innocence in all things and looked no further? Right?"


  "Yes, Alex," Kit said straightening her shoulders and accepting the dig.


  "Okay. As we don't know how long this vendetta has been going we shouldn't assume that the murderer didn't already know David Dukes, maybe from previous run-ins with him. Who knows," Alex shrugged, "they may even have been friends once. So it may just have taken the killer - he, she or them - a while to put two and two together and work out that David was Mercury, the mysterious avenger of whatever.


  "Or, alternatively, the killer didn't know David Dukes from a donut but, following the same clue you did, surprised him in his bedroom cottage instead of being invited into his kitchen. We can assume something like that, because that's where David's body was found. And if the killer hadn't been sure David was Mercury beforehand, he wouldn't have had to do the 'two and two' thing in that cottage, because four was plastered right there all over that wall."


  "In that case," Del said, "why didn't the murderer remove all that damning evidence?"


  "Hey yeah, that's a good question," Sally said.


  "I suspect the God Dogs of Olympus had a fair bit to do with that," Kit said. "Three of them had Erin bailed up in the kitchen cottage, but some of the others led by Juno came from behind David's bedroom. Juno allowed Alex and I to come in, and the moment it looked like we might be able or willing to help her, or perhaps help David, Juno took us to him."


  "You think the dog thought you might help her?" Sally said, as if it was the strangest thing she'd ever heard.


  "You had to be there," Alex nodded. "It was truly amazing."


  Rebecca explained Sally's lingering look of disbelief. "My sweetheart is not a dog person."


  "Juno took us to the front door of the cottage," Kit continued, "but sent Apollo around the back."


  "Sent?" Sally laughed. "Okay, okay, I get it, you had to be there."


  "When we got inside Hera, Juno's partner in queendom, was in the loony-room, where she'd obviously been stuck since Saturday as both doors out of that room were shut. Apollo, on the other hand, was in the bedroom with David, having gone around and through the open window.


  "There was blood all over that windowsill and on the bedclothes but, strangely, no definable bloody paw prints on the floor. The dogs did not want to leave David but they hadn't got too close either. It's therefore a dead cert that the blood on the sill was left by the murderer who may have come and gone through it."


  "So he-she-they, the killer, may not have even seen the wall of pictures," Del said.


  "Or did, but couldn't go back in there because of Hera," Alex noted.


  "I vote for the 'didn't see at all' theory," Sally said. "If I'd just murdered someone and knew that stuff was there I'd burn the place to the ground."


  "I'm with you Sally," Kit said.


  "Can we back track a bit," Rebecca requested. "Where did you get the photo of the truck?"


  "From Mr Sadler, a nosey neighbour of Jack Higgins who happened to watch and photograph the whole thing," Kit explained.


  "I gather this neighbourly guy didn't call the police while the truck was there," Del said.


  "No, because Mr Sadler, for reasons of his own, hated Jack and was happy that someone was leaving a pack of pigs for him in the wee hours of the morning."


  "Oh well, it's bloody obvious then isn't it?" Brigit stated, as if it was bloody obvious. "Jack got hold of the same photo, did what you and Hector did, and then popped on over to Mercury's house and did him in."


  "Mr Sadler wouldn't voluntarily give Jack Higgins the time of day let alone one of his photos."


  "How about this then," Sally suggested. "Maybe Jack forced him to hand it over and then later, Mr Nosey-Sadler got his own back by running Jack off the road. Do you happen to know what kind of car he drives?"


  "No," Kit laughed, but made a mental note to check on it.


  "Or, as I said," Brigit stressed, with a grin, "it's bloody obvious then isn't it? This Mr Sadler said 'over my dead body, Mr Higgins,' so Jack whacked him first, then got the photo, and blah-blah-blah on over to Mercury's house and did him in."


  Kit sighed deeply, as her body went all cold and clammy at the unsettling possibility that yet another person she'd met in the last few days might turn up dead. You and your big mouth, O'Malley, she thought. You should never had told Marek last night that you don't see many dead bodies in your life as a private investigator. It was asking for, for...something.


  "I guess I'd better ring Sadler," Kit said, jogging up the stairs to her office to get a phone book, while the unofficial sleuths of O'Malley Investigations continued to bandy the clues around.


  Kit took the opportunity to tune out for a bit, trying to ignore another awful thought that was banging at the closed door of her mind's special Dark Room - her sanity-saving crypt, where all the bad was kept well hidden.


  Stick to the surface, she told herself.


  Even putting aside her guess that Carol's case was just a strategy, Mercury's overall campaign had seemed relatively harmless. It was, without doubt, annoying for all the targets - and frightening for Carol - but the situation had gone from 'harmless' to tragic so fast that no one, correction, that she hadn't even got around to considering that it had the potential to turn really nasty.


  In fact the 'worsening situation' category had been leapfrogged altogether. And why? Kit asked. Because she was busy working for Carol, who wasn't really involved, rather than for the primary party in this whole plot. David or Renny, or whoever was really behind the Mercury thing should have hired her - or any old private detective - to investigate the bad guys on their behalf.


  That did it. The awful notion slipped out of her Dark Room. This case, which was still hers because...because she was in the middle of it now, was going to get worse before it got better. Whatever it was that David Dukes had on Jack, Carter, Adam and Barry had gotten him killed, viciously. And the person who took his life was cold, ruthless and prepared to get in close. The kind of person who liked to watch death happening - that was scary.


  Whether Jack's death was a monumental coincidence or he was dead for the same reason as David was debatable. Given how many people were not entirely displeased he was no longer, made either scenario possible. Kit needed two hands worth of fingers to count up the likely culprits in Jack's murder; but in David's case she was fairly certain it had to be Carter, Adam or Jack. Unless a Mr (or Mrs) Big was pulling everyone's strings.


  Mrs Big? Hey-ho, O'Malley. Do not forget Virginia Walsh.


  Okay, it's time to leap back into the fray. First, pay a visit to the 'delightful' Irene Sutton and find out what the hell is going on. Then... well, first things first.


  She noticed that the parcel Brigit had brought in was still lying on her kitchen bench and then procrastinated further by hitting the play button on the answering machine.


  "Before you come barging back into my office, O'Malley, I did not kill that bastard. But if you killed him on my behalf, I thank you very much."


  The first message brought stunned and amused silence to Kit's sitting room. "Sandra Fallon," she explained.


  "Hi Kit, this is Carol Webster. Could you give me a call, about...Well, you know."


  "Yo Boss. I'm in Adders and need to talk to you, today, Monday. Call me on my mobile ASAP, please. Oh it's Hector, and it is important. And call me from your place."


  "Didn't we see Hector last night?" Brigit said. "How did he get to Adelaide so fast?"


  "There are wonderful new-fangled things called aeroplanes, darling," Del explained sweetly, "that can fly you to Adelaide in an hour."


  "Has anyone noticed how smart my girlfriend thinks she is?" Brigit asked.


  Kit picked up the parcel from the bench, returned to the sleuthing circle and handed the phone book to Brigit. "Here, Muscle Girl, ka-choonker that for me will you, and look up the number for Mr Sadler in Begonia Court, North Caulfield.


  "So O'Malley," Sally said. "We gather it is your premise that David Dukes, alias Mercury, started this whole mess because he thought that one of those blokes is the older man that his daughter Bobby ran off with."


  "Yes," Kit said, "but..."


  "But," Sally raised her fingers in a polite 'can I take a punt on this?' "David and you, in fact, fear that something bad may have happened to her at the hands of one of those blokes."


  "Yeah," Kit nodded.


  "That's a long shot though, don't you think?" Del commented.


  "No. I think it's the most likely reason," Kit said.


  "Hey," Brigit posed, finger in the air, as she apparently dredged something from her memory.


  "Is this going to be one of your totally far-fetched theories, Brigie?" Kit asked.


  "Maybe," Brigit acknowledged. "But maybe David Dukes, and you, have got it all wrong and Bobby hasn't been heard of because she joined those millennium nutters. The leader of that is an 'older man' and I've heard tell he's got like a harem of women now."


  "What are you talking about?" Del asked.


  "Aagh, what's his name?" Brigit growled. "Jamar - that's it. He's the head guru of that church, no Temple of the New Millennium. It's a hippy-woo-woo commune on the Mornington Peninsula."


  Temple of the New Millennium? Kit thought. Where had she heard that? Oh yeah. "Mum called that the Cult of the Loony Bins," she laughed. "Her friend Valerie has joined it, I think."


  "That's handy," Brigit enthused, "you've already got someone on the inside. She could sus out whether Bobby's there or not."


  "And you could go in with your elite ka-choonker team and drag her out of there," Del said.


  "Great idea," Brigit said, winking at Kit. "Can you get me the necessary equipment O'Malley?"


  "Of course," Kit smiled. "I know someone who could get us camouflage gear, grappling irons, night vision goggles and stun guns."


  "Perfect."


  "Do not encourage her, Kit," Del pleaded.


  "Are you going to open that, or are you using a special, though somewhat irritating, secret power to work out what's inside?" Alex asked.


  "What?" Kit said. "Oh," she added, unconsciously turning the parcel in her hand over again. She was looking at the back of it and there was no sender, so she turned it over again. "Oh shit," she said, lifting her hands carefully away from it so she could sit, frozen, in belated trepidation.


  "Oh shit, what?" everyone asked.


  "Oh shit, Mercury's handwriting."


  "What are you worried about?" Sally queried in an only slightly hysterical tone. "It's obviously not a motion-sensitive bomb - or we'd all be indistinguishable bits of ex-people by now."


  "It could be something disgusting," Kit said, raising it to her nose to see if it had a pong. It didn't, not that that meant anything. "Stay here everyone, please."


  "Where are you going?" Rebecca demanded.


  "The kitchen," Kit replied.


  "I'm coming with you," Alex stated. "I don't want you to get blown up on your own, O'Malley."


  Amazing! Kit thought, smiling at Alex as she experienced her first ever instance of true and complete bliss. The delicious overflowing Cazenove-inspired waterfall sensation was much stronger than the fear one that had her holding the parcel away from her body 'just in case'.


  Wow! she thought. "It's okay, Alex," she said. "I'm only opening it on the sink in case it's one of David's icky little treats." She strode into the kitchen and - in fit of possible foolishness - ripped open the postbag and shook the contents out. One unlabelled videotape, and nothing else, slid out.


  Kit returned to the living room, dropped the bag on the coffee table and picked up her remote controls to turn on her VCR and giant TV. "We're either going to get some answers, or Mercury got to play one last prank before he died," she said, slipping the tape in the deck.


  "When did this arrive?" Alex asked Brigit.


  "Dunno," Brigit said helpfully. "It was in the downstairs hall leaning up against Kit's office door. Believe me, if I'd know it was psycho post I'd never have picked it up."


  "I don't think this was mailed," said Sally, who was inspecting the bag. "You're supposed to remove this sticker as your proof it's gone express mail, but this sticker is still here."


  "So it was hand delivered, today," Kit mused, "but obviously not by Mercury."


  An ear-piercing screech made Kit dive for her other remote, to adjust the volume, and chuckle at Alex who was trying to work out where the sound had come from. "Surround sound," Kit said.


  A countdown pattern had appeared on the TV screen. This was followed by a panning shot around an old-fashioned bedchamber, complete with a huge four-poster bed featuring an artistic mix of heavy velvet and wispy veiled drapes. There was a luxurious pile of poor dead animal skins in front of an open fire place, which was roaring; and an antique table laden with a crystal decanter, goblets and a silver tray overflowing with grapes, cheeses and crusty bread.


  The camera came to rest on a man, filmed only from behind, who occupied one of two oversized carved wooden armchairs on either side of the fire. He was wearing a red jacket, which revealed white-lace shirt cuffs, his riding boots were on the floor beside him, and it was a fair assumption from the sound he was making that he was either masturbating or he wasn't alone. And, that he'd left his pants elsewhere.


  "It's a just porno film," Del sneered. "Obviously an attempt at the gothic bodice-ripper genre of filmmaking, but a porno flick nonetheless. I'd say David Mercury Dukes was having a lend of you Kit."


  "Time to give me your girlhood," Mr Redcoat said.


  "Oh no! Give me a break!" "You've got to be kidding!" said Alex and Sally.


  "Stand up wench," Mr Redcoat said imaginatively.


  "God, what is this?" Rebecca laughed. "Angelique meets Mr Rochester or something?"


  "Shut up everyone, I'm trying to listen," Brigit complained.


  "Oh deary me," Kit sighed. "That sounds like Jack."


  "What?" said everyone else.


  "Oh look, that is Jack," Kit declared. "Everyone, who hasn't already had the pleasure, meet Jack Higgins. And what the hell is that?" she asked, as the 'wench' who'd been pleasuring him stood up and moved out of the shot.


  "That, I believe, is why they called him Donker," Rebecca explained.


  "You mean that's not artificial?" Brigit asked, standing up to get a closer look.


  "Sit down, woman," Del said.


  "I've never seen one this close, Del."


  "That has to be the biggest penis in Australia," Sally stated.


  The picture faded, artistically, and the tape ran through another countdown, from four, and when the movie resumed, Jack's bum then a side-view filled the screen.


  "Don't be shy, big boy, give us the full frontal," Brigit cheered.


  It was the cameraman, rather than Jack, who moved around to get a different angle and what was about to be a laugh-filled moment was sucked into a shocked silence. There were, along with Jack, five other naked men, shown only from their waists down, standing erect around three young women, three very young women, who were on their knees, their hands tied up over their heads with thin red cords attached to the same ring hanging from the ceiling.


  Kit hit the pause button in disgust.


  "Those girls are way too young aren't they?" Alex said.


  "Or they're young-looking old-enoughs," Sally said. "I reckon they were drugged though. They look like they're off their faces."


  "I was wrong," Del said. "This is not just a porno film, this is first class blackmail material."


  "Oh no," Alex said, "I hope we're not going to find out that David had no crusade or honourable agenda; that 'Mercury' was just a petty blackmailing crook."


  "I doubt it somehow," Kit said. "If Sally is correct and this wasn't posted, then someone is trying to tell me something. It's my guess David's Aunt Renny delivered this today, because Mercury certainly couldn't have."


  "Let's look at the rest of the tape," Rebecca suggested. "Perhaps at double speed or something so we don't actually have to watch it."


  Kit hit the fast forward button and in the next ten minutes of tape-time there was a lot of fast fellatio, doggy-style sex and peculiar camera angles with Donker providing the only recognisable face and feature. Another break in the film was followed by a scene change. This was a banquet room, again with a roaring fire in huge fireplace. An enormous glass dining table was laden with piles of scrumptious food around and over one of the 'wenches' who was lying down its centre.


  Jack and his five male dinner companions, all still naked from the waist down, were dressed from there up as if they were expecting a party of guests from a Jane Austen novel. As the camera moved back to expose their faces, finally, the reflecting candlelight shifted to reveal the six women who were on their knees under the table giving head jobs to the six so-called respectable men.


  Kit froze the picture again. "So much for Carter fucking Walsh and his bloody family values crap," she snarled. "Mind you, he looks out of it as well."


  Del got to her feet, crossed the room and tapped the head of the guy next to Carter Walsh. "That there is the late but not very lamented Barry Page MP; and that is Judge Peter Conly, the prick who let that repeat-offender rapist Anton Grey-Barnett off because his teenage victim had committed suicide, and with no eyewitness there was no case."


  "I assume this is what the Federal Police mean by tawdry sexual stuff," Kit said in disgust. "Anyone know who the other two blokes are?"


  As there were no answers forthcoming Kit pressed the ff button again but, although the set changes included a dungeon, a stable, an old-fashioned kitchen and a sweeping staircase, there was only more of the same. The same men, plus two others that no one recognised; and the same young women, none of whom were familiar. The final four-minute sequence contained a twist as Judge Conly and Barry Page had it off with two young men.


  "I see," Kit said, "men bonking boys is okay when it's art because they also do it with women which proves they're not a poofs, they're just into sex."


  "Why on earth would these men, these particular men, allow themselves to be filmed like this?" Rebecca asked. "I mean it's not like this was secret men's business and they were filmed without their knowledge. The camera man was right in there with them."


  "This is evidently what the members of this particular secret men's club do. They make movies of themselves having sex parties," Brigit said.


  "Well, I tell you what," Del said, "apart from the somewhat tacky production values, and the fact that I think the cameraman didn't always have both hands on the camera, Stanley Kubrick should have watched this, or at least some porno, before filming that ridiculous adolescent-fantasy orgy scene in Eyes Wide Shut and Very Boring."


  "Oh yes," Rebecca agreed, "wasn't that the most tedious film of the century."


  "Kit," Brigit said questioningly.


  "Yes, Brigie?"


  "Have you considered that maybe Bobby Dukes was one of the girls in that movie? Do you know what she looks like?"


  Yeah I do, I saw a photo of her at David's. I'm pretty sure she wasn't on the tape."


  "Then why, apart from the obvious reason that someone - probably this Aunt Renny - felt it was time to get these bastards, why send this tape to you?" Rebecca asked. "If she'd given it to the local cops this would be front-page news by now. Those blokes would be in deep shit."


  "Actually, Rebecca, the local cops would probably have handed it to the Feds who would have turned it into a six-month intensive, undercover operation," Kit said. "We, the public, may have heard nothing about it at all, ever, unless they were sure they could prosecute these respectable men without it backfiring on them.


  "But, give this tape to little old me, and I blow the lid right off these creeps straight away. Or I will as soon as I find out why Aunt Renny chose us."


  Kit sighed. "Alex, I do believe we were set up. So, I guess it's finally time to call this spade a spade."


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Just like Paul Kelly's song, 'the clock on the silo said eleven degrees' as Kit and Alex drove by the Nylex factory and crossed the Yarra in silence, heading for Elwood. It was only four-thirty, but Monday had so far been very long and mostly horrible.


  The fact that Alex was sitting beside her, resting her hand on Kit's thigh, was the only real reminder that the day had started out with the promise of nothing but Alex. Well, lust and Alex. And maybe lunch in a café with Alex, followed by a stroll around the...bed.


  Kit wondered how it was possible for one body to feel gloriously elated and wretchedly helpless.


  The death of David Dukes was not right. It was not fair and not nice and not right.


  Kit was banking on Irene 'Renny Dukes' Sutton having some answers that would help her make sense of all this, or at least some of it. Because if she didn't, if she was simply and coincidentally just David's aunt and Carol's friend, who happened to refer her to Alex, then Kit didn't quite know where to go next.


  No doubt her new sleuthing team would help, or at least make sure she ate while she tried to sort out this mess. They, the rest of the team, had left together after deciding to meet back at Kit's at seven for an Indian take away feast, to be organised by Brigit. Del had offered to take RJ and Sally back to their hotel so they could change into something more comfortable - whatever that meant.


  Kit had then rung Mr Sadler who'd answered, which meant Jack had not 'done him in', and who told her he had 'technically' sold all the photos of the truck and pigs to 'a lady' on Saturday morning. The lady had claimed to be a journalist from The Age, but Sadler said he'd since seen her on the news with 'that Carter Walsh fellow'. Sadler had, of course, kept a few pictures for himself and had not admitted to the lady that anyone else had seen them.


  So, it appeared that Virginia Walsh had paid Sadler two thousand dollars to remove any links between Jack Higgins and Mercury. Now why would she do that?


  Kit's call to Hector in Adelaide had connected with nothing but vacant air space.


  Despite the peak hour traffic, which Kit believed to be a misnomer as it now lasted all day, it took just over ten minutes to get to and pass through St Kilda Junction and head on down Barkly Street to Elwood. Alex was working the street directory and Kit was watching out for a succession of drivers who were spatially challenged.


  "Next left, then second on the right," Alex directed. "What if Marek, or whoever is responsible for such things, hasn't informed Aunt Renny-Irene about David yet?" she asked.


  "That'd be unlikely," Kit replied. "She probably had to officially identify the body."


  Kit pulled up alongside the 'white paw print on a blue sign' that was the logo of Victorian vets and discovered that this particular veterinary surgery, directly opposite Renny's K9 Retreat, was - surprise, surprise - run by Dr Max Sutton and his partners.


  Kit also calculated that they were about half a block, as the crow flies, from the Webster's place, which explained Carol introducing Max as an 'almost' neighbour.


  "Are you sure you don't want to wait here?" Kit asked, turning Alex's hand over and caressing the palm with her thumb. "This isn't the sort of visit you volunteer for if you don't have to."


  Alex gazed at Kit quite seriously for many seconds before offering a slow warm smile. "You don't have to do this either, Kit; so I'd hate for you to go in alone. Besides, if I am part of a conspiracy I want to know why."


  No one answered the front door of Renny's K9 Retreat, so Kit and Alex tried the side gate which bore a sign that said, 'please enter - but shut the bloody gate'.


  "Yoo-hoo! Anybody here?" Kit called. A dog started barking, then another, then another and by the time they reached the huge back yard all the dogs - about twenty of them in large clean runs with kennels at every end - were carrying on like, well, dogs.


  "I'd say it's quite fortuitous that this piece of suburbia is surrounded by parkland," Alex noted.


  "Nothing fortuitous about it at all," came a woman's voice from the partly built-in veranda above them. "Fought tooth and nail to make sure that land stays public."


  A scuttling on the stairs, about fifteen away, turned into a doggy vanguard comprised of two dachshunds, a black Labrador, a Queensland heeler and one old friend.


  "Hey Juno, good girl," Kit said softly, offering her hand.


  "Kit," Alex whispered, nodding towards the steps.


  Irene Sutton, nee (Renny) Dukes, was a fine figure of a woman: straight-backed, well-toned arms, no excess fat, friendly brown eyes, and short snowy-white hair. Kit knew she had to be in her mid-sixties, but she didn't look much older than fifty, and was wearing jeans and a short-sleeved shirt with a grubby, in the doggy-pawed sense, smock over the top.


  "Can I help you girls?" she asked, eyeing Kit with interest. "That dog doesn't normally like strangers," she added.


  "Are you Irene Sutton?" Alex asked.


  "I am indeed."


  "Did you used to be Renny Dukes?" Kit asked.


  "Ah! The private eye and the lawyer, I presume. What took you so long? Come on inside."


  Kit glanced at Alex who looked as astonished as she felt.


  "She doesn't seem very upset," Alex muttered. "Are you sure she'd know by now?"


  "She must know, Juno's here," Kit said, following at a distance.


  Irene/Renny turned at the top of the steps, gave a screeching two fingered whistle which silenced the barking dogs in the kennels, then said, "By the way, I prefer Irene, if that's okay. I'll fix some cake and fresh lemonade, Kit, and then we can talk," she said to Kit. "Come along Alex," she added, hustling them both into her kitchen, along with Juno and the Labrador.


  Kit was too taken aback to say a word until Irene had finished fussing and joined them at the wooden kitchen table.


  "Goodness, you should see your faces," Irene exclaimed. "I'm not psychic or anything, girls. Max gave me a good description of you, Kit, so I just guessed who was who."


  "We could have been Avon ladies," Alex said.


  It was a good twenty seconds before Irene stopped laughing. "And I'm Princess Michael of Kent," she said.


  "Where is Max?" Kit asked.


  "Out hunting. Care for some teacake?"


  "Ah, yes please," Kit said, taking a piece and then studying Irene as she offered the plate on to Alex. The woman was cool, calm, collected and cheerful. She either didn't know about her nephew or was in major denial mode.


  "Irene, have the police been to see you today?"


  "Yes Kit," she said, "I know about Davy. So, how was he; when you found him?"


  Apart from very dead? Kit thought. "Um," she said.


  "You don't want to tell me, dear?"


  "You don't want to know, Irene. Really, you don't. Let me have the bad dreams."


  "Hmm," Irene sighed, regarding Kit with appreciation and...something else, that Kit couldn't put her finger on. "I saw him," Irene continued matter-of-factly, "down at the dead body place. A detective name of Jon told me you two had found him."


  "Yeah. Juno took us to him," Kit said.


  "Did she now? She always was a good dog. Loved Davy a lot." Irene was now starting to get emotional; her eyes were tearing up and her voice was wavering, just a little. Then she wiped the back of her hand across her eyes and said, "Enough of that."


  Kit had never seen a reaction quite like this in someone who'd just lost a family member, especially to an unexpected and violent end.


  "Did you send me the tape today, Irene?" Kit asked.


  "I dropped it off, yes. It was Max's idea, though."


  "Do you think you could tell us what's going on now?" Alex said.


  "They wanted to do it this way. Bloody waste of time. And now look how it's ended." Irene sniffed in disapproval, widening her eyes. Then she frowned and picked up the plate. "More cake?"


  "Who's they?" Kit asked.


  "The men, Kit, the men," Irene stated. "Always gotta do things their way, don't they."


  "Usually," Kit agreed, realising something was definitely amiss here. Irene seemed to be operating on two different levels, and neither of them were making much sense.


  "How about we start at the beginning," Alex suggested.


  "Good idea, Alex," Irene smiled. "You go first."


  Alex treated Kit to a fleeting look of confusion, then returned her attention to Irene. "David sent some manure to Carol, then you sent Carol to me."


  Irene raised her eyebrows in surprise. "You worked out that bit? Ooh, you are clever. But it started before that."


  "Yes but that's when we came in, right?"


  "Yes. Max reminded me that you worked with Douglas. Your uncle is such a darling man."


  Oh dear, Kit sighed, as she watched Irene who was now chatting breezily to Alex about Douglas Scott and all the things he'd done for her over the years. Kit now recognised the 'something else' she hadn't been able to identify earlier. It was a passing nothing; as in, a momentary absence of everything. It dawned on Kit that Max was the one they had to find.


  "Irene?" Kit said. "Where did you say Max had gone?"


  "Hunting. He's gone hunting, Kit."


  "What is he hunting?"


  "Who, not what," Irene corrected her.


  "Who is Max hunting?"


  "The bastards who killed my Davy, last of my blood relatives. Me and Max, we never had kids of our own. David was the closest, and little Bobby was our angel."


  "Who exactly is Max hunting, Irene?" Alex queried.


  "All of them, of course. You saw the tape didn't you, Alex. I left it for you, Kit. They took Bobby. They took those young things. Never seen again, none of them."


  "Alex and I need to speak to Max. We have to find him, Irene, before he gets himself hurt," Kit said softly. "Where has he gone hunting?"


  Irene gave Kit a puzzled look, then got up, opened a drawer in the cabinet behind her and pulled out a blue note book. "These are the houses they go to. That's where Max is; at the houses." Irene hesitated for a moment, clutching the book to her chest. "We do need to stop him, don't we?"


  "Yes, we really do," Kit said, standing up so she could put her hand gently on Irene's shoulder.


  "Will you get them for us?" Irene requested.


  "You bet I will," Kit nodded. "I promise, Irene. But first, I'll make sure Max comes home, that's the most important thing right now. I think you need him here with you."


  "I do," Irene said, as if that had just occurred to her.


   


  "Do you think," Alex asked, as she and Kit got back in the car, "that Irene is missing some of her plot? She didn't seem quite, quite..."


  "A hundred per cent with us?" Kit finished. "It could be Alzheimer's but I actually think it's kind of a strangulated grief."


  "A what?"


  "I can't think how else to describe it," Kit said. "It's like she was holding back on everything just to make it through. And now that Max has gone off after those very bad men, she now has to wait for whatever the outcome of that is going to be. I think she wants to scream and cry but she's locked everything down tight, until it's over."


  "What if something happens to Max?" Alex asked. "Irene might not come completely back."


  "Well, we better make sure nothing happens to him," Kit said, opening the blue book. "Oh shit! There are seven, no eight houses listed here. Which one would he have gone to first, or second? Would he have to do the rounds of all of them to find whoever he's looking for? We may never catch up to him if we have to do that."


  "We need more people," Alex said.


  "We do," Kit agreed, pulling out her phone and hitting one of her stored numbers.


  "If this is not good news, hang up now," Marek stated.


  "Hey, Jonno. I need a favour," Kit said.


  "Did you not hear me, O'Malley?"


  "You've got one of those phones haven't you?"


  "Yes, I did know it was you calling. If you've found another deceased person, I am going to disown you."


  "I haven't, yet. But if you don't do me this favour there may be several."


  "Several what?"


  "Several deceased persons, Jonno," Kit said impatiently. "Get a pen, write these addresses down - no, don't argue, just do it. I'll tell you why in a second. Trust me." Kit read out the addresses, wondering as she did whether they were the private residences of the blokes in the video; or part of what Paula had described as Jack and Adam's poxy little real estate empire.


  "Okay, who lives at all these places, Kitty?"


  "I've no idea, Marek. I need you to find out who does, and I really need you to send patrol cars to each of them to find and pick up a nice old gentleman called Max Sutton before he gets killed or kills someone in one of those houses."


  "I need more information."


  "Okay, hang on a second. I want to swap seats so I can explain while Alex drives. We are now proceeding to the first house on the list. The one in Malvern." Kit got out of the driver's seat and walked around to the passenger side, while Alex shuffled across, looked up the address in the street directory and started the engine.


  Kit told Marek about David and Irene and Max and the video. She explained about Sandra and Jack; Paula and Jack; and Jack and Adam and their real estate empire.


  Marek then put her on hold while he went to 'make some arrangements'.


  "What's happening?" Alex asked, when it was obvious Kit wasn't listening to anyone.


  "Marek's organising some patrol cars," Kit said, vaguely, because she was also thinking. Sex in strange houses, strange sex in movies, sex-starved estate agents, houses, real estate empires. Bobby Dukes - runaway lover or missing daughter? Missing...


  "Strange sex in lots of houses with older men," she said.


  "Are you talking to me or Jon?"


  "Um, you Alex. Could you pull over, please. I think I'm having a slowly unfolding epiphany and I don't think I'm going to like it."


  "Talk it through O'Malley, I hate being in the dark, especially when I'm driving," Alex said, making a right hand turn into Commercial Road. She pulled over to the left and parked the car.


  Kit ran a hand through her hair and began itemising her thoughts aloud.


  "Sandra Fallon and Jack Higgins went bonking in houses that were open for inspection. Irene told us, 'They took Bobby. They took those young things. Never seen again, none of them'."


  Kit's hands started shaking. "Oh, shit."


  "What?" Alex asked, clasping Kit's hand in hers.


  "Marek's other case involves empty houses and..."


  "Kitty? You still there?"


  "Yeah, Jonno."


  "Can you get that tape to me any time soon?"


  "Sure, I'll go get it now. Um, Jonno. I've just had a really bad, bad thought."


  "What?"


  Kit was glad Marek knew her well enough to recognise when not to attach a joke.


  "I think you should get hold of a photo of David Dukes' daughter Bobby - there were some on the wall over the desk in the room he was found - and compare them to the unidentified women you found wrapped up in those empty houses. And check the video when I drop it off too."


  "Oh man!" Marek moaned. "Don't tell me Erin was right."


  "I hope not, Jonno. I'm hoping Brigit is right, and that Bobby Dukes ran off to join a new hippy woo-woo cult."


  "Kitty, mate, will you do me a favour?"


  "Probably," Kit said.


  "Stay away from those houses. Let the patrol cars look for the old guy. Please?"


  Kit sighed. "Okay. I'll go get the tape."


  "Good, and keep me posted."


  Kit disconnected and sat with the phone in her lap, staring out at the traffic. She finally looked over at Alex and said, "Just when you think things can't get any worse, the nightmare beings in earnest. Take me home please Alex. I'll fill you in on the way."


  By six o'clock they were back in the car heading into the city to drop off one of the copies Kit had made of the most incriminating video in Melbourne. Not knowing whether Max and Irene had given her their original, Kit was not going to risk that tape disappearing into the system. She trusted Marek implicitly but his would not be the only hands it passed through; and, given the onscreen 'porno personalities' of this gothic flick, someone along the line might just lose the evidence.


  Kit was driving again so when her phone rang, Alex answered it.


  "Hi Rebecca," she said. "Yes, we're in the car...Um, just near the Glasshouse, you know, opposite the tennis centre...Yeah, of course we can. You don't sound...Fifteen minutes...Okay."


  "Now what?" Kit asked.


  "Thank the pixies you're here," Del stated, having opened the door to let Kit and Alex into Rebecca's suite. "I think this is what's known as an escalation," she added.


  "A what?" Kit asked following Del into the sitting room, where Rebecca had folded herself into the corner of the couch and Sally was pacing. Rebecca was also scowling and very pale; and Sally was fuming and saying, "I told you we should have gone home."


  "Okay, okay, my love, you were right," Rebecca said.


  "What's happened?" Kit asked.


  "I'll show you," Sally stated, and beckoned for Kit to follow her into the bedroom.


  "Oh."


  "Is that all you can manage?" Sally asked, but for once she wasn't actually angry with Kit.


  "Oh, good god!" Alex exclaimed, bringing up the rear.


  "That's a better reaction," Sally noted.


  Lying in the centre of the king-size expanse of once-white linen was a heart. A real live, a real dead...an actual, large and bloody heart. The sheets were darkly wet and crimson in the middle of the bed, and lighter red in gradations the further away from the centre.


  Smeared in blood on the wall above, were the words: Bruised and Bleeding.


  "And now I know what an escalation is," Kit said, tossing a mental coin. She could not ring Marek again, and Nick was on holidays - so who? "Let's get out of here," she said.


  "This is too much, Kit," Rebecca said. "He, she, whoever the hell this is, has been in here. Sally was right we should have gone back to Sydney."


  "No, RJ, you were right," Kit said. "Never run when the bastard might chase you. Have you checked the tape?" she asked, heading for Hector's equipment.


  "The tape?" Sally asked.


  "I hope you made sure it was still on before you went out today," Kit said.


  "I completely forgot about it," Rebecca said.


  "It's running, so we might be lucky," Kit said, hitting the stop button. "Hector set this thing up to record on an eight hour loop. If it hasn't already recorded over itself we are about to find out who your stalker is. How long have you been back here?"


  "Since about five minutes before I rang you," Rebecca replied. "We went shopping first."


  Kit checked her watch, rewound the tape for twenty minutes on the counter, then pressed play and kept rewinding. Everyone gathered around the television to watch the empty hallway in reverse, other hotel guests walking backwards and then 'the culprit' at the just past three hours ago mark. Kit kept going until the stalker first appeared in the hall then let go of the rewind button so they could watch him enter the suite.


  "I don't believe it," Rebecca said. "Why?"


  "That bastard!" Sally swore. "I'm gonna go get him."


  "No, Sally, I'll go get him," Kit said, grabbing some hotel stationary and writing down a name and mobile number. "You call this guy and tell him that I would love him to come here, if he's not doing any real work."


  "But I want to beat the crap out of him," Sally said.


  "I understand. We'll bring him back here, don't you worry."


  Kit, flanked by Alex and Del, pushed the button for the forty-sixth floor and then stamped her foot in consternation. "What is this, some kind of mystical bloody convergence?"


  "It's a lift, O'Malley," Alex explained.


  "No, not this that we're in. I mean 'this' the situation. Both my cases, which have had strange and curious links right from the very start, are now experiencing simultaneous warp-core breaches. This is not normal. It's me, I'm sure. I think I'm attracting or causing it."


  "Oh rubbish. You're about to solve this one," Del stated.


  "No, Marek was right," Kit insisted. "It's a real worry that both investigations also have me in common."


  "That is idiotic O'Malley," Alex laughed. "They have to have you in common, or they wouldn't. And there is sense in what I just said."


  "Both cases," Kit said, pacing to and fro in front of the doors, "started out as innocuous, badly-worded, obscurely-motivated little letter vendettas. Both progressed to deliveries of unsavoury substances, one suffered an escalation resulting in the bleeding bloody mess upstairs, and the other ended in bloody, bloody murder."


  "Kit," Alex said softly, placing her hands on Kit's shoulders. "None of it is your fault."


  "No? I should have seen it coming; seen something coming," she shrugged. "One thing's for sure, I don't suppose things can get much worse than this."


  The doors opened, Kit strode out and to the left, found the door she wanted and beat on it with her fist. Mike Trantor, Heart and Soul's hairy sound technician flung the door open.


  "What, for Christ sake?" he demanded, and then looked surprised. "Oh, it's you, the writer."


  "Not this time Mike. This time it's me the private investigator."


  "Huh?"


  "Where is that dickhead roommate of yours?"


  "Barnaby? He's on the dunny."


  "Tell him to get out here now, before I come in and get him myself."


  Mike raised his hands in front of his chest. "Um, okay. What's he done?"


  "Rebecca will no doubt tell you later."


  Colin Barnaby was slumped in the same spot on Rebecca's couch where he'd sat the previous morning making up stories about Jack and Paula.


  "I'm sure you can't do this to me," he said.


  "Do what?" Kit asked.


  "Treat me like a criminal."


  "You are a criminal, you little toad," Sally declared.


  Barnaby's head swung up from where it had been slouching on his chest. He looked like he'd been slapped.


  "I don't understand Barnaby," Rebecca said. "Why on earth have you been doing this? What did I do, to you, to deserve it?"


  Barnaby looked sweet and innocent. "I'm sorry Rebecca, but I don't know what you mean."


  "Are you completely deranged or just a pathological liar?" Kit asked, realising if he was either, or both, there was no way he could answer truthfully.


  Barnaby, therefore, looked suitably puzzled. "I don't get what you're on about."


  "Get up," Kit ordered. "Now."


  Barnaby did as he was told. Kit grabbed him by his collar and led him over to the television. She pressed the play button on the VCR and there, recorded in glorious colour just over three hours before, was Colin Barnaby carrying a large plastic ice cream container as he let himself into the suite.


  The present-tense model tried to shrug off Kit's hand. "So?" he sniffed.


  Kit womanhandled him through the ensuite and into the bedroom. "I want an explanation for this disgusting mess before the cops get here. If I don't get it, I'm going to rub your face in that stuff."


  Barnaby shuffled and pouted. Kit shoved him ahead of her, back into the sitting room.


  "I'm waiting," Kit said.


  "She deserves better," Barnaby muttered.


  "Who deserves better?" Rebecca asked.


  Barnaby shuffled and pouted again.


  "It's Sally, isn't it, Colin?" Kit said. "You think Sally deserves better than Rebecca."


  "What?" asked Sally and Rebecca in unison.


  "This has all been about me?" Sally said in astonishment.


  Colin Barnaby, strangely, looked like he wanted to rush over and console Sally Shaw. "You liked me more than her until we came down here," he said.


  "Don't be daft!" Sally said.


  "What on earth are you talking about Barnaby?" Rebecca asked.


  "I don't have nothing against you, Rebecca," Barnaby said. "It's just that in Sydney we, Sally and I, did stuff together. Down here she's only been mucking around with you."


  "Mucking around?" Sally was flabbergasted. "Colin, I don't mean to shatter your ego, or deflate your prick, or - god forbid - challenge your alleged mind, but to be quite honest I wouldn't care if you burst into flames. I don't think I even noticed you in Sydney. Let me think. Nope. I was totally unaware of your existence. I certainly didn't do anything with you that I didn't also, and simultaneously I might add, do with the rest of the team."


  "I don't understand," Barnaby said, his chest and shoulders twitching as if he couldn't decide whether to breathe in or out. "What are you saying Sally?"


  "I'm saying, Colin, that I have never given you a second thought, a passing thought, or any other kind of thought."


  Barnaby scowled. "Yes, you did Sally," he insisted; then he turned on Rebecca, his fingers out like claws. "This is your fault," he hissed.


  Kit grabbed him from behind, clamping her arms around his arms and across his chest.


  "You fucken bitch, witch, slut!" Barnaby squealed, still trying to lunge at Rebecca. Kit threw him to the floor and sat on him.


  "Lemme at him," Sally begged.


  "Leave him, Sally, he's not worth it," Rebecca said, as the door buzzer did its thing.


  Del headed down the hall and returned with one of the city's finest - the always-dishevelled Detective-Sergeant Bob Simmons.


  "O'Malley," he acknowledged. "I trust there's a good reason for you to be sitting on that young man."


  "You know me, Simmo," Kit smiled. "I always have a good reason."


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  "Chicken biryani, vegetable korma, rogan josh, alu mattar, roti, papadams, saffron rice, chutneys and yoghurt," Brigit explained with a flourish. There was barely enough space on Kit's dining table for the dinner plates and glasses.


  "There's enough food here for an army," Rebecca declared.


  "We are an army of six," Brigit said. "And we can't have Kit fainting by the wayside while she's on the job. It just wouldn't do. Don't just sit there, serve yourselves and eat, before it gets cold."


  "Blerrrkel."


  "I think you forgot to include the troop mascot," Alex commented, picking out a juicy little piece of chicken and handing it down to Thistle.


  "The Cat does not eat at the table," Kit insisted.


  "Hey, I have to win her over somehow," Alex said.


  "Since when does Thistle not eat at the table?" Del asked.


  "Shh," Kit said to Del, with an obvious side-glance at Alex. "I have to win her over somehow."


  "Enough chitchat," Brigit said. "Finish the story, please. Where is this Colin person now?"


  "Locked up somewhere cramped and dark, I hope," Sally said.


  "Simmo cuffed him and took him downtown in a squad car," Kit said dramatically.


  "Oh no, not the generic 'downtown'," Brigit laughed. "Where is that anyway? No, please tell me we don't have one. Everywhere in America has a downtown, even when they've gone downtown there seems to be another downtown from there."


  "You're babbling, my sweet," Del noted, scooping more rice and korma onto her plate.


  "I love to babble," Brigit shrugged. "So Colin, the psycho-gofer-boy, had a thing for Sally and honestly believed that by making Rebecca scared enough she would pack up the whole team and go home to good old Sydney-town where everything would go back to normal - whatever that might be for a lying incredibly stupid little weirdo."


  "You're very good at nutshelling, Brigie," Kit said.


  "I have to be, sometimes, or Del would just stop listening to me altogether."


  "That's true," Del nodded.


  "Well, I'd like to make a toast to Kit O'Malley for dealing with our ridiculous little problem so efficiently," Rebecca said, raising her glass. "Thank you Kit."


  "And I'd like to apologise to Kit O'Malley for being so perverse," Sally grinned. "Especially as this whole thing seems to have happened because I didn't realise I'd unwittingly given one second of my attention, once, to that nutty doorstop, that boy of fun, that thing also known as Colin."


  "Apologies from the perverse, gladly accept," Kit grinned back at Sally. "But there's no need to thank me," she waved. "It's my job. And yes, it's a tough job, but some girl's gotta do it."


  "Well, your case for us might be over," Rebecca said, "but what about Carol's? Hang on, come to think of it, if she isn't really involved anymore, that means your investigation is technically over, so why are you still pursuing it?"


  "Oh you know," Kit waved. "Those means streets have to be walked."


  Bloody hearts. David Dukes. Dead and bloody David Dukes.


  Kit shook her head.


  "It's her thing," Del was saying. "She can't let sleeping dogs snore, she has to finish what someone else starts, and she thinks it's her destiny to deal with Melbourne's bastard population."


  "It is," Kit said quietly.


  "Oh I see," Rebecca smiled. "In that case, where are you on the Mercury investigation, Kit?"


  Kit smiled and filled everyone in on the visit to Irene Sutton, Max's hunting expedition and Marek's so-far fruitless search for the vigilante vet.


  "Irene seems to think - at least Alex and I think it's what she thinks - that Bobby and possibly all the girls in that video were taken, that they've disappeared, and may possibly be dead."


  "Oh no," Brigit protested.


  "Jesus Christ!" Del swore.


  "I could see that one coming," Rebecca said.


  "So what are you going to do next?" Sally asked.


  Kit threw her hands up. "Fucked if I know!" she said. "I guess I could drive around town to all those houses tonight in search of Max Sutton. Or I could break into all those houses tonight to find out why they're significant. Or I could pay Carter and Virginia a visit and tie them up till they tell me the truth - but they'd probably like that." Kit threw her hands up again; just because she could.


  "If you're planning to tie Judge Peter Conly up, I'd be happy to help give him the Mrs Bobbit treatment," Del offered.


  "You could take a break and do nothing tonight," Alex suggested quietly.


  "Why would she do that?" Sally asked.


  Alex performed a slow motion shrug, turning her palms up as she did. "Because it's been a long horrible day. Because she's already closed one case today. Because the nice police people are on the lookout for Max. Because all of the things she suggested doing tonight are truly idiotic."


  "I like your reasons," Kit grinned. "They're good reasons, Alex."


  "Also, if Kit took a night off, you two could," Brigit's eyebrows bounced suggestively, while her hands performed a strange tai chi or boxing or clay-molding movement, "you know."


  "We could what?" Alex asked innocently. "Take up synchronised conjuring?"


  Brigit Wells looked nonplussed for all of two seconds. "If that's what you call it, Alex."


  The phone started ringing. Kit carried her plate into the office, sat at her desk and did what one normally does to answer the phone. Then she picked it up off the floor and apologised to the caller.


  "Hey Boss!"


  "Hey yourself Hector. And don't call me Boss. Want to come over for Indian?"


  "Love to, Chief, but it'd be cold by the time I got there. I'm still in Adelaide."


  "Oh, okay. I did try to ring you earlier but my call got hijacked by the hole in the ozone layer I think," Kit said around a mouthful of beef and rice.


  "Yeah, sorry. They said I had to turn my phone off."


  "Don't tell me they have special phone police in Adelaide?"


  "No. The psych nurses didn't want my phone screwing with their equipment. Personally I think they were plotting to keep me there. I reckon most of the patients used to be visitors, and the nurses are the actual nutbags."


  "Really Hector?" Kit frowned. "And where is it that you are? Do I have to rescue you?"


  "No. Oh, well, unless I don't make it home on the four-thirty flight tomorrow."


  "Did you tell me where you are yet?"


  "Right now I'm in a major grungy hotel. But first things first. I finished the background check on Merit Enterprises, you know the AusFirst subsidiary company that owns the cars. Merit is only like an umbrella thing with the three AusFirst creeps, Carter and Virginia Walsh and Adam Goddard as directors. The handle of the umbrella is actually another offshore company called Knight Baron - as in 'Sir stroke Lord of the Manor' not 'sunless and infertile' - whose shareholders are Virginia Walsh, Adam Goddard, Jack Higgins, Peter Conly and, before his name was removed on account of him being dead, Barry Page. Guess they'll be taking Jack off now too."


  "What about Carter Walsh?" Kit asked.


  "Nope. Interesting, eh? He doesn't own anything, anywhere. The existence of Merit Enterprises makes it look like he does, but if he ever tried to leave the country with the party's piggy bank, he personally, wouldn't even be able to get his hands on the tram fare to Carlton."


  "Does this Knight Baron company own real estate by any chance?"


  "Yeah. Four houses in Melbourne, one in Sydney, a condo in Surfers. Want me to go on?"


  "No it's okay," Kit laughed.


  "I did email all this info to you, but I needed to talk to you for two reasons. The main one is why I'm here, obviously, but also I was wondering if I could give all this financial stuff on AusFirst to Erin. We were talking on Sunday night at the barbecue and she's got like a story half written to blast those pricks right out of politics. This will seal their fate."


  Kit laughed. "By all means, seal their fate, Hector. You can give her anything that doesn't directly relate to the Mercury case or that's confidentially ours."


  "Cool. Now Chief, I need you to turn your computer and speakers on, log onto the Internet and flick the little switcheroo on that eyeball I gave you. When you're online, click the cute new icon."


  "Okay. Powering up as we speak."


  "Ah Boss?"


  "Yes, Junior?"


  "You've only got one phone line, so you'll have to hang up to get online."


  "I know that, you smartarse. I also know, that as you rang me you have to hang up or we won't be disconnected."


  "Oh yeah. Bye." The line went dead.


  "Oh Hector, you nong, you forgot to tell me where you are and why." Kit flicked on the switcheroo; moved the mouse and clicked its button on all the appropriate icons, and then waited.


  "What are you doing over there, Kit?" Del asked.


  "I don't have the foggiest, but I am on the World Wide Wait at the moment," Kit replied. "I think Hector is sending me something. Aagh! Bloody hell! How did you get in there?"


  A box had opened on her screen and a small Hector Chase was sitting inside it, grinning like an idiot. He was very good at that.


  "Oh wow," Brigit exclaimed. She was the first of everyone to arrive in response to Kit's outcry.


  "Hey look, a little wee Hector," Alex said.


  "For heavens sake, turn up the volume," Sally said. "He's talking to you."


  "Can you hear me" Hector asked. "Hey, there's a lot of - I don't mean to be rude - but there's a lot of bosoms there with you, O'Malley. Get everyone to line up with the camera. Hi everyone."


  "Where are you Hector?" Rebecca asked.


  "I'm in Adelaide, it's pissing down here and I just had a wet pizza for dinner."


  "Hector, mate, are you ever going to tell me why you're over there?" Kit asked.


  "Yeah. I followed up on Darian Wanker, like you suggested. I swear I've been good, Chief."


  "What's a darianwanker?" Del asked.


  "Darian Renault the ex-junkie grunge author of Shoot," Kit explained.


  "Oh, you mean Mr Pretentious?"


  "That's him." Hector nodded. "Anyway, oh, is this a confidentially ours or can I speak freely?"


  "Is it something Rebecca is going to like?" Kit queried.


  "Yep."


  "Will she like you even more than she already does because your surveillance gear caught her stalker in the act and he is now in custody?"


  "Way to go!" Hector cheered, then disappeared, and then popped back into the box. " Sorry, I knocked the hoojah off the thing."


  "Oh no," Del groaned. "He's starting to talk like you, Kit. Tell him he has to stay in Adelaide until he gets over it."


  "Funny, Del," Hector said. "Who was the stalker?"


  "Colin Barnaby," Sally replied.


  "Well, der!"


  "So tell us, what have you got on Darian?" Rebecca asked.


  "I followed Kit's hunch about Darian," Hector sneered, "meeting his girlfriend in Adelaide. Rhonda said she used to be a nurse and that she met Darian because she saw him on the street and thought he was someone else. I spoke to an old friend of hers here and it turns out that Rhonda did meet a 'lovely guy' called Todd Ferguson. Rhonda apparently mistook Todd for one of the patients at the psych hospital where she worked, and started talking to him because she thought he'd escaped and was trying to work out how to get him back again."


  "I'm lost, Hector," Rebecca said. "Who is Todd Ferguson?"


  "Darian Renault," Hector explained. "His real name is Todd Ambrose Phillip Ferguson. He was Todd when he started going out with Rhonda; he was Todd when she told him all about this particular patient she'd mistaken him for; he was Todd when he met this guy face to face; and he was still Todd when he gave the guy a hundred bucks for the diary he'd written. And then Todd suddenly became Darian Renault."


  "You're kidding?" Rebecca said.


  "Ah Hector, my hero," Kit smiled.


  "That's not all, hang on a sec while I open this file for you." The top of Hector's head was all they could see for a moment and then another box opened on the screen.


  An emaciated, spaced-out, slightly younger version of 'Darian Renault' looked around the room he was in and then at the camera. "Ah, hi, my name's Darren Reynolds. Um, yeah. I used to be a junkie. Probly still would be, if the cops hadn't locked me in this friggin place. Sorry. Sorry. I know it's better here. Might be dead other...otherwise. Anyway, Hector here wants me to tell you," he shrugged, "whoever you are, about Todd and Nurse Rhonda visiting and paying for me writing. Well they did. He liked it and, ah, I bought some smokes with the dosh. So, that's all. Ah, bye."


  Darren Reynolds continued to stare until Hector's head loomed into view. Then the box closed.


  The Hector live online in the other box was grinning again. "Darren's a manic-depressive and, oh man, you name it," Hector tapped his head, "and he suffers it. He was abused at the school he went to here in Adelaide, then he spent a few years at the Cross in Sydney selling himself to buy junk. He probably would be dead by now if he wasn't in that hospital, but it's a crappy place. He's still writing though and it's the most amazing stuff."


  "Does he have any family, Hector?" Rebecca asked.


  "His grandmother, that's all. She's why he returned to Adelaide. But he got busted trying break into a chemist with a tip truck."


  "Does he need help, Hector? I mean apart from the obvious, which we're not qualified for."


  "Yeah, he does, Boss. Can we get that Darian Wanker on his behalf?"


  "You bet we can," Rebecca said.


   


  It was silvery dark, strangely quiet and very cold. The moon was racing, perpetually, across the wet concrete. Hmm, poetic and impossible, Kit knew that. La luna was, of course, just a perfect puddled reflection of itself behind eastward-rushing night clouds.


  Kit sighed. The windowpane was icy on her forehead and her breath fogged the glass. Standing around starkers in the cold night air was not helping anything.


  David's head, turbaned in bubblewrap on his own fruit platter of grapes and berries, had watched the nubile wenches dance and then fade into walls of peeling floral paper. The gruesome image had woken her, in a cold sweat, but it was the ugly wallpaper that lingered disturbingly in her memory.


  She sighed again. Maybe Indian food didn't agree with her any more.


  "O'Malley?" came the voice of the world's most perfect woman. "What are you doing?"


  "Watching the moon floating in a puddle," Kit replied, turning from her patio door into, oh yes, Alex's outstretched arms. Her woman, tussled-haired and gorgeous, was wearing her shirt again; and all was right with the world - in this room, at least.


  "Ooh, you're freezing. Can't you sleep?"


  "Sleep didn't like me," Kit said, slipping her hands inside the shirt to caress Alex's back.


  "Come back to bed then and we'll see if we can make it stay away a bit longer," Alex suggested, brushing her lips across Kit's forehead, over her eyes and down to her mouth where she stopped to kiss her deeply and passionately.


  Kit's toes, that a moment ago had been blue with cold, suddenly went all tingly-warm and curly. She pressed her naked body into Alex and returned the kiss as if it was the last they'd ever share.


  "Wow," Alex breathed against her mouth. "I should let you get cold more often."


  Kit laughed softly, then bent her head so she could taste Alex's breast, while her right hand slipped into the already ready-and-waiting wetness.


  Alex moved back, clasped Kit's shoulders and made her stand upright, so she could... just look at her? Kit was not used to this; this being with someone who seemed to delight in who she was.


  Alex's eyes were moonlit and shining, literally; and her admiring gaze, followed by both her index fingers, travelled over Kit's face and down her throat to her breasts. "You're still cold," she noted, rotating her thumb around one erect nipple.


  "Oh no I'm not," Kit exhaled. "Not cold, at all, anymore."


  "What's this then?" Alex asked, bending to tease Kit's other nipple with her tongue, before kneeling in front of her.


  "That's called excitement, Alex."


  Alex's mouth continued on down, over Kit's stomach to...oh, the inside of her thighs, and then "oh yes!" Kit gasped. "You've done this before, I can - woohoo - tell," Kit laughed. She was then rendered speechless.


  This should be scientifically documented, Kit thought, as Alex's tongue right there, on that spot, right there...did things to her entire body that had to be defying the laws of physics or gravity, or reason itself. What a rush!


  Kit slid smiling to her knees and clung on to Alex, who held on to her. Kit was certain now that all was perfect with the world - because this moment, in this room, was the world.


   


  Kit had the strangest feeling that someone was staring at her. She opened her eyes, just a tiny bit, to find a black furry face two inches away from her nose. He lashes must have quivered because Thistle reached out a soft little paw, punched Kit in the eye, then went back to staring at her.


  "That's not very nice, you demon spawn you," Kit whispered.


  Thistle punched her in the mouth.


  "You don't have to be quiet on my account, O'Malley," Alex said, strolling into the bedroom.


  Kit flipped over onto her back, looked at the tangle of doona where a naked Alex had been and then back at the fully dressed woman who was leaning in the doorway.


  "Damn," Kit swore. "For a second I thought I had two of you."


  "You might like to get up seeing it's quarter to noon," Alex smiled.


  "What? Blimey and crikey and stuff! I didn't want to sleep in." Kit rolled out of bed.


  "That's what happens darling, if we spend all night practicing our synchronised conjuring."


  "But I've got fish to walk and cats to water - did you call me darling? - and bad guys to punish."


  "You have to catch them first," Alex smiled, following Kit into the bathroom. "And while we're on that particular subject you might want to turn on the midday TV or radio news."


  "Oh no, not more bad news?" Kit moaned.


  "This bad news depends on who you are," Alex said. "I'll go and make you some toast while you finish flooding the bathroom. And I've already made your apologies to Carol for your missed date."


  Ten minutes later Kit was showered, dry, deodorised, moisturised, and dressed in green jeans, a white T-shirt and a black semi-zipped windcheater. Her hair looked like seventeen tiny lunatics had been bootscooting through it, but she decided that was just her mirror's way of getting her day off to a bad start.


  Kit found 'Alexis the Baffled' in the sitting room trying to work out which remote control might control the TV.


  "That's the correct one Alex, but you need to point it at the television not yourself."


  "Coffee and toast on the coffee and toast table," Alex waved.


  "Thank you. Um, were you raised in some kind of anti-technology commune or something?"


  "No, why?"


  "Well, you mentioned that you grew up without a TV, but you've been grown up for a long time now, so what gives?"


  "It's a long story," Alex said sitting on the couch. "But this," she dropped all the controls in her lap, "this is not normal, Kit. Most people just have a little box, with a simple knob, skulking in the corner of the room. This is like trying to operate a jumbo jet with six pairs of Mongolian shoes."


  "It's harder actually," Kit laughed. "Jumbos fly themselves." She did a quick draw from Alex's lap and the TV came to life just in time for the midday news with Edward Bonney.


  "Oh this man," Kit whinged. "I wish they'd put him back in his sarcophagus."


   


  "Heading the bulletin this hour are the startling scenes still going on outside the Windsor offices of AusFirst. Hundreds of members stormed the premises at 10 a.m. this morning when news broke that AusFirst, the controversial party led by Carter Walsh, is technically bankrupt due to an alleged misappropriation of funds.


  Gina Koustos is at the scene now."


   


  "And the scene is still volatile, Edward. The AusFirst members are baying for blood down here. They are being baited by protesters who have been chanting victory songs for the last hour, but I can report that the tide seems to have turned rather dramatically for AusFirst, and this day could well spell the end of Victoria's youngest political party."


  


  "Ha!" Kit cheered, running excitedly with her feet and hands while her bum stayed on the couch.


   


  "The story, first brought to light in today's edition of the St Kilda Star by editor Erin Carmody, prompted financial members and volunteers alike to descend on the party headquarters to demand an explanation from their leader."


  "Oh yes, yes! Look at them all!" Kit cheered. The 'scene' in cold and windy Chapel Street gave her even greater satisfaction than when the rain goddess had done her wet thing all over Mercury's last delivery. There they all were the irate disciples - a.k.a. the financial members - and the gobsmacked minions... All of them betrayed and deserted. It was sweet, sweet justice.


  Gina Koustos was still talking: So far the doors have been barred to all but a select few, and Carter Walsh - who is standing as a candidate in this Saturday's Nareen by-election on a platform of 'old-fashioned family values' - has remained silent, refusing to speak to followers or to the media.


  One of three people who were allowed access, before being later ejected from the premises, was Marilyn Davies who, until her sacking an hour ago, was AusFirst's public relations officer. According to Ms Davies, party-funds, allegedly channelled into offshore accounts, have in fact disappeared. This confirms the financial details published in the St Kilda Star this morning. Apparently..."


  "Ahh," Kit said leaping to her feet and rushing over to tap the television screen. "Look!"


  "What?" Alex asked.


  "Max Sutton," Kit grinned. "At least we know he's not tied up in an empty house somewhere."


  "Yes," Alex agreed. "Doesn't mean he doesn't have a whole bunch of people tied up in an empty house somewhere."


  "I've gotta go get him; now," Kit said, looking around for the pair to the single shoe she'd brought with her from the bedroom.


  "Are you sure that news is live, O'Malley?" Alex asked. "Max could be anywhere by now."


  Kit shrugged. "We've got to start somewhere. There you are," she added, lying down of the floor to retrieve the runner from under the coffee table.


  "I have to go to my office today, this afternoon, now," Alex said.


  "Oh. Why?"


  "Because O'Malley," Alex laughed, "I do have a couple of clients of my own who can't be put off again. Don't pout."


  "Call me darling again. I dare you."


  "Don't pout, darling."


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  The crowds outside the AusFirst lair looked even better in the flesh. There were, at a rough guess, over three hundred pissed-off disciples, lackeys, lapsed-converts and, a few, still-wanna-believers. Across Chapel Street, deliberately separated by the police, were the fifty or so resident protestors who were gleefully yelling 'suckers'. Some of the AusFirsters looked like they still wanted to cross the road and deck the protestors; while others looked like they wanted to borrow the enemy placards and use them to beat down the doors and drag Carter Walsh out for a lynching.


  Kit looked around for Gina Koustos and her news crew - ah, there they were - so she could get her bearings on where she'd last seen Max Sutton. She had also thought to ring Irene to find out what kind of car he drove, and whether or not he'd been home at all yet. He hadn't, but he'd rung and few times and she, of course, had told him that Kit and her posse was out looking for him.


  She had just spotted the front end of Max's old blue Mercedes, parked in the lane between a chiropractor's office and the AusFirst building, when a redheaded dervish whirled around her and leapt to a stop in front.


  "Erin, honey," Kit grinned. "Just look at the fuss you've caused."


  "I know," Erin danced. "This is fucking marvelous, this is. I just wish the bastards would come out so we'd get to see a bit of the old tar and feathering." She smacked herself on the hand. "Can't imagine where I've left my objectivity today. Squash it for me, will you Kit, if you see it scuttling around here anywhere."


  "Are you going to wait around for the feathering, or do you want something better?"


  "There's something better than that in this world? Oh, I love this city."


  Kit gave Erin a quick rundown, promising to fill in the details later, of the porno tape, the visit to Irene, the search for Max and her suspicions of a link to Marek's serial killer.


  "So you think these perverts are making the cops think there's a serial killer?" Erin whispered.


  "Beelzebub alone knows what their motives might be, Erin, but yes I think they are responsible. Maybe it's just one of them, but ultimately they're all in it."


  "And you lot all laughed when I suggested a very similar thing on Sunday night."


  "We did, didn't we," Kit said, guiding Erin across the road. "And, having been the first to ridicule you, my mother would no doubt now incorporate the facts, as we know them, into her special 'rotational theory' in which life imitates art imitates life. Or in other words, any truly horrible gruesome thing that we could think up, some Raving Bloody Psychopath has already done. And, I don't know whether you've noticed or not, Erin, but there seem to be a lot of RBPs in town this week."


  "Yeah, they're all here," Erin said waving at the crowd behind them.


  "No, they're just Satan's lost children," Kit said.


  "O'Malley, may I ask where you're taking me?"


  "To visit an old friend. Wait here a tick," Kit said. She stepped into the lane, opened the door of the Merc and hopped into passenger seat.


  "Afternoon Max," she said cheerily.


  "Hello Kit," he smiled. "I saw you coming. Fancy some coffee and cake?"


  "Yeah, why not?" she laughed, and wound down the window. "Erin, you want some arvo tea?"


  Erin poked her head around the corner, looked mildly surprised and then joined the party by taking a seat in the back.


  "Good timing girls," Max said, as a few dollops of rain splotched on the windscreen. "I did think you'd be here sooner, though," he added, filling three plastic mugs with coffee from a thermos.


  "Sorry, I had a life to live this morning," Kit said, inspecting the picnic hamper on the floor between her feet. "Just how long do you expect this hunting trip to take, Max?"


  "As long as it takes," Max replied.


  "Hey," Erin said, "we're not drinking all your coffee rations are we? That'd be a real bummer, to be on a stakeout without the necessary caffeine."


  "I have three more thermoses in the boot, Erin."


  "Oh good. But that's a dumb place for them when the heavens are about to - oops, too late."


  "Lovely. This will test their political resolve," Max commented. He turned on the windscreen wipers, so they could peer through the rain at the scattering crowd of AusFirsters, and the always-prepared protestors who simply put up their umbrellas.


  "Just remember," Erin said, "some of those scurrying rats have got money in this sick puppy. They'll build an ark if they have to."


  "They can't stay inside forever," Max said, opening a cake tin.


  "Are you sure they're still in there?" Erin asked.


  "Oh yes. I have both exits covered from here. The rear gate is behind us, and I would have to move if they wanted to leave that way."


  "Speaking of moving and leaving, I promised Irene I'd take you home, Max," Kit said, accepting the chocolate cake he'd just offered her.


  "Did you now? And how do you think you'd manage that?"


  Kit shrugged. "Depends how cooperative you are. But, if I have to, I'll knock you out and steal your car."


  Max laughed. "I believe you might just do that, Kit," he said, brushing his fingers through his grey hair. "But this is my fight."


  "So, why am I here?"


  "Back up," he smiled, although his blue eyes were unbelievably sad.


  "I see. Are you hiring me, or do you just expect me to come along for the ride?"


  "I don't know, Kit. How much do you charge?"


  "I've got a cat." Kit raised an eyebrow.


  "I thought you might," Max nodded. "And I'll wager she is a clever and assertive maniac."


  "Yes," Kit said tentatively, wondering if Max had been spying on her too.


  Max tried not to smile. "Lifetime veterinary care," he offered.


  "That's a fair exchange of professional services. But if you don't go home Max, Thistle will live much longer than you will."


  "Perhaps," Max shrugged.


  "What are you going to do with them when they do come out?" Erin asked, reaching for another piece of cake.


  "I'm not sure yet," Max said, thoughtfully. "I thought perhaps I might run them off the road."


  "Oh Max," Kit said, disappointedly. "You didn't kill Jack Higgins did you?"


  "No, Kit. Someone else had that pleasure."


  "Barbara," Erin stated, licking icing off her fingers.


  "What?" Kit asked, turning further around to stare at her.


  "Yeah, didn't Jon tell you? Barbara Daley-Higgins was arrested this morning on suspicion of murdering her husband."


  "Really?" Kit asked in amazement. "Damn. I hate it when the wife does it. It's too obvious."


  "She didn't do it," Max said, around a mouthful of cake. "Excuse me," he added.


  "She didn't?" Kit and Erin said.


  "No. Carter Walsh killed Jack Higgins."


  "And you know this, how?" Kit asked.


  Max sighed. "I just know. He killed Davy too."


  "I don't think that 'you just knowing' will stand up in a court," Kit pointed out.


  "It doesn't have to, Kit."


  "Oh yes it does, Max. These bastards are going to get theirs, legally and publicly. I am not going to be your back-up on a road kill campaign."


  "I don't plan to kill them," Max said.


  "Oh? What do you plan to do?"


  Max stared at her for quite some time. "Kill them," he admitted. "Slowly."


  "What I want to know is, why are we here?" Erin asked. "How did you find out what these blokes were doing, Max, and why didn't you go to the cops?"


  "My questions exactly," Kit nodded.


  "We knew about Carter because Bobby told us," Max said.


  "You mean Carter Walsh was the older man that Bobby ran off with?" Kit said, in surprise.


  "Bobby didn't run off with anybody," Max snapped, and then looked apologetic.


  "Well it's obvious she didn't run off with him," Erin noted, "because he is still here."


  "Carter was the older man," Max said, labouring the point, "but Bobby did not run off with anybody. Her father and Irene and I were helping with her University fees but she had a part time job as a waitress with a catering company, so she'd have some financial independence. She met Carter at an AusFirst political function at which she just happened to be working, in October last year. He charmed her, he wined and dined her, and he talked about his other interests apart from politics. His great passion was his movie production company," Max sneered.


  "Bobby was full of stories about this wonderful new older man in her life, but she was evasive about who he was, because she knew her father would disapprove of his politics and, more particularly, his wife. She, Bobby, accidentally let his name slip at our place when she was there for dinner. That was two days before she disappeared."


  "And why didn't you go to the police?" Kit asked.


  "Davy did go to the police. They refused to listen. So I went to them; they listened," Max pulled a face. "They made a phone call, Kit. To Carter Walsh, who of course denied any knowledge of Bobby. As he would. Even if he'd been just an ordinary married man, with no political pretensions and no part in pornographic movie making ring or whatever, he would have denied knowing her. The police did not pursue it, they didn't want to know."


  "So you decided to deal with the matter yourselves," Kit said.


  "Yes."


  "By starting a bizarre campaign to make the press or police take notice, so they'd have to investigate."


  "Precisely. We thought if Barry, Carter and Jack were apparently on the receiving end of political terrorism that the police would have to investigate the reason and would therefore uncover the whole truth."


  "So you did target Barry Page as well?" Kit said.


  "Oh, yes. He was first because he had the highest profile at the time. As it turns out he was already the subject of a federal investigation. And then he killed himself, the coward."


  "Did he?" Erin asked.


  "What do you mean?" Max frowned.


  "You or David didn't push him off his balcony by any chance?" Erin asked.


  "No," Max stated emphatically.


  "Okay," Kit pressed on. "The Mercury against the bad guys campaign got you nowhere so you raised the profile by extending your attacks to someone who would go to the police. So why on earth, did you decide send her to Alex?"


  Max smiled and shrugged. "To get to you, Kit. We used Carol to get you involved."


  "Why didn't you just hire me?"


  "Because we wanted you get to the bottom of this for us but without being biased by what we believed to be true. If you investigated on behalf of someone like Carol then the police - your friends, the police - would do the right thing by you, by Carol and ultimately by Bobby and us."


  "By why me?" Kit asked.


  "Because I saw you with Erin last Tuesday, and recognised you from the media coverage of your case for Celia Robinson."


  "Media coverage?" Kit laughed. "I barely got a mention."


  "True, but I saw you briefly on the tele and recalled Irene being most impressed at the time because she of course knew of Alex through her uncle, Alex's uncle, Douglas Scott."


  Kit narrowed her eyes. "Where did you see me on Tuesday," she asked.


  "At the Gallery Bar Gallery where I was supposed to meet Erin."


  "You!" Erin snarled. "That was you, Max? You old bastard, you made me stand around and get drunk in those purple shoes."


  "Sorry," Max shrugged. "You know, Erin, that possibility you raised about Barry Page also being murdered has got me thinking. If their little sex and crime syndicate was being threatened by the investigation into his activities, then Carter did probably kill him. The whole thing about honour among thieves is just a myth you know."


  "Max, have you actually met Carter? Face to face, I mean," Kit queried.


  "No, I have not had that displeasure."


  "I didn't think so. Because I suspect you'd have come to the same conclusion I did, that he might be handsome, charming and even charismatic, but he's a nuff-nuff. He's a male blonde-joke."


  "I don't know what you mean by that Kit," Max said.


  "Carter Walsh is clueless eye-candy. That hobgoblin Adam Goddard is the one with the brains and the mean streak. Carter is the good-looking front man with the smooth 'trust me' voice. But he rarely speaks for himself and even then he just repeats their propaganda. I honestly doubt he's got the nous, the wherewithal or the organisational ability to commit murder let alone get away with it."


  "But he hasn't gotten away with anything yet," Max stated.


  "True-ish," Kit acknowledged. "But I have yet to see any evidence that something has been done. I hate to be blunt Max, but without a body, your suspicions are just that. And without proof that Carter has killed anyone you'll have a hard time convincing anyone - even me. Just believing he is responsible doesn't make it true."


  Max sat scowling silently at the rain while he considered what she'd said, or perhaps while he worked out how to get another thermos from the boot without getting drenched. Kit figured he'd juggle a few facts and return to his original theory.


  "I know what he has done," he finally said.


  Yep, Kit thought.


  "Where did you get the tape that you sent Kit and that I haven't seen yet?" Erin asked.


  "We employed the services of an ex-policeman, briefly."


  Kit raised a finger. "David told us that, but he said this ex-copper didn't find anything."


  "He didn't find Bobby. He found the so-called movie studio in Piper Street, Collingwood and he found the tape you now have. He told us this was very dangerous territory for us to enter and then he went on his annual summer holiday. We did expect him to contact us when he got back, as we had paid him for another week, but we never heard from Mr Hutton again."


  Kit dropped her head and ran her hands through her hair. "Carl Hutton?"


  "Yes," Max said. "You know him?"


  "Killed in a hit and run in Noosa on Boxing Day. Still haven't found the driver responsible."


  "Oh dear," Max said.


  "Oh dear?" Kit exclaimed. "Max, why the hell were you and David playing funny buggers with these possibly ruthless individuals? If you thought they were responsible for Bobby's disappearance why didn't you give that tape to the Federal police who were investigating Barry Page?"


  "Because, my dear, according to the newspapers, after that story was leaked, they'd been running a twelve-month investigation of the Honourable Barry Page MP and had come up with 'alleged' criminal connections, 'possible' money laundering and a 'suggestion' of lewd and tawdry sexual practices."


  "But with your tape..." Erin insisted.


  Kit laughed. "They thought the Feds would use that tape as an excuse to launch another year-long undercover operation of Jack, Carter and all the other men. Right Max?"


  "Yes," Max said glumly. "Irene and I could have died of old age before we ever found out what happened to Bobby, and David would quite possibly have resorted to murder."


  "I still don't get your logic, Max. There are so many flaws in your game plan that it's laughable. You should have just gone public, before you came up with your wacky little plan to get me and Alex involved, by putting poor Carol through that Mercury rubbish. Why didn't you just give the tape to A Current Affair or...?"


  "Or me?" Erin suggested.


  "Yeah, or her," Kit agreed. "All this fucking about has simply resulted in a whole lot of dead people - and mostly the wrong people are dead."


  "Don't you get testy with me, young woman," Max said.


  Kit slapped her hand to her own face. "Why not, old man?"


  "For that very reason," Max snapped. "We believed that despite out deficiencies - David's legs and my age - that we should have been able to deal with these scumbags ourselves."


  "Why? How?" Kit asked, throwing her hands around to emphasise her disbelief. "And if you tell me it's because you're men, I'm getting out of this car."


  "Why?"


  "Because, it was a man and his male cronies that started this whole thing. Bad men granted," Kit allowed. "Perverts absolutely; but male perverts, Max. Powerful, rich, male deviants. Did you really think that you two could fix things by adding a bit more testosterone to that combo?"


  "Oh," Max scoffed, "and I suppose your women's intuition would have provided an instant fix?"


  "No," Kit laughed. "Apart from the fact that I don't actually think I possess much of that commodity, that is not what I'm talking about here.


  "The difference between you and me, Max, is impartiality. I would have been objective. That is not to say, I'm not emotional; I am, obviously," Kit shrugged, wiggling her fingers at herself. "I also get way too involved because, quite often, I actually give a shit - as evidenced by the fact that I'm here and not home in bed - but I wouldn't have gone all gung-ho and complicated over this."


  "You mean half-cocked," Erin said.


  "Yeah, that too," Kit nodded. "The other thing about me is that this is my job. It's what I do. It is not what you do, Max. You give pills to cats without getting scarred for life. I can't do that."


  Max sniffed loudly. "I'm not going home."


  Kit shook her head. "Okay, how about you act as my back up?" she suggested.


  Max considered her for a moment and then said, reluctantly, "That's a fair compromise."


  "Yo, heads up kiddies," Erin announced. "The back gate is being opened. Should we hide?"


  "I doubt anyone out there in that driving rain would be able to see us in here," Max noted.


  They watched as a stocky man in leathers and a helmet wheeled his motor bike out into the lane and then kicked the AusFirst gate violently, but not quite shut. Whoever he was, he didn't care about the car or who was in it. He pushed his Yamaha between the fence and Max's door, then got on and rode off.


  "Do you think another loyal henchbeing just got the flick, or he's been sent out for pizza?" "Dunno Kit, but the nice biker left the gate open for us," Erin pointed out.


  "For me," Kit corrected. "The detective in this car is going to take a look inside. I'd like you to stay here with Max please Erin."


  "How come I get the suck jobs," Erin sulked. "No offence Max."


  "When they come out, we can all follow them if you like."


  "What if just Carter comes out while you're in there?" Max asked, cracking his knuckles.


  Kit thought for a moment. "If one or two, of the top three, leave while I am in there, you two follow him, her or them - whoever it is." Kit turned her attention to Max. "Please do not run them off the road, do not approach them, and do not follow them in to anything." She turned back to Erin. "Call Marek if you need help. In fact, call him anyway and tell him we've found Max."


  "What will you be doing while we're following whomever it might be?" she asked.


  Kit shrugged. "Watching whoever didn't come out."


  "And what if they're leaving because they've caught and killed you?" Erin asked.


  Kit smiled, took her phone out of the inside breast pocket of her leather jacket, switched it off and put it away again. "I'll ring you and let you know if that's the reason why I'm still in there."


  "Oh okay," Erin nodded, rummaging around in her bag for something.


  "And I suggest you shift this car, Max. Park next door there," Kit pointed. "The first rule of surveillance is don't draw unnecessary attention to yourself. It makes it difficult to tail people, if they've already seen you parked on their doorstep."


  "Do you need an umbrella?" Erin asked, producing a collapsible model.


  "No thanks, dear," Kit laughed. "Prowling around under a red umbrella would not be clever."


  "Do you want my tingler then? That might be useful." Erin rummaged some more.


  "Not if your tingler, whatever a tingler is, is red."


  "A tingler," Erin shrugged. "You know, a testicle-shrinker, a mind-musher, a muscle-zapper," Erin explained, presenting Kit with a shiny black, palm-sized computer mouse shaped thing.


  "A stun gun, Erin? Where the hell did you get this?"


  "From a soldier of fortune catalogue," Erin explained, as if it was as ordinary as purchasing a recipe book from the Women's Weekly magazine.


  "And you think I'm a danger to somebody," Max said.


  "Do me a favour Max, keep an eye on her," Kit said, dropping the tingler into her bumbag. "And Erin, if he even looks like doing something stupid hit him over the head with a thermos."


  "Sure," Erin shrugged. "I don't know my own strength though. What if I kill him by mistake?"


  Kit opened the door. "Better that you kill him by accident, than those bastards add another notch to their collective belt."


  Kit leapt over puddles that were fast becoming lakes, wondered vaguely if this bizarre investigation was also overflowing its logical edges, and then peered through the open gateway to check for lookouts or bouncers who might be guarding the rear portal of AusFirst headquarters. There was nothing to see in the small parking lot but two green land cruisers, OZ-ONE numbers two and four, and a red minivan, so she slipped inside.


  Taking shelter under the iron awning over the back door, which was ajar thanks to Mr Easy Rider, Kit took a moment to consider what she was about to do. She had a flash of how ridiculous the whole thing was; how ludicrous David and Max's plan had been; how flimsy their total lack of evidence against Carter Walsh was; and, yes, how far-fetched her own theory was starting to look.


  Face it, O'Malley, just because these people are crooks and liars, and you still don't like their politics, it does not mean they're murderers.


  It doesn't mean they're not either, she argued.


  Think about it though. It is much more likely that Barbara the wife killed Jack the bastard. I mean why would Carter Walsh kill his partner in crime?


  Because Max is right about one thing, O'Malley. Killing each other off is exactly what partners in crime usually end up doing.


  She sighed. There was only one way to find out what was really going on.


  Actually, O'Malley, there are lots of ways to find out - like having them all dragged downtown and biffed around the head with phone books until they confess.


  Yeah right. To what exactly?


  The rain kerthunking on the awning was so loud that Kit could hear nothing else, so she had no way of knowing whether she was about to walk into an empty space or a crowded room. She very carefully pushed the door and looked around the edge.


  Phew! A short, empty hall with a kitchen to the right, a storeroom for chairs on the left, and a curtain at the other end. She stood right up against the curtain's heavy and musty velvety folds and still couldn't hear a thing; nothing at all.


  If this was a B-grade detective movie, O'Malley, you'd push the curtain casually aside, verify that the coast was clear, step on through, then whammo - the bad guy'd lay you out with a handy Ming vase.


  Kit took a breath and peeked through the curtain, saw that there was nothing to see, and stepped into the hall, laughing silently to her nervous self. Then she crept, of course, in the general direction of the room, in which she met the AusFirst team leaders, and... Ow!


  You idiot.


  "How'd she get in?"


  "The back door was open. It's a wonder all them other people and the press haven't come in."


  "Did you shut them?"


  "I shut the door."


  "Well, on your way out, Tony, could you shut the gate too."


  "Am I going somewhere, Mr Goddard?"


  "Yes Tony. After you've dragged that bitch into the room, you can leave."


  "Oh okay. Should I come back tomorrow?"


  "Only if you really want to."


  As she felt Tony's hands, then the crooks of his elbows in her armpits, Kit tried to imagine that she was a limp whale. It wasn't much of a stretch; she felt like a limp whale.


  "Jesus, she's heavier than she looks," said Tony as he half-lifted and dragged her for about fifteen feet and then through a doorway.


  "What the hell is she doing here?" Virginia Carter demanded.


  Drag racing, what does it look like, Kit thought groggily. She kept her eyes shut, partly to keep up the pretence of continued unconsciousness, but mostly because she had the feeling that opening them would cause the room to spin, her head to crack open and her stomach to return everything she'd eaten in the last day to the outside world.


  "If she's not dead, Tony, search her."


  "What for Mrs Carter?" Tony asked, as he almost gently propped Kit up against an armchair.


  "Because I told you to, you moron."


  "I mean what am I looking for?" Tony said. "Bitch," he added under his breath.


  "She's a bloody private eye, look for a gun."


  "Oh." Tony pushed Kit's jacket aside, without noticing the phone in her pocket, and felt in all the usual places for a gun. He unzipped her bumbag, searched it thoroughly by poking everything with his finger, and then zipped it up again. "Nothing but a wallet, keys and a beeper. No gun."


  Kit thanked her lucky something that Tony didn't know a beeper from a testicle-tingler, then wondered how long she could last before she absolutely had to check the back of her head, to make sure she wasn't slowly bleeding to death.


  "Tony, have you seen Carter?" Virginia asked.


  "Yeah, Mr Goddard was helping him in the bathroom." "Helping him," Virginia snorted. "Has everyone else gone now? Are you the last, Tony?"


  "Yeah. There's no one else inside. Still about a thousand outside, but."


  "There was never a thousand outside, you cretin. And half of them that were there went home when it started raining. You can piss off home now too."


  "Okay," Tony said, bending down to straighten Kit up against the chair. If she could have thanked him for making her more comfortable she would have, until she remembered it was Tony who'd knocked her out in the first place. She resisted the urge to trip him as he left the room.


  "I'm off then," Tony said. "Bye Mr Walsh, Mr Goddard."


  Oh dear, come back Tony, Kit thought. This was not what she'd had planned for this afternoon, at all. She couldn't quite remember what her plan had actually been, but she was sure that being stuck alone in the AusFirst HQ with a possibly murderous troika was not it.


  "I'm okay Adam," Carter Walsh was insisting as they entered the room. "Really I am. I'm much better now I've had my medicine."


  "For Christ's sake Carter, you coke head," Virginia snapped, "it's not medicine."


  "You should try it sweetheart, it might make you more agreeable. It works for me. I have a dose of my medicine, and you are much more agreeable," Carter laughed.


  "Sit down you pathetic excuse for a..."


  "Hey," Carter interrupted. Kit felt a presence looming over her. "She's that person."


  "Yeah," said Adam. "Another fucking loose end to deal with."


  I am not a bloody loose end," Kit thought, deciding it was time to regain consciousness. She had a much better chance of getting out in one piece if she was on her feet.


  Carter bumped her as he turned away, so Kit slid sideways onto the floor, groaned and pretended to come around.


  "I never touched her," Carter insisted.


  Kit reached up and felt the back of her head - it was wet - and then opened her eyes.


  Uh-oh, bad move. Very bad move. She curled up on her knees and tried desperately not to throw up. When the world stopped revolving in forty-three different directions at once, she swore, "Shit, who bloody hit me?"


  Adam took three steps across the room, grabbed hold of Kit's jacket and lifted her off the floor. "Who hit you? I'll fucking hit you, you bitch!" he said, shoving her backwards into the armchair.


  Kit brought her knees up to her chest as she landed and kicked straight out again. Her feet slammed into Adam's chest, ramming him back onto his arse and across the floor. Kit leapt to her feet, and stood ready to fight, or run, or vomit.


  "Wow!" Carter exclaimed.


  "Adam!" Virginia rushed over to help him up.


  Adam sat where he was, pressing his hand to his chest. "You're a fucking mad bitch! What are you doing here anyway?"


  "I was coming to give you an update on the case, you little troll. But I had to come in the back way because I couldn't get through that cheery crowd out the front."


  "They're my members," Carter said proudly. "Come Saturday they and thousands like them are going to put me in power."


  "I don't think so Carter," Kit stated.


  "Carter, will you sit down," Adam pleaded. "There's more magic in the top drawer."


  "Neat," Carter said and strolled over to the desk.


  Neat? Kit thought. "Is he in denial or what?" she noted.


  "Do you have any idea who you are dealing with?" Adam asked Kit.


  "Well yeah," she shrugged. "That's why I'm here. I came here to tell you about Mercury..."


  "Old news sweetie," Virginia sneered. "The police have already grilled us over that vigilante and his curious photo collection."


  "Oh. Well, I was also going talk about Jack and Barry and your mate Peter Conly."


  Virginia snorted. "Going to inform us they were dead were you?"


  "Oh no," Kit groaned. "Don't tell me you've killed Judge Conly as well."


  "Peter's not dead. He's in Vanuatu," Carter said nonchalantly.


  "Will you shut up, Carter," Adam begged.


  "Whatever," Carter bent forward, snorted a line of coke and then smiled like he didn't have a care in the world; which he probably didn't.


  "All I can say is that you must be a lot more stupid than you look," Adam said.


  "Who me?" Kit asked.


  "Only a complete fool would walk in here unarmed, and on their own, to threaten us."


  Kit raised her eyebrows. "Let's see," she said. "First, I'm not on my own; second, I haven't made a threat; and third, why would I need to be armed?"


  "For god's sake Adam, just get rid of her," Virginia said. "She doesn't know anything."


  "You'd be surprised what I know," Kit added moving casually to the left so she'd have a clear run at the exit, "but I was hoping you'd fill in a few details. Not for free or anything, I was going to share info. For instance, I thought you might like to know that Jack's wife Barbara has been arrested for his murder."


  "Really?" Virginia smiled, then coughed to cover the automatic reaction.


  "Yeah," Kit said conversationally, "but then I remembered that you said you didn't know Jack, so you're probably not interested in that, or in the witness at Mercury's."


  "What bloody witness?" Adam demanded. "There was no..."


  "My thoughts exactly," Kit smiled. "What witness?"


  "Well, shit," Adam laughed.


  Kit laughed back at him. "The cops will let her go, of course," she continued. "Which is a pity because Barbara Daley-Higgins could probably could have taken the fall for Jack's death, if you hadn't used the same stupid knife on Mercury."


  The look that glazed Adam's eyes for half a second said 'ah, so you don't know everything'.


  Okay, Kit thought, so it wasn't the same knife. She gave Adam a 'neither do you' look, then smiled. "I guess that coming and going through the window like that, Adam, means you didn't see the wall in Mercury's front room for yourself. Of course you didn't; you would have burnt the place to the ground if you had. Mercury's photo gallery is the best thing the cops have on you lot - as soon as they work out what his obsession was about."


  "And you know, of course," Adam said.


  "Yeah," Kit sniffed. "Poor Bobby. She had no idea, did she?"


  "Ah, sweet Bobby Dukes," Carter crooned.


  "That's the one," Kit smiled.


  "Shit," Virginia said.


  "I did so want to keep sweet, sweet Bobby," Carter was tapping away to an imaginary beat.


  "Time to go," Adam muttered. "Get the passports, Ginny, I'll deal with the loose ends."


  "You can't, um," Virginia nodded at Kit, as she strolled over to the wall behind Carter's desk.


  "I know that, Ginny. But we can buy some time."


  Virginia took down an unmemorable picture and opened the safe it had been covering.


  "Now," Adam said to Kit, as he got to his feet and reached casually under his jacket. "What are you going to do next?"


  Run, Kit thought. Any second now. Oh.


  The semi-automatic pistol that Adam was aiming at her wasn't very big, but she was not going to argue with it, or him, anymore.


  "Oh, don't shoot her," Carter whined. "I quite like her."


  "You do, Carter?" Virginia asked, running her hand casually through Carter's hair. He smiled at his wife as if their conversation was always comprised of sweet-nothings. "Will you watch her for us then, while Adam and I go and take care of some other business?"


  "Can we have a party?"


  "Sure, if you want," Adam said, backing up to the desk. "Here, you hold the gun on her for a while. You only have to shoot her if she tries to follow us."


  "Okay," Carter said. "When will you be back?"


  "Ooh," Virginia looked at her watch. "In about an hour. At, say, four or a bit after."


  Carter shrugged. "Fine," he said.


  Kit, while trying to work how the hell she could run and not get shot, was also asking herself why she'd been stupid enough to play funny buggers with these possibly ruthless, and definitely bizarre, individuals.


  Adam picked up keys, a mobile phone and a laptop from the desk; while Virginia swept everything out of the safe and into a briefcase.


  "I can't say it's been a pleasure," Adam said to Kit as he and Virginia walked by her on their way to the door.


  Kit was about to breathe a quiet sigh of relief that she'd now only have to deal with one bad guy, albeit the one with the gun, when that damn B-grade movie villain hit her over the back of the head with the bloody Ming vase - again.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  "Why do birds suddenly appear, every time, you are near, yeah; why don't they see, that you and me, are free, now. Ooh..."


  "Carter?"


  "Hey, you're awake."


  "Yeah." Kit wondered what she was tied to. "But if you don't stop singing I might throw up."


  "Sorry, lovely girl. Singing is a gift."


  "That's true. But it's kind of just noise when you've got a headache like I have."


  "Yeah, well," Carter said, "that's because people keep hitting you over the head."


  "You noticed that?" Kit asked. She opened her eyes. Oh. She wasn't tied to anything. She was in the front seat of a land cruiser and the restraint was just a seat belt. She looked around trying to work out where they were going. Four lanes both directions, lots of traffic - Hoddle Street, she thought. "Where are you taking me?" she asked.


  "My place. Actually my very special place."


  "Yeah?" Kit glanced at Carter. He was a very strange man but there didn't appear to be anything terribly threatening about him. "How come it's dark?"


  "Because it's nearly six o'clock and there are stormy clouds."


  "What happened to Virginia and Adam?" Kit asked, as Carter stopped for a red light at the minor intersection with Rowena Parade.


  "Well, you know, I have a feeling that they left."


  "Yeah, about three hours ago," Kit said.


  "No, I mean I think they left together. Without me."


  "Where do you think they went?"


  Carter blew a raspberry. "Maybe Vanuatu?" he shrugged.


  "Why?"


  "Because it's very nice there, Rosie."


  "Don't you care that they went without you?"


  "No, not at all," Carter stressed, pulling the car over to the left. "I'm just going to stop at this service station shop and get some orange juice. I fancy some orange juice." Carter parked the car, then reached across and opened the glove box.


  Before Kit even had time to register the possibility of whacking Carter in the face or balls, or anywhere for that matter, he had grabbed her right wrist and handcuffed it to the bottom of the seat.


  "Ow, that hurts," she complained.


  "Sorry, but I don't want you running off just yet. Not till you've seen my movie place."


  "I wasn't planning on going anywhere, Carter," Kit shrugged.


  "Of course not. I'll be back in a moment." Carter leaped out of the car and strolled into the shop.


  "Bloody hell!" Kit swore. "What kind of mad bastard kidnaps someone and then stops for orange juice?" She reached awkwardly with her left hand into the inside left pocket of her jacket, pulled out and switched on her phone, and pressed autodial number one.


  "Hello?"


  "Alex?"


  "O'Malley where the hell are you?"


  "Can't talk long. I'm fine, I'm in Carter Walsh's car heading north on Hoddle Street, to his movie studio place which is in um, um, Piper Street, Collingwood. Ring Erin, Max knows. I won't disconnect this call but I will have to put my phone down in a second."


  "Kit?"


  "You can't talk to me Alex, he might hear. Just listen and come and get me, please. I'm pretty sure I'm safe with Carter. He's got a few kangaroos loose in his top paddock and he's a coke addict, but it's Adam who is the dangerous one. He killed David and Jack. Gotta go now." Kit fiddled for nearly a moment too long, to get the phone back in her pocket. "This is very uncomfortable, Carter," she said as he got back in the car.


  He put a plastic bag, with four double-litre cartons of orange juice, on the back seat; uncuffed her without a word, then started the car and pulled out into the traffic again.


  "Oh, nearly forgot, I got you one of these," he said, reaching into his jacket pocket and pulling out a Mars bar. "They're your favourites, aren't they?"


  "Yeah, thanks," Kit said. Screw-loose or not, Kit decided the best way to deal with Carter was to agree with or humour him, until the cavalry arrived. She opened the chocolate and took a bite.


  Kit leant her left elbow on the door's armrest and held onto the zip of her jacket so that her voice would carry as clearly as possible to the phone in her pocket.


  "Carter, how come don't you care that Adam and your wife went to Vanuatu without you?"


  "Because," he said, smiling at Kit as if they were longtime confidantes, "I'll be able to do what I like a lot more often if they're not around so much."


  "What about the election on Saturday?" she asked.


  "Exactly my point," he nodded. "It's amazing how you understand. Adam was saying we'd have to call it off. But we can't, we've got all those people counting on us. They love me, you know."


  "I know they do, Carter."


  "Will you do me a favour and close your eyes?" he asked.


  "Yeah, if you want me to. But why?"


  "Because if you do that for me, you won't have to be knocked out again."


  "They're closed."


  "Good girl."


  Five minutes later the car stopped again, Carter reached back for the orange juice and then whispered, "You can open your eyes, Rosie girl. Just sit while I come around and open the door."


  Kit did as she was told. Don't argue with the man with gun, even if you don't know where the gun is. In fact, especially if you don't. Besides Kit figured Carter might just fill her in on the whole charade if she could get him to trust her.


  "Mademoiselle," he said gallantly, as he opened the passenger door and waved her towards an insignificant entrance in the humungous weatherboard expanse of a warehouse wall.


  Kit gazed around as if she was impressed not curious. "Wow Carter. The warehouses round here are really big. They look really old too, are they like National Trust or something?" she asked, glancing back over her shoulder at him.


  "No. I don't think so," he said. "But even though they're all big, like you say, mine is the hugest and we had it renovated. So it only looks old on the outside, wait till you see the interior."


  "Well I love the green door. Was that your idea?"


  "Of course," Carter smiled. He handed her the bag of orange juice, unlocked the door and ushered her inside, into the dark. The door clicked shut behind them and then, nothing.


  "Carter?" Kit said cautiously. "I don't like the dark much," she lied. "Are you trying spook me?"


  "No," came his voice and then a lot of light. Flood lights, stage lights, coloured lights, spot lights - all of them on at once and blinding. "Sorry," he said. "I always hit the wrong switch."


  While Carter fiddled to turn on only the lights that he wanted, Kit gazed out from the cage they were standing in at a collection of worlds within and around worlds. The central floor space of this hugest of all warehouses was occupied by dozens of complete movie sets, none of them very big but all ready to be used at any moment. Kit recognised the banquet room she'd seen in the video, but there was also a cemetery, some kind of pagan altar, a cave, and a gazebo in a garden.


  "Good heavens! This is truly amazing, Carter," Kit said.


  "Isn't it great? I make movies here. This is what I love to do, the politics thing is like a hobby."


  That's encouraging, Kit thought. "How come we're in a cage?" she asked.


  Carter opened the metal gate, escorted Kit through into 'Porno World' and then locked the cage behind them. "That," he said, "is for keeping the actors in."


  Kit laughed. "You keep them in that little cage? Why?"


  "No," he laughed too. "The cage stops the actors from getting out. It keeps them in here."


  "Oh," Kit smiled. "Well, that makes more sense."


  Oh bloody marvelous, she thought. And now I'm locked in here.


  "It does make sense, doesn't it Rosie. Do you really think my place is amazing? Because you'll be staying for a while, of course, so I'm hoping you like it."


  "It's incredible," Kit smiled, as a nervous little chill wriggled up her spine. She looked around, again with the awestruck face, but this time checking for any way out. It was impossible to tell, of course, because the place was so big, but there certainly didn't appear to be any windows or skylights or signs conveniently lit up with the word 'exit' or 'this way out and run like hell'.


  The only windows she could see were the fake ones in the sets themselves, and one in each of the twenty or so large fibreglass cubes that were stacked along the far right hand wall.


  "What's with the meccano set thing over there?" Kit asked, pointing at the cubes.


  "They," Carter said wagging a finger, "are the guest quarters for the actors. They are all fully equipped with bathrooms and kitchens and everything. I'll show you later."


  "What a great idea. So, do I get the full tour?"


  "Lead on Rosie my girl."


  Kit wandered by a hillocky cemetery, with a gnarly tree and crooked headstones, through a Wild West saloon set, and into a Viking meeting hall filled with axes, horned helmets and animal skins.


  "This is so cool. You must be able to make any kind of movie you want," Kit said, turning to walk backwards so she could see Carter as she talked.


  "Yes, but we make mostly romances," he replied.


  "Romances?" Kit repeated.


  "Yeah, you know lots of love making, and bawdiness. I love that word - bawdy."


  Kit heard rushing water and looked about in surprise. "What's that noise?"


  "Toilet probably," Carter shrugged. "Or maybe a shower."


  "Is there someone else here?" Kit asked.


  "You mean apart from the actors? I don't think so," Carter shrugged.


  Actors? Kit wondered. She couldn't ask who he meant by that because that would appear to be a truly idiotic question. An actor is an actor. But by actor did Carter mean his permanently erect mates or the girls?


  Carter had stopped walking and was pointing, to draw Kit's attention to the deck of a pirate ship and its adjacent captain's cabin. "That one is my second favourite."


  "Oh yes!" Kit exclaimed, wandering into the captain's cabin. "When I was a kid I always wanted to be a pirate." And that was the truth.


  "Me too," Carter grinned. "And now I'm a grown up I can be one. Or anything else I like. I love it here. You know, sometimes Rosie, I even make movies without the proper camera people here."


  "Yeah?" Kit said. "So do you star in them as well as make them?"


  "Mostly I produce and watch. But sometimes I do get to star with my actor friends and the members. We don't sell those ones though. They are just for the members."


  "The members of AusFirst?"


  "No," he cackled. He actually cackled and then he frowned "I don't think they'd approve."


  "So what members are you talking about?"


  "The secret club ones."


  Kit pretended to inspect the charts on the captain's table. "And who's in that?"


  "Rosie, please. It's a secret club."


  "Of course it is, silly me."


  "I can only tell you about the money films. Oh, and the private ones I make with just the actors because you might just get to be in one of them, if you're lucky."


  "That would be an experience," Kit smiled. One I'd avoid like the plague.


  Well, here goes nothing, she thought. "Was Bobby in any of your romances?"


  Carter offered a charming and thoughtful smile. "Yes. Sweet, sweet Bobby. She starred in my personal ones at first. We made a civil war romance together and a Titanic."


  "A Titanic?" Kit said, running her hand casually over the brass telescope.


  "The bow is over there," Carter waved, "and the stateroom is that way. Bobby liked the Titanic best I think. She looked great."


  "So, um, where is she now?" Kit asked, trying out the captain's bed.


  Carter snorted. "She was mine, but as usual he said I couldn't keep her."


  "Who said that?" Kit asked, as if she agreed they had no right.


  "Adam, who else? He said I had to share her. I don't know that I'd want her back now."


  "Is she still around somewhere?" Kit nearly choked.


  Carter shrugged. "Come on," he said suddenly. "We need a drink." He linked his arm through Kit's and strode along until they reached what looked like a gentleman's club, with club chairs, and club tables and a club bar. "What do you want with your juice?" he asked, slipping behind the bar.


  "Just juice would be perfect," Kit said, deciding it was high time the cavalry turned up.


  "No, no Rosie. You have to have something, it's part of the game."


  This is a game? "Okay," she said, "how about vodka?"


  "Excellent choice. I'll have that too." Carter made two very large and half vodka screwdrivers, handed one to Kit, and then motioned for her to follow him again.


  "Do you think we could sit down for a while Carter," Kit requested.


  "Next stop we'll sit, because it's my most favourite place, well except for the cellar. But that's my favourite private place, because it's Rosie's home," he said thoughtfully. "And here we are."


  Of course his favourite place would be a dungeon, Kit thought.


  "Hang on," Carter said, taking her drink and putting both glasses on a wooden stool. He then gripped Kit around the waist and lifted her onto the rack - the rack. He returned her drink.


  "Thanks," she said.


  "Well, being a dungeon, there's not a lot of places to sit."


  "Getting back to Bobby," Kit said, swinging her legs casually, and taking a sip of her drink. "Do you think she's around somewhere?"


  "Bobby?" Carter frowned. "Bobby who?"


  "Bobby Dukes," Kit said, trying to work out from Carter's face whether this was part of his game. His expression had not changed - not one iota. He was still handsome and vacuous.


  "Weren't we talking about Rosie?"


  Kit shrugged. "You keep calling me Rosie," she said.


  "I wouldn't do that," Carter shook his head. "No, I certainly wouldn't do that. Rosie is special."


  Oh shit, Kit thought. His 'medication' must be wearing off.


  "Tell me about Rosie then. We can talk about her if you'd prefer."


  "Really? Can we?" Carter was flabbergasted, as if he'd been waiting forever for someone to say that to him.


  "Of course we can Carter, we can talk about anyone you want."


  "Rosie. Let's talk about Rosie. She was wrong for me you know. That's what they bloody said. God, I loved her! I really did. We were romance, you know? Rosie and I were love itself. Of course, Ginny did not understand, and Adam said I was being selfish. They said I couldn't keep her."


  "Why?" Kit asked gently. She could not work out whether Carter Walsh was developmentally challenged or barking mad.


  "Because she was completely wrong for me. I knew that. But...but I couldn't help myself. She was beautiful and angelic and oh, she could sing. It is a gift. Why are you frowning?"


  "Um, sorry," Kit shrugged. She'd been distracted for a second by the sound of a toilet flushing again. "How many actors are here at the moment?"


  Carter scowled at her. "I don't know. There are five or six who live here. But we are talking now. We can play with them later if you want. Before you go to bed, okay?"


  "Before I go to bed, that would be great," Kit nodded. "Where is Rosie now?"


  "Living in the cellar."


  "What? You mean a cellar like this?" Kit waved around at the dungeon.


  "Don't be silly," Carter laughed. "This is a movie set. The cellar is where cellars usually are," Carter pointed vaguely to the rear of the warehouse which, after all the walking they'd done, was only about fifty metres away. "My house is back there. Well it's not really a house house, it's more like an apartment. And Rosie's cellar is there."


  Oh my god, Kit wailed silently. What is he talking about?


  "I thought you said they wouldn't let you keep her."


  "No that's true they wouldn't. Mind you they didn't know, for quite some time, that she was still here. And when they did find out, Adam had to tidy up of course; he's such a neat freak. But he was right I suppose. He always said if I wanted to be a great man, a revered politician, I had to be circumspect. I could not have Rosie and a wife, and of course Rosie couldn't be my wife because of Ginny. I think they call that a Catch 22."


  In more ways than you obviously know, Kit thought.


  "Why didn't you leave Ginny and go away with Rosie?" she asked.


  Carter opened his mouth in amazement. "I don't know."


  "What do you mean you don't know?"


  "Yes I do," Carter snapped his fingers. "I remember now. Because she was wrong for me."


  "Can I go home soon, Carter?" Kit asked suddenly. "I'd really like to go home. Soon," she emphasised, hopefully for the benefit of Alex who hopefully was still listening in. Kit had no idea whether her call was still connected, or if a signal could even penetrate the walls of this madhouse.


  "Oh no, you can't go home," Carter was saying. "You have to stay. I'm responsible for you. Adam and Ginny told me to watch you."


  "So they did," Kit threw up her hands. She wondered how far she'd get if she made a run for it. She might not get out, but there was plenty of places to hide. "They asked you to watch me for an hour. And then they ran off to Vanuatu."


  "What?" Carter demanded. "Without me?"


  "You told me that, Carter," Kit said. You fucking lunatic.


  "Shitbags! That is really irritating. They did leave didn't they?"


  "A while ago you said you didn't care."


  "You're right, I did. And I don't, either. Golly, you are really terrific, you know that? You keep me right on track Rosie, I don't know what I'd do without you."


  Oh help! Kit thought.


  "Speaking of Adam and Ginny, why do you think they left?" Kit asked.


  "The proverbial was hitting the fan, in a big way," Carter explained. "Someone had pinched all our money and of course that thermometer person kept sending us mad notes."


  "What thermometer person?" Kit asked.


  "Mercury, the now-dead bastard. Had his throat cut, he did."


  Whoa, incoming from left field. The cops would not have divulged that info. "How do you know that about Mercury, Carter?"


  "Because I saw it happen, Rosie, you know that."


  "Oh yeah I forgot," Kit took a mouthful of vodka soaked OJ. "Tell me again, it's a good story."


  Carter shrugged. "It's not that good. Bloody Adam! He always thinks he has to fix things."


  I knew it, Kit thought. I really hope someone else is listening to this. Alex! Where are you?


  "Speaking of Adam and Ginny, as you did Rosie, I just had an unpleasant thought."


  "You did?"


  "Yeah, let's take a walk while I mull it over with you. It's okay, I'll help you down."


  Carter took Kit's glass again and lifted her back down to the floor.


  Aha! That's where the gun is, she thought, catching sight of it in his waistband as he stepped back and straightened his jacket.


  "Thank you Carter."


  "That would be my pleasure entirely. I think we should retire to the comfortable lounge room now, what do you think, Rosie?"


  "Splendid idea," Kit smiled, strolling along beside Mr Wacky while she looked for a safe way out. Any way out. "What was the thought you had about Adam and Ginny?"


  "That if they don't come back I'll have to get someone else to help clean up I suppose."


  "Clean up what?"


  "The mess I make sometimes," Carter shook his head sadly. "I suppose I have to give him his due. In the cleansweep department, Adam had no equal."


  "What about Virginia?" Kit prompted. "What did she do around here?"


  Carter stopped walking and thought for a moment. "She looked after the sales and the money and the actors - you know making sure they had stuff. Sometimes she helped with the actual movies but mostly she was frigid so she didn't really come here often."


  Kit forced her surprised eyebrows into a thoughtful pose. "Carter, I don't mean to speak badly of people who might have run off together to Vanuatu without you, but do you think maybe Adam and Virginia were having an affair?"


  Carter's eyed widened in disbelief. "I...I hope not. Because," he snorted, "that'd be super hypocritical after all that stuff they made me say about family values. Don't you think?"


  "I guess so," Kit nodded.


  Carter grinned and made a presentation gesture with his right hand. "So what do you think?"


  "Ah," she turned. "Oh, is this your apartment? It's great!"


  She was not going to say it looked just like one of the movie sets - even though it did - because it also looked just the way any open plan living space in a warehouse would look. Open, spacey and pretty much like a movie set. They strolled around the space together. There was a stainless steel kitchen on the right, a lounging area furnished with overstuffed couches in the middle and a Japanese screen concealing a futon bed on the left. There were two doors opening off his apartment space, but neither of them said 'exit'.


  "This is lovely Carter, and it's so neat, I find it hard to believe that you make any kind of mess."


  "It is pretty amazing isn't it?" Carter agreed, as if he could understand how Kit would think that of him. "But, it's true. I break things and Adam always had to tidy up."


  What could be behind door number one, Kit wondered, as Carter guided her with a gentle hand towards the door on the left.


  "Come on Rosie. We'll check out the cellar now shall we? I've got some great bottles."


  Kit shrugged okay. "What sort of things do you break?" she asked.


  Carter looked exceptionally guilty, like a six year-old who taken the last chocolate biscuit without asking. He smiled sheepishly and opened the cellar door to the darkness inside.


  "I break some of the actors, Rosie. But you know that."


  Kit suddenly had a crawling, horrible feeling that something bad was lurking in that darkness.


  Carter reached into Kit's jacket pocket, snatched out her phone and chucked it violently into his kitchen. It shattered all over the bench.


  Kit went colder than cold.


  Carter walked her into the room, pushed his palm into her chest, and shoved her against something hard and clammy. He held her at arm's length, peering at her as if she was a peculiar-looking bug. When she tried to move, he just pushed her harder into the cold thing.


  "What are you doing Carter? Let me go," Kit asked, trying to keep her voice calm and steady.


  A light switch clicked and several 'burning torches' came to dim life around the walls. Kit glanced around the so-called cellar, and then really wished she hadn't.


  They were standing in the always-locked, blood-soaked room of Bluebeard's castle.


  Oh fuck! Please tell me this is a movie set, she begged no one in particular.


  Kit stared at the human - no, once human - body, drained of blood, which hung suspended over a stainless steel autopsy table.


  Oh shit, oh shit. Kit's hands began shaking and she couldn't get a proper breath.


  This room was not make believe. This room was the only reality in the whole damn place.


  Oh - my - god! she thought, realising it was the last time she'd ever think that, because she now knew - once and for all - that there was no god.


  And that the only hell, was hell on earth...and that she had to get the fuck out of it.


  Carter leant in close and with his other hand he turned Kit's head and squashed her cheek into the cold thing he had her pinned against. He motioned with his head for her to take a look.


  She didn't want to; she did not want to know what he wanted her to see. She wondered why people always do the stupid things they know shouldn't. She looked.


  It was an awkward angle, and her nose was pressed into the glass cylinder - at least that's what it appeared to be, a huge glass cylinder - but it was too dark; she couldn't see anything. Ha.


  Carter suddenly let go of her head and flicked another switch. A circle of lights illuminated the cylinder from the bottom; from the inside on the bottom around the feet.


  Dead and dead level with Kit's face was someone. It didn't matter who it was. She was long dead and preserved in a greenish liquid. Floating.


  Kit turned her head back to Carter Walsh and puked all over him. He let go of her.


  Kit couldn't get out the door so she threw herself onto the floor and across the room. Her right shoulder slammed into the leg of the table and - oh fucking hell - something splashed all over her.


  "Come back here, little private eye," Carter said, as he ripped off his wet shirt.


  "Stay away from me, you psycho," Kit said, struggling to her feet. She slipped and slid in the blood until she hit the wall where she managed to steady herself.


  "Stay away or what? You'll throw your breakfast at me next?"


  "Bloody hell, Carter! What is your problem?"


  Now there's a stupid question, O'Malley!


  "No problems have I," Carter said, in a sing-song voice. He leant casually against the body in the bottle.


  "I swear, if you tell me singing is a gift I'm going to cut your balls off," Kit snarled.


  With what, I don't know, she thought. Come on, O'Malley, there has to be something sharp in the room. Look at the mess he's made.


  "I like that you bought my persona, Katherine, but I probably should point out - in all fairness - that I am not the moron you took me to be."


  "I didn't think you were a moron, Carter," Kit lied. "I thought you were quite nice. Nicked in the head, but quite nice. Now, I just don't know what to think." She threw up her hands. "Am I right in assuming you are also not the moron that Adam and Ginny took you to be?"


  "I care not what those two now-dead people think."


  "What do you mean now dead?"


  "Well, probably dead," Carter amended. "If car go boom, wife and little arsehole very dead."


  Kit sighed. "Adam didn't kill David Dukes, did he Carter?"


  Carter snorted. "No. He just liked to watch. He always liked to watch. He was a bit sick I think."


  "You are an extremely weird individual Carter," Kit declared.


  "Now what makes you say that, Katherine?"


  "Who is going to clean up this mess, if you've gone and blown Adam up?"


  "As I said earlier I'll have to find someone else, won't I? Hey, perhaps you could take the job."


  "I don't bloody think so Carter."


  "Pity. It pays quite well," Carter shrugged. "And of course you'd live longer."


  "I really don't think I'd have the stomach for rolling your, your..." Kit's throat constricted as she glanced at the bloodless body hanging face down from the support wires around her shoulders, hips and ankles. "Your whatever you call them."


  "Rosie."


  "I thought that was Rosie," Kit snapped, waving her hand at the glass cylinder and nearly slipping over in the process.


  "This," Carter said, "is the Rosie, my beautiful singing angel. The others just fill in for a while."


  "Well I'm sorry Carter, but I am not going clean up after you or help bubblewrap your bodies. You'll have to deal with your own mess."


  And please don't let that mess include me, she thought desperately. Where the hell are the cops?


  "Bubblewrap?" Carter scratched his ear thoughtfully. "That's quite an interesting idea. It's not very sensible, but it's kind of fascinating. What makes you think I'd want to wrap Rosie in plastic?"


  "Isn't that what Adam did for you?"


  "No," Carter said, as if it was a truly curious notion.


  Oh shit! Shit and damnation! Hell just got bigger.


  If Carter Walsh was not the bubblewrap killer, that meant there were two homicidal psychopaths working in the city at the moment.


  "Carter?"


  "Yes Katherine?"


  "What are you going to do with her then?" Kit waved at the suspended corpse. "I mean, what do you do, if you don't..."


  Carter smiled. Carter reached out and flicked another switch. Carter said, "Five green bottles."


  Kit's knees buckled, her feet slipped in the blood and she sat down heavily on the floor.


  Five glass cylinders.


  Five floating women.


  And Carter Walsh was now moving slowly and casually towards her.


  There was no point trying to get up in a hurry, the floor was too slippery.


  That's the advantage, O'Malley. Stay in the slippery blood, down on the floor. Up on your knees though.


  Kit knelt there waiting, hoping he couldn't see what she was fumbling for behind her back.


  Carter stared at her curiously, then took out the gun and dangled it provocatively. "These are dangerous things, Rosie," he said. "Don't fancy them much."


  "I'll take care of it if you like," Kit offered, donning a fresh coat of bravado to cover her abject fear. It didn't work very well. Carter laughed at her, put the pistol on the floor and kicked it away.


  He knelt down in front of Kit. "I like these much better," he said.


  Carter's knife was very long, very slender and no doubt very sharp.


  Kit flung her left hand out to distract him and as Carter's glance flinched in that direction Kit thrust her right hand into his groin. Erin's black tingler delivered thirty-two thousand pulse watts straight into Carter Walsh's testicles.


  He looked surprised. He pissed his pants. He fell on his face.


  Kit reached into his trouser pocket, took out the handcuffs and attached his worthless but still breathing body, by his wrist, to the leg of the autopsy table. She put the key in her pouch, kicked the knife out of his reach, checked his other pockets for sharp implements and then left him to it.


  She went looking for a phone that wasn't smashed to buggery all over the kitchen and found one on the wall near the sink.


  "Hello."


  "Hi Alex."


  "O'Malley, thank god."


  "There is no god, Alex. And where are the cops when you need them?"


  "Half the police force is out the front of the warehouse, still trying to work out how to get in without risking..."


  "What? A head cold?"


  "Something like that. Oh, good. Marek has just turned up. Ooh, Erin's with him."


  "Alex honey, can you tell Jonno that I am locked in here with a complete mental case and several dead bodies and that I'd really like to get out. Now! I've had more than enough stress for one day and I just want to go home. Get them to drive a tank through the door or something."


  "Are you okay, Kit?"


  "Did you call me darling?"


  "I can if you want me to."


  "Yes please."


  "What? Okay," Alex said, obviously to someone else. "Kit, darling, don't stand near the door."


  "I'm way down the back."


  Kit heard running water again. She dropped the phone and ran, taking a detour through the Viking Hall filled with nice heavy implements.


  The explosion a minute later was small, well contained and fairly impressive. It blasted the wooden front door into a gazillion splinters and put a sizeable hole in the metal cage.


  Kit half watched from the second level of actor's cubicles, where she was trying to bash the padlock off the exterior door with a Viking axe.


  "O'Malley?"


  "I'm over here, Alex. Up here," Kit called back.


  The padlock broke. Kit removed it, slid the bolt back and opened the door. The interior was tastefully decorated in tones of blue, with a comfy couch and a table a chair alongside a little kitchenette. Sitting on the couch was a slim blonde girl, about sixteen-years-old. She looked perfectly healthy but quite horrified.


  "Are you okay," she asked Kit.


  "Am I okay?" Kit said.


  "Oh my god!" said a voice behind her.


  "You have to stop saying that, Alex," Kit said, turning to face the love of her life who was clambering up the last run of the ladder.


  "Please tell me that is not your blood," Alex said.


  Kit grinned. "It's not my blood," she said and then looked down at herself for the first time. She was wet and red - completely red. Completely covered in a dead person's blood.


  Oh boy. No wonder the girl had looked horrified.


  "Um, fainting now," Kit said.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  The Crackerjack Café was crowded with normal everyday, possibly sane humans who were enjoying very late dinners or - like Kit - just coffee and cake with their normal everyday, possibly sane friends. Kit smiled at Del, Brigie, Rebecca and Sally, wondered why Alex was taking so long to park the car, then picked up her mug. She closed her eyes to inhale the, hmm, chocolate coffee. Brigit poked her in the leg. "You are not supposed to go to sleep with a head injury."


  "I don't have a head injury, Brigie. I had a concussion, three hours ago. And I don't usually sleep sitting up with a mug under my nose."


  "Just making sure."


  "Thank you dear, but I'm fine."


  "Alex is back," Del announced.


  "Now I'm perfect," Kit said, glancing towards the door. Alex, actually dressed in one of Kit's purple shirts - as distinct from just wearing one over her naked body around the apartment - was weaving her way through the tables with Hector and Erin in tow.


  "Look who I found loitering separately out in those mean streets of yours O'Malley," Alex said. She sat down next to Kit, kissed her on the mouth and held her hand.


  "Wow!" Kit smiled.


  "Wow yourself," Alex said.


  "Hey Boss."


  "Hey Junior. You found us then."


  "Yeah. After I spent five minutes in the Cooking Pot restaurant next door by mistake."


  Erin stood holding the back of her chair for a moment as if she had an announcement. "I have an announcement," she said. She was talking to everyone but only looking at Kit. "There were seven girls living in that warehouse. One of them was Bobby Dukes."


  "You're kidding?"


  "No, Katherine O'Malley, I am not kidding. Bobby Dukes is alive and reasonably well and, as of an hour ago, reunited with Max and Irene."


  "I don't believe it. I was sure she was..." Kit shivered. Alex squeezed her leg.


  "So Max was right," Erin said, taking a seat. "Carter Walsh was the RBP."


  "That is the understatement of the year," Kit declared.


  "What is an RBP?" Rebecca asked.


  "A Raving Bloody Psychopath," Kit explained. "He's not Marek's RBP though. That sick bastard is still out there somewhere."


  "I swear, I am never leaving town again," Hector proclaimed. "I turn my back for two seconds and you all hop in your little handbaskets and take day trips to hell."


  Kit gave a humourless laugh. "That is exactly what I did."


  "No way. Adam Goddard is the only one heading in that direction today," Erin stated.


  Sally cleared her throat. "I hate to sound like a weirdo of a different kind, but what did it look like?"


  "What? The car blowing up?" Erin said.


  "Yeah. Did you see any, um?"


  "Nope. No um at all," Erin stated. "That land cruiser just went ka-blooey; BANG! And up in smoke and flames he went. Virginia, wherever she is hiding out now, is probably still quaking in her nickers."


  "Don't car bombs usually go off when the car is started?" Del asked.


  Erin shrugged. "Carter apparently set this one to blow when the engine was turned off. The only thing that saved Virginia was the fact that Adam kept the car running while she went into her house. I saw him hit the steering wheel, you know like he'd forgotten to tell her something, and the next second - BOOM! Gone. Completely. Nothing left."


  A phone started ringing, and nearly everyone at the table made a move to answer something. "It's mine. Alex Cazenove. Oh hi Lillian."


  "You gave my mother your mobile number?" Kit whispered, taking the phone from Alex. "They've found her, Katherine!"


  "Yeah I know, Mum."


  "Where are you Katherine?"


  "I'm in a café in the city. Why?"


  "I just like to have a mental picture. But if you're in a café how do you know about her. It's only just come on the news."


  "I was there Mum," Kit said.


  "You were? What were you doing on the peninsula?"


  "Um okay, nothing Mum. I was somewhere else entirely. Who has been found?"


  "That missing girl from Footscray."


  "That's nice - for her and her family. But why are you so excited?"


  "I'm not excited. I'm aghast!"


  "Why?"


  "Because, darling, she was found in that Loony Bin Cult that Valerie joined."


  Kit closed her eyes. Brigit poked her leg.


  "Her brother rescued her in a commando raid," Lillian continued.


  "Do you want us to rescue Valerie, Mum? Is that why you're calling?"


  "Oh no; she goes home during the week. But if they get me, will you come and rescue me?"


  "Why would they get you, Mum?"


  "That's not the question, Katherine."


  "Yes I would come and rescue you."


  "Thank you. That's very reassuring. I'm going now."


  Kit handed the phone back to Alex. "I don't want to talk to any more lunatics tonight."


  "Okay. I'll take care of them from now on."


  "So what did they do with Carter Walsh after you zapped him Boss?" Hector asked.


  "I don't know, Hector. I hope they put him in one of his own bottles."


  "She passed out at the warehouse and didn't come to again till we got her Casualty," Alex explained.


  "Walsh is nicely locked up in solitary at the Remand Centre," Erin said. "They've got him on suicide watch."


  "Carter won't commit suicide," Kit laughed. "He doesn't think he's done anything wrong; or bad; or even strange. What's more, had his victims been found without him right there to arrest then he, his deeds and his methods would have confounded any attempts at profiling. The man is the antithesis of your average serial killer." Kit's skin crawled at her implication that there was an average for such depravity.


  "He is usually a maladjusted, antisocial loner," she continued. "Carter Walsh on the other hand is charming, sociable and confident. He's also hedonistic, manipulative and much cleverer than he makes out. He's the ultimate con man: bad, bad intentions in a handsome and engaging package."


  "You liked him, didn't you?" Del said in amazement.


  Kit grimaced and took a deep breath. "His simple soul act was as loopy as all get out and yes, I hate to admit it, almost endearing. But the real Carter is vileness personified. I swear, if Erin's tingler had possessed something more powerful than a stun setting then that creature would not have got up again."


  "He sounds like Jekyl and Hyde," Erin commented.


  Kit shrugged. "Yeah, but in Carter's case it wasn't potion-induced and there weren't two personalities. Nasty Mr Hyde is the dominant entity."


  Alex's phone rang again. "Hello. Yes. No, she's incommunicado. Right. Oh good. That's great news. Okay." Alex dropped the phone back on the table. "That was Marek. He thought we might like to know that Virginia Walsh was picked up fifteen minutes ago at Tullamarine. She was trying to get on a plane for Argentina."


  "Splendid," Kit said. "And on that note I think I need to lie down now. I suspect I'm about to crash."


  "We'll go home then, if you want," Alex said.


  Kit looked around the table again. "Thank you all and sundry for every little thing. O'Malley going home to bed. Now."


  "You're not supposed to sleep," Brigit insisted.


  "She's not supposed to sleep alone," Alex smiled.


  "Oh, is that the rule?"


  "I'll fix the bill," Del said, leaping up from the table before anyone could argue.


  "Does that mean we're all going?" Erin asked.


  "Everyone who isn't going home to sleep with Kit O'Malley, can come to our suite for more drinks and whatever," Rebecca offered.


  "Oh," Kit moaned, feeling oddly delirious. "Can we do that too?"


  "No, Kit. We are going home," Alex reminded her.


  Five minutes later they were milling around outside the café repeating their farewells because a gang of people they didn't know had gotten all tangled up with them on the footpath and everyone had become confused about who they'd said goodnight to.


  Well I'm confused, Kit thought giving Brigit a hug, or maybe another hug. She vaguely registered the open door of the adjacent restaurant as her thoughts turned to how easy it would be to just go to sleep on her friend's shoulder.


  "Call us if you need anything."


  "I will, Brigie, thanks," Kit said. That's when she noticed the strange happening; or rather the strange person emerging from the restaurant at high speed, wielding something over her head and screeching "you selfish bitch" at the top of her voice.


  Oh shit! Kit thought wearily. Not another one!


  She pushed Brigie aside, stepped in front of Rebecca and hoped like hell that this was the last bloody nutter the week.


  Wham! Ouch!


  Kit hit the footpath with a serious whump. She landed flat on her back but her head, luckily, hit something softer than the concrete. Well, marginally softer than concrete.


  There was a moment of total darkness...and then there was a cacophony!


  Yes indeed, a cacophony of cries, screams and swear words swarmed around her, crowded loudly into her ears then fled as if pursued by a great silence.


  "O'Malley?"


  "That's me," she agreed.


  "Thank god!"


  "Alex?"


  "Yes, darling?"


  "There is no god." "Okay. But don't move."


  "Why ever not?"


  "Because a perfectly strange woman just stabbed you with a steak knife."


  Kit laughed. "Yeah, right."


  "Really, she did," Alex insisted. "Hector, Brigit and Sally knocked her down and sat on her."


  "There's a lot of that going around. That sitting on people stuff." Kit tried to get up but noticed the red stuff all over her right shoulder. She started to shake.


  "I thought I got all that off me, Alex," Kit said, a screaming panic rising straight up the middle of her body. "How come it's still there?"


  "That is your blood, O'Malley."


  "Mine? Oh." Kit relaxed and tried to breathe. "That's all right then."


  Alex bent down and whispered in her ear, "If you stay down I'll tell you a secret."


  "Okay," Kit whispered agreeably.


  "I love you."


  "Really?"


  Oh no, the sky was falling. Bugger it! The world and all its oysters gets handed to her, on a platter, and the universe chooses that perfect Alex moment to collapse. Bloody typical!


  The extra-dark bit of night, between the buildings, was swirling downwards.


  Ping!


  Who was that masked woman?


  Whoosh!


  Now, this is not fair.


  Ping!


  Nothing.


  *****


   


  The Yarra River - not the most majestic of waterways but wet nonetheless. The Yarra Yarra, travels, winds, wends, courses and flows through countryside and suburbs, hither and yon, from somewhere up in hills all the way down to Port Phillip Bay. No, it's not what you'd call a great river - but it does look splendid at night, reflecting the city as it heads for the open sea.


  Katherine Frances O'Malley watched it slide on by as she sat on a picnic rug, between the woman whose life she'd saved and the woman she loved.


  She drank in the moment - for all it was worth.


  "Yes!" Erin cheered, pulling the radio ear plug from her ear hole. "Carol Webster has just officially won the seat of Nareen."


  "Brava!" said Kit. "A successful conclusion to the longest couple of weeks of my life."


  "The planets have not been well aligned," Brigit said.


  "The planets?" Sally scoffed.


  "The planets are seldom aligned Brigie," Kit smiled.


  "I suppose you think that you getting stabbed was just plain bad luck?"


  "No. I believe it was Chaos Theory. Some stupid little butterfly in China flapped its wings or farted, and whoosh I'm flat on my back in Collins Street."


  "That doesn't explain the wound in your shoulder," Alex pointed out.


  "That had something to do with a very sharp object, velocity and, ah, having to be in the way."


  "Explain 'having to be' in the way," Del challenged.


  "Fate, chaos theory again, hormones, and Sally Shaw," Kit said.


  "Me?" Sally laughed. "What did I have to do with you getting stabbed?"


  "If Colin Barnaby hadn't gone all weird for you, Sally, I would never have been hired. I would therefore not have been standing on the footpath on Tuesday night when that crazy lady - who was technically unrelated to absolutely everything else that was going on in any of our lives - flipped her wig and decided to take a running stab at RJ."


  "And got you instead," Rebecca stated, looking a lot like she was going to get all teary again.


  "Only because she stepped into the breach," Alex said.


  Kit gave a dismissive wave. "That crazy lady, Carla Menzies, was pure chaos and no theory," she declared. "She lost her plot that day, in that moment. Unlike Colin and Mercury, she hadn't been working up to it by writing sick notes and sending strange substances through the mail.


  "Carla simply saw RJ on the footpath that night and wigged out, right then and there. In a snap she blamed Rebecca for her fiancée, Steven Penrith, dumping her like a cold fish in the Caribbean resort of Montego Bay."


  "Ah, now that's interesting," Brigit commented. "If we take everything back to the start, then this whole debacle is actually the ex-husband's fault."


  "That's not funny," Rebecca said.


  "I think it's a hoot," Sally declared. "Steven caused it and Colin saved the day."


  "Actually," Kit grinned, "it was Rebecca who really-really started this whole thing, by marrying Steven Penrith in the first place all those years ago."


  "That sad fact is going to haunt me for the rest of my life," Rebecca said.


  "So," Kit continued, "RJ is responsible for her ex-husband. Steven, in turn, is responsible for his ninth ex-fiancée, Carla Menzies, being at a loose end in a Melbourne restaurant, armed with a steak knife and a sudden grudge against Rebecca whom she believed wouldn't give Steven the divorce he, in fact, already had."


  "But luckily for RJ," Brigit interjected, "the Chaos butterfly had already burped on Colin Barnaby. His hormones had woken up, spotted Sally and suffered a breakdown. So, through a warped set of circumstances, he inadvertently became responsible for Kit saving Rebecca's life because she was still hanging around when Carla went spackarse."


  "Didn't I say that already?" Kit smiled.


  "Life is quite strange when you think about it, isn't it," Del noted.


  "Strange indeed," Kit agreed, "and let's not even get started on how my case for Rebecca crossed wires with the truly bizarre shenanigans of the Dukes family and Carter Walsh."


  "Do-de-do-do," Del began.


  "Do-de-do-do; Do-de-do-do," everyone sang.


  Well, everyone but Alex, Kit noticed.


  "Okay Ms Cazenove it's time to fess up and explain how you are the only person on the face of the planet who doesn't recognise the theme from The Twilight Zone."


  "You don't?" Del asked.


  Alex raised her eyebrows as if to say, 'so what'.


  "You're outnumbered," Kit grinned. "How could you have grown up without a television."


  Alex reached for Kit's hand and sighed. "It's a long story," she warned.


  "We're not going anywhere, Alex," Kit promised.
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